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Abstract 

 This study examines poor travellers who were on the move during the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.  The focus is the County of Devon, with 

Exeter dealt with only briefly as it was a separate county.  It is shown that the 

travellers, including numbers of Irish in the seventeenth century and foreign-

born, particularly in the eighteenth century, were affected by a number of 

factors, but that the most important influence on their numbers and types was 

the incidence of wars. Economic factors, such as food supply, were of some 

importance, but the economy too was influenced by the effects of wars.  

Legislation also was found to have had less influence than expected.  However, 

the legislation effective from 1700 did have a marked impact on the 

documentation available. 

 The main sources used for this study are the parochial documents 

provided by churchwardens’ accounts of payments made to travellers in need 

and some of those of the parish overseers. These are supplemented by the 

records of Devon’s County Quarter Sessions.  A combination of Devon’s 

geography, its strong international maritime connections and the influence of 

wars and their locations combined to affect the chronological and spatial 

variations in the numbers and types of travellers through the two centuries. 
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Notes and Abbreviations 

Parochial documents 

This thesis includes many references to parochial documents.  In 

addition to the footnotes, a complete list of the archival locations and reference 

numbers for all parish records consulted is given, in alphabetical order, in the 

bibliography under primary sources. The location of all documents is at the 

Devon Heritage Centre (DHC) unless otherwise stated. 

Maps of parishes: These maps are based on the ecclesiastical parishes as 

published by the Institute of Heraldic and Genealogical Studies, Canterbury, 

Kent; Map 9/Devon, 1996 edition. 

Calendar:   Years are those of the old calendar, to 25 March or the church year 

of Easter to Easter, approximately equivalent to modern tax years.  They are 

retained throughout, even after 1751, but where necessary are designated as, 

for example, February 1668/9, indicating that it was 1668 under the old 

calendar, but 1669 using a year beginning in January.   

House of Correction and Bridewell:  the terms are used interchangeably. 

Abbreviations 
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Part I 

Chapter 1 

Introduction 

Near the northern edge of Dartmoor, about as far from the sea as it could 

be in Devon, is a sign to the Mariners’ Way, Figure 1.1.  It is one of a number 

marking a route along the eastern flank of the moor.  This is not an obvious 

location for a reference to mariners and the route, although marked on the map, 

is not named by the Ordnance Survey.1   

Mariners’ Way 
at Teigncombe

 

Figure 1.1 The Mariners’ Way  

To date, the fullest account has been provided by E.Hemery, who, in 

1986, placed it first in his book about ancient tracks on Dartmoor.2  Hemery has 

researched further than information provided by W. Crossing.3  From the first 

two paragraphs of introduction to the detailed route of the Mariners’ Way, it is 

clear that the name is ‘according to tradition’, as given by local family ‘lore’. 
                                                 
1 Ordnance Survey OL 28.  From South Zeal (650936) to Throwleigh (668908) it is shown as a 
part of the Taw-Teign link; it then goes via Gidleigh (671885) to Teigncombe (672871) from 
where it appears as a part of the ‘Eastern Route’ of the Two Moors’ Way to Widecombe-in-the-
Moor (718767).  
2 E. Hemery, Walking Dartmoor’s Ancient Tracks (Robert Hale, London, 1986), pp. 20-39.  
3
 Crossing’s Guide to Dartmoor (1912, Peninsula Press, Newton Abbot, 2001 facsimile), p. 65, 

has one paragraph. 
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Reputedly, seamen walking between Dartmouth and Bideford took the route 

when they wished to change ship, possibly during the later seventeenth and 

through the eighteenth century.  The only written evidence provided by Hemery 

is quotations from the churchwardens’ accounts of Gidleigh and South Tawton.  

Hemery suggests that ‘It is possible that similar entries remain to be discovered 

in the accounts of other parishes along the way.’ 4   The quotations and the 

suggestion provided the starting point for this research into the people who 

were on the move in Devon during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 

The South Tawton quotation given by Hemery gave the year and the 

names of two seamen. The original showed that Oliver Faully and Edward 

Dollyton were on their way to Cornwall, so that they probably went to 

Okehampton and so to Launceston and onwards.  However, they were not the 

only seamen recorded in South Tawton in 1670, as shown by the excerpt from 

the accounts, given in Figure 1.2.  

 Within the volume of accounts covering 1648 to 1678, it was found that 

South Tawton’s churchwardens helped a variety of travellers. In 1670 forty-

three of the fifty-three travellers who received alms were seamen, but none 

were said to be travelling between the north and south coast ports of Devon.5  

Whether or not the presently marked Mariners’ Way was such a specific route 

remains debateable, but it will be shown that over the years many Devon routes 

were used by seamen, thus becoming ‘mariners’ ways’.  Further investigation of 

churchwardens’ accounts showed that some contained a rich body of evidence 

recording the nature of those who travelled as well as the charitable payments 

made to them.   

                                                 
4 Hemery, Walking Dartmoor, p.22.   
5
 The only seamen found in this research who were said to be travelling between Dartmouth and 

Bideford were two recorded by the churchwardens of Mary Tavy, in 1662/3.  Mary Tavy is west 
of Dartmoor. 
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Figure 1.2 
Extract from South Tawton’s Churchwardens’ Accounts for 1670.  

 The third, fifth and sixth of these payments were to seamen travelling with 
certificates. Source: South Tawton 2915A/PW2 

 

It appeared that in Devon there were significant numbers of various poor 

travellers who were in addition to those people who moved about in the course 

of their daily work or on periodic journeys to markets or fairs.  This thesis aims 

to understand these people on the move, who they were, where they travelled 

within and beyond the county and why they were travelling, so far as could be 

discovered.   

The existing literature provides information on the operation of the poor 

laws and historical background to the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries for 

both the country as a whole and also for Devon. Other work on people’s 

movements is linked primarily to population changes within one or a few 

parishes or considers the migrations which occurred as a result of the industrial 

revolution, relying mainly on nineteenth century census returns. The study of 
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poor travellers utilising the records generated by churchwardens has been 

limited to a few items concerning only one or two parishes. 

 This thesis is original in studying poor travellers within or through a single 

large county, primarily utilising the churchwardens’ accounts of a large sample 

of parishes taken to represent its eleven judicial divisions.  In so doing, it is 

possible to consider the characteristics of the poor travellers and their reasons 

for travel. The thesis also looks at the changes in the nature of the travellers 

during the course of two centuries: this is made possible by the use of additional 

parochial records and those of the quarter sessions for the county of Devon.  

While the numbers of people on the move recorded by the parishes cannot be 

aggregated, the documentation makes it possible to discover variations in their 

composition, numbers, reasons for travelling and the main routes of their 

journeys within the county. The remainder of this chapter provides the context 

of the research.  

A. The Title 

The term used to describe these people needs to reflect their varied 

nature and reasons for travel.  Using ’travellers’ implies that they were self-

sufficient, paying their way as they visited the county.  These might be people 

like Celia Fiennes, Daniel Defoe and Fanny Burney who left accounts of their 

journeys.6  To refer to those of the churchwardens’ accounts as ‘itinerants’ 

would imply that they were all moving in the ‘pursuit of a trade or calling’:  this 

may have been true for some, such as seamen travelling to sign a new contract, 

                                                 
6Celia Fiennes (1662-1741), Through England on a Side-saddle (1947, Penguin Books, London, 
2009); T. Gray ed., Exeter, The Travellers’ Tales and East Devon, The Travellers’ Tales (The 
Mint Press, Exeter, 2000); R. P. Chope ed. Early Tours in Devon and Cornwall (1918, David 
and Charles, Newton Abbot, 1967 edn); L. E.Troide ed., The Early Journals and Letters of 
Fanny Burney, Volume 1: 1768-1773 (Clarendon, Oxford, 1988). 
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but not all.7  Roget’s Thesaurus offers many alternatives for ‘traveller’, but some 

terms are specifically modern and others, like vagrant and refugee, refer only to 

specific types of travellers.  People going from place to place might be 

considered migrants, but whether or not the ‘poor travellers’ of this thesis could 

be described as migrants depends on the definition of that term.  

Migration and population movement became a subject of scholarly 

interest in the nineteenth century, which witnessed growing industrialisation, 

urbanisation and the availability of census records, particularly the more 

detailed ones from 1851 onwards.  Early ideas on the subject included those of 

E. Ravenstein (1885), who thought that most migrants moved only short 

distances, country-dwellers and females were more likely to move, but that 

males moved longer distances.8  His ideas became a basis for E. Lee’s work in 

1966, which was concerned with data analysis rather than definitions of 

migrants.9   However, Lee’s concept of people’s movements being the result of 

‘push and pull’ factors is a helpful way of considering the motivations of the 

poor’s travels.  W. Zelinsky, in 1971, took a broader view of mobility to include 

‘various forms of circulation’ and thought mobility changed through time in line 

with W. Rostow’s model of economic development, formulated in 1960.10   On 

this basis, until the mid eighteenth century, Britain was still a ‘pre-modern 

traditional society’, which was characterised as having little migration. 

 South Tawton’s churchwardens’ accounts alone showed that this is an 

inaccurate view of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Devon.  G. Lewis, in 

                                                 
7 Shorter Oxford English Dictionary (Oxford University Press, Oxford, reprint 1991). The 
example given is of a travelling or itinerant preacher, 1641. 
8D. Waugh, Geography: An Integrated Approach (Nelson, Walton on Thames, 2000), p. 361.  
9L.A. Kosinski and R. Mansell Prothero, People on the Move: Studies on Internal Migration 
(Methuen, London, 1975), pp. 4-5; E. S. Lee, ‘A Theory of Migration’, Demography, 3: 1 (1966), 
pp. 47-57, especially p. 52 onwards.  
10 Kosinski and Prothero, People, pp. 10-11; Rostow, e.g Waugh, Geography, p. 638; C. G. 
Pooley and J. Turnbull, Migration and Mobility in Britain since the Eighteenth Century 
(Lancaster University, U. C. L. Press, London, 1998), pp. 321-27. European evidence suggests 
that there was more mobility than Zelinsky assumed.    
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1982, argued that the unit of study would influence the proportions of people 

who were counted as migrants or mobile. In the USA it was found that a higher 

percentage of people were mobile within a small territorial unit than inter-

regionally, but that those who lived near a boundary were more likely to cross it. 

Given its size, over 1,660,000 acres, Devon might be found to have a 

considerable number of people who were mobile within it, but the distances and 

directions of movement might be affected by the topography, and the overall 

numbers by any people from outside of the county. 11   

In the introduction to their book, People on the Move: Studies on Internal 

Migration, Kosinsky and Prothero say that ‘The term mobility is perhaps the 

most general concept in migration studies. It includes all kinds of territorial 

movements, both temporary and permanent, over various distances’.12  They 

acknowledged that other writers had differing definitions. For example, J. J. 

Mangalam, described migration as involving decision-making and a ‘relatively 

permanent’ move away.13   South Tawton’s accounts show that not everyone 

was travelling only within the county or even the country and that they travelled 

for a variety of reasons.  To include all those poor people who were recorded on 

the move in Devon, an open-ended and non-judgemental definition seemed to 

provide the best solution.  Consequently, this study refers to ‘poor travellers’ 

who were ‘on the move’.  

B. The Period of Study 

The period chosen for this research, approximately 1600 to 1800, is 

related to the fact that the travellers were considered, or claimed, to be in need; 

                                                 
11 G. J. Lewis, Human Migration: A Geographical Perspective (Croom Helm, London, 1982),    
pp. 8-9; area from W. G. Hoskins, Devon (1954, Devon Books, Tiverton, 1992), p. 9. 
12Kosinski and Prothero, People, pp. 2-3; inter-parochial movements were also included by 
D.Fieldman, ‘Migrants, Immigrants and Welfare from the Old Poor law to the Welfare State’, 
Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 6th Series, 13 (2003), pp. 79-104.  
13

 Lewis, Human Migration, p.8-9; for J. J. Mangalam (1968) see Kosinski and Prothero, People, 
pp.11-12. 
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they were poor and on the move at the time they were recorded.  This meant 

that they were affected by the poor law legislation which structured the 

administration of charitable relief and provided definitions of travellers who were 

considered to be vagrant.  The charitable payments made out of the parish and 

church rates had to be declared to the parishioners and so gave rise to the 

records used in this thesis. 

Traditionally, until the dissolution of the monasteries in the sixteenth 

century, travellers had benefited from the assistance offered by the religious 

houses.  McIntosh describes the work of the churchwardens in relation to poor 

relief for the period from 1350 to 1600, showing how it operated and developed 

before the poor law legislation of 1598.14  She found that some churchwardens 

occasionally gave to strangers.15  McIntosh shows that by the last quarter of the 

sixteenth century, 45 per cent of churchwardens’ accounts recorded at least 

one of a number of types of activities which assisted the poor.  These included 

giving money to outsiders, such as those who came with a testimonial or brief, a 

letter, to collect for charity and caring for non-parochial, stranger poor when 

they were sick and providing for their burials when necessary.16   Each of these 

types of charity was found during the research on Devon.  

 It was some twenty years after the dissolution that the first Elizabethan 

statute relating to poor travellers, mostly classified as vagrant, was passed in 

1563.  It was followed by the statutes of 1572, 1576 and 1597/8, with the last 

consolidated into that of 1601.17  Although a few surviving churchwardens’ 

accounts pre-date the 1590s, examples including some of those of Ashburton 

                                                 
14 M. Keniston McIntosh, Poor Relief in England, 1350-1600 (Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge, 2012), pp. 95 -112, 232-52.    
15 McIntosh, Poor Relief, appendix F, pp. 307-311.   
16 McIntosh, Poor Relief, p.135.  
17 A list of the most relevant acts is given in Appendix 1. 
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and Morebath, they are more abundant from 1600 onwards.18  Consequently, 

the study begins with the seventeenth century and extends a few years into the 

nineteenth, so covering a period of two hundred years, all under the regulations 

of the ‘Old Poor Law’.19  The dates of the study have been determined mainly 

by the poor law statutes and the availability of documentation.  

Before giving a more detailed examination of the existing research on the 

poor and their mobility in early modern England, it is necessary to review the 

Poor Laws as they affected the poor and their propensity to travel during these 

two centuries. 

C. The Poor Laws  

As instituted by statute in 1531, a person in distress might be given a 

paper or brief issued under the king’s broad seal, or by a dignitary of the church 

or one of legal standing.  This gave the bearer permission to solicit alms and he 

or she was more likely to receive charity.  However, it also opened the way for 

potential fraud.20  It was thought that such travellers tended to cause alarm and 

concern, especially in market centres, such as Exeter, to which they were 

attracted.  Like cities and towns such as York, Newark-upon-Trent, Abingdon 

and Norwich, Exeter had introduced a beadle, possibly four beadles, one for 

each quarter of the city, by September 1562.21  These were intended to keep 

the city free of poor travellers and beggars.  The number of those who were 

travelling, including beggars and vagabonds, increased and led to the act of 

1572.22   A. Beier, writing in1985, found that there tended to be a west-east 

movement of such people, which was very obvious in Somerset, where many 
                                                 
18 A complete list of the parish records used, with their dates, is given under primary sources in 
the bibliography.   
19 The act to amend the poor laws was not passed until 1834.  4 & 5 William IV c. 76.  
20 22 Henry VIII c. 12 1531. 
21 N. D. Brodie, ‘Beggary, Vagabondage, and Poor Relief: English Statutes in the Urban 
Context, 1495-1572’ (unpub. Ph.D thesis, University of Tasmania, 2010), pp.161-176, especially 
pp.161 and 175; McIntosh, Poor Relief, pp. 144-165, especially p.147.  
22 14 Eliz. c.5. 
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had come from Devon and Cornwall.23  This may have been a reason for 

Edward Hext’s great concern, in 1596, about the number in the ‘Calenders’ of 

‘…prisoners executed and delivered this yere past in this Countye of Somerset 

… clxxxiij [183] most wicked and desperate persons to be inlarged.’24   Tawney 

concluded that ‘the sixteenth century lived in terror of the tramp’, while 

Fumerton thought that the influence of the ‘rogue literature’, the stories and 

descriptions of rogues, was to blame and that the multiple jobs and frequent 

job-switching combined with mobility was misinterpreted as vagrancy.25 

 The influence of rogue literature and the perceived numbers of beggars 

probably led to the extended definition of those considered vagrant in the 

statute of 1598.26  Vagrants included all of the following:  those who begged as 

‘scholars’, seafaring men who pretended losses at sea, those begging or using 

any ‘subtle craft’, entertainers such as ‘common players and minstrels’, tinkers 

and petty chapmen, wandering persons who were able of body but refusing 

work for normal wages, those pretending losses by disasters and those 

pretending to be ‘Egyptians’, that is gypsies.  All such persons were to be 

considered rogues and vagabonds and treated accordingly, which meant being 

stripped naked to the waist and whipped until the back was bloody, before being 

sent to their parishes of birth, or if not known, to the last parish where a person 

was resident for one year.27  Those who fell foul of the law were punished and 

returned home. Since the home parish was given verbally, there were 

                                                 
23 A. L. Beier, Masterless Men: The Vagrancy Problem in England 1560-1640 (1985, Methuen, 
London, paperback, 1987), pp. xx, 7-8, 15, 33-4, 65.  
24 R. H. Tawney and E. Power eds, Tudor Economic Documents vol. 2 : Commerce, Finance 
and the Poor Law (1924, Longmans,Green and Co., London, New Impression,1951), p.339; 
www.historyofparliamentonline.org/volume/1604-1629/member/hext-edward-1550-1624 (17-09-
2017). 
25R. H. Tawney, The Agrarian Problem in the Sixteenth Century (1912, Burt Franklin, New York, 
undated), p.268; P. Fumerton, Unsettled: The Culture of Mobility and the Working Poor in Early 
Modern England (The University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 2006), pp. xv, xix, 25-6, 33.   
26 39 Eliz. 1 c.4, Act for the Punishment of Rogues, Vagabonds and Sturdy Beggars. 
27 The relevant text of the statute is quoted in full by Sir George Nicholls, A History of the 
English Poor Law. Vol. 1 (P.S. King & Son, London, new edition, 1904), pp.182-3. 
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opportunities for falsehoods. Multiple offences led to more severe punishment, 

classification as a felon and ultimately the death sentence, but at various times 

the alternative possibilities of recruitment as a soldier or of transportation to a 

colony were available.  For example, in the summer of 1637 four miscreants, by 

their consent, were to be shipped from Dartmouth to Barbadoes.28  There was 

an exception to the general regulations of particular importance to Devon; 

shipwrecked mariners were permitted to beg if they had a testimonial signed by 

a justice of the peace.29  

 The lawmakers reasoned that if the poor were supported in their own 

parishes, the number who took to wandering and begging would decline.  The 

statutes combined a preventive strategy with that of a deterrent.  The act of 

1601 retained the essential content of 1598, but began with the administrative 

directives for carrying out the law.  By 1601, the previously often harsh 

treatment of soldiers and seamen was changed as it was considered that 

soldiers and seamen were more deserving than before and a system of parish 

payments towards their relief was instituted.  In Devon’s churchwardens’ 

accounts this usually appears as a contribution towards ‘the gaol, hospital and 

maimed soldiers’. The act of 1601 was to remain the basis of English Poor 

Laws until the nineteenth century.  

 Mackay, who completed Nicholls’ history of the Poor Law to 1834, 

thought that:  

the motives for a poor law were complex, compounded of religion,   
philanthropy, fear of revolution, [and] a belief in the sufficiency of archaic 
regulation…   
 

There was a desire to give the poor a ‘…repulsion from the Poor Law, and a 

tendency to enter on a life of independence…’ but if necessity arose, this might 

                                                 
28 QS 1/7. Summer 1637. 
29Nicholls, A History, p.184.  



 25 

involve taking to the road in search of employment. The boundary between 

‘making shift’ and vagrancy was easily crossed.  ‘Making shift’ was a term 

coined by Olwen Hufton in connection with the poor in France.  It means moving 

as a strategy to subsist independently when all else has failed, but it became a 

euphemism for ‘unlawful courses’, such as begging and stealing. 30  Such 

people on the move were at the mercy of the officials and how they interpreted 

the law.   

The poor person on the move, anywhere, might have a hard time if he or 

she was apprehended, but how hard could depend on the administrators at the 

parish level.  These elected, unpaid officials were the overseers of the poor, the 

churchwardens and the constables.  The overseers of the poor were 

responsible for the parish poor, while the churchwardens, in addition to their 

prime responsibility for the church itself dealt with other parish matters, such as 

money for the ‘gaol, hospital and maimed soldiers’ and travellers.31  When the 

church rates were set to cover the church’s anticipated costs for the year, it 

seems that in at least some cases an allowance was made for money which 

might be given to travellers.  The churchwardens of East Budleigh enquired of 

those of the parish across the river about such allowances and received the 

reply, in 1687, that: 

Otterton alloweth twenty shillings yearly to poor Travellers, about half a 
Crowne the 5th November, half a Crowne for Procession, one shilling a 
piece for the wardens dinners at a visitation…32 
 

                                                 
30T. Mackay, A History of the English Poor Law Vol. 3 AD 1834-1898 (P. S. King & Son, 
London, 1904), pp.20-21; S. Hindle, On the Parish? The Micro-Politics of Poor Relief in Rural 
England c. 1550-1750 (Clarendon, Oxford, 2004), chapter 1, pp.15-104; S. Williams, Poverty, 
Gender and Life-cycle under the English Poor Law 1760-1834 (The Royal Historical Society: 
The Boydell Press, Woodbridge, Suffolk, 2011), pp. 6-7. 
31 In eighteenth-century Devon, there were some cases where the overseers provided charity to 
travellers, as shown in Part III.  
32 Given at the end of East Budleigh Churchwardens’ accounts for 1686/7. Half a crown was 
 2s 6d. 
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Anyone, local or stranger, under suspicion of fraud or theft was taken to 

the constables, who had to present wrongdoers to the local justice, who might 

then submit the person for trial at the quarter sessions.   All of this procedure 

was at the parish’s expense.  The interpretation of the laws was subjective and 

might be influenced by local attitudes, local finances and even an official’s 

practical ability, such as the degree of literacy available for reading a traveller’s 

supposed authorisation.   

H. Clavering produced a handbook for the use of such officers and 

described the duties of each, claiming to be up-to-date to Hilary term 1802, 

which meant that the effects of much previous legislation were included.  J. 

Cox’s book of 1913, specifically about churchwardens’ accounts, contains two 

sections which refer to the duties of the officers.33   

Some historians have considered that the constables owed their failings 

to their lowly social positions, but Joan Kent would appear to agree more with J. 

Sharpe, who suggested that the reason for this was that twentieth-century 

standards had been applied, rather than the expectations of the seventeenth 

century.  Unlike those who think that the churchwardens tended to become the 

principal local officers from about 1600, Kent argues that constables remained 

important at least until the mid-seventeenth century.  She concedes that the 

decline and depiction of the office given by those like Sidney and Beatrice 

Webb, noted social historians of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, 

may have applied more from 1660, when there was less supervision from 

                                                 
33 H. Clavering, The New Complete Parish Officer : A Perfect Guide to Churchwardens, 
Overseers, Constables, Headboroughs, Tithingmen, Sidesmen, Borsholders, Beadles, and 
other Parish Officers… Summary of Parish Law, down to Easter 1795…’incumbent on every 
Man to be acquainted with those laws…which he is immediately concerned’ (J. Stratford, 
London,1802); J. C. Cox, Churchwardens’ Accounts (Methuen, London, 1913), introduction and 
chapter xxii, pp. 323-348. 
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central government.  Kent suggests also that localised studies are necessary to 

examine this aspect of law administration. 34   

More recent work by H. French looks at the status of the parish officers in 

a sample of parishes.  He quotes from Gardiner’s Compleat Constable of 1692, 

including: 

This office ought not to be put upon the poorer sort, for they are usually 
most Ignorant and Fearful, and less able to attend this Office; their 
Necessity requiring them to mind their own Trade and 
 Imployment.35 
 

 The evidence from rate and hearth tax payments made by churchwardens, 

overseers, constables and others in the sample parishes suggests that the 

constables were among the poorer; those of nine of eighteen sample parishes 

from Essex, Suffolk, Lancashire and Dorset were exempt from rates and in a 

cross regional sampling of hearth taxes paid, ten of twenty-one constables were 

unrated.36  In 1734, Samuel Bidgood, one of the constables of the Hundred of 

Ottery St Mary, had ‘runaway and absconded for debt’ and another was to be 

sworn in to replace him.37  Churchwardens and overseers were almost 

exclusively rate and tax payers.  However, the constables had to report to the 

justices and could be held to account. 

Justices of the peace were responsible for the supervision of poor relief 

and other parish responsibilities.  Devon’s seventeenth-century justices appear 

to have been very efficient, although capable of exercising some flexibility, as 

shown in the works of M. Wolffe and S. K. Roberts.  Wolffe describes the work 

of the justices of the early seventeenth century, in peace and then in war, while 

Roberts’ narrative provides a continuation with the period 1646-1670, from the 

                                                 
34 J. Kent, The English Village Constable 1580-1642: A Social and Administrative Study 
(Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1986), pp. 1-7, 24, 148-151, 307-8.   
35

 H. French, The Middle Sort of People in Provincial England, 1600-1750 (Oxford Scholarship 
Online: 2007), p. 91. 
36 French, The Middle Sort of People, pp.113-114 Tables 2.1, 2.2).  
37 QS 1/18 Michaelmas 1734. 
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standpoint of local administration.38  Devon’s justices of the eighteenth century 

were also not averse to dismissing an inefficient constable and, in 1823, even 

summoning by mittimus, a demand to appear before the quarter sessions, the 

officers of Awliscombe, apparently for the parish’s want of constables.  The 

churchwardens considered constables ‘an unnecessary expense’ and queried 

whether or not they were necessary.39 

The next poor law statute, in 1662, kept much of the earlier statutes, but 

it was more prescriptive over where assistance was available.40   A right of 

‘legal settlement’ was required to receive parish support.  The regulations 

governing the qualifications for a legal settlement could be expected to have 

affected the lives of the poor and their likelihood of travel, including journeys to 

their ‘home’ parishes.  The parish claimed as someone’s legal settlement might 

contest that designation.  For those residing in their legal settlements there may 

have been less incentive to move to ‘make shift’ independently.  Those in need 

in other parishes were returned to their legal settlements, so adding to people 

on the move.  For most, a legal settlement was gained by birth, apprenticeship 

or service, or paying rates, but a married woman took that of her husband.  One 

born a bastard took the parish of his or her birth, which might not be that of the 

mother or father, especially if born to a mother who was travelling. 41  These last 

                                                 
38 S. K. Roberts, Recovery and Restoration in an English County: Devon Local Administration 
1646-70 (University of Exeter, Exeter, 1985); M. Wolffe, Gentry Leaders in Peace and War; the 
Gentry Governors of Devon in the Early Seventeenth Century (University of Exeter Press, 
Exeter, 1997), in which pp. 254-5 provide a useful summary. Other references concerning 
justices are: P. R. Glazebrook ed., M. Dalton’s, The Country Justice, (1618 and 1635, London 
Professional Books Limited, 1973);  also as Burn’s Justice of the Peace, 1755, 
https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=9eJIAQAAMAAJ; J. Shaw, Parish Law: or a Guide to 
Justices of the Peace, Ministers, Churchwardens … and all Others concern’d in Parish Business 
(Henry Lintot, London,1750).  
39 QS 1/17 Michaelmas 1730- the constable of the Hundred of East Budleigh ‘ hath been very 
defective in this office’ and another was to be sworn in his place; Awliscombe 3020A/PC3 1823. 
Constables were a statutory requirement. 
40 13 & 14 Charles II c. 12 1662: An act for the better relief of the poor…usually referred to as 
the Settlement Act. 
41

 For one of bastard-birth, the parish was that of birth until 1744; subsequently it was the 
mother’s parish of legal settlement.  17 Geo. II c.5.  
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regulations will be shown to have had a considerable impact on some journeys 

required of the poor.  

D. Marshall asserted that from 1662 to 1782, the ‘intense parochialism’ 

which resulted from the law and its scope for ‘petty corruption’ due to the lack of 

supervision, was the main feature of poor relief.42   This may have had its roots 

in the settlement regulations, but more recent work has shown that while some 

parishes tended to become ‘closed’ others were more open in their attitudes to 

incomers.  Nor does the low incidence of complaints found in the 

churchwardens’ accounts which have been studied, suggest widespread ‘petty 

corruption’.  The most common complaints were about the amounts expended 

on the wardens’ refreshments. The chain of accountability, from local official to 

the quarter sessions, usually seems to have functioned efficiently, although 

there might be local variations in the interpretations of the regulations.  Such 

variations were not necessarily beneficial for people on the move.  As Hindle 

noted, ‘For the poor, knowledge of the practices of parish officers and 

magistrates was essential for survival.’43  

D. Rollison suggested that the distances travelled increased from the 

sixteenth century onwards but others have suggested that people moved long 

distances in the late sixteenth century and that distances declined after 1662.44  

I. Whyte and P. Clark both thought that long distance migration declined in the 

later seventeenth century. 45  However, Clark used church court depositions for 

his evidence, which meant that at the time of interview, a person was settled 

and he acknowledges that his results should not be considered alone, but within 
                                                 
42 D. Marshall, The English Poor in the Eighteenth Century (Routledge, London, 1926), pp. 10-
12, 160. 
43 Hindle, On the parish? p. 360. 
44D. Rollison, ‘Exploding England: Dialectics of Mobility and Settlement in Early Modern 
England’, Social History, 24 (1999), pp.1-16; here 1-3 &14.  
45 I. D. Whyte, Migration and Society in Britain 1550-1830 (Macmillan Press, Basingstoke, 
2000), pp. 1-21; P. Clark and D. Souden eds, Migration and Society in Early Modern England 
(Hutchison Education, London, 1987), pp. 213-244, especially, 222-27, 238-43.  
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the wider context of ‘…physical mobility and the migrational options - or “ploys”- 

open to the lower orders.’  When ‘making shift’, the ‘ploys’ of the poor may have 

led to their being apprehended as vagrants.  The possibility that the 1662 

regulation might have influenced the numbers of the mobile poor has 

determined the division of the seventeenth century into Chapters 3 and 4, which 

consider the situation before and after that date. 

The poor in reduced circumstances who tried to ‘make shift’ or travel for 

any reason, were affected more directly by the legislation of 1698/9, effective 

from June 1700, which has received less attention from historians.46  Primarily 

concerned with a change in the administration of the regulations, the practical 

effect for travellers was to diminish the likelihood of receiving alms but increase 

that of being apprehended as a vagrant.  All strangers to a parish became the 

concern of the constable, who decided whether or not they should be taken to 

the local justice.  Legally this removed the problem of dealing with travellers 

from the churchwardens to the constables.  If the importance of the constables 

had declined in the later seventeenth century, their importance was reinstated in 

the eighteenth.  The new law could be expected to have an influence on 

people’s mobility and their treatment along their ways. The interpretation of the 

law was variable, particularly with regard to charity payments, but it also had an 

effect on the usefulness of the churchwardens’ accounts, so that there has had 

to be greater reliance on supplementary sources for the eighteenth century.  

Consequently this thesis is divided into two further parts, one for each century. 

 

 

 

                                                 
46 11 & 12 William III c.18.  Details are given in chapter five. 
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D. The Implementation of the Poor Laws 

P. Fideler, in his review of the twentieth-century literature, has shown 

that works on poor law policy and the poor have undergone change. 47   Early 

writers, such as F. G. Emmison, E. Hampson and even G. R. Elton to some 

degree in 1953, took a governmental, centralist view.48  In the second half of the 

twentieth century and to a greater extent in the twenty-first, writers’ attentions 

have turned to the poor themselves.  K. D. M. Snell and N. Landau began their 

works with the importance of the 1662 Settlement Act. 49
   Landau suggested 

that the settlement regulations were applied to monitor migration, but this 

became a source of contention with Snell.  R. Wells, in 1993, includes a 

discussion concerning the differences of opinion held by Snell and Landau.50   

In Annals of the Labouring Poor and Parish and Belonging, Snell focused on 

those who might be at the mercy of the laws. Lees agreed with Snell that the 

right to relief was a part of the ‘moral economy’ of the poor.51 
 

Increasingly, writers have studied the poor in their local contexts, but 

often have concentrated on the resident poor of particular towns or parishes. 

Hindle studied the micro-politics of the parish in relation to poor relief, 

describing all the options, including ‘making shift’, available to the poor.52  

Wales has looked at poor relief in relation to the life-cycle. Taking examples 

from seventeenth-century Norfolk, he found that many ‘collectioners’ were 

                                                 
47 P. A. Fideler, ‘Introduction: Impressions of a Century of Historiography’, Albion 32: 3 (2000), 
pp. 381-407. 
48 For example, E. M. Hampson, Treatment of Poverty in Cambridgeshire, 1597-1834 
(Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1934). 
49 K. D. M. Snell, Annals of the Labouring Poor: Social Change and Agrarian England, 1660-
1900 (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge,1985); K. D. M. Snell, Parish and Belonging: 
Community, Identity and Welfare in England and Wales 1700-1950 (Cambridge University 
Press, Cambridge, 2006); N. Landau, ‘The Regulation of Immigration, Economic Structures and 
Definitions of the Poor in Eighteenth–Century England’, The Historical Journal 33: 3 (1990), pp. 
541-571.  
50

 R. Wells, ‘Migration, the Law, and Parochial Policy in Eighteenth- and early Nineteenth-
century Southern England’, Southern History 15 (1993), pp. 86-142.  
51

 L. H. Lees, The Solidarities of Strangers: The English Poor Laws and the People, 1700 -1948 
(Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1998), p. 79.  
52

 S. Hindle, On the Parish? 
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women, especially older widows.  In the same volume, but using different 

sources, Brown found similar results.53  S. King and A. Tomkins extended the 

knowledge of people’s attempts to ‘make shift’ from the eighteenth into the 

nineteenth century.54   A few have looked at the subject from the point of view of 

the poor, as in Chronicling Poverty: the Voices and Strategies of the English 

Poor, 1640-1840 (1997).55   

A number of writers, such as A. L. Beier on Warwick and P. Slack on 

Salisbury, have tried to establish the possible numbers of poor/paupers in 

localised studies.56   Those counted were parish residents, although some might 

have become mobile in an attempt to ‘make shift’.  Broad looked at the 

variations in the interpretation of the law found in three sample parishes in 

Buckinghamshire and Hertfordshire.57  He found that some were more open to 

immigrants than other ‘closed parishes’.  As a corollary to this, Hindle has 

examined the attraction of one parish over another, while Wells combined the 

effects of migration, law and parish policies in southern England, including 

examples from Kent, Sussex and Hampshire, to see their effects on the poor. 58   

Writing primarily of the eighteenth century, Wells included the effects of 

the Napoleonic wars on the poor and the development of out-relief, by which the 

parish of legal settlement paid the parish of a person’s residence, so eliminating 

                                                 
53 T. Wales, ‘Poverty, Poor Relief and the Life-cycle: Some Evidence from Seventeenth-century 
Norfolk’, in Land, Kinship and the Life-cycle, ed. R. M. Smith (Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge, 1984), pp. 351-388; W. Brown, ‘The Receipt of Poor Relief and Family Situation: 
Aldenham, Hertfordshire 1630-1690’, in Land, Kinship, ed Smith, pp. 405-422.    
54 S. King and A. Tomkins eds, The Poor in England 1700-1850: An Economy of Makeshifts 
(Manchester University Press, Manchester, 2003). 
55 T. Hitchcock, P. King and P. Sharpe eds, Chronicling Poverty: The Voices and Strategies of 
the English Poor, 1640-1840 (Macmillan Press Ltd, Basingstoke, 1997).  
56A. L. Beier, ‘The Social Problems of an Elizabethan Country Town: Warwick, 1580-90’, in P. 
Clark ed., Country Towns in Pre-industrial England (Leicester University Press, Leicester,1981), 
pp. 46-85; P. Slack, ‘Poverty and Politics in Salisbury 1597-1666’, in Crisis and Order in English 
Towns, ed. P. Clark and P. Slack (Routledge and Kegan Paul, London, 1972), pp. 164-194.  
57

 J. Broad, ‘Parish Economies of Welfare, 1650-1834’,The Historical Journal, 42: 4 (1999), pp. 
985-1006. 
58 S. Hindle, ‘Exclusion Crises: Poverty, Migration and Parochial Responsibilities in English rural 
Communities, c.1560-1660’, Rural History, 7: 2 (1996), pp.125-149; R. Wells, ‘Migration, Law 
and Parochial Policy’, pp. 86-142, especially pp.103-129. 
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the need to return immigrants to their home parishes.  Out-relief should have 

reduced the amount of travel.  Hitchcock has studied the situation in eighteenth-

century London, where he found that some parishes were ‘better’ for 

‘casualties’, casual poor, from outside the city. 59   St Giles Cripplegate and St 

Clements were favoured. Urban areas elsewhere, including Exeter, were the 

foci of a study by Brodie.60  Those who migrated have been the subject of works 

by Whyte and Pooley and Turnbull.  The latter amassed data by making use of 

information from family history societies from around the country, but 

unfortunately none were from Devon.61 

E. Types of Travellers 

Other writers have concentrated on particular types of traveller.  In his 

book for justices, Burn had a chapter on ‘Rogues and Vagabonds’ in which he 

defined a vagabond as ‘he which hath neither certain House, nor stedfast 

habitation, but liveth idlely and loitering’ and a rogue as, ‘an idle Beggar that 

wandereth from place to place, without a lawful Pasport’ and then declared that 

a ‘Rogue and a Vagabond seem to be all one’.62 

Vagrants were the subjects of a number of possibly ‘embellished’ literary 

descriptions in the late sixteenth century, most notably J. Awdeley’s Fraternity 

of Vagabonds and T. Harman’s Caveat, works first published in the mid 1560s.  

Such ‘rogue literature’ seems to have been highly popular, being taken to be 

more factual than it deserved.63  Harman, of Kent, had been a justice of the 

peace and no doubt had met a variety of characters, but he was also a good 

storyteller. He claimed that the stories were to deter gentry from giving alms to 
                                                 
59 T. Hitchcock, Down and Out in Eighteenth-Century London (2004, Hambledon Continuum, 
London, 2007), pp.142-44, 149. 
60 N. D. Brodie, ‘Beggary,Vagabondage and Poor Relief’, pp. 54-56, 58, 63-65, 164,175,178.   
61 Ian D. Whyte, Migration and Society; Pooley and Turnbull, Migration and Mobility in Britain.   
The work includes one reference to Plymouth. 
62 Burn, Justice of the Peace, pp. 204-06. 
63 Awdeley, Fraternity of Vagabonds; Harman, Caveat; Haben, Sermon etc.  Early English Text 
Society Extra Series 9, 1869 (London, 1869). 
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the wandering.  On the other hand, Stone regarded the alms given by gentry to 

poor residents and ‘all comers’ in a kinder light for the pre-civil war period.64  In 

her work on vagrancy and homelessness in literature, L. Woodbridge claims 

that the ‘rogue literature courts a readership that would now go in for tabloids’ 

and she tried to put Harman’s stories in their context.65  It is possible that the 

early literature gave rise to an exaggeration of the numbers of such people on 

the move.  

 More recently, P. Fumerton has written not just of vagabonds and their 

like but also of some of the poor as mobile, but employed, and being not just 

physically mobile, but also ‘psychologically unfixed’, unsettled.  She thought that 

by 1700, of the many landless wage labourers, seamen were one of the largest 

groups.  Using information provided by Marcus Rediker in Between the Devil 

and the Deep Blue Sea, Fumerton says that the total number of seamen in the 

country grew about twelve-fold from the middle of the sixteenth century to sixty 

thousand by 1750, so the potential number ashore and unsettled at any time 

also must have increased. 66  One would expect Devon to have had a high 

number of such men.  

 Vagrants have been studied by historians too, as in work by A. L. Beier 

and P. Slack.  In this century, A. Eccles has written on vagrants in relation to the 

law in the eighteenth century, but also those who attempted fraud and the social 

problems which led to the Gilbert Report into the costs of the poor in 1777.67  

                                                 
64 L. Stone,The Crisis of the Aristocracy 1558-1641 (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1965), 
 p. 48.  
65 L. Woodbridge, Vagrancy, Homelessness and English Renaissance Literature (University of 
Illinois Press, Urbana, 2001), p. 3; see also F. Aydelotte, Elizabethan Rogues and Vagabonds 
(Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1913). 
66 P. Fumerton, Unsettled, pp. xvi, 58-9. 
67 A. L. Beier, Masterless Men, p. xxi; P. A. Slack, ‘Vagrants and Vagrancy in England, 1598-
1664’ in Clark and Souden, Migration, pp. 49-76; A. Eccles, Vagrancy in Law and Practice 
under the Old Poor Law (Ashgate Publishing Limited, Farnham, 2012); A. Eccles, ‘Pretending to 
be Seafaring men-Vagrancy Law and Forgery with special reference to Eighteenth-century 
Dorset’, Proceedings of the Dorset Natural History and Archaeological Society 133 (2012), pp. 
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Most of Eccles’ fraudulent seamen were apprehended in Dorset.  In a slightly 

earlier work, T. B. Hug wrote of those assuming various impostures, including 

counterfeit beggars, cunning folk, ‘Egyptians’, or gypsies, whom he included 

with those of other ‘ethnicity,’ and even gentlemen who became imposters.68  

Hug also mentioned William Stroud, who visited Exeter under one of his aliases 

and Devon’s own Bampfylde-Moore Carew, who will be met again in  

Chapter 7.69  Devon had a share of such people travelling in the county, 

including at least two purporting to be foreigners, but such characters were a 

minority among those soliciting alms.70   Lucassen used a very extensive time-

span for his work on ‘Egyptians’; a more recent study relates only to Dorset.71   

The Huguenots, most of whom arrived as refugees from the Continent from the 

late 1670s onwards, were the subject of a study by Gwynn.72   He found that 

most Huguenots settled south of the Wash and often near the sea.  Only a few 

Huguenots have been found in Devon churchwardens’ accounts, but a 

considerable number are known to have settled in the county.   P. King has 

written specifically on offenders, who often were poor or economically 

vulnerable people.73   

 F. Population and Mobility 

Some authors have studied the poor and/or mobile to be found in specific 

places, with London receiving considerable attention. P. Spufford looked at wills 

                                                                                                                                               
1-8; A. Eccles, ‘Furiously Mad: Vagrancy Law and a Sub-group of the Disorderly Poor’, Rural 
History, 24 (2013), pp. 25-40.  
68 T. B. Hug, Impostures in Early Modern England: Representations and Perceptions of 
Fraudulent Identities (Manchester University Press, Manchester, 2009). 
69 Hug, Impostures, pp. 113,143-5. 
70 In Chapter 4, with ‘Other Foreign’. 
71 L. Lucassen, ‘Eternal Vagrants? State Formation, Migration, and Travelling Groups in 
Western-Europe, 1350-1914’, in Migration, Migration History, History: Old Paradigms and New 
Perspectives, ed. J. Lucassen and L. Lucassen (Peter Lang, Berne, 1999), pp. 225-51 at pp. 
226-9; J. Ford, ‘’Egyptians’ in Early-Modern Dorset’ in Proceedings of the Dorset natural History 
and Archaeological Society 130 (2009), pp. 1-8. 
72 R. Gwynn, ‘The Number of Huguenot Immigrants in England in the late Seventeenth Century’, 
Journal of Historical Geography, 9: 4 (1983), pp. 384-95. 
73 P. King, ‘Female offenders, work and life-cycle change in late-eighteenth-century London’, 
Continuity and Change, 11: 1 (1996), pp. 61-90.   
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for evidence of immigration into London, as well as evidence for the general 

scale of population movement.  He made use of earlier work on Eccleshall and 

the parishes of Clayworth and Cogenhoe which had been studied using listings 

of their populations.74  Hitchcock independently and, most recently with 

Shoemaker, has written on vagrants and London using a variety of sources.75  

Thomson has written on the care of the poor in East Hertfordshire.  There is 

limited reference to the mobile poor but a good description of conditions in the 

1630s.76  An extensive set of pauper petitions has been used for Healey’s work 

on the poor of Lancashire and Williams used pauper biographies of two 

parishes in Bedfordshire to look at poverty in relation to the life-cycle. 77   The 

latter includes also a brief reference to the mobile poor, commenting on the 

differences in the numbers travelling through the two parishes.  

G. Documentary Sources  

 Other writers have used specific sets of documents to look at the 

changes in the population of particular settlements.  In a volume entitled The 

Self-contained Village?, published in 2007, two chapters relate to population 

movements.  For the period c.1440-c.1600, J. Whittle used manorial documents 

together with church court depositions for Norfolk to show that over 55 per cent 

of movements were within ten kilometres and 86 per cent within twenty-five 

kilometres.  H. French used a variety of sources in his article, from Myddle in 

                                                 
74 P. Spufford, ‘Population Movement in Seventeenth-Century England’, Local Population 
Studies, 4 (1970), pp. 41-50, which relates especially to the growth of London; P. Laslett and J. 
Harrison, ‘Clayworth and Cogenhoe’ in Historical Essays 1600-1750 presented to David Ogg, 
eds H.E. Bell and R. L. Ollard (Black, London, 1963), pp.156-184.  
75 T. Hitchcock, ‘Vagrant Lives’ in Accommodating Poverty: The Housing and Living 
Arrangements of the English Poor, c.1600-1850, eds J. Mc Ewan and P. Sharpe (Palgrave 
Macmillan, Basingstoke, 2011), pp.125-144; T. Hitchcock, ‘The London Vagrancy Crisis of the 
1780s’, Rural History, vol. 24 Special Issue 1 (April 2013), pp. 59-72; T. Hitchcock and R. 
Shoemaker, London Lives: Poverty, Crime and the Making of a Modern City, 1690-1800 
(Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2015).  
76A. Thomson, ‘Caring for the Poor in East Hertfordshire c. 1620-50’ in A Caring County? Social 
welfare in Hertfordshire from 1600, eds S. King and G. Gear (University of Hertford Press, 
Hatfield, 2013), pp. 99-123.   
77 J. Healey, The First Century of Welfare: Poverty and Poor Relief in Lancashire 1620 -1730 
(Boydell Press, Woodbridge, 2014); S. Williams, Poverty, Gender and Life-cycle, pp. 1-9, 90-91.   
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Shropshire, as described by Gough, and rate-paying information from sample 

parishes in Essex and Dorset to show that the degree of mobility varied with 

social status, with wealthier office holders being less likely to move.78   Church 

court statements of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries were 

used also by Clark.79  

 In 1984, D. Souden used family reconstitution studies to look at his 

‘movers and stayers’.  Migration was found by deduction in relation to the 

proportions of those who stayed.  Souden acknowledged that the method is not 

without criticism.  Within the same journal, Snell questioned the validity of the 

use of family reconstitution for studying mobility, as this method tells only of 

those who have stayed, there being no specific information about those who 

have left, or when they moved.  Consequently, the mobility and context of the 

‘movers’ is not revealed.80  It illustrates the degree of change in the populations, 

but not where the ‘missing’ have gone or always the sources of the arrivals.  For 

a part of Devon, M. Hardy used settlement examinations, mainly from the 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, to provide information on people’s 

movements in relation to taking part in the transatlantic Newfoundland fisheries 

for one or more seasons.81   While many travelled only from a birthplace within 

ten miles of the sea, a few travelled up to forty miles, but sometimes in stages 

and, at the times of examination, the majority were clustered in settlements of 

                                                 
78 J. Whittle, ‘Population Mobility in Rural Norfolk among Landholders and Others c.1440-
c.1600’ pp. 28-45; H. French, ’Ancient Inhabitants’: Mobility, Lineage and Identity in English 
Rural Communities, 1600-1750’, pp. 72-95 both in The Self-Contained Village? The Social 
History of Rural Communities 1250 -1900, ed., C. Dyer (University of Hertford Press, Hatfield, 
2007), pp.28-45, 101-03.  In the same volume, Whyte writes of Cumbria, with special reference 
to a census of 1787, pp. 96-113. 
79

 P. Clark, ‘Migration in England during the Late Seventeenth and Early Eighteenth Centuries’ 
in Clark and Souden, Migration and Society, pp. 213-252.   
80 D. Souden, ‘Movers and Stayers in Family Reconstitution Populations’, and K. D. M. Snell, 
‘Parish Registration and the Study of Labour Mobility’, both in Local Population Studies, 33: 2 
(1984), pp. 11-28 and pp. 29-43.  
81 M. R. Hardy, ‘Exe-Dart Devon: Some Effects of the Newfoundland Trade’ (unpub. M. A. 
dissertation, University of Leicester, 2010), pp. 81-86. (also at DHC). 
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the Newton Abbot area.  Document survival may have been an influence on 

this, but the examinations do reveal a considerable degree of mobility. 

 Constables’ accounts were used by Joan Kent to study population 

mobility in the Midlands.82  Using a sample of three parishes for the period 

1611-1640, Kent showed that only a small proportion of those on the move 

were actually vagrants; other ‘poor travellers’, formed the largest category in 

each parish and throughout the time period gypsies, soldiers and foreigners 

made up the balances.  In a similar type of study, D. Hitchcock used constables’ 

accounts of 1671 to 1704 for Grandborough, Warwickshire, to produce a 

‘Typology of Travellers’.83  Hitchcock used nine categories, some descriptive, 

like ‘passenger’, ‘soldiers or seamen’ and ‘vagrants or Gypsies’, others more 

purely social, such as single women, women and children, with families the 

least common followed by the vagrants and Gypsies at just one and 2 per cent 

respectively.    

Few have used churchwardens’ accounts to look at people on the move 

but Schen used this source to ‘construct’ the poor in early seventeenth-century 

London.84  Those given charity included soldiers, sailors, ministers and those 

who had been ‘taken by the Turks’ although some were found to have forged 

documents.   Both Beier and Slack included the southwest or Devon as parts of 

wider studies, with Slack using official lists of vagrants from Devon and 

Cornwall, for the years 1634 to 1638.85  Hartland and Colyton, both in Devon, 

were used as two of Souden’s sample parishes in his study using family 

reconstitution, from which he found that the frequency of movement declined in 
                                                 
82 J. R. Kent, ‘Population Mobility and Alms: Poor Migrants in the Midlands during the Early 
Seventeenth-Century’, Local Population Studies, 27 (1981), pp. 35-51. 
83 D. Hitchcock, ‘A Typology of Travellers: Migration, Justice and Vagrancy in Warwickshire, 
1670-1730’, Rural History, 23: I (2012), pp. 21-39. 
84 C. S. Schen, ‘Constructing the Poor in Early Seventeenth Century London’, Albion, 32: 3, 
(2000), pp. 450-463. 
85 A. L. Beier, Masterless Men, e.g. pp. 33-4, 47, 63, 155; Slack, ‘Vagrants and Vagrancy’, 
especially pp. 58-68, 70. 
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the later-seventeenth century.86  The one study relating solely to Devon is that 

of Hobbs. 87   For Hartland parish, he compared the data from the accounts of 

the churchwardens and the ‘Governors of Goods of the Church’ with those of 

the Portreeves of Harton Borough, to enumerate the poor who were travelling.  

Like Schen, he listed soldiers, seamen, travellers, plus different categories for 

families, prisoners and Irish travellers. Hobbs’ analysis was almost solely 

numerical.  These last provide the only examples in the existing research 

relating to Devon.  

The existing literature suggests that the people on the move were 

diverse in character.  Although there are problems of differing classifications, 

some clear differences emerge: Kent, for the Midlands, subsumed any Irish 

within ‘foreigners’ and none were obviously seamen, but Schen in London, and 

Hobbs for Hartland found seamen were present.   Clearly, some variations in 

the composition of the travellers may be found spatially and through time.  

However, these examples relate mainly to the seventeenth century, two of them 

only to 1640.  King considered poverty and welfare from the regional 

perspective.88  A more detailed example from within a county has been given by 

Deacon in his comparative study of population movements for contrasting areas 

of Cornwall for the nineteenth century. 89   Nothing similar to this has been 

written for Devon.  

 

 

                                                 
86 Souden, ‘Movers and Stayers’, pp.11-28; Hartland was found to be anomalous in respect of 
exogamy. 
87 S. Hobbs, ‘Payments to Itinerant Travellers seeking Alms in Hartland, 1612-1706’, The Devon 
Historian, 78 (2009), pp. 21-46. 
88 S. King, Poverty and Welfare in England, 1700-1850: A Regional Perspective (Manchester 
University Press, Manchester, 2000). 
89 B. Deacon, ‘Reconstructing a Regional Migration System: Net Migration in Cornwall’, in Local 
Population Studies, 78 (2007), pp. 28-46; see also B. Deacon, ‘We don’t travel much, only to 
South Africa’ in Cornish Studies, 2nd Series, 15 (2007), pp. 28-46; 90-116; C. Fahey and R. M. 
James have articles on overseas migration from Cornwall in the same volume, pp. 117-163.   
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H. Devon and Routes of Travel 

Data from all parts of Devonshire are used for this thesis.  Devon is the 

third largest county after Yorkshire and Lincolnshire and the largest single 

administrative area in England, currently covering 2,590 square miles (6,711 

square kilometres).90   Such a large county could be expected to exhibit regional 

differences in the numbers and types of people on the move and the reasons 

for their travels.  The large number of ecclesiastical parishes, said to be 454 in 

1563 and still 450 when Hoskins was writing in the early 1950s, provide a broad 

base for study.91  Using the two hundred year time-span allows for temporal 

variations within the county to be observed and so provide a chronological 

overview of poor travellers in the county through two centuries.  All of these 

people lived and/or travelled within the context of the county’s location, physical 

nature, economy and history, as well as the restrictions of the statutes of the 

period 1600 to 1800. 

As shown on the map, Figure 1.3, Devon lies in the south-west of 

England, with the possibility of relatively short sea crossings to south Wales and 

southern Ireland from the north coast and to the Channel Islands and France 

from the southern harbours.  The county has borders with Cornwall to the 

south-west and with Somerset and Dorset to the north and east.   

 

                                                 
90 W. G. Hoskins, Devon (1954, Devon Books, Tiverton, 1992), p. 11; The Cambridge 
Encyclopedia ed. D. Crystal (BCA edn, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1990), p. 356.  
91 Hoskins, Devon, p. 12. 
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Devon: Location and Details 

Figure 1.3 

 

Any overland travellers into or out of Cornwall have to pass through Devon, a 

factor which could give rise to ‘through traffic’, but the number of locations for 

border crossings are limited by the River Tamar which forms much of the 

boundary.  Similarly, northwards and eastwards travel routes are constrained by 

Exmoor, the Brendon Hills and the Blackdown Hills.  Dartmoor in the interior 

provides a further limitation to travel, although there were some early-
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recognised trans-moor ways.  Devon’s most porous borders are the extensive 

northern and southern coastlines with their harbours. The county’s maritime 

traffic has proved to be of great importance to the findings of this study.   

Information about the main travel routes, especially before the first turn-

pike roads, is limited.  Even for those who could afford a map, early mapmakers 

did not include roads.  A. McRae noted that Robert Morden was the first to put 

roads on a map of Devon, published in 1695.92  However, the 1675 introduction 

of John Ogilby’s Britannia, an atlas of strip maps, was followed by various 

books of roads, including cheap pocket books suitable for itinerant traders.  

Ogilby’s strip maps have been used to help to create the known and likely 

route-ways of Devon given in Figure 1.4.93  According to M. Brayshay, who 

wrote about the royal post routes of the sixteenth and early seventeenth 

centuries, a main route through Devon to Cornwall was via Exeter and 

Ashburton to Plymouth with extensions by 1601 to serve Truro, Penryn and 

Padstow, and from Exeter to Barnstaple via Chulmleigh.94  According to I. 

Cooper, the Exeter to Ashburton route replaced that via Crediton and Tavistock 

to Plymouth and the extension to Padstow was to assist the speed of mail to 

Ireland.  Between 1595 and 1603, a letter from London to Plymouth was likely 

to take about forty-six hours, but most mail received by churchwardens was 

delivered by foot-post, which would have been much slower.95   

 

 

                                                 
92 A. McRae, Literature and Domestic Travel in Early Modern England (Cambridge University 
Press, Cambridge, 2009), pp. 4, 109-10, 156.  
90 P. White, The South-West Highway Atlas for 1675 (Tamar Books, Launceston, 2005), p. 5-20. 
The rest of the volume compares the present with Ogilby’s roads. 
94 M. Brayshay, ‘Royal Post Horse Routes in South West England in the Reigns of Elizabeth 1 
and James 1’, Transactions of the Devonshire  Association, 123 (1991), pp. 79-103. 
95 I. Cooper, ‘The Speed and Efficiency of the Tudor South-West’s Royal Post-Stage Service’, 
History, 99, (2014), pp. 754-74. 



 43 

D
e

v
o

n
 R

o
u

te
-w

a
y

s
 o

f 
1

6
7
5

 
 a

s
 g

iv
e

n
 b

y
  

 
J

o
h

n
 O

g
il

b
y

 
 

S
ou

rc
e:

 P
. W

hi
te

, T
h
e
 S

o
u
th

-
W

e
s
t 
H

ig
h

w
a
y
 A

tl
a
s
 f

o
r 

1
6

7
5
 

(T
am

ar
 B

oo
ks

, L
au

nc
es

to
n,

 
20

05
).

 
 T

he
 m

ap
 a

tte
m

pt
s 

to
 in

cl
ud

e 
th

e 
si

de
 r

ou
te

s 
gi

ve
n 

fr
om

 th
e 

‘h
ig

hw
ay

s’
. C

ur
re

nt
 p

la
ce

 
na

m
es

 a
re

 u
se

d.
 

T
ra

ns
-m

oo
r 

ro
ut

es
 a

re
 s

ho
w

n.
 

    
F

ig
u

re
 1

.4
 



 44 

  Naturally, the mapped and documented routes included the more 

important highways, but not the full network of roads as used by the local 

population, along which they might direct other travellers. There are gaps in the 

printed material which, if they could be filled, might help to make sense of some 

of the journeys made by people on the move.  Some of the old routes are now 

only minor roads:  they have become the ‘green lanes’ and by-ways of the 

modern large scale Ordnance Survey maps.   The maps, Figures 1.3 and 1.4, 

suggest that the main routes were along the valleys, but the old routes followed 

the ridges for much of their length, like those from Exeter to Tiverton and 

Cullompton, passing respectively through Silverton and Bradninch and from 

Exeter to Barnstaple via Crediton and Chulmleigh. The old town centres of the 

latter are situated well above their respective rivers. 

 Markets were important to the settled and the mobile and there would 

have been routes between them.  M. Kowaleski wrote of the unusually high 

number of markets and fairs in Devon during the medieval period and gives 

some indications of the extent of the trade area of Exeter.96  The number of 

markets had declined to forty-five by 1640, as Everitt and Chartres described in 

their accounts of the locations of functioning markets for the period 1500 to  

1750.97  For the period of this study, the peak number of markets was forty-

seven in 1690, followed by a sharp drop to twenty-eight in 1693, then a low of 

twenty in 1720, to increase again to twenty-nine by 1792. Reasons are not 

given, but may have included the effects of wars, disease (when markets were 

closed against its spread) and even the weather.  Hoskins notes that the towns 

                                                 
96 M. Kowaleski, Local Markets and Regional Trade in Medieval Exeter (Cambridge University 
Press, Cambridge, 1995), pp. 41-77, 275, 284. 
97

 A. Everitt, ‘Marketing Agricultural Produce 1500-1640’; J. Chartres, ‘Marketing Agricultural 
Produce 1640-1750’ both in  Agricultural Markets and Trade 1500–1750, ed. J. Chartres 
(Cambridge University Press, Cambridge,1990), pp.15- 156 and 157-274 respectively.  
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developed as market centres not just for agriculture, but also in relation to the 

textile industry, the trade of which was affected by wars.98   

Markets were frequented by those from all walks of life.  Routes to them 

would have been busy with people on foot or on horse-back, the pack-horses 

and barrows.99   Figure 1.5 shows a sample of market journeys as claimed in 

the examinations at Devon quarter sessions which were sampled. These 

journeys included some county border crossings, with travel to/from Launceston 

in Cornwall and Wellington in Somerset.  Only one journey involved a person  

from Exeter.  Exeter held its own quarter sessions, so that cases arising in the 

city are not included in the sessions’ records used here.  These market journeys 

suggest the importance of a north Devon route from Tiverton towards South 

Molton and the north coast ports, although this is less clear on Figure 1.4.  Two 

routes west of Dartmoor showed up well, between Okehampton-Tavistock and 

Holsworthy-Launceston.   

South and east of Dartmoor, travel appears to have been more multi-

directional, suggesting a denser road network in that area. There is no clear 

evidence of the use of the traditional routes across Dartmoor, although Thomas 

Roke of Sourton may have stolen four sheep from near Okehampton with the 

intention of taking them to ‘Woodland’ and to sell them to a chapman.  Was 

‘Woodland’ the parish, near Ashburton on the south side of the moor, or just 

‘woodland’, somewhere?100   A route between Sheepstor and Buckfast is known 

 

 

                                                 
98 Hoskins, Devon, p. 116.  
99 Barrows were sometimes used to convey people, as recorded by Chudleigh churchwardens: 
PW 1, 31st August, 1612: ‘cariage of a banister to Kingston in a Barrow by 4 men 12d…given to 
the same bannister in money 3d’. (Banister, various spellings, seems to have come from 
banishter, one who had been banished from another settlement.)  
100 QSB Box 11 no. 27, 28 October 1602. 
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as the ‘Jobbers’ road’, a route used in the past by the wool jobbers, workers in 

the cloth industry.  The route was used down to the twentieth century by the last 

warrener of Huntingdon.101 

Table 1.1 shows the percentages of people travelling various distances 

to market in the ‘west’, as given by Everitt and Chartres and for the quarter 

sessions’ sample shown on Figure 1.5.  The latter sample of journeys is 

probably smaller in size than a portion of the ‘several hundred people in all parts 

of England’.   

Table 1.1 
Travel to Markets: The West c. 1560-1680 and Devon 1599-1703. 

(Percentages of People who travelled given Distances) 
 
Data source and percentage 
travelling:- 

% < 10 
miles 

%10-19.9 
miles 

% 20 or more 
miles 

Everitt and Chartres-The West 
c.1560-1680 * 

60 25 15 

Quarter sessions’ sample 1599  -
1703 ** 

70 26 4 

* A. Everitt ‘The Marketing of Agricultural Produce’ in Agricultural Markets and 
Trade, ed.  J. Chartres (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1990), pp. 15-
156 at p. 47. 
** QS/B boxes 7-41, 53-57, 71, 84-113, 125-135,140-148.  A total of seventy 
such journeys were specified in examinations.   
 

Compared with the figures given by Everitt and Chartres for the ‘west’, 

distances suggested by the research on Devon appear to have been shorter; 

with 70 per cent of the journeys under ten miles; a similar proportion, twenty-six 

compared with 25 per cent, were in the ten to twenty mile category, but fewer 

than a third as many in Devon were over twenty miles.  One explanation for this 

might be the topography and the state of the roads which travellers had to use.  

These influenced the distances which were practical and so the number of 

markets.  

                                                 
101 Hemery, Dartmoor’s Ancient Tracks, pp.60-63; R. Groves, ‘Roads and Tracks’, in Dartmoor: 
A New Study, ed. C. Gill, (David & Charles, Newton Abbot, 1970), pp.182-203, at pp. 190-91. 
On some maps this is named the Abbot’s Way, but that may have been the northern route 
defined by the sequence of crosses.  A warrener was one who owned or rented a rabbit warren. 
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In 1698, Celia Fiennes had entered Devon from Wellington through the 

gap between the Brendon and Blackdown Hills and so to Cullompton and 

onwards to Exeter and Plymouth, now the alignment of the M5 and A38.  This 

was the route used by market traffic.  Her description of the roads was not 

complimentary, for in addition to their steepness between Exeter and Plymouth: 

…the lanes are full of stones and dirt for the most part, because they are 
so close the sun and wind cannot come at them, soe that in many places 
you travel on Causeys which are uneven also for want of repaire … the 
lanes are exceeding narrow … all their carriages are here on the backs 
of horses with sort of hookes like yoakes stands upon each side of a 
good heigth, which are the receptacles of their goods…and I cannot see 
how two such horses can pass by each other, and yet these are the 
roads that are all here abouts;…102 
 

On her return through Devon, Miss Fiennes travelled from Exeter towards 

Honiton and here found the road ‘…all fine gravel way the best road I have met 

withal in the west…’   In 1687, this route had also been described as ‘a very 

good road’.103  The conditions of most roads must have resembled those of 

many of the present day ‘green lanes’ of Devon, now footpaths and bridleways, 

like that shown in Figure 1.1.  Such route-ways continued as the norm until the 

1750s when the first of the turn-pike roads were created and wheeled traffic 

became viable.  Way-finding depended on wayside crosses and verbal 

information until the first sign-posts were introduced, such as that depicted in G. 

Morland’s painting of 1792, entitled ‘Rest by the Way’ or ‘Hillside Tramps 

Reposing’.104   

I. Devon’s Economy 

The fortunes of the markets and the journeys which they and other 

circumstances generated were influenced by the changing fortunes of Devon’s 

                                                 
102 Fiennes, Through England on a Side-saddle, pp. 70-72. 
103T. Gray, ed. The Travellers’ Tales: East Devon, p. 12 (John Ashburnham, June 1687), p. 14 
(Fiennes, 1698).   
104 K. D. M. Snell, ‘In or Out of their Place: The Migrant Poor in English Art, 1740-1900’, Rural 
History, 24, Special Issue 1 (2013), pp. 73-100. The picture is reproduced on p. 93. 
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economy over the two hundred years. Devon’s economy had four main strands:  

agriculture, fishing and maritime trade, woollen manufacturing and mining.  

Historians such as Beier and Tawney have argued that during the 

seventeenth century there was a trend away from the stability of agriculture, 

due to population pressures, continuing enclosure of land, smaller land 

holdings, fluctuating trading conditions and later a decline in living-in farm 

servants.105  In Devon, with some exceptions, most of the agricultural land was 

enclosed by 1500.  Hatcher suggests that as early as the end of the thirteenth 

century, the arable land in Devon was held in severalty and that what appeared 

to be open fields were actually sub-divided fields. The moors were used for the 

summer pasturing of livestock, although land was cultivated to 900, even to 

circa 1,200 feet, depending on its aspect.106  Devon’s farming varied from the 

pastoral activities of Dartmoor and Exmoor to the arable lands of the South 

Hams. 

During the seventeenth century, Devon’s agriculture was apparently in a 

healthy state.  John Aubrey commented on the numbers of minor resident 

gentry and good farming practices in at least some areas.  He wrote that: 

The Devonshire men were the earliest improvers. I heard Oliver 
 Cromwell…1657 or 1658, tell the Lord Arundell…and the Lord  
Fitzwilliams that he had been in all the counties of England and the 
 Devonshire husbandry is the best…107  

 

 Hoskins contrasts this apparently healthy state of farming with the increased 

numbers of landless wage-labourers to a third or more of the population in a 

considerable number of rural parishes and to perhaps nearer half the total in the 

                                                 
105 Beier, Masterless Men, pp. 21-5, 27.  
106J. Hatcher, ‘Southwest England’ in The Agrarian History of England and Wales:Vol. 2, 1040-
1350, ed. H. E. Hallam(Cambridge University Press, Cambridge,1988), pp.383-98 at pp. 384-9; 
H. E. Hallam ‘Population and Landholding’ in Agrarian History Vol. 2, pp. 988-90 at p. 989.  
107R. Stanes, A. Jewell and R. Bass eds, The Husbandry of Devon and Cornwall (Stanes, 
Exeter, 2008), p.150. The quotation, given also as the frontispiece, is said to be from John 
Aubrey’s ‘The Natural History of Wiltshire’ (1656-1685).   
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larger towns such as Exeter and Plymouth.  In the countryside, there were 

considerable numbers of owner-occupiers and holders of leases for ‘three lives’ 

but Hoskins thought that there were increases in farm sizes, making it difficult 

for others to rent within their means.  In the towns, it was the cloth industry 

which required wage labourers.  There was the contrast of the ‘great rebuilding’ 

with increasing poverty.108    

During the two centuries of this study, farming became more 

commercialised.   North Devon became notable for supplying sheep and cattle 

to ships’ victuallers.  Devon also profited from sales to Ireland circa 1640-60 

and South Devon became important for the export of cereals.109   

For the mid and later eighteenth century observations of Devon are 

available from the works of Colpresse, Dean Milles, from parochial returns, and 

the formal works of Fraser and Marshall.   Fraser said that particularly in the 

South Hams district, the gentry and the yeomanry lived ‘in harmony’, that they 

were more numerous than elsewhere and that they were considerate towards 

the poor, including agreements to supply the ‘labourers and neighbouring poor 

with grain, at certain fixed moderate prices…’  Near Chudleigh and on the 

Stover estate, Fraser found the ‘drill plough’ in use.  This was to be 

recommended for saving labour, as in the south of the county ‘the propensity of 

the young men to go to sea…is so great, as to render hands very scarce for the 

                                                 
108 Hoskins, Devon, pp. 63-4; A. Sheridan, ‘Characteristics of Devon Agriculture in the Early 
Modern Period’, The Devon Historian, 44 (1992), pp. 11-14; Stanes, Jewell and Bass eds, The 
Husbandry, pp. 1-126.  
109 J. Thirsk ed., Agriculture Change: Policy and Practice, 1500-1750 (Cambridge University 
Press, Cambridge, 1990), pp. 6, 20, 25, 40, 136, 158, 237, 295-6; J. Thirsk, ‘The Farming 
Regions of England: Section H The South-West’ in The Agrarian History of England and Wales, 
Vol. 4:1500-1640, ed. J. Thirsk (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1967), pp. 71-80; G. 
V. Harrison, ‘The Southwest: Dorset, Somerset, Devon and Cornwall’ in The Agrarian History of 
England and Wales Vol. 5:1640-1750 ed. J. Thirsk (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 
1984), pp. 358-389.   
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business of agriculture’.110  On the other hand, when fewer permanent farm 

labourers were required there would have been a reduction in the numbers of 

living-in farm servants and the prospects for wage labourers would have 

declined or involved moving. Although the picture for agriculture in Devon was 

generally good, there were variations in the harvests from area to area and year 

to year as a result of natural or human factors, such as the civil war.  The ability 

to support oneself and perhaps a family was affected also by the purchasing 

power of the wages received.111  

The churchwardens’ accounts of some parishes, such as Sheepstor, 

contain references to the payment of venville rents for the right to pasture 

animals on the Forest of Dartmoor. Other parishes had their church sheep 

accounts, as at Plymstock and St Budeaux, and Chudleigh church had been 

bequeathed the market, so that it received its rents but had to maintain the 

‘boards’.112  A good many churchwardens’ accounts contain indirect references 

to the weather and in times of hardship, the purchase of grain for the poor. 

The sea provided Devon with another source of employment. Gray and 

Fisher have shown that seamen did not dwell exclusively in coastal parishes.  

Some were resident as far inland as Sampford Courtney, Holne and Chagford, 

where a mariner of the parish, John Weekes, left money in 1790 to be used for 

                                                 
110 Dean Milles Parochial Collections vol., 1 & 2 (Answer to Queries, c. 1777) on film in the 
Devon Heritage Centre; for Colpresse, see Stanes et al The Husbandry, pp. 40-65; R. Fraser, 
General View of the County of Devon with Observations on the Means of its Improvement 
(1794, Porcupines, Barnstaple, 1970), pp. 17, 24-5; Marshall’s Rural Economy of the West of 
England (1796) Vol.1 (1796, David and Charles, Newton Abbot, 1970). 
111 See for example: T. Gray ed., Harvest Failure in Cornwall and Devon: The Book of Orders 
and the Corn Surveys of 1623 and 1630-1 (Institute of Cornish Studies, 1992), pp. xxvii-xxxiii; 
G. Clark, ‘The Long March of History: Farm Wages, Population, and Economic Growth, England 
1209-1869’, Economic History Review, 60: 1 (2007), pp. 97-135, at pp. 99-102; W. G. Hoskins 
and H. P. R. Finberg, Devonshire Studies (Jonathan Cape, London, 1952), pp. 442-7; K. D. M. 
Snell, Annals of the Labouring Poor, pp. 3, 138-227.  
112 Examples: Sheepstor, 1718; Plymstock, 1626 the under wardens gave a full account of the 
parish sheep; St Budeaux, 1624 and following sheets; Chudleigh, most years have references 
to the market. The date of its donation to the church is not known. Abstract of Returns of 
Charitable Donations (of County of Devon) For the Benefit of Poor Persons; 26 Geo III 1786, 
printed for the House of Commons 26 June 1816.  
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the education of six poor children.113  Seamen must have travelled between the 

coast and their homes.   Fox found that many coastal settlements had begun as 

seasonal, fishing cellar sites, as fishermen either followed the fish, or fished 

seasonally, and that fishing might be a by-employment of farming. 114  Andriette 

suggests that by the middle of the seventeenth century, many of the west-

country ports were based primarily on the Newfoundland cod fisheries.  Those 

who went annually returned to the land or to a trade, such as carpenter, cooper 

or blacksmith during the winter.  Some engaged for the seasonal Newfoundland 

trade by an agreement or a contract for two summers and a winter, perhaps 

‘making shift’, following a parish apprenticeship.115  

 Other seamen were engaged in merchant shipping. In north Devon, the 

Newfoundland trade gave way to that with the American colonies in the 

eighteenth century; the Exe estuary was important for textile trade with the 

continent; north and south coast ports engaged in coastal trade and that with 

Ireland.  Devon was considered to be a training ground for seamen and 

Newfoundland merchants might receive bounties for taking ‘green men’, 

inexperienced men from the land, as one in five of their crews.116  

Tiverton was important for the production of textiles and Exeter for the 

finishing and export of the woollen cloth. Other centres included towns such as 

Crediton, Chagford, Ashburton, Buckfastleigh and Totnes in the centre and 

                                                 
113 T. Gray, ‘Fisheries, Exploration, Shipping and Mariners in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth 
Centuries’, pp. 377-383; S. Fisher, ‘Maritime Devon 1660-1815’, pp. 384-387, both in Historical 
Atlas of South-West England, eds R. Kain and W. Ravenhill (University of Exeter Press, Exeter, 
1999); T. Gray ed., Early Stuart Mariners and Shipping (DCRS, New Series, 33 (1990); plaque 
on south wall in Chagford church.  
114 A ‘fishing cellar site’ was one where buildings were erected to house fishing gear and/or fish, 
as at Combe Cellars on the Teign Estuary.  
115 H. Fox, The Evolution of the Fishing Village: Landscape and Society along the South Devon 
Coast, 1086-1550 (Leopard’s Head Press, Oxford, 2001), chapters 5 & 6, pp.107-175; E. A. 
Andriette, Devon and Exeter in the Civil War (David and Charles, Newton Abbot, 1971), p. 17; 
Hardy, ‘ Exe-Dart’, pp. 81-86, 132-3. 
116 D. W. Prowse, A History of Newfoundland (1895, Boulder Publications, Portugal Cove-St. 
Philip’s, NL, Canada, 2002), p. 155.  Regulation of December 1670.  
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south and Barnstaple and South Molton in the north.117   K. Ponting explains 

that while spinning tended to remain a cottage industry, by the early eighteenth 

century the weavers of Exeter were becoming wage-labourers, no longer 

owning their looms, but working on the clothiers’ premises. He thinks that the 

fact that they seem to have been charged rents to use these looms may have 

had some effect on the decline of the industry.118  The need to rent the looms 

would have limited the ability of some to participate in the industry, but M. 

Havinden reminded his readers that the Civil and other wars of the seventeenth 

century also interrupted the cloth trade.  All agree that the trade had reached its 

peak by the second decade of the eighteenth century and declined thereafter.119  

Former cloth workers and those who had relied on the trade to supplement their 

incomes from small land-holdings would have become impoverished and may 

have decided to move. 

By contrast, the tin industry of Dartmoor was in decline from the mid 

sixteenth century. There were farmer-tinners, just as there were farmer-

fishermen. Greeves’ figures show that production fell markedly from the first half 

of the sixteenth century. In 1642 only about twenty pounds weight of tin metal 

was assayed, 80 per cent of it at Tavistock. Plympton and Ashburton accounted 

for the rest, with none at Chagford, the fourth stannary town. 120  Later, in the 

                                                 
117 Hoskins, Devon, pp. 126-8. 
118 K. G. Ponting, The Woollen Industry of the South-West of England (Adams & Dart, Bath, 
1971), pp. 40-1. 
119 M. Havinden, ‘Woollen, Lime, Tanning and Leather-working and Paper Making Industries 
c.1500-c.1800’, in Historical Atlas, Kain and Ravenhill, pp.338-344, at pp. 338-9. 
120 Hoskins, Devon, pp. 132-5; P. Newman, The Dartmoor Tin Industry: A Field Guide 
(Chercombe, Newton Abbot, 1998), pp. 7-9; T. Greeves, ‘Four Devon Stannaries: A 
Comparative Study of Tinworking in the Sixteenth Century’, Tudor and Stuart Devon: The 
Common Estate and Government, ed. T. Gray, M. Rowe and A. Erskine (University of Exeter 
Press, Exeter, 1992), pp. 39-74, at pp. 63-65.  
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Bovey Tracey-Newton Abbot area, there was the introduction of ball clay 

working during the first half of the eighteenth century.121  

Fluctuations and opportunities in the main aspects of Devon’s economy 

would have influenced the likelihood of travel, for want or improvement and it 

seems reasonable to expect that seamen entering on and returning from their 

contracts, or in search of one, would be among the people on the move.  

J. Wars 

Everyone, not just the poor, was affected in some way, at some time, by 

the incidence of wars.  The Civil War of 1642-46 was that with the most direct 

effects on Devon.  A. Miller wrote about its impact, primarily from the royalist 

‘side’, but he recounted the effects of the billeting of soldiers, the sieges of 

Exeter and Plymouth and the requisitioning of horses and the taking of land 

from the more important farmers.  He suggests that ‘The truth is that the 

populace of these counties (Devon and Cornwall) were being driven to 

desperation by the burdens of war.’122   The information taken from the 

churchwardens’ accounts and other sources, given in Chapter 3, suggests that 

in times of war it was not only the local populace but also the soldiers 

themselves who might be driven to desperation.  There was no standing army, 

so the period before and during the Civil War was one of great mobility as 

soldiers were pressed and later demobbed rapidly. Recruitment and the use of 

mercenaries meant that Scots and Irish and men from the continent, including 

French and Dutch, all fought in England. 123   

                                                 
121

 L. T. C. Rolt,The Potters’ Field: A History of the South Devon Ball Clay Industry (David and 
Charles, Newton Abbot, 1974), pp. 24-7. 
122 A. C. Miller,‘The Impact of the Civil War on Devon and the Decline of the Royalist Cause in 
the West of England, 1644-5’, Transactions of the Devonshire Association, 104 (1972), pp. 149-
174 at p.161. 
123M. Stoyle, Devon and the Civil War (The Mint Press, Exeter, 2001), pp. 73-84; M. Stoyle, 
Soldiers and Strangers: An Ethnic History of the English Civil War (Yale University Press, 
Newhaven and London, 2005), especially pp. 43-52 (Cornish),69-71 (Irish), 90 (Scots), 91-109 
(Foreign Soldiers).   
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Similarly, the English who fought in Scotland, Ireland, the West Indies 

and Flanders added to the numbers who were travelling. This was not peculiar 

to Devon, but as the county had ports for Ireland and the West Indies in the 

north and to these and other places in the south, the impact was likely to have 

been greater than elsewhere. Other wars required the parishes to provide their 

quotas of soldiers and further men were impressed; similarly, seamen were 

recruited or impressed for the royal forces.  H. V. Bowen described the period 

from 1688 to 1815 as the ‘age of war’ and remarked that demobilisation from 

wars became a ‘“constant peace time problem” throughout the eighteenth 

century.’124  Overseas wars and especially maritime wars which involved the 

garrison and port of Plymouth added to the numbers of people on the move in 

Devon for embarkation or on their return home. A list of the wars which had the 

most influence on travellers is provided in Appendix 2.  This aspect of life during 

the two centuries is shown in this research to have been a very important 

influence on the numbers of poor travellers. 

To all of the above must be added the influences of the changing 

fortunes of Cornwall, perhaps of the counties to the east and north and, 

especially it is shown, of events in Ireland.   All of these factors contributed to 

the backgrounds and numbers of those who travelled in Devon, adding to the 

general traffic of movements such as those to markets or fairs. 

K. Arrangement of Thesis 

 This study will show that in Devon, during the seventeenth and 

eighteenth centuries, the nature and numbers of people on the move and their 

directions of travel varied over time.  Vagrants varied from those who failed to 

‘make shift’ to those who appeared to do quite well for themselves when not 

                                                 
124 H. V. Bowen, War and British Society: 1688-1815 (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 
1998), pp. 1, 11-15 in general and p. 35. 
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apprehended.  The people travelled in response to natural and other disasters, 

the changing fortunes of the economy and the nature and locations of wars.  

They were affected by changes in the Poor Laws, enacted in response to the 

perceived problems of the times:  their actual travels were influenced by the 

physical nature of the county: but probably the greatest influence, directly and 

indirectly, on the numbers and characters of people on the move, was that of 

the succession of periods of war and peace.   

 The thesis is presented in three parts. Part 1 continues with Chapter 2 

describing the sources, their nature and limitations and the need to supplement 

those of parish origin. Throughout Parts II and III, the people on the move are 

categorised as soldiers, seamen, Irish and other foreigners, vagrants and 

others.  Part II considers the travellers of the seventeenth century.  Chapter 3 

looks at the years from about 1600 to 1662, the year of the Settlement Act.  In 

order to see if the legislation regarding ‘settlement’ had an impact on the 

numbers and nature of the travellers, Chapter 4 takes the account from 1660, 

rather than 1662, to 1700,  the year of the implementation of the act of 1698. 

This act altered the legal processes relating to those who were travelling.   

 Part III continues with the eighteenth century from 1700.  An account of 

the new legal environment is given in Chapter 5.  Each of the following chapters 

relates to the whole of the eighteenth century.  Chapter 6 takes up the story of 

the soldiers, seamen, the Irish and other foreign travellers.  The vagrants and 

others are considered in Chapter 7, which is followed by a comparison of the 

two centuries, in Devon and within the wider context in Chapter 8. Finally, 

Chapter 9 draws together the information to present the conclusions about the 

poor travellers on the move in Devon during the two centuries.  
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                                                        Chapter 2

Sources 

Apart from those travelling self-sufficiently, poor travellers were 

dependent on church and private charity and fell under the scrutiny of those 

responsible for the enforcement of the laws relating to the treatment of the poor 

and vagrant.  A chronological list of the most relevant of these is given in 

Appendix 1 for reference. This chapter begins by examining the legal origins of 

the documentary sources which have been used for parts two and three of this 

study, followed by the nature and availability of these parochial and judicial 

documents, together with their sampling and use.  Due to Exeter’s special 

status, historically and consequently legally, the city will be considered 

separately before concluding part one of the thesis.    

A. Genesis of Documentary Sources 

 L. Charlesworth notes that records relating to the relief of the poor ‘owe 

their origins to three legal imperatives contained within poor law’.  These were 

that, under the law of 1601, every parish and vestry was obliged to raise a rate 

for the maintenance of the poor; that under the act of 1662: ‘…every person 

born in England and Wales possessed a settlement somewhere and in that 

place a settled person was legally entitled to relief if destitute’ and that ‘… a 

poor person could only be removed to their settlement parish by operation of 

law…’1  Private, individual gifts of charity to travellers would not have come 

under the legislation and are unlikely to be documented, but charity provided by 

the churches was recorded in the church accounts.  The keeping of 

churchwardens’ accounts, or accounts kept by equivalent parish officials, pre-

                                                 
1
 L. Charlesworth, Welfare’s Forgotten Past: A Socio-legal History of the Poor Law (Routledge, 

Abingdon, 2010), p.4. 
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dated the 1601 act, but it was that act which set down the organisation of poor 

relief at the parish level, including the need for churchwardens. 

The 1601 law directed that: 

four, three, or two substantial house-holders shall, under the hand and 
seal of two or more justices of the peace, be yearly nominated in Easter 
week, and that these, with the churchwardens, shall be the overseers of 
the poor.2   
 

They were responsible for putting the law into effect, including the ‘taxation of 

every inhabitant’ to pay for its provisions.  This included providing the materials 

to enable them to set to work poor children and those with no ordinary way of 

earning a living and for the relief of those poor who were not able to work.  The 

law also required that within four days of the end of the officers’ year of service, 

the churchwardens should provide an account of the money received, or not, 

and of the stock which was in their possession, to be given to the justices. If 

they failed, the overseers would be fined 20s. All churchwardens were counted 

legally as overseers, but not all overseers were churchwardens. 

An act of 1610, intended to strengthen that of 1601, also required that 

twice yearly there should be a ‘privy search in one night’ for apprehending 

rogues and vagabonds and that a written account, authenticated by the 

minister, was to be given.  Those who deserted their families were also to be 

counted as rogues.3  

These acts established the Easter to Easter accounting year for the 

churchwardens and the overseers.  Unless otherwise given, this is maintained 

throughout the study, even after 1751, when the calendar changed so that the 

years began in January rather than on 25 March. The overseers were 

responsible for the poor rates which provided for the legally settled parish poor.  

Parish poor received support in the form of pensions, casual payments as 
                                                 
2 43 Elizabeth I c.2. 
3 7 James I c.4. 
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required, or in kind, such as shoes, paid for from those rates.  The 

churchwardens raised the church rates which were used mainly for the 

expenses of the church, but also to pay for the maintenance of the parish’s 

armoury and contributions towards the ‘gaol, hospital and maimed soldiers’, 

which appears to have been a levy by the county.  Dalton wrote that soldiers 

and mariners, especially the sick or maimed:  

[which] now are usually…relieved with money by the treasurers of every 
county…now it may seeme unfit, that either the Constable should relieve 
them, or suffer them to beg…for so the country shall be double charged 
towards theire reliefe…4 
 
 In this way, the parish contributed towards the county’s outlay but also 

‘…at home at their doores.’5  Records show that assistance was given to 

soldiers or seamen who were on their ways to serve the country.  Prior to 1662 

the churchwardens also paid for conveying, or accompanying through the 

parish, those who were returning to their places of birth or dwelling and assisted 

others who appeared to be genuinely in need of charity.  The latter should have 

been in possession of some form of document or brief from a justice of the 

peace or other notable person to confirm the need for alms.  Although 

churchwardens were also overseers, in the majority of parishes the two 

accounts were kept separately, but a few, such as Tiverton, had one all-

inclusive account.   Churchwardens were responsible primarily to the church 

and diocesan authorities, but items relating to contributions towards the maimed 

soldiers and the parish militia were also the concern of the judiciary. 

The parish constable(s) would have been charged with the ‘privy 

searches’ for vagrants.  While the churchwardens’ accounts do not include the 

results of these as such, they do include the occasional payment for the 

                                                 
4 P.R. Glazebrook, ed., M. Dalton’s The Country Justice (1618 and 1635, London Professional 
Books Limited, London, 1973), p. 112.  
5 Dalton’s The Country Justice, p. 112.  
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whipping of a vagrant.  Although a few later constables’ accounts are found 

within the same binding as those of the churchwardens, this was relatively 

unusual.  Examples include some records for the parishes of Awliscombe and 

Tedburn St Mary.  In each of these cases the records are intermixed with those 

of the churchwardens.    

From 1662, the overseers generated more records than just those of the 

poor rates and the payments made from them.  This was a result of what has 

become known as the Settlement Act.6  In order to receive assistance, a person 

had to prove the right of settlement in the parish or if it was not their present 

parish, provide the name of the parish which was that of their legal settlement.  

This resulted in settlement examinations, each of which provided a person’s 

place of birth and often a brief history of their working life up to that time.  Often 

a legal settlement was gained by completing an apprenticeship, or working as a 

covenanted servant in a parish.  Only those who occupied a tenement of yearly 

value of £10 or more were exempt from the rules of the Settlement Act.  

Within this Act, if newcomers to a parish were thought likely to become 

chargeable, that is in need of support, a complaint might be made against them 

within forty days so that they could be removed on an order made by two 

justices.  To overcome the problem that the 1662 Act was thought to be limiting 

movement for work, a further act of 1697 introduced settlement certificates 

which were a guarantee that the parishes of their origins would be responsible 

for the certificate holders if they became chargeable. 7   

  Under that act, John Bulley, a tailor, his wife and child, with a settlement 

certificate from the nearby parish of Ipplepen, had arrived in Combeinteignhead 

in 1722.  Twenty-six inhabitants of the parish, including an overseer and a 

                                                 
6 13 and 14 Charles II c.12. 
7 8 and 9 William III c.30. 
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churchwarden, petitioned against them as the family was thought to be trying to 

gain a settlement in the parish. 8   In law, they could not be removed unless they 

were likely to need relief, when Ipplepen would have to resume responsibility for 

the family.  If they were trying to rent at £10 or more per annum, it does not 

suggest that they were likely to be needy at that time, but if they had succeeded 

in gaining a legal settlement they would have become a potential liability to 

Combeinteignhead. The outcome is not known, but the family’s removal would 

have been against the law.  Snell thought that such illegal action was 

uncommon.9  From 1795, a person could be removed only if relief was sought 

from the parish. 10 

 Collections of settlement examinations and settlement certificates are 

found within some sets of parish documents and give further insights into the 

movements of people in search of work.  The transfer of someone from one 

parish to another required a document to be sent from the sending parish to the 

overseers of the parish where the person was legally settled.  The sending 

parish was responsible for the cost of the person’s removal.  However, the 

parish intended to receive the person might contest the decision, in which case, 

the dispute was taken to the quarter sessions for resolution.   This resulted in a 

listing in the quarter sessions’ records and further documentation. Some 

removal orders also survive.  In a few cases, overseers’ accounts include 

‘extraordinaries’, or an equivalent name, which sometimes list charitable 

payments to travellers, mainly in the eighteenth century.  Apart from those facts 

given in the quarter sessions’ records, surviving documents relating to 

settlement are with parish records.  

                                                 
8 Combeinteignhead 3419A/PO11 30 May 1722 and PO12/3, for  the settlement certificate.   
9 K. D. M. Snell, Parish and Belonging: Community, Identity and Welfare in England and Wales 
1700-1950 (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2006), p. 97, in footnote 46.  
10 35 Geo. III c. 101. 
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As a result of the legislation of 1601 and 1662, parishes generated these 

varied documents.  For the innocent and the settled poor this legislation 

remained largely unchanged until the so-called New Poor Law of 1834.11 

However, for the travelling poor the act of 1698/9, effective from 24 June 1700, 

was of particular significance.  It required that all travellers seen in a parish 

should be sent to the constable.12   

The constables assumed responsibility for people on the move and were 

to be reimbursed by the county rate, not the local church rates.  Constables had 

always presented suspicious and miscreant persons to the justices for 

examination and considerable numbers of these examinations survive in quarter 

sessions’ bundles although not all of them relate to travellers.  This continued, 

but the major consequence of 1700 for this study was that constables had to 

make reports of travellers to the quarter sessions.  Unfortunately, these tended 

to be mostly just numerical, giving very few details about the vagrant persons 

concerned.   Parishioners and churchwardens might choose to be charitable, 

but there was no obligation to give alms to travellers.  Consequently, the 

usefulness of the churchwardens’ accounts declined after 1700 while that of the 

quarter sessions’ records increased.  

 All those accused of misdemeanours, including those who were found 

‘wandering and begging’, possibly in conjunction with petty theft, might be 

required to spend time in the house of correction or even the gaol. This might 

be pending trial or as part of the punishment for vagrancy.  Those who were 

sent to the county house of correction or county gaol were recorded in the 

calendars of prisoners presented at the quarter sessions.  These provide a 

further source of information, especially during the eighteenth century.  The 

                                                 
11 4 &5 William IV c.76. 
12 11 & 12 William III c. 18. 
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most useful of these enable the vagrant to be separated from other wrong-doers 

and give the places to which people were to be returned, county to county. This 

process of transfer across the counties also produced a useful paper trail, 

although its survival is fragmentary.  

  The houses of correction, or bridewells, and the parish poor houses of 

the seventeenth century did not generate much documentary evidence, apart 

from information within quarter sessions’ material relating to the county 

bridewell.  In 1698, Crediton, Tiverton and Exeter became three of the earliest 

places in the country, after Bristol, to apply to build workhouses.  Other 

settlements followed in this.  Their establishment provided places where the 

poor could be set to work so as to prevent vagrancy.13  When the government 

became concerned about the number and the costs of the poor during the 

eighteenth century, returns of numbers and costs were required from every 

county.  This led to the production of printed county returns which have been 

used to put Devon’s situation with regard to the poor and the travelling poor in 

the wider context.14 

Apart from these printed returns of the eighteenth century and secondary 

sources used mainly for the context and explanation of the research findings, 

this study relies heavily on documentary sources.  Therefore, these are 

described in more detail. The archival resources used were comprised of 

parochial churchwardens’ accounts and overseers’ documents, with a few from 

the constables, and records from the Devon county quarter sessions together 

with some from Plymouth sessions, held under the auspices of the county.  
                                                 
13 Sir George Nicholls, A History of the English Poor Law Vol. 1 (P. S. King & Son, London, 
1904), pp. 279-287; P. Slack, The English Poor Law, 1531-1782 (Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge,1995), pp. 28-30; 9 Will. 3c17 1697, Crediton Workhouse Act; 9 Will. 3c.18 1697 
Tiverton Workhouse Act; 9 Will. 3c 33 1697 Exeter Workhouse Act. 
14 Abstracts of returns were made in pursuance of an Act of 26 Geo. III to oblige overseers of 
the poor to make returns upon oath…relative to the state of the poor (1784) followed by further 
returns in 1803 and the Report from the Select Committee on the Poor Laws of 1818, which 
also included earlier figures from the eighteenth century. 
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B. Parish Documents  

 Devon’s total of over four hundred parishes posed a potential sampling 

problem, but this was eased by the fact that document survival is not complete.  

A card inserted in the front of the first volume of churchwardens’ accounts for 

Huish says that, before 1813, there was no obligation to retain such records, so 

that ‘… a disjointed picture exists’ as a result of the decisions taken.  This may 

be the reason why the churchwardens of Bampton, on Easter Monday, 15 April 

1734 at a public vestry, had agreed:  

That the papers in the P[ar]ish Coffer be taken out and aired and that … 
Acc[oun]t be fairly taken in Writing of the Contents of such paper and 
reduc’d into a proper Method and that all obsolete and…superfluous 
papers be bound up together and dispos’d of as ye p[ar]ishioners shall 
think fit…at the next quarterly Meeting for which purpose wee doe desire 
and appoint….to undertake the Same…  

 

This may be the reason that the first volume of accounts begins in 1712.  Other 

parishes may have decided on similar actions, but the ravages of time also 

have a variable effect.   

The surviving documents at the Devon Heritage Centre and the North 

Devon Record Office are the originals, but most of those in the Plymouth and 

West Devon Record Office had to be viewed on microfiche.  Secondary sources 

suggested that some further records existed and two sets were located.  These 

were held within the parishes concerned.  As the parish of Widecombe-in-the-

Moor is on the ‘mariners’ way’, their documents were of particular interest.  

They were being digitised and are now accessible on-line. Unfortunately their 

content was disappointing for the present purpose. However, the seventeenth 

century records of Tiverton held in the Newte Library at St Peter’s church 

provided excellent material. 
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i) Churchwardens’ Accounts 

The churchwardens’ main duties were to set and collect the church rates and 

account for their disbursement by itemising the year’s expenses which included 

the alms given and sometimes payments to the constable(s).  Usually there 

were two churchwardens, but in some parishes it was four or another number of 

men who performed the duties.  Crediton’s church had twelve governors and 

Tiverton’s churchwardens were looking after a set of accounts which included 

other aspects of parish and town administration.15  At the end of the year, 

usually at Easter, but sometimes for the more variable date of the annual 

visitation, they had to be approved locally.  Probably they were shown, or a 

copy given, to the rural dean or other church elder at the time of the visitation. 

  Locally, the parish vestry might query the account, most often in relation 

to the amount spent on refreshments but, more significantly in this context, 

object to the giving of money to sailors or other travellers.16  Although some 

early churchwardens’ accounts are on separate ‘rolls’, with one for each year 

like those of St. Mary Steps, Exeter, most were recorded in books so that the 

runs of information depended on the size and condition of each extant volume.  

Chudleigh’s seventeenth century accounts are in a well-bound, substantial 

volume. The continuation volume exists, but it seems likely that the later 

cessation of payments to travellers was the result of the charity given by Mr 

Bloye’s will of 11 June 1673, by which a small capital sum was for the poor of 

Chudleigh and part of the interest was to be distributed to poor ‘…banisters… 

                                                 
15 V. Summers, Church of the Holy Cross Crediton (Scala Publishers Ltd, London, 2006), p.3. 
16 This occurred in the eighteenth century, as at Morebath PW 2, 1716, following the account; I. 
Woods, ‘Memoranda from the Parish Officers Accounts Widecombe-in-the-Moor 1711-1840’. 
The Devon Historian 14 (1977), pp.17-20, at p.17.  
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poor passengers and travellers that were in distress…’17   Other 

churchwardens’ accounts, which by their dates might have been useful, were, 

due to their condition, ‘unfit for production’, like those of Farway. 

The churchwardens changed from year to year. Consequently, the 

degree of detail within the accounts can be variable, both annually within one 

parish and from parish to parish.  Early accounts use Roman numerals, with the 

change to Arabic ones taking place gradually, sometimes spasmodically, 

through the first half of the seventeenth century. Survival rates of accounts were 

sometimes discontinuous across the years.  Sometimes all that survives is a 

statement of income, total expenditure and the balance, duly signed, as in the 

first volume of accounts for Broadhempston.  The best provide a list of 

ratepayers and their rates, every item of expenditure, sometimes even dated 

and in the case of travellers, their names, reasons for and/or the legitimisation 

of their seeking alms, where they had come from and their destinations, 

although often only one of the last two.  Where dates are given, it is uncertain 

whether they are of the events or when the entries were made, but they give 

some idea of the time of travel or relate to a specific event of the time. Others 

state merely that ‘x’ number of travellers were given so much money in total in 

the given year.  

Churchwardens used various expressions in writing of the travellers, with 

equally variable spellings.  The most frequently used was that persons travelled 

with authorisation in the form of a ‘pass’, a ‘let pass’ or ‘legal pass’;  others 

carried a certificate, ‘licence to travel’ or, in the seventeenth century, a brief, 

permitting the person to collect for a specific purpose.  Soldiers, seamen and 

others might be specified and occasionally money might be given to prevent a 

                                                 
17Charles H. Laycock, ed., ‘Thirty-fifth Report of the Committee on Devonshire Verbal 
Provincialisms’ in Transactions of the Devonshire Association, 54 (1923), pp. 127-137, at p. 
128. Information attributed to R. Burnet Morris.  
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traveller from ‘gathering the church’.  This has been interpreted as wishing to 

prevent begging and to move the person on and out of the parish.  The term 

‘beggar’ has been found rarely, but occurs conspicuously in the extracts from 

the accounts of Sampford Courtney for the years 1698-1705, 1710-1712 and 

1714-1730, when the records refer to ‘beggars relieved’, some said to have had 

a ‘let pass’.18  Their numbers ranged from none to 107 people in one year.   

Sampling of the churchwardens’ records was needed to provide 

coverage of the whole county.  Since all the people on the move were affected 

by the poor laws, which were administered by the parishes and scrutinised by 

the judiciary, which also issued the ‘travel documents’ and made decisions 

when settlements were contested, it was decided to use the county’s judicial 

divisions to ensure that all areas were represented.  Devon had eleven judicial 

divisions, each division comprised of hundreds, or parts of them, and their 

constituent parishes, as shown in Figure 2.1.  Some divisions are of unusual 

shape and they vary in size, from that of the large divisions numbered two, 

three and eleven, to the smaller ones, such as seven, which tend to be in areas 

of higher population.19   

                                                 
18 Sampford Courtney 6115Z/Z 1. 
19 M. Wolffe, Gentry Leaders in Peace and War (University of Exeter Press, Exeter, 1997), pp. 
30-45, especially p.39; the parishes of the time taken from the map: Devon/9, Devon Parishes 
(Institute of Heraldic and Genealogical Studies, Canterbury, 1996); parishes of the hundreds 
obtained from Abstract of Returns of Charitable Donations (of County of Devon) For Benefit of 
Poor Persons; 26 Geo III 1786 (Printed for House of Commons 26 June 1816).  The parishes 
include some now of changed status; three were transferred to Cornwall and Thorncombe 
exchanged for Stockland which was an ‘outlier’ in Dorset. 
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Initially it was decided to list all those parishes whose records provided 

runs of a minimum of forty years between 1600 and 1800.  Where there were 

more than twelve such parishes in a division, those which appeared to offer the 

best potential by their length and/or location for the overall spread were 

selected.  In some cases closer inspections meant that decisions had to be 

amended when it was found that the information given was summary, like that  

of Broadhempston or that the dates given in the catalogue were the earliest and 

latest, but the contents were incomplete.  In practice, it has been necessary to 

use some shorter runs of accounts and for one time period be without 

representation of division nine.  However, some less than ideal records in terms  

of length have yielded shorter sections of detailed information concerning 

travellers and their travels, or assisted in providing sufficient coverage of the 

county. 

Where the details exist, the travellers have been put into the categories 

of soldiers, seamen, Irish, other foreign, vagrants and others, which it was 

decided would provide the best solution to quantifying the types of travellers.  It 

also bears some relationship to categories used in some other studies, such as 

those by Kent and Hitchcock.20  This was not without some problems. Irish are 

often specified, but, for example, they may overlap with sailors, soldiers, women 

or families. Those given as ‘from Ireland’ might be Irish or English, since some 

English emigrated to plantations in Ireland and English soldiers also went to  

Ireland.  There is some ambiguity in the information given. 

 This research uses the characterisation of soldier or seamen over that of 

Irish since it relates to the purpose of travel and considers as Irish only those so 

                                                 
20 J. R. Kent, ‘Population Mobility and Alms: Poor Migrants in the Midlands during the Early 
Seventeenth Century’ Local Population Studies 27: 2 (1981), pp.35-51; D. Hitchcock, ‘A 
Typology of Travellers: Migration, Justice, and Vagrancy in Warwickshire, 1670-1730’ Rural 
History 23.1 (2012), pp.21-39.   
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designated. The actual numbers of the types of travellers also presented some 

problems.  Sailors and soldiers sometimes travelled with their families.  In these 

cases, the rest of the family have been counted as others.  When groups were 

travelling together, as when purportedly from a shipwreck, they might be given 

as x, y and z and their company, without always giving a total number of 

persons.  When numbers were needed to complete a sequence, for a graph for 

example, token supposed minimum numbers have been used:  ‘travellers’ has 

been taken as two and ‘company’ as three, but with an increase to five, rarely 

more, where the amounts of charity given suggested that the numbers had to 

be higher.  In all cases the numbers used exclude ‘children’, unless a total of 

travellers given subsumed a number of unspecified children.   Children have 

been considered under the social composition of the travellers.  The numbers of 

travellers recorded from the documents have to be considered as a reasonable 

representation rather than an exact record.  Up to four recording sheets per 

parish were used for the analysis of the results from the churchwardens’ 

accounts.  These allowed for the types of travellers, the reasons for travel, the 

social grouping of the travellers and the directions of travel.  Some additional 

parishes have been used to demonstrate particular aspects of the findings 

which may apply elsewhere even if otherwise unrecorded, or because the 

parish is significantly different from what appears to be the norm.  

Within the divisions, the locations of the parishes are relevant also, since 

some include more important travel routes of the period than others.  This 

required checking the positions of the parish boundaries in some cases.  It is 

not immediately obvious that South Tawton includes the settlement of South 

Zeal on a then main route from Exeter to Okehampton; the churchwardens 
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sometimes reimbursed the constables of Zeal for what they had given in alms. 21  

Even less obvious is that St. Loye’s, with only the remains of the church, 

included what was then a bridge over the Northbrook, to be crossed east of 

Exeter, on the main route to and from London.22  In contrast, a parish such as 

Chivelstone is distant from the main routes of the county.  Such factors might 

influence the numbers and types of travellers and influence the figures when 

aggregations of parishes are used. Nor does one know whether a low number 

of travellers in a district is a result of people being recorded elsewhere in a now 

lost account.  However, low numbers also may be significant.  For the parish of 

Hartland there are separate borough accounts for Harton, meaning that for a 

number of years there is a double set. The parish church and the main 

settlement of Harton borough are over a mile apart and for the most part the two 

sets of accounts complement each other and were taken together when 

available: the exceptions are noted in the text where necessary. 

 Even where records appear to detail the types of travellers, it is known 

that some may have been imposters or carrying bogus passes or certificates, so 

the numbers, particularly of seamen, may be less exact than they appear.  The 

traveller took a risk in hoping to ‘get away with it’ and the local official may have 

taken a risk in assuming a person’s innocence. It may have depended on the 

literary abilities and knowledge of the unpaid churchwardens or constables.  For 

example, a soldier with a counterfeit pass was returned from Plymouth via 

Chudleigh and a ‘seaman’ from the Plymouth area reached Winkleigh in the 

north of the county before his certificate was recognised as a forgery.23    

                                                 
21 South Tawton 2915A/PW 3 eg 1754. 
22 T. Falla, Discovering Exeter 3: Heavitree (Chevron Press, Exeter, undated), pp.38, 41. The 
church was not used as such after 1607, but the parish used its income to maintain the poor. 
The river now is underground, the bridge and adjacent buildings having been lost to twentieth 
century improvement. 
23 Chudleigh PW 1, p.494; QS/B Box 71 Easter 1662 Nicholas Frost 28 May 1662. 
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Where necessary, the total payments to travellers have been used as a 

guide to the numbers of travellers.  This is less exact, as, for example, providing 

overnight accommodation or aid in sickness or childbirth might put up the 

charitable outlay disproportionately to the number of travellers, as witnessed in 

accounts where the details are given.  The sum given to any one person also 

might vary, even within entries from one set of churchwardens and certainly 

between parishes and over time.  The money amounts are in pounds, shillings 

and pence, as used until February 1971.24  

Where they exist, some parish constables’ accounts are catalogued with 

those of the churchwardens and sometimes are within the same volume. These 

accounts tend to be more fragmentary, but a few useful ones were found, as for 

Awliscombe, where they could be used to supplement those of the 

churchwardens.  The constables’ concerns were mainly with the payments 

relating to the highways, the local militia, the ‘trayned bands’, and their 

weaponry. The latter did become people on the move when they attended 

training exercises out of the parish, although not usually very far distant and 

their maintenance was paid out of the accounts.  Lapford, for example, kept its 

weaponry at South Molton, paying ‘For the house at Molton to keep the Armes 

iij s’ (3 shillings). 25   

 Additionally, the constables dealt with warrants, guarding of prisoners 

and the conveying of people from tithing to tithing, effectively constable to 

constable, to reach the destination parish, the justices or gaol.26  Sometimes the 

                                                 
24 There were twelve pence (d) to each shilling (s) and twenty shillings to the pound (£).  Where 
figures have been graphed, the amounts are recorded in shillings, with the pence decimalised, 
in order to accommodate a range of payments from 0 and 0.3 to the 337.8 s paid by Axminster 
in 1691. 
25 2021A/PW1 Lapford ca 1623-25. 
26Originally a tithing was a group of ten householders, but came to be a tenth of a hundred, a 
judicial administrative unit. The tithingman was a headborough, later a parish peace officer or 
petty constable.  A tithing-man was one who collected tithes, as paid to the church.  The Shorter 
Oxford English Dictionary (Clarendon Press, Oxford, 3rd edn 1991).  
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churchwardens paid for a whipping, but this did not necessarily mean that the 

recipient was a vagrant as whipping was used against other misdemeanours.  

By the eighteenth century, the churchwardens’ accounts provided less 

information, but further parish information was available from the overseers’ 

accounts and other documents. 

ii) Overseers’ Documents 

While a few churchwardens’ accounts may be available from even before 

the period of the study, settlement documents from the overseers are available 

only after the Poor Law Act of 1662 and settlement certificates after 1697.  

Settlement examinations and certificates were made for individuals or families, 

so that their exposure to the ravages of time, damage and the chance of loss, is 

relatively high.  Consequently, it is not known how comprehensive the 

documentation is for a parish, even if some sheets have been bound into books.  

Some parishes were more open than others and some may have examined 

people to control immigration settlement, as suggested by Landau.27  The 

documents perhaps should be regarded more as random samples from the 

parishes, although if a large collection exists it may be more or less complete 

for those years.  

An ‘examination’ usually gives considerable details of a person’s 

movements, although it may only state such things as having worked in ‘divers 

places’ by the month, week or day.  For those who had been to sea, the 

intervening movements may have been considerable, especially if the return 

port was other than that of departure.  A settlement certificate could be given to 

a person who wished to move out of the parish with the objective of improving 

his livelihood.  The certificate records only the parish of legal settlement, while 

                                                 
27 N. Landau, ‘The Regulation of Immigration, Economic Structures and Definitions of the Poor 
in Eighteenth-Century England’, The Historical Journal, 33.3 (1990), pp 541-571. 
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its current filing suggests the parish of its presentation:  any interim movements 

are unrecorded.  In a few cases, the certificate is back in the parish of origin and 

there is no knowledge of where the person has been, only that the move or 

moves were subsequently unsuccessful.  

A sample of these examinations and certificates from across the parishes 

of the divisions was necessary, with the intention of avoiding skewing the 

results, or leaving variations in the local economy unrepresented.  For example, 

the number of movements of people might be influenced by the nature of local 

agricultural contracts; those on annual contracts might generate fewer but 

longer movements than those with weekly or daily working arrangements who 

might change employers without moving home.28  It was decided that the 

samples should represent the various parts of the county and to illustrate what 

appeared to be ‘typical’ together with some that were exceptional in relation to 

people’s movements. 

In order to achieve the county coverage required, the records of over a 

hundred different parishes have been used.  The distributions of the parishes 

providing the resources used for each time period will be discussed in the 

relevant chapters, as only Dartington parish had suitably detailed records 

covering the whole of the two centuries, from c.1600 to c.1800.  

C. Quarter Sessions’ Records 

The county’s quarter sessions’ records were available to supplement the 

content of the parochial records and proved useful for both centuries. There are 

two main types of quarter session’s records in Devon, the record books and the 

bundles of examinations.  The early record books were of limited use for this 

study.   There were copies of some instructions for the officers, taken from the 

                                                 
28 H. Fox, ‘Servants, Cottagers and Tied Cottages during the Later Middle Ages: Towards a 
Regional Dimension’, Rural History, 6. 2 (1995), pp. 125-154.  This also might change over time 
in response to changes in farm activities and the wider economy. 
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Act of 1598 and the instruction that Tavistock, Honiton, Chulmleigh and Newton 

Abbot were to provide houses of correction and at intervals orders for searches 

for vagrants, and lists of prisoners.29  Beside the names of some of these were 

comments; ‘flagell’ (whipped) was fairly common, ‘flagell as rogi’ or ‘rogi 

vagrantis’ (whipped as rogues or vagrant rogues) less so and occasionally 

‘flagell et deliberante’. This word appears in various spellings and abbreviations 

and has not been identified with certainty.  Latin delibero is to deliver, but to 

whom, in this context? If related to Latin deliberare it may be that the person’s 

fate was to be considered at a trial.  

 Not all of those whipped will have been people on the move or vagrant. 

Rarely was any indication of a person’s origin given but we do know that two 

Irish women taken as vagrants in Pinhoe were to be sent to Bristol to be 

shipped to Ireland in 1653.30  They had been in England about seven years.  

Unfortunately, this sort of information is an exception.  Records of some 

settlement disputes are included in these early volumes.  

 A separate document provided ‘A note made …of all discharges by ye 

inhabitants of Okehampton’ for the years 1670-9, 1681-7, 1691 and 1694.31 

These refer to a total of forty-five people by name, the number of years for 

which discharged and to which places, sometimes with the qualification that the 

person remains ‘solo’ or ‘unmarried’.  These people clearly were mobile, but 

one does not know from what they were discharged… from prison, from debt or 

as vagrants or other travelling people, or a mixture?  

  From 1701 onwards, the county quarter session record books, labelled 

‘order books’, were more useful.32  Lists of those in the workhouse and the gaol 

                                                 
29 QS 1/1 1592-1600. 
30 QS 1/9 Easter 1653. 
31Okehampton Stockbook 3210A/PZ 4. 
32 QS 1/14 to QS 1/23 have been used in this study. 
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are given and, usefully for this study, in most cases there is a record of the 

place to which each person was sent, often with a pass.  This allowed the 

quarter session volumes to be used to gain information on journeys to be made.  

The later volumes also include information on the movements of soldiers’ 

baggage, a guide to the troop movements in the county at the time of the 

Napoleonic wars.  Supplementary information has been gleaned from these 

records across the two centuries.  The Plymouth records are all in books, the 

more useful being those of the examinations.  Those from the later seventeenth 

century and into the eighteenth century were sampled.33   

 The quarter sessions’ bundles of examinations of those before the 

justices provided more information about those who travelled in the county and 

in some cases the reasons are given.  Quarter sessions, as the name implies, 

were held four times a year, at Easter, Baptista/Midsummer, Michaelmas and 

Epiphany, with a bundle of examinations being created for each session.  Their 

survival rate for Devon is mostly good, although some have been filed 

incorrectly into the boxes.  These were used to supplement the information from 

the churchwardens’ accounts on the people on the move.  Initially, from 1599 to 

1630/31, all examinations of each session were investigated, but this proved 

excessively time-consuming.  Those for 1634 to 1638 were examined in full for 

the purposes of comparison with figures given by Slack, but otherwise it was 

thought that regular sampling would suffice.34  Samples were those from 1648-

1652 and then regular sets of five years beginning with1659 to 1664 and 

similarly across each decade to 1704, each set inclusively.  

 Fewer bundles were examined for the eighteenth century, but each 

quarter century was represented, with the years which had the highest numbers 

                                                 
33 PWDRO, W 325, 327, 329-31; Quarter Sessions’ Books 1675-94, 1703/4-59, 1768-72. 
34 P. A. Slack, ‘Vagrants and Vagrancy in England 1598-1664’ in Migration and Society, ed. P. 
Clark and D. Souden (Hutchinson, London, 1987), pp. 49-76, appendix table p. 70. 
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of travellers selected. Consequently, the last decade is covered more fully.  The 

documents include also a number of returns by border-parish constables who 

were receiving people from other counties for Devon or Cornwall or sending 

people out of Devon to their home parishes.  This information was 

supplemented by constables’ records surviving in Somerset which provided 

further details about travellers being returned to Devon.   These and the 

eighteenth century returns by the bridewell and gaol to the quarter sessions 

were very useful, as they gave information about the routes used and where 

some of those from Devon had been as well as knowledge of the legal 

settlements of those who had come into the county.       

D. Exeter 

Exeter was found not to be suitable for the approach used for Devon as a 

whole due to its unusual status.  This was because in 1537 Henry VIII made 

Exeter the County of the City of Exeter and thus a county in its own right.35    Its 

separate documentation means that it will not be discussed in the following 

chapters, but it is discussed briefly here, since it was the largest town and was 

regarded as the county’s ‘capital’.  Exeter Castle was the home of the county 

quarter sessions and assizes and also of the county gaol, but these did not 

serve Exeter itself. They were a form of enclave within the city.  Exeter had its 

own quarter sessions held at the guildhall and its own separate gaol.  Exeter 

was a walled city with four main gates so that it formed an enclave within 

judicial division seven. To add to the complications, in addition to the many 

parishes within the city, there were the walled and gated cathedral precincts.  At 

                                                 
35 T. Gray, ed., The Chronicle of Exeter 1205-1722 (The Mint Press, Exeter, 2005), p.84. A 
Royal Charter was granted by Henry VIII in August 1537.  Exeter, like London, York, Bristol and 
sixteen other cities, was a county in its own right. The city’s quarter sessions were held at the 
guildhall. J. Youings, Early Tudor Exeter: The Founders of the County of the City (University of 
Exeter, 1974), pp. 17-28, especially p. 23;  http://www.exetermemories.co.uk/em/timeline of 
exeter.php  Exeter retained its county status until the county reorganisation of 1972. 
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night the Cathedral Close had to be free of the ‘undesirable’ and of all 

females.36  When the county’s house of correction was established, it had to be 

outside the city walls, in St. Thomas, just to the west of the Exe Bridge.  Figure 

2.2 shows these arrangements. 

The study of people on the move through Exeter required an 

investigation into the possible records of both cathedral and city.  The cathedral 

archives yielded little information for this study.  The records seen include some 

of the church court deposition books for the diocese, which included Exeter, 

Devon and Cornwall at that time.37  These usually recorded the name, age, 

place of residence, occupation and the place of birth of the person providing 

evidence in a church court case. In the sample examined, these were recorded 

in Latin above the evidence given in English.  From 1634 to 1640 very few 

places of birth were given, only how long the person had been in the place of 

residence and the witness’s age.  

A small sample of such depositions, taken from 1667 to 1669, showed 

that twelve of twenty-four had moved, but rarely very far, such as to the 

neighbouring or next but one parish. Hugo May had moved from Ashburton to 

Bickington and Nicholas Horden, miller of Thorverton had been born in 

Silverton.  One exception was Edwardus Mallett, age fifty-three, ‘Callender man’ 

of Exeter for twenty-six years, who had been born in ‘Barkeley’, Berkeley, in 

Gloucestershire.38   The deponents tended to be those who were settled in their 

current parishes, so it was felt that such records were more suitable for a study  

 

                                                 
36

 M. Fodor, Discovering Exeter 8: Gates of the Close (Exeter Civic Society, Exeter, 1996), 
especially pp.19, 30, 32. The last gate, Broadgate, was removed in 1825.  
37 Exeter Cathedral Archives, Church Court Depositions: Ch 866  (1634-40). 
38 Exeter Cathedral Archives, Ch 872 May, 19 November 1667; Horden, 28 October 1669; 
Mallett, 24 ‘8ber’, October/November, 1667. Horden was probably a ‘calenderer’, one who 
calendered, a process for the smoothing of cloth, as suggested by The Shorter Oxford English 
Dictionary. 
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of longer-term migration rather than people on the move.39  In terms of charity 

given to those who were mobile, perhaps the most telling is an entry of the 

Dean and Chapter in January 1629/30.  They ordered that £18 be given to the 

poor of the city, but that £4-10s was on condition that the ‘Chamber of the Citty’ 

would not allow the poor to go to the ‘…dean and Chapters houses in p[ur]siut 

of Almes.’40   It appears that the cathedral paid the city to keep the close free of 

beggars.  That there was no firm evidence of money being given to travellers 

need not mean that individual members of the cathedral clergy never gave 

alms, as they may have been given personally rather than from the cathedral’s 

income. 

 The churchwardens’ accounts of the other city churches yielded little 

more.  Three parishes had suitable runs of records, but there were few 

instances of alms being given to travellers.  Central St Petroc’s was one of the 

wealthiest parishes, but apart from 1616 and 1618, when money was given for 

unspecified ‘charitable uses’, travellers were aided in only six years to 1662, 

with an exceptional eighteen Irish travellers  in 1647, who received a total of 

10s.  St Kerrian and St Mary Steps were apparently more generous, but in both 

these parishes most of the alms were given between the mid 1620s and 1644.  

The latter parish, one of the poorest parishes, gave the most.  It is probably 

significant that St Kerrian was just within the north gate and St. Mary Steps at 

the west gate with its parish extending beyond the walls on to Shilhay, but 

excluding the bridge over the Exe which was within St. Edmund’s parish. The 

bridge provided access to the city from the whole of west and southern Devon, 

                                                 
39 An example of the use of such depositions is found in Peter Clark, ‘Migration in England 
during the Late Seventeenth and Early Eighteenth Centuries’ in Migration and Society, ed. Clark 
and Souden pp. 213-252. 
40 Exeter Cathedral Archives, E C A, D & C 3555 P130.  
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so would have been very important for many travellers.  Figure 2.3 shows the 

totals of known payments made by churchwardens of the city.  

 These slim findings are in contrast to those found in the wider county 

and the most likely explanation seems to be that Exeter’s city officials took 

particular trouble to control vagrants and had the advantage of being able to 

close the gates overnight. The elected mayor was the head of the city.   The 

wording of the mayor’s proclamation included that the: 

bolde beggers vagaboundes Runnegates…and also all Roges and such 
as lyve suspiciouslye…shall likewise Departe forthwith oute of this Citie 
and Suburbes and never to returne vpon payne to be imprisoned and 
punished as accordinge to the statute of vagabondes. 41   
 

Additionally, any who lodged a stranger or strangers in their house or houses 

for more than one night ‘…not knowenge what he is and from whense…’ was 

contravening the regulations. There was a scale of punishments for harbouring 

a banished person, ranging from forty days imprisonment and twenty shillings 

for a first offence to being ‘cleane exiled & banished out of the Citie & libities for 

ever’ following a third offence.42  Whores and ‘such mislyvinge p[er]sons’ were 

to leave the city upon the proclamation or they would be driven out: 

in a Carte wth a Raye hood or to be whypped or imprisonned or 
abyde suche further punyshement as shalbe thought good and  
xpedient…43 

The aldermen acted as supervisors of the constables who were to 

apprehend ‘…all euell and suspected persons all loyteres and Idlers all  

                                                 
41 J. Hooker, The Description of the Citie of Excester by John Vowell alias Hoker, ed. W. J. 
Harte, J. W.Schopp, H. Tapley-Soper, Part 3 (DCRS,1919), p.848.  
42 J. Hooker, Description, p. 942. 
43 J. Hooker, Description, p.848. On p.875, those sent out of the city were termed ‘banyshed’ or 
‘banished’.  ‘Raye hood’ might refer to a hood made of striped cloth, this being one meaning of 
‘ray’ given in the Shorter Oxford English Dictionary. 



 82 
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Payments by the City to Constables for Expenditure on Travellers
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Figure 2.3 
 Known Payments relating to Travellers made by the City of Exeter and a 

Sample of Parishes: 1600-1685 
  
Extent of churchwardens' records used for payments by parishes shown in the graph      
           
All Hallows-Goldsmith Street 1650-1675 (301A add 99/PW 3)       
All Hallows-on-the-Wall  1648, 1650-59, 1667, 1671-82  (2739A/PW1)      
St John's Bow  1600-04, 1625, 1631-32, 1648-52, 1669, 1671, 1676, 1678-85 
 (DD 36772-36775; PW1)   
St Kerrian  1602-08, 1611-25, 1629-44, 1646, 1648-52, 1654-85  (St Kerrian, PW 1). 
St Mary Major  1632, 1637, 1661-68, 1670-80, 1683  (St Mary Major, 51/1/15, Bundles 1-3) 
St Mary Steps  1600-02, 1624-37, 1639-48, 1660-62, 1664-85 (DD 70953-67;  
DD 70968-70984, Box 133; PW7). 
St Petroc  1615-6, 1618, 1622, 1630-34, 1640-68, 1670-85?  (St Petroc PW 4, 5)       
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vagabondes and suspect persons…’,  to keep the peace and to see that all  
 
felons were sent to gaol and the  vagabondes punished.44   
 

In connection with travellers of any kind, the Act Books suggest that the 

constables ‘without’ the city’s gates were those who were the more important.  

They would have received help from the watchmen at night and wardsmen by 

day, as their duties included having to ‘examyne all strangers and suspecte 

p[er]sons’.  In turn, they might be helped by the porters, who also had to 

apprehend ‘lewd and suspect’ persons and commit them to the ward.  In times 

of war or trouble, the mayor was to hold the keys to the gates; a hue and cry or 

‘tumult’ required that all of the gates be shut.  

In addition, Exeter appears to have appointed a beadle of the beggars as 

early as c. 1562.  An Exeter order of 1563 said that the beadles, possibly one 

for each quarter of the city, were not to permit any begging in the streets or at 

anyone’s door. Brodie suggests that this may have been the earliest of such 

general city policies in England.45  In 1594/5, Exeter declared that:  

strange beggars come not into the Cittie a begging but shalbe expelled & 
punished by whipping & otherwise according to the lawe … Richard 
Darke…shall have again the place of a Bedell of this Cittie And that they 
shall have yearly xxs a peece…provided that the said Richard & the other 
Bedelles shall see that strange beggars…[be removed] 46 

.  

Under King James, there were monthly and sometimes weekly searches for 

rogues and vagabonds, with the incorrigible rogues marked on the left shoulder 

with a ‘Romaine R’ as the law dictated.  At this time, those who were appointed 

to seek out such people were termed marshals. They were paid ‘4d’ for every 

                                                 
44 J. Hooker, Description, pp. 784-850.  
45 N. D. Brodie, ‘Beggary, Vagabondage, and Poor Relief: English Statutes in the Urban 
Context, 1495-1572’ (unpub. PhD thesis, University of Tasmania, 2010), pp.161-176, at pp.161 
and 175. 
46 ECA Act Book 5 p.340 (All page numbers quoted are those in pencil in the volumes and the 
volume numbers those of the catalogue rather than those inscribed in the volumes.) 
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rogue caught; any other citizen who caught one received 3d per person. Those 

taken were duly punished according to the act of 1601.47   

The city instituted special measures when required against the possibly 

disaffected, as  in November 1605, when the gate was to be supervised night 

and day and there were to be searches at about midday and at eight in the 

evening ‘in all suspected places & for all suspected person…’  This regime was 

to start on the thirteenth of November and continue for ten days or ‘…at the 

discrecon of Mr. Maior…’48  The request may have been a reaction to the recent 

event of the Guy Fawkes’ gunpowder plot.  Special measures were applied also 

when there was a fear of disease. For example, Exeter suffered severely from 

plague in 1625, when the mayor had to be compelled to serve by order of the 

king and the county justices held their sessions at Crediton.  It is not surprising 

that on a number of subsequent occasions when plague was known to be 

affecting other places, the porters were given instructions not to allow in anyone 

from an infected area and in some cases cancelled their own fair rather than 

risk disease being brought into the city.49  

 The Exeter account books refer to anti-begging measures at intervals 

throughout;  Izacke, mayor in 1625, said that no beggars were permitted in the 

streets, but that they were to be sent to the Work House or House of Correction 

‘to get their bread by the sweat of their brows, idleness being the root of all 

evil’.50  In January 1628/9, ‘Marshalls’ were appointed to ‘apprehend such poore 

as shalbe found begging’ which arrangement was to last for a month or longer if 

necessary. A year later, two marshals were to keep the ‘beggars from 

                                                 
47 A. H. A. Hamilton, Quarter Sessions from Queen Elizabeth to Queen Anne: Illustrations of 
Local Government And History drawn from Original Records (1878, Sampson Low, Marston, 
Searle, & Rivington, London; Kessinger Publishing’s Rare Reprints, USA, no date), p.86. 
48 ECA Act Book 6, p.194, xiij November Jac Tertio (1605). 
49 ECA Act Book 5,   pp.130, 134; Act book V111, pp. 141, 211, 225, 237, 241 for example; A. 
H. A. Hamilton, Quarter Sessions, pp. 90-91. 
50 T. Gray, ed., The Chronicle of Exeter 1205-1722 (Mint Press, Exeter, 2005), pp.125, 127. 
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wandering the streets’ for fourteen days.51  In 1633 an addition was made to the 

regulations so that ‘in the dark nights betweene Allhallotyde and Candlemas’ 

every house keeper was to have a light in the door way until nine p.m.52  Winter 

night watches seemed to become a regular feature of life, together with the use 

of the wardsmen and the beadles or marshals of the city.  In 1666, when John 

Acland was mayor, a ‘stipend of forty shillings per annum’ was allowed Mark 

Potter, one of the beadles of the city ‘for the punishment of vagrants’.53  

The only approximate measurement of travellers available is via the 

reimbursements by the city to the constables for payments in respect of 

‘banisters’, or the banished, and others.  The amounts are not very exact as in 

some years only some of the constables were mentioned, or the amounts were 

not given. In October 1648, the mayor was allowed 40s per quarter for the relief 

of ‘poor wayfaring people’.  When the available information is compared with the 

out-goings of the churchwardens of the sample Exeter parishes, also given in 

Figure 2.3, it will be seen that the years of payments are similar from both 

sources, with maxima in the 1630s and, if one adds in the payment of 197s to 

Mr Walker of the city, an overall maximum in 1683/4.54   

The main discrepancy is in the years 1642 to 1662, when some parishes 

gave alms but evidence for the city is not given.  Exeter’s years of omission 

coincide with the civil war when the city changed hands and spent time under 

siege.  In January 1672/3, the accounts relate that there were ‘mainie Marryners 

and other poor people…more than formerlie …disbursements beyond the 

ordinary allowance’.  These people may have been travelling in connection with 

                                                 
51 E. C. A. Act Book 7, pp.716, 748. 
52 E. C. A. Act Book 7, p. 864, January 1633/4.  
53 Gray, Chronicle pp.125, 127, 145. 
54 Mr Walker was a local land-owner and sometime mayor of the city.  His role at this time is not 
certain.  Information courtesy of Kate Osborne, from her research. 
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the Third Dutch War. The importance of these years will be found again in the 

accounts from churchwardens of the wider county. 

From the evidence available, it would appear that Exeter’s city authorities 

endeavoured to keep to the statutes and employed a strict regime in relation to 

vagrants and beggars, enhancing the regulations when required.  Even traders 

coming into the city were included under regulations, there being a strict 

interpretation of those who were desirable assets to the city.  Others were to be 

rounded-up, kept out, or, in the case of citizens who acted illegally, banished 

from the city.  However, the success of the city in keeping the streets free of 

beggars must have been variable, for in 1694 Spoure considered that the 

disagreeable side of Exeter was being pestered by beggars. He wrote that ‘I 

must haste out of it as fast as I can or else it will soon bring a disease in a 

man’s pocket.’55 

Exeter, by its nature, would have attracted travellers, but it was doing its 

best to keep out those who would beg and those it considered undesirable 

because they might be bringing in disease.  However, given the greater 

complications of its administration and the paucity of relevant content in records 

similar in nature to those to be used for the rest of Devon, it was decided that 

the thesis would concentrate on the wider county of Devon.  Even so, it is not 

possible to write of Devon without any reference to Exeter, especially as it still 

housed the county court and gaol and held economic influence in the county.  

E. Conclusion 

The research for this thesis relies heavily on primary sources.  The 

parish documents were generated in response to the main statutes of 1598 and 

1601, 1662 and that effective from 1700, which also have provided the 

                                                 
55 T. Gray, ed., ‘A Visit by Edmund Spoure through Devon in 1694’, Devon and Cornwall Notes 
and Queries, 37: 7 (1992-96), pp.217-18. (A note says that E. Spoure was from Trebartha in 
Cornwall; Cornwall Record Office ref. F. S. 3/93/8/310.)  
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framework for the chapters.  The information from the primary sources has 

come from the recordings made by many individuals with the resulting 

variations in style and content; in many cases the writers recorded what they 

were told and, from some of the quarter sessions’ examinations, we know that 

sometimes it had not been the truth. A number of travellers survived for some 

time, sometimes rather well, on lies and pretences which means that their 

stories were plausible or that they were ‘skilled’ in their mode of life.  The 

account of people on the move in Devon which follows has to be accepted as 

being representative of the truth concerning the nature and relative numbers of 

poor travellers, including some who were indeed rogues.   
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Part II 

Chapter 3 

Travellers in Turbulent Times: 1598-1662 

This time period begins with the concluding years of Elizabeth I ’s war 

with Spain, but the peace which followed was brief.  Further wars were fought in 

Europe after 1618, Ireland especially in 1642 and 1649, Civil War was waged in 

Britain and Ireland from 1642 to 1646 and the First Dutch war at sea from 1652 

to 1654.1  It is shown that throughout these turbulent times, people were 

travelling for wars, as a consequence of wars, for other compelling reasons or 

when poverty precipitated wandering with begging or theft, with the perpetrators 

then returned with passes to their home parishes.   

From circa 1600 to 1662, the numbers and types of travellers in Devon 

were variable.  The numbers of long distance travellers are found to be higher 

than might be expected.  The reasons for being on the move in Devon were 

mixed, some of them related to specific events. As a result of this and the 

geography of the county, some chronological and spatial patterns emerge 

relating the categories of people to certain time periods, route-ways and areas 

of the county.  Only a few appear to have chosen an irregular life on the move. 

 In order to examine the changes across these years, the chapter begins 

with the relevant background and a general overview.  This is followed by 

detailed consideration of each of the categories of travellers, together with the 

likely reasons for their presence in Devon.  The map, Figure 3.1, shows the 

parishes which have provided data and others mentioned in the text.  

Information on the road network of the time is limited, but that shown on Figure 

1.4 at least indicates the likely routes which were used.   

                                                 
1 A full chronology of the wars from 1590s to 1815 is given in Appendix 2. 
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A. Background 

 In 1597, the Lord Lieutenant of Devon had requested that the justices 

gave special attention to the poor, to restraining ‘the multitude of vagrant 

persons’ and that no licences to beg should be issued.2  In addition the 

regulations concerning those who wandered and begged, the acts of 1598, 

1601 and 1609/10 led to the establishment of the first houses of correction, or 

bridewells, where miscreants were held pending justice or for punishment. 3  

There were further regulations in 1604 for those infected with plague and, in 

1607, to improve the effectiveness of the statute of 1601, including a twice 

yearly ‘privy search in one night’ for the apprehension of rogues and 

vagabonds.  The parishes were to give towards the relief of sick or maimed 

soldiers and mariners, provided that they did not beg and to those who carried 

legal testimonials.4 

People who travelled with a document were entitled to ask alms of the 

churchwardens of parishes through which they passed, resulting in 

churchwardens’ entries such as that recorded at Silverton in 1647-48:  ‘pd to 

dyvers Breefes, Irishe people & Souldyers & manye other travellers having 

lawful certificate £1-11-2’.5 

Some of the earliest documents came with the ‘king’s broad seal’, which 

gave regal authority by a seal kept by one of the monarch’s officers.  A brief, in 

this context, referred to a paper, signed by a civilian or ecclesiastical person of 

note, which recommended that alms should be given to the person or for the 

cause for which money was being gathered.  Causes included the raising of 

                                                 
2
 Alexander H. A. Hamilton, Quarter Sessions from Queen Elizabeth to Queen Anne: 

Illustrations of Local Government and History, drawn from Original Records (1878 London; 
Kessinger Publishing’s Rare Reprints, USA, undated), pp. 15-17. 
3 Statutes: 39 Eliz. I c.4; 43 Eliz. I c.2 which was continued under 1 James I c.31; 7 James I c.4. 
4 39 Eliz. 1 c.4 (1598); 43 Eliz. 1 c.2.  The full list of relevant statutes is given in Appendix 1. 
5 3359A/PW/1/a/1, 1647-48. 
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ransoms to redeem captives, for building or restoring a church or other building 

and the rebuilding or repairing of a home or town after a serious fire.  

John and Robert Nosworthy of Manaton lost their house and 

possessions, including ‘plate and brass’, to the total value of £500, in a fire on 

Easter Day. At the quarter sessions, they requested a licence ‘to collect and 

take the charitable benevolence of Christian and well disposed people whose 

hearts god shall move to pitty.’   The statement was signed by the minister, 

constables and the churchwardens.  The case appeared genuine and probably 

a licence was granted.6  

Pass-holders, or passengers, might include shipwrecked seamen, those 

sent home after being whipped as vagrants and those discharged and returned 

home from gaol.  The signatories to passes were usually justices of the peace 

or a mayor.  The pass gave the right to receive charity. 

 In 1599, one Crosse, of Exmouth, had a pass to enable him to travel 

from Hampshire, where he claimed to have been landed at Lymington, to reach 

his home in Exmouth.  He was brought before the county quarter sessions, as 

someone had recognised his pass as counterfeit.  Crosse was found to have a 

second such pass to travel from Cornwall to Norfolk.7 

There was the potential for considerable travel if the person could ‘get 

away with it’.  A genuine pass also might give scope for travel if the person had 

lied to the official about his legal destination.  Consequently, a proportion of the 

information about the people on the move in Devon is fictitious, but plausibly so; 

it has to be considered representative of the average truth. 

 

 

                                                 
6 QS/B Box 65 1660. The file is labelled ‘Fire at Manaton’.   
7 QS/B Box 7 August 1599. Examination of Arthur Crosse of Exmouth. 



 92 

B. General Patterns 

 In order to look for any general patterns across the county, the parishes 

providing data have been linked to the judicial divisions. For this period only, 

division nine is unrepresented.  Aggregated data of the numbers of years of 

churchwardens’ records were linked to the numbers of years when the different 

categories of travellers received charity to provide percentage figures for the 

general frequency of their recorded presence in the county.  Travellers were 

divided into the five broad categories which are retained throughout the thesis:  

soldiers, seamen, Irish, other named ‘nationalities’ or ‘foreign’ and vagrants and 

others.  The results of this are given in Table 3.1.  

A proportion of the spatial variations shown may be accounted for by 

differences in the years available, since only seven parishes provided 

information for fifty or more years, but the north, east and central areas have 

low percentages of years recording soldiers.  The central area has the lowest 

figures for all categories except seamen. Seamen were recorded mainly in 

south and west Devon, but less frequently than expected:  the Irish were more 

likely to have been encountered.  Irish travellers were helped most frequently in 

the northeast and the southwest.  The ‘foreign’ do not occur very frequently, but 

more often than had been anticipated.  In division three, the frequency of years 

with payments to the ‘foreign’ was higher than expected.  

 Travellers passed more frequently through the southern area from near 

Plymouth eastwards towards Exeter and beyond and through the north of the 

county from the coast eastwards via Tiverton and Halberton than they did along 

the route across mid-Devon of judicial divisions three and six.  Poor travellers of 

some kind were on the move during most years; only division six may have 

seen them in under half of the years, although that may be a result of the  
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sample of years which was available.  Only Colebrooke had a long run of 

accounts.    

Frequencies of travel do not give numbers of travellers and the two 

measures need not correspond.   A set of five representative parishes, from 

north, south, east, west and central Devon, shows that the different types of 

travellers were on the move at different times and in different areas of the 

county, as shown in Figures 3.2-3.6. (Note that there are differences in the 

vertical scales of these graphs.)  

 While three parishes have total numbers per ecclesiastical year rising to 

maxima of circa 150 people, there are two marked exceptions; in Bere Ferrers 

the number of people helped reached a maximum of only twenty-seven; in 

Chudleigh the maximum figure was 629.  Although central Lapford’s peak 

number is higher than that of northern Tiverton, the overall number of travellers 

was greater in the north.  Unfortunately there is a gap in the records for 

Kilmington from 1637 to 1655 and few details were given in some years.  

Consequently, some minimum token figures had to be used, as described in 

Chapter 2.8  The figures could be higher, especially in 1617 and 1631, when the 

totals of almsgiving were at least double the typical annual expense. 

Numbers of particular categories of people peaked at different times, but 

not always simultaneously in all districts.  For example, the greatest numbers of 

Irish passed through Tiverton in 1649/50, but through Lapford in 1652. It is 

possible that those in Tiverton were arrivals from Barnstaple or Bideford, 

heading towards London, while those in Lapford were being returned county to 

county via Exeter to their ports of arrival. Over three hundred soldiers were 

mainly responsible for the extraordinary numbers through Chudleigh in 1625.   

                                                 
8 See Chapter 2 Section B i). 
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To understand these variations it is helpful to look in more detail at the different 

categories of people on the move.   

C. Soldiers 

At the beginning of the seventeenth century there was no permanent 

national army; an army was recruited as required and disbanded when 

hostilities ceased.  The Long Parliament created the New Model Army in 

January 1644/5, which was not disbanded until 1661, but it was the small army 

recruited by Charles II which became the first organised standing army.  

Consequently, for almost all of the years to 1662, the presence of soldiers 

among those receiving alms is likely to reflect the years when a war was 

imminent or recently ended.9  Parish officers and magistrates were required to 

provide quotas of soldiers and/or seamen, to billet troops and to provide 

carriage as required.  Officers and soldiers were to be provided with ‘diet and 

small beer, paying for the same.’ 10   In the absence of any parish officers, any 

nearby justice of the peace was to be responsible for ensuring the provision for 

officers and soldiers.  

Using all of the evidence from the churchwardens’ accounts, there were 

particular times when the numbers of soldiers increased; circa 1604, 1620 to 

1626, but especially 1625 in Chudleigh, 1631 to 1633 and again from about 

1648 to 1654 in varying numbers and locations.  For soldiers to have been 

recorded in Devon at these times, they must have been on their way to or from 

service.  A few parishes, such as Bere Ferrers, gave to soldiers during the Civil 

War period, 1642-1646.   

                                                 
9 S. Badsey, ‘Army’ in The Oxford Companion to British History, ed. J. Cannon (Oxford 
University Press, Oxford,1997), p.49.  
10 H. Clavering, The New Complete Parish Officer; or A perfect Guide to Churchwardens, 
Overseers, Constables, Headboroughs, Tithingmen, Sidesmen, Borsholders, Beadles, and 
other Parish Officers…Summary of Parish Law, down to Easter 1795…’incumbent on every 
Man to be acquainted with those Laws…with which he is immediately concerned’ (J. Stratford, 
London, c. 1802), pp. 28-30.  
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 Colebrooke’s churchwardens’ accounts referred to the ‘setting fourth of 

soldiers for Ireland’ in 1598 and again in 1600.11  The former must have been 

the soldiers of the parish’s contribution to Queen Elizabeth’s army.  Elizabeth 

had sought to complete England’s power over Ireland by sending the best 

generals with thirteen large forces which landed there in the course of the seven 

years 1595 to 1601.12   

Twenty-three soldiers recorded in 1604-5 in Hartland parish were ‘out of 

Ireland’ and a note to the transcription of the accounts suggests that they were 

‘probably Cornish soldiers on their way home after the submission of the Earl of 

Tyrone 1603.’13  They need not have been Cornish, but the reason suggested 

for their return from Ireland is likely.  Dean Prior churchwardens gave 3d to two 

soldiers who were coming from Ireland in 1599.14  Soldiers from Ireland 

recorded before 1605 may have been men returning following the battle of 

Kinsale, in 1601, when the Irish and their Spanish allies fought the English.  Its 

aftermath continued until June 1602, or even into 1603.  Some who were going 

to Ireland may have been replacing earlier troops.15   

 That the soldiers were recorded in greater numbers across north Devon, 

at Braunton, Hartland and Halberton is consistent with service in Ireland, 

although a few were to be found passing through Bere Ferrers, Chudleigh and 

St. Loye’s.  Chudleigh gave £3-5s-6d to soldiers from Ireland and ‘out of 

Flanders from the Queenes shipping and other places…’ during the period of 

                                                 
11 Colebrooke Parish Accounts 1597-1737, November 1598 (WSL sB/COL 5/1618/MOR 76835) 
12 R. D. Edwards with B. Hourican, eds, An Atlas of Irish History 3rd edn (Routledge, Abingdon, 
2005), pp. 42-3.    
13 I. L. Gregory, The Hartland Church Accounts 1597-1706 (Butler and Tanner Limited, 
London,1949), pp. 35-6. 
14 Rev. H. H. Breton, The Forest of Dartmoor, Parts I and II (1931,1932) Forest Publishing, 
Liveron, Newton Abbot,1990), part 1, p.72. 
15 R. F. Foster, Modern Ireland 1600-1972 (Penguin Books, London,1989), chapter 2, pp.36-58; 
J. McGurk, ‘The Battle of Kinsale, 1601’ History Ireland 
http://www.historyireland.com/volumes/volume9/issue3/features/?id=249 (05 July 2012). 
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‘two years and one month that is to say from ixth day of April 1601…to xixth day 

of maye 1603’. 16   

Soldiers were to be found travelling again in thirteen of the nineteen 

parishes from 1624 to 1626, but the numbers varied from under ten in the 

western and northern parishes such as Clawton and Tiverton to the individual 

peak of 330 soldiers who were helped by Chudleigh in 1625.   

Table 3.2 shows the numbers of soldiers given alms by Chudleigh and 

St. Loye’s parishes by month from January 1624/5 through to July 1626 and 

December 1625 respectively.  The numbers began low, but increased markedly 

from June onwards.  In Chudleigh, on 3 June 1625, the ‘conductor’, presumably 

in charge of some of the soldiers, was shown the way southwards to Newton.17  

At this time, the numbers for St. Loye’s are not exact and the notional values 

allowed may be an under-estimate.  There was a further increase in September, 

rising to a maximum number of soldiers in Chudleigh in October.  It is possible 

that some of these soldiers were those carried by horse ‘over Countis Weare’, 

the countess’s weir between Exeter and downstream Topsham, at a cost of 4 

shillings to St. Loye’s parish.   

 On 13 February, Chudleigh had paid 10 pence ‘…for dyet and lodging for 

3 sick souldiers’.  Another of many sick soldiers received similar provision on 23 

February and the following day, they provided  ‘carriage of the same man to 

Ken(n) by Wm Hill with R. Drewes horse & 2d gyven  6d’.  The sick were a 

special problem among the many travellers, but the miscreants increased the 

costs.  Two soldiers with a ‘counterfeyt passe’ cost 1s 10d and two others ‘wch 

ran away’ added a further 1s 3d.  Many travellers were provided with bundles of  

 

                                                 
16 Chudleigh PW1 p. 269. 
17 Chudleigh PW1 p. 484. Newton was short for Newton Bushell, now a part of Newton Abbot.  
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Table 3.2 

           Soldiers and Seamen given Alms by Chudleigh and St. Loye’s 
                                                    1624/5-1625/6 
 

 Chudleigh St. Loye’s 

Month/Year Soldiers Seamen Soldiers Seamen 

January 1624/5   3  

February 10  6  

March 4  4  

April 1625 4  0  

May 5  0  

June 36  6*  

July 34  6*  

August 35 3 9 34 

September 51 7 19 79 

October 107 38 minimum 24 minimum 
18 

November 0  3 (20th, 25th)  

December 5  2  

January 1625/6 6 2 
(pressed) 

  

February 13    

March 15 2   

April 1626 7    

May 4    

June 1 6   

July 1    

* These are notional numbers for soldiers at several times; 
actual numbers could be higher. 

Sources: Churchwardens’ accounts: Chudleigh PW/1; Heavitree, St Loyes 
3004A/PW3. 
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straw for bedding.18  In total, Chudleigh aided more than six hundred travellers 

during this year of the accounts.  

The entries for soldiers dropped abruptly by the end of October 1625, 

which suggests that these men were involved in the expedition to Cadiz.  War 

against Spain was anticipated in 1624 but was not declared until after the 

accession of Charles. Although supported by the Dutch, England needed to 

raise a large force which was to be prepared during the spring and summer of 

1625.  

Devon was to supply three hundred soldiers in each of 1624 and 1625, 

towards some ten thousand soldiers to sail aboard a fleet of about a hundred 

ships.19  By mid August, Devon was thought to have been billeting ‘about 8,000 

soldiers’ in total.20   In this context, the numbers recorded in Chudleigh were not 

extraordinary.  

 One such was recorded by a St Loye’s churchwarden: 

…henrie hullen(?) of Tivefordton (Tiverton) wch was taken in our wach 
the vijth of ffebruarie and warned to be att Chudleigh the xvjth and their 
prest for a soldier for Ireland & kept by me six weeks   …vjs.21  
 

 Hullen must have been a vagrant who was sent to be soldier. The fact that he 

was to report at Chudleigh suggests that the parish had a particular function in 

relation to assembling the troops, although one would expect them to be for 

Cadiz rather than Ireland.  

Chudleigh was not of particular note by wealth or size, but Sir George 

Chudleigh, an important local justice of the peace from 1614 to 1642, lived in 

                                                 
18 Chudleigh PW1, accounts for 1624/5 pp.483-499.  
19 J. Wroughton, The Routledge Companion to the Stuart Age, 1603-1714 (1997, Routledge, 
London, 2006), pp. 7, 70; B. Coward, The Stuart Age: England 1603 – 1714, 4th edn (Longman, 
 Harlow, 2012), p.140); Hamilton, Quarter Sessions, p.107; Hamilton, Quarter Sessions, p.107; 
N. A. M  Rodger, A Naval History of Britain Volume I: The Safeguard of the Sea 660-1649 
(Harper Collins, London, 1997), p. 357. 
20 M. Wolffe, Gentry Leaders in Peace and War (University of Exeter Press, Exeter, 1997),   
    p.73. 
21 Heavitree, St. Loye’s, 3004A/PW3, 1625. 
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the neighbouring parish of Ashton.  In 1625, he became the county’s deputy 

lieutenant. From May that year, he was the commissioner for billeting and 

martial law for the soldiers who were to take part in the expedition to Cadiz.  

These men were to be billeted in the Plymouth area, but Sir George Chudleigh 

was not there continuously until sometime in July.   Was Sir George Chudleigh’s 

association with Chudleigh the reason for the pressed men having to report 

there?  By the time of the highest numbers, Sir George was in Plymouth 

although John, his eldest son may have left later.  However, he too was in 

Plymouth by October, to take charge of a ship of the fleet.  Another problem is 

that some of the hundred plus soldiers recorded in Chudleigh in October appear 

to have been there after the fleet had sailed, unless the dates are those of 

delayed written records.  Was it simply that Chudleigh, about ten miles from 

Exeter, was a day’s journey on foot and so a useful overnight stopping place?  

The question cannot be answered with certainty.22  

The soldiers were said to have been like those of Sir John Falstaff.  ‘‘The 

villains march wide betwixt the legs, as if they had gyves on; for indeed I had 

the most of them out of prison.’’ 23  Those who were making their way through 

Devon may not have been mainly from prison, but the calendars certainly refer 

to ten prisoners who were ‘sent for soldiers.’24  Hullen was probably not the only 

vagrant to be pressed.   

Mathew Curber, a soldier, and three others were sent before the justices 

for stealing a sheep between Dartmouth and Totnes.   If they had persuaded 

the person with whom they were billeted to assist with the preparation and/or 

                                                 
22 Wolffe, Gentry Leaders, pp. 93-164, especially pp. 98-107; M. Wolffe, ‘Chudleigh, Sir George’ 
in Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, www.oxforddnb.com (25-07-2012).  
23 Hamilton, Quarter Sessions, p.107. Hamilton is quoting Shakespeare’s Henry IV Part 1, Act 
IV, Scene II, near the end of Falstaff’s speech beginning ‘If I be not ashamed of my soldiers… ‘ 
Falstaff had taken £300 in bribes from such as yeomen’s sons and replaced them with those 
‘ten times more dishonourable ragged’ than an old flag.  
24 Hamilton, Quarter Sessions, p.107. 
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cooking of such illicit meat, that person also was guilty of handling stolen 

goods.25
   The gossip was that some of the money intended for the provisioning 

of the soldiers by Sir James Bagg, the Vice-admiral of Devon, had been 

embezzled, so increasing the strain of their billeting on the Devon economy.  

The soldiers’ behaviour may have been an effort to fend for themselves.26    

‘Hullen’ and one other sent by St Loye’s were given conduct money and 

bedding.  Other soldiers were less fortunate.  According to evidence given in the 

Calendar of State Papers, by the time the men arrived in Plymouth, their state 

was worse.  They were ‘unfit by age, impotency and sickness …clothes only 

cassocks-no shirts, shoes, stockings or breeches…those out of Hants without 

even cassocks…’. At least three sick soldiers had come from Portsmouth when 

they were given a night’s lodging in Chudleigh on 9 September 1625.27  By the 

end of JuIy, the commissioners were complaining that they could not ‘… satisfy 

with words the hungry bellies of the soldiers nor the empty purses of the hosts; 

nor can they secure the country from damage.’  Plympton complained in August 

that they had an ‘army of soldiers sick and naked’ billeted on them for thirty-one 

weeks without a supply of money or clothes. If the soldiers had had their ‘coat 

and conduct’ money, perhaps some of their clothes had been pawned or 

exchanged for food and drink.  By September some of the soldiers were 

thieving, even taking sheep and dressing them ‘… in the open view of the world, 

saying, he must have the oxen rather than famish’.28  

                                                 
25 Q/SB  Box 18 1625 August 25th; Box 29, Baptista bundle, 1626, no.15, soldiers from Totnes  
at Marldon also had a mallard.   
26  R. Pollitt, ‘Devon and the French and Spanish Wars’ and A. Thrush, ‘The Bottomless Bagg? 
Sir James Bagg and the Navy, 1623-8’ both in The New Maritime History of Devon, eds M. 
Duffy, S. Fisher, B.Greenhill, J. Youings (Conway Maritime Press, London, 1992), pp.108-114 
at pp.112-3 and pp.115-116 at p.115 respectively; C. Gill, Plymouth: A New History (Devon 
Books, Tiverton, 1993), pp.146-7. 
27 Chudleigh PW/1, p. 486. 
28 CSPD 1625-26; vol. XXXIV item 27, 24 August; vol. III item 59, 12 June 1625; vol. IV item 
149, 30 July 1625; vol. VI item 3, 1 September 1625. 
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The fleet sailed for Cadiz in October. Stormy weather caused the loss of 

at least one ship and 175 men were drowned. The state of the men and the 

ships became so serious that the first ships to return left the Bay of Cadiz on 

November 11th; the rest followed on the 20th, but were obliged to put into 

Kinsale, Ireland, on 11 December, before continuing to Plymouth. On their 

return, the men were said to be ‘half-naked, plague-ridden and starving’.29  The 

expedition had been a disaster for all involved. 

Table 3.2 shows that soldiers appeared again in Chudleigh from 

December and more through February and March, but these were few 

compared with those of the previous summer.  Were these the returnees from 

the expedition?  That the numbers were small is consistent with the loss of lives 

during the expedition and to disease; according to Gill, between 1,600 and 

2,000 people of Plymouth who had billeted the sick also died and Exeter, 

Chudleigh and St. Loye’s all suffered as a result of disease spread by the 

soldiers. 30    

Although fewer soldiers were in the county in 1626, their behaviour gave 

cause for concern.  A printed proclamation of 1626 concerning rogues and 

vagabonds stated:   

…Warning; … it being feared, that there being souldiers in entertainment, 
many lewd persons under the colour of that name…We do 
command…that (when found) any such Rogues, Vagabonds or 
disordered persons, under the name of souldiers, or otherwise 
…send…where they were born …That if any person or persons, who 
have …served in the warres…or any others who are desirous to serve, 

                                                 
29

The Voyage to Cadiz in 1625. Being a Journal written by John Glanville, Secretary to the Lord 
Admiral of the Fleet (Sir E. Cecil) afterwards Sir John Glanville, speaker of the Parliament, &., 
&., never before printed. From Sir John Elliot’s MSS at Port Eliot, ed. Rev. Alexander  B. Grosart 
(Camden Society, London, 1883).  Glanville himself became ill while in Ireland and did not 
return until March.  Sir John Glanville was the Member of Parliament for Plymouth, so local 
allegiance may have influenced the description; Gill, Plymouth, p.147. 
29 Gill, Plymouth, p.147. A. Crockett, Chudleigh: A Chronicle (Devon Books, A. Wheaton & 
Company, Exeter, 1985), pp.28-30; Heavitree, St. Loye’s, eg late November 1625. 
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will voluntarily present themselves to the Commissioners…God save the 
King. (MDCXXV1) 31  
 
The requirement for soldiers suggested by the proclamation may have 

been linked with the number of soldiers recorded in 1627.  Buckingham’s next 

‘lunatic’ effort was in going to La Rochelle and the ÎIe de Ré. 32
   Devon’s ports 

said that they could not provide the ships ordered and the deputy lieutenants 

complained of the hardship of frequent impressments since: 

Their superfluity of men is gone; the labourers in husbandry must serve 
the next turn, if the Lords do not spare their county, which has in it more 
trained soldiers and yields the King more seamen than any part of the 
kingdom. 33 
 

 Chudleigh’s figure for soldiers was high in 1627.34  Were men again being 

asked to report to Chudleigh en route for Plymouth for the 1627 expedition?   

Two thousand troops were supposed to convene in Plymouth, but the numbers 

were short of this and fresh levies were required of counties such as 

Breconshire.35 These men had to traverse all or part of the county to reach 

Plymouth.  

The soldiers recorded in Tiverton from 1626 to 1628 were described as 

‘begging’ and two died in the parish.36   C. Noon’s recent opinion of the difficult 

year of 1627 was probably apt: 

Unpaid, unfed and diseased soldiers and sailors, the detritus from the 
unsuccessful attacks on France and Spain, were wandering and looting 
throughout the South West, (while) the government was trying to extract 
illegal taxation and subjecting whole swathes of the country to martial 
law. 37   
 
Tiverton, Barnstaple and Exeter all complained, but in the latter the 

problem was the sickness which had not cleared for sixteen months, which 
                                                 
30NDRO Borough Records of Barnstaple, B1/917; B1/46/19. 
32 J. P. Jones, Britain and Europe in the Seventeenth Century (Edward Arnold, London, 1976), 
p.21. 
33 CSPD Vol. LXXIII item 52, 7 August 1627. 
34 Chudleigh PW/1 pp. 517-525. 
35 CSPD Vol. LXXVIII item 2, 11 September 1627. 
36 Newte Library, Tiverton St Peter’s church, churchwardens’ accounts 1608-99. 
37 C. Noon, The Book of Tiverton (Halsgrove, Wellington, 2008), pp.29-33. 
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meant that all trading had ceased and the inhabitants ‘of ability’ generally had 

left town and the ‘more disordered people’ threatened to burn the town.38  

Plymouth did its best to provide billeting, but in the October reported that it had 

‘so far failed’.39  An unsigned note, probably of November of that year, 

complained of ‘…the intollerable burden laid on Devon and Cornwall by billeting 

soldiers upon them and not paying money’.40  The two failed expeditions of 

1625 and 1627 were responsible for many people on the move through the 

county. 

Just nine soldiers were recorded travelling through Chudleigh in 1630/31, 

but none during the next two years.41  More soldiers were found at this time in 

the north and east of the county, although not in extraordinary numbers.  The 

soldiers in High Bray in 1630 were all from the ‘low countries’ and two other 

poor soldiers who ‘had a pass to travel into Cornwall came from the King of 

Denmark’.42  The following year, the soldiers’ travel directions included ‘out of 

the low countries’ and four going eastwards, two from Barnstaple to London and 

two from Ireland to ‘gravesend to ther captaine’.43  Other soldiers passed 

through Lapford and Washfield, but there is no information on their directions of 

travel. In the east, Kilmington churchwardens recorded in 1630/1 that some 

were from Denmark and that James Deverix (for Devereux?), a gent, had come 

from Zealand.44  

                                                 
38 CSPD Vol. LXXV1, item 14, 3 Sept. 1627; Vol. LXXX1, 45, 15 Oct. 1627.   
39 CSPD Vols. L1, items 25 &28; L111, items 2 & 25; LX, it. 63; LX1, it. 17; LXX111, it. 52; 
LXXX11, it. 82.    
40 Wolffe, Gentry Leaders, p.256. 
41 Chudleigh PW/1 pp. 542-563. 
42 Christian IV was the king of Lutheran Denmark who, as part of the Thirty Years’ War, 
advanced into present-day northern Germany, but was forced back in 1629.  If demobilised at 
this time, the soldiers could have been in Devon the next year. 
43 NDRO 815A/PW1 High Bray churchwardens’ accounts for 1630-32. 
44 Kilmington 3047A/PW1/2.  Zealand is the English name for both a part of Denmark and a part 
of the present Netherlands, so could refer to either.  The military commander, the 3rd Earl of 
Essex was Robert Devereux, but no link found with a James. The Danes (1625-29) and then 
the Swedes (1630-35) had intervened in the Thirty Years’ War on the continent.   
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 Charles’ war with France had ended in 1629 and that with Spain in 1630, 

so the earliest of the soldiers, as in Chudleigh, may have been returning from 

war.  The others appear to have been linked with Ireland or the Low Countries. 

There is too little evidence to be certain, but a possibility is that these soldiers 

were some of the men who were sent by Baron Chichester, Lord Deputy of 

Ireland, from Ireland to Sweden, who later joined the Swedish or perhaps the 

Danish army to fight in the Thirty Years’ War, but subsequently deserted to 

return to Ireland.45  Or perhaps they had been mercenaries who fought on the 

continent.  Such an explanation would account for the movements across north 

Devon, in this case towards Ireland, but some were travelling the other way. 

 Between 1639 and 1642, soldiers from Scotland, York, France and the 

Low Countries were recorded by St. Loye’s.46  These were long distance 

travellers.  A possibility is that some of the men had served in the Bishops’ 

Wars or against the rebels in Scotland with the troops of Devon’s General 

Monck.47  George Monck was of north Devon, but grew up partly in Exeter, and 

made the military his career.  He had been taken part in the expeditions to 

Cadiz and La Rochelle and at this time was in Newcastle with his regiment 

which was involved in suppressing the Scots.  He later served ten years as Lord 

Lieutenant of Devon.  

  Soldiers on the move through Devon recorded by the churchwardens 

were not significant again until 1649 and some parishes, like Kilmington, have 

gaps in the records for this period.  However, the civil war of 1642-46 meant 

that there were many soldiers at certain times on particular routes.  The soldiers 

were partly responsible for disease in the Plymouth area.  Oswald says that the 

                                                 
45 J. McCavitt, ‘Chichester, Arthur’ in www.oxforddnb.com  (23/05/2012). 
46 Heavitree, St Loyes 3004A/PW3. 
47 M. Asley, General Monck (Jonathan Cape, London, 1977), pp. 4, 23; R. Hutton, ‘Monck 
George, First Duke of Albemarle (1608-1670)’ in www.oxforddnb.com  (05/09/2012). Monck’s 
own regiment of foot was to become the Coldstream Guards. 
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burials recorded by St. Andrew’s church included ‘…71 soldiers in 1643, 216 in 

1644…’  Oswald assumes that the figures were the result of disease, although it 

is possible that some may have been the consequences of other effects of the 

civil war.  The town was overcrowded by the Parliamentary troops intended to 

counteract the Royalist siege which lasted from 1643 to 1646.48   

Sick soldiers were paid 11s to keep out of Bere Ferrers in 1642/3.   In the 

same year, Bere Ferrers paid for a horse which the constables had for use by a 

‘Capten Stroud for his maties service’.49  The parish included tinners, many of 

whom are thought to have remained royalists; Stoyle states that ‘The Tinners’ 

Regiment … stood head and shoulders above all other Devon units in its 

devotion to the King.’50  However, as later in Crediton, some people refused to 

pay their rates, suggesting that their loyalties may have been divided, or that 

they were not in a financial position to pay as a result of the effects of war.51  

 Other information is given indirectly. Towards Michaelmas, 29 

September 1642, the governors of Crediton were paying for fire for the night-

watchman that ‘did watch for the safetie of the Towne’; sometime during 1642/3, 

a warrant was sent to the constable of Shobrooke ‘to take up horses a[t] exon 

(Exeter) for the kings service’, followed the next year by payment ‘for flooring of 

our church with stone pitch after the souldiers weare gonne’.  These were 

possibly the Cornish cavaliers who retreated from near Exeter back to Crediton 

and, believing that Crediton favoured Parliament, plundered the town, including 

taking away the ‘‘poor people’s weaving tools’’.   Before the Civil War was over, 

both Royalist and Parliamentarian troops had passed through Crediton.  The 

accounts for 1647 and 1648, given together, recorded the need for much re-

                                                 
48 N. C. Oswald, ‘Epidemics in Devon, 1538-1837’ Transactions of the Devonshire Association 
Vol. 109 (1977), pp.73-116, at p.90; Gill, Plymouth, pp. 152-158. 
49 Bere Ferrers PW 37 March 1642/3. 
50 M. Stoyle, Loyalty and Locality (University of Exeter Press, Exeter, 1994), p. 68. 
51 Crediton Governors, 1660A/101. 
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glazing of the church and school and repairs to the church seating among other 

items. 52  

Other parishes outwardly appear to have maintained a considerable 

normality.  Tiverton is without records only for the year of 1642/3. Over sixty 

travellers, including women and children and some described as Irish, received 

charity from the Tiverton churchwardens during the year 1643/4, even though 

local battles were fought in August 1643 and again in August 1644.   

Significantly, the wardens’ accounts for 1645/6 include sixteen separate entries 

for shrouds, each for a soldier. 53 These entries must be a reflection of the fact 

that the Parliamentarian General Sir Thomas Fairfax’s troops captured Tiverton 

Castle in October 1645.  

Many soldiers of both sides were moving through Devon during the Civil 

War, but few were recorded as receiving alms from the churchwardens.  

However, the movements of soldiers did incur costs to the parishes:  where 

soldiers had travelled, there were the costs of repairing damage caused to the 

churches and their fitments, as at Crediton and Modbury.   Some two to four 

thousand troops, not all from the South Hams’ area, had gathered at Modbury in 

support of the King in 1642, but the extent to which the people of the area were 

consistently royalist is open to question. 54  Cromwell’s soldiers stabled their 

horses in the church and destroyed everything on which they could lay their 

hands. 55  In 1646, Modbury’s churchwardens paid the ringers on a day of 

thanksgiving for the ‘surrender of all fortes & garrisons’ and alms were given to 

                                                 
52 Crediton Governors 1660A/93-101; M. Stoyle, Devon and the Civil War (The Mint Press, 
Exeter, 2001), pp.17-8; R. R. Sellman, Illustrations of Devon History (Methuen, London, 1962), 
pp. 36-7.    
53 Newte Library,Ttiverton St Peter churchwardens’ accounts. 
54 Stoyle, Loyalty and Locality, pp. 60-1, 73. 
55 Information in the church at Modbury. 
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a variety of poor travellers, including ‘…8 soldiers hurted in the pliamt    

[Parliamentary] Service going at ye hositall at London   4-0’ (4s).56  

More soldiers were recorded as travellers between 1649 and 1652, but 

compared to earlier in the century and the many involved in the Civil War, the 

numbers were not particularly high.  The majority of these were travelling in 

north and east Devon.  Soldiers from Ireland were quartered in Goodleigh, near 

Barnstaple in 1649.57  Further east, in Awliscombe, ‘… two souldiers coming 

from Ireland wch had their paper to travill home…’ were given one shilling and 

between December 1649 and October 1652, the ‘quartering of ffower maimed 

souldiers   4s-08d’ and ‘tenn maimed souldiers at three severall tymes   4s-00d’ 

were recorded by the constables.  In all, a minimum of twenty-four soldiers were 

aided on their ways.58  Most were described as ‘maymed’, which would be 

consistent with returning from service.  That they were from Ireland suggests 

that they had been with Cromwell during his 1649-1650 campaign to bring that 

country under his political control.59   

Soldiers returning from Ireland were likely to have crossed the north of 

the county, before continuing eastwards or southwards.  The greatest expenses 

were recorded by Silverton, whose churchwardens paid out £2-19s-3d to 

‘dyvers maimed souldyers having lawfull passes with ther wifes and children’ 

between May 1649 and May 1650.  During the following year, which ran until 

September, such expense fell to 14s 10d.  However, it rose again in 1653/4 

when the churchwardens made payments totalling £1-1s-2d to ‘many souldyers 

having their passes’ with a further 12s-7d to ‘maymed Souldyers & poore 

                                                 
56 Modbury 269A/PW8. 
57 NDRO Goodleigh 1742A/PW1. 
58 Awliscombe records include those of constables, but unlike those of the churchwardens, they 
are for varying lengths of time.  3020A/PW/8. 
59 Coward, The Stuart Age: England 1603-1714, 4

th
 edn (Longman, Harlow, 2012), p.248.   
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Saymen’.60  These entries suggest the importance of the north-south route 

which linked north Devon and Somerset with Exeter.  There is no information 

about travellers along this route before 1646/7.  The lull in the number of 

travellers between the two substantial outlays implies that they were responses 

to separate events.  

 Few soldiers seem to have moved through south Devon at this time; 

even Chudleigh recorded only seven, in 1649.61 To the west, ‘one of Pendricks 

souldiers comminge from the Barbadoes’ passed through Mary Tavy in 1662.62  

The soldier may have been involved in the expedition organised by Cromwell to 

the West Indies which departed in December 1654.  Or should ‘Pendrick’ read 

Penruddock, meaning that he had been involved in the 1655 uprising but 

survived to be transported and to return?63   

The presence of travelling soldiers could be expected in relation to the 

beginnings and ends of wars and throughout the Civil War. Often they were ill-

clad and ill-fed, spreading disease as they travelled in Devon.  Without the 

government’s money for their support, they became a burden on the local 

inhabitants. It has been shown that the locations of the wars and perhaps local 

factors in relation to the recruitment of soldiers influenced their routes within the 

county and the varying numbers found in different areas.  These had been land-

based wars.  It is in the 1650s that soldiers tend to appear less frequently than 

seamen in the churchwardens’ accounts.  

D. Seamen 

Apart from seamen for the Cadiz expedition, for which St Loye’s 

recorded over a hundred in 1625, seamen were recorded less frequently than 

                                                 
60 Silverton: 3359A/PW/1a1. 
61 Chudleigh PW/1 p. 615. 
62 Mary Tavy: 1134A/PW/1.  
63 G. Davies, The Oxford History of England, 9: The Early Stuarts 1603-1660 (1937, Oxford 
University Press, Oxford, 1949), pp. 230-1, 345-6.   
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soldiers in the earlier years of the century to about 1649.  About fifteen, of a 

total of only some twenty-two seamen recorded in the parishes from 1634 to 

1638, were said to be from captivity by the ‘Turks’ or Spanish, or were said to 

have ‘lost their ship’ or some similar expression.64  The problem of captivity by 

the ‘Turks’, the pirates of North Africa, was a continuing one and so escapes or 

returns occurred over a long period of time, but one would have expected a 

return from Spanish captivity to have happened earlier.  The loss of ships at 

sea, other than as a result of war, would have occurred mainly as a result of the 

weather.65  During the first half of the century, except when seamen were part of 

naval mobilisations, their appearance among those receiving alms seems to be 

fairly random.   

In the second half of the century seamen were more common among the 

travellers.  From 1645 to 1662, seamen were aided by Modbury in every year 

except 1651 and 1659.66   Exact numbers varied from just one in 1653, to over 

thirty in 1656, but judging by the amounts expended, the unspecified numbers 

of 1649 and 1650 probably were considerably higher.  Sixteen poor mariners of 

Bristol received alms from South Tawton in 1649/50. 67  They had been taken by 

the French, so that they should have been homeward-bound. Small numbers 

were aided elsewhere in the south as by Newton Ferrers in 1652-3 and 

Plymstock in 1650 and 1656, but no fewer than 122 seamen were in Chudleigh 

1652-3.68  

The dates and locations suggest that these men were travelling towards 

or from Plymouth in relation to the first Dutch War of 1652-54.   J. R. Jones 

                                                 
64 Seamen were recorded in eight of the parishes studied, with over two only in Ashcombe (7) 
and Hartland (5). 
65 Chudleigh  PW1  July 1625 has several entries for freed captives; 1637 for the shipwrecked. 
66 Modbury 269A/PW8. 
67The number is interpreted as sixteen. 2915A/PW2. 
68 Churchwardens’ accounts: Newton Ferrers: PWDRO 1421/14; Plymstock: PWDRO 
694/52/27A-30A; Chudleigh: PW/1 p.650.  
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commented that it was London and the south-east which were the most affected 

by this war and that ‘life in the western counties, Wales and Scotland was 

comparatively unmarked except for higher levels of taxation.’69  However, 

although the actions were fought further east, the nearest off Portland, Dorset, it 

seems likely that Devon would have contributed ships and seamen to this war. 

The reasons for the seamen’s movements cannot be known for certain; 

movements on service or just between contracts to merchants’ ships are both 

possible.   

A number of seamen, probably in excess of fifty, passed through 

Modbury through the years 1658 to 1662.70  Sick seamen were in Awliscombe 

in 1661/2 when a total of 15s–6d was ‘given to distressed Irish families sicke 

seamen and other travellers as their necessity did require at sevall tymes’.71  

 A reason for the seamen travelling in these later years is less obvious.  Spain 

had declared war on England in February 1656, followed by an Anglo-French 

alliance against Spain in 1657, to which England promised 6,000 men and a 

fleet for a campaign in Flanders which resulted in defeat for the Spanish in 

1658.   A number of treaties with France had been signed in 1659, but Dunkirk, 

which had become English in 1658, was sold back to the French in 1662. 

 At least twenty-one seamen received assistance from the 

churchwardens of Brixham in 1662/3.72  Four of these had ‘castaway theire 

shipe at pensands laden with Irish Biffe & Tallow and hides bound for London 

having a pas paid for their quarters’.  ‘Pensands’ was probably Penzance.  

Assuming that the pass was genuine, the men clearly were engaged in 

merchant coastal traffic rather than naval service. A further fourteen had ‘lost 

                                                 
69 Wroughton, The Routledge Companion, p.71; J. R. Jones, The Anglo-Dutch Wars of the 
Seventeenth Century (Longman, Harlow, 1996), pp. ix, 4-8, quotation from p.7.  
70 Modbury 269A/PW8. 
71 Awliscombe 3020A/PW/8. 
72 Brixham churchwardens’ accounts:Diocesan Records, Principal Registry Box 1. 
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theire ship’ as had seven others. Three other men were said to be out of 

captivity.  Some others, so perhaps also some of the seamen, were recorded as 

having come from France.  The men may have been returning from earlier 

conflicts or from Dunkirk. 

 Seamen recorded in Mary Tavy in 1662/3 were all returning from 

captivity by pirates or the Turks, or had ‘lost’ their respective ships. Gabriell 

Stroode and three men had ‘…a certificate from 2 Justices of the peace & the 

mayor of ffallmouth [Falmouth, Cornwall] being prisoners in Turkey 5 yeeres 

and now ransomed by merchants for portsmouth…’ and five others claimed that 

they had spent nine months in Turkish captivity, had landed at Penzance and 

were returning to Berwick.  Eight more seamen had ‘lost their ship on the 

borders of ffrance and landed at Plymouth by the mayor and magistrates 

certificate to goe at Bristow’. [Bristol]  

Losses of ships were not uncommon at this time.  Ten of fourteen 

seamen in Lapford claimed to have been ‘castaway’ at Penzance in 1661/2; 

another ten in Newton Ferrers claimed to have ‘lost’ or ‘left’ their ships during 

the period 1661/3; elsewhere, those who had ‘losses at sea’, like Thomas 

Wellby, received alms.73 The inhabitants of South Tawton ‘gathered’ 3s 10d for 

him in 1662/3.74 The following year, one ‘Thomas Wellby of Dubline’ received 

alms for a ‘breefe and not collected’ in Ugborough.75  Perhaps Wellby was 

touring Devon with his brief. At this time, the relationship of travellers to 

international events, apart from piracy, is less marked than that of the effects of 

the weather on the country’s coastal and international shipping.  

Devon had many regular seamen, some variously in naval or merchant 

employment.  The maritime surveys of 1619-35, showed that some mariners 

                                                 
73 Churchwardens’ accounts of Lapford: 2021A/PW1; Newton Ferrers: PWDRO 1421/14. 
74 South Tawton: 2915A/PW2. 
75Ugborough churchwardens’ accounts; PWDRO 884/69 (1662/3). 
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were resident inland, even to the edge of Dartmoor in the south, although in 

1626, none were recorded from approximately Okehampton westwards to the 

Tamar.76  This would have meant that a number of them might have been 

travelling to or from ships at any time, but those from merchant ships who had 

received their pay, unless improvident, should not have needed assistance from 

the churchwardens. 

Seamen became more frequent travellers in peace-time as they returned 

from merchant or naval service, captivity, or the effects of storms which had 

deprived them, at least temporarily, of their livelihoods.  They were to be found 

in most areas, but fewer appeared in the far west of the county, unless that is a 

result of a lack of records.  Seamen were aided most often in the south-west 

although their collective journeys took them to all parts of the county. As the 

graphs of Figures 3.2-3.6 remind us, they were seen more often after circa 1650 

when the Dutch wars were fought at sea, rather than on land.  However, with 

the exception of a 1 per cent difference in division eight, Table 3.1 shows that in 

all areas the Irish were seen more frequently than soldiers or seamen.  

E. Irish  
 

An Irishman that ‘…wold have gathered the parysshe…’, that is, he was 

intending to beg in the parish, received two shillings from the churchwardens of 

Ashburton in 1575/6, but in 1598 the Irish were less welcome.77 Those who 

were then in Coldridge were to be conducted from Ilfracombe to Ireland, while 

the ‘…Irish Rooge and beggars …’ in Colebrooke in the same year cost the 

                                                 
76 T. Gray, ed., Early-Stuart Mariners and Shipping (DCRS, New Series, 33, 1990), pp.ix-xxvii, 
maps 1 & 2, p.xxvi.  
77 A. Hanham, ed. Churchwardens’ Accounts of Ashburton, 1479-1580 (DCRS, vol. 15, 1970), 
p.177. 
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churchwardens 3s 8d for their transportation. 78 Irish rogues in Shobrooke in 

1598 were to be sent away by Mr. Westcott. 79  In 1599, the quarter sessions 

examined Jane Page, a spinster of Ireland who had stolen clothes, including a 

purple gown, a red kersey petticoat and a black felt hat, from a house in 

Jacobstowe.  She had been apprehended later in Zeal Monachorum.80  With the 

exception of Jacobstowe, these parishes are along a route between Barnstaple 

or Bideford and Exeter, where the quarter sessions were held.   

Churchwardens were obliged to provide for ‘the relief of wayfaring Irish 

and other wandering persons’, suggesting that the Irish constituted a high 

proportion of such travellers. 81  They were recorded at some time in all parishes  

with records for this period, with the exceptions of Clawton and Cullompton.82  

The graphs, Figures 3.2-3.6 and the Table 3.3, show that their numbers and 

destinations varied through time.  For the period up to 1610, all were going to 

Ireland. This would be consistent with them being returned there by Devon’s 

justices, so perhaps the majority had become rogues or beggars.  

 Links between Devon and Ireland were long-established. The 

north Devon ports of Bideford and Barnstaple in particular provided some of the 

nearest entry and departure points for England.83  Ships from south Devon 

ports, notably Topsham (Exeter), Dartmouth and Plymouth, called at Irish ports 

such as Waterford and Cork, engaged in coastal trade and in re-victualling 

before or after Atlantic crossings.  

 

                                                 
78 E. Lega-Weekes, transcripts of Coldridge’s ‘Stockwardens’ alias tow [two] men … account 
made 26 day March 1598’, micro-fiche 48 for 1598; P. Morris, transcription of Colebrooke’s 
churchwardens’ accounts, (1597-1737), WSL sB/COL 5/1618/MOR 76835.    
79 Shobrooke: 1048A/PW/1/a/1.  
80QS/B, Box 7, August 1599.  
81 J. C. Cox, Churchwardens’ Accounts- from the Fourteenth Century to the Close of the 
Seventeenth Century (Methuen, London, 1913), p.3.   
82 Cullompton has only a short record, 1608 to 1618, inclusively, so that it may not be 
representative of Irish travellers: 2404A/PW/1. 
83 CSPD 1629-1631 vol. CLXXX1, item 123, ?1630. 
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Table 3.3 

 
                   Known Destinations of Irish Travellers by Year Groups: 

Pre 1610 to 1662 
   

Year Group Destination 

 Ireland Coastal port Cornwall London Other 

Pre-1610 10 0 0 0 0 

1610-1625 6 0 0 13 4 

1626-1634 38 9 8 27 24 

1635-1640 24 0 0 13 2* 

1641-1657 7 3 3 34 25** 

1657-1662 0 0 0 0 13 

              Source: Churchwardens’ accounts of parishes used for Table 3.1. 

                 * These two people were going to Holland                   

                 ** Of these, two were going to Holland and four were on their way to gaol. 

 

R. Foster commented that Munster was: 

…closely integrated with south-west England, socially as well as 
economically… many of those who settled in Munster from Devon or 
Somerset are more like the migrating gentry of contemporary England 
than colonists entering a terra incognita.84  
 The New English population in Munster rose from circa 5000 planters in 

1611 to circa 22,000 by 1641.85  They did not consider themselves a minority 

probably because they, including Ralegh (Raleigh) who held considerable 

lands, ‘…depended on a reassuringly symbiotic relationship with the English 

West Country.’86   

Before 1598, the reasons for the Irish being in Devon were possibly 

economic, but that year Queen Elizabeth had sent soldiers into Ireland because 

Hugh O’Neill, the Earl of Tyrone, had instigated a revolt against the English 

settlers in Munster, which led to the battle at Kinsale in 1601.  Devonian George 

                                                 
84 Foster, Modern Ireland, pp. 68-9. 
85 Foster, Modern Ireland, pp. 67 & 70.  
86 Foster, Modern Ireland, p.70.  A more detailed account of the Devon-Munster land-holding 
links is given in M. MacCarthy-Morrogh, The Munster Plantation: English Migration to Southern 
Ireland 1583-1641 (Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1986), for example, chapter 2, especially pp.46-
53.  
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Carew, Earl of Totnes, and Lord President of Munster, listed the first two 

reasons for the rebellion as religion and encroachment on gentlemen’s lands.87   

The following winter campaigns led to the loss of livestock and milk and 

E. Hull quoted Edmund Spenser, who lived in Ireland from 1580 to 1598, as 

having said that “…in all that was there perished not many by the sword, but by 

the extremity of famine which they themselves had wrought.”  Ulster too faced 

famine and plague.88  Perhaps these conditions led to further out-migration by 

some who crossed England on their way to the continent. P. Fitzgerald and B. 

Lambkin wrote that those who were subsequently deported from France as 

beggars and returned via the Cinque Ports, made their ways to London by 

1605.89  Some may have returned via other Channel ports, including those of 

Devon.  

When twenty-eight Irish spent a night in Chudleigh, sometime between 

24 December 1612 and the 9 January 1612/13, either all may have arrived on 

the same ship or they were being returned together to their port of entry having 

been judged as vagrants at the quarter sessions.  

Figures 3.2 to 3.6 show that Irish travellers were more important in the 

years from circa 1623 to 1625, from 1627 through to the early 1630s, followed 

by a peak from circa 1639 into the early 1640s and then, with the exception of 

Chudleigh, in the 1650s.  Exceptionally, Braunton’s records were dominated by 

Irish travellers from 1623 right through until 1651.   

During the account year 1623/4, thirty-six Irish travelled through 

Braunton, some returning from London to Ireland; sixty-nine passed through 

                                                 
87 U. Lotz-Heumann, ‘George Carew’ in www.oxfordnb.com  (23/05/12), pp. 1-2; Foster, Modern 
Ireland, pp. 36-7, 41. 
88 E. Hull, A History of Ireland (George G. Harrap & Company Ltd, London, 1926), pp.471-2. 
Spenser lost his estate during the Tyrone uprising. Oxford Companion to British History ed. J. 
Cannon (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1997), p.883. 
89 P. Fitzgerald, B. Lambkin, Migration in Irish History 1607-2007 (Palgrave Macmillan, 
Basingstoke, 2008), p. 90. 
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Tiverton that year, including families, women and children and ‘2 Irishe 

gentlewomen their husbands beinge drowned at sea xijd’, but their directions of 

travel are not given.90  Further east, Halberton recorded Irish people for a 

number of years from 1620, including some in 1621 who had taken loss by fire 

and thirty-six poor Irish people who received relief in 1623/4.  This group may 

have been the same travellers as those recorded in Braunton.  In some cases, 

as in 1622 and 1625, a licence allowed the Irish a journey to ‘…or King & Matie 

and to be relieved in theire travel’. 91 

At this time, the Irish were found mainly in the north of the county, with 

smaller numbers in the west.  Irishman John Dailye had a pass from the Lord 

Deputy of Ireland for himself, his wife and four children to travel to the king in 

London when he was recorded in Bere Ferrers in 1623.92  Another man there 

that year had ‘a passe from the kings matie to be ffurnished wth horse and 

money from place to place to travill into the Realme of Ireland & to Returne 

againe in the same maner the sume of iijs’ (3s).  What was the purpose of his 

journey? The presence of a few Irish passing through Clawton and considerably 

more in Hartland, suggests that some may have come from north Cornwall or 

used the north-south route west of Dartmoor, between Plymouth and Bideford 

and Barnstaple. 

 Only a few such travellers were recorded by the parishes of central 

Devon. Table 3.3 shows that from 1610 to 1625 more Irish were travelling into 

England than back to Ireland, but this may not be a reliable representation of 

the facts since the direction of movement was given for only a small proportion 

of the total Irish recorded. Fifty-eight Irish were recorded in the south at 

                                                 
90 NDRO Braunton: 1677A/PW/1; Newte Library, St Peter Tiverton churchwardens’ accounts. 
91 Halberton 4074A/PW/1. 
92 Bere Ferrers:1237A/PW23. 
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Chudleigh during 1623/4, although they were only 15 per cent of the 371 who 

were given alms in the parish that year.93 

The number of Irish travelling in Devon in the 1620s raises many 

questions. Did the Irish take the advantage to appeal against the recusancy 

laws when there was the possibility of the Prince of Wales marrying the Spanish 

Infanta in 1623?  Did they wish to petition against the increasing number of 

Scots and English ‘colonists’ moving to Ulster and Munster?  If the number of 

planters had increased to 22,000 by 1641, another author thought that the total 

of all migrants reached up to 100,000 through the early decades of the 

seventeenth century.94   

Was there an element of seasonal labour movement among the poorer 

people of society?  Was there a famine in Ireland?  All we know is that the Irish 

were travelling in the county, probably in both directions.  Without a greater 

number of detailed accounts, the reasons are open to debate, but we know that 

more Irish than usual were on the move at that time. 

Table 3.3 shows that from 1626 to 1634, the total of those going to 

Ireland and those destined for a coastal port or Cornwall, possibly also for a port 

to return, only slightly exceeds the number who claimed to be going to London 

or elsewhere.  The numbers are greater partly because there is information 

from more parishes. With the exception of Crediton, Irish were recorded in 

every parish studied as they traversed the county, although a proportion of 

these may have been recorded in the accounts of more than one parish.   

High Bray had the highest numbers. Three successive entries for 1628/9 
tell us: 

 
It. to xiiij Irish people that were sent from tything to tything on xxxth daie 
of June j-0 [30th June; 1shilling ] 

                                                 
93 Chudleigh PW/1 pp. 460-475.  
94 R. F Foster, ed. The Oxford Illustrated History of Ireland (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 
1989) p.139.  
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It. for releife for five Irish people one night that were carried from tything 
to tything the 8th Julie   vj  [8th July; 6d.] 
It. to fower poore Irish people that were sent from constable to constable 
for their relief xiiij Julie   iij  [14th July; 3 d.]95 
 
The dates suggest that either the accounts were written up every week 

or that someone somewhere was making a fairly regular search for vagrants 

who were returned tithing to tithing.  This was the largest category that year.   

The Easter quarter sessions of 1629 spoke of “the Irish rogues with which the 

countrey swarmes”, who were to be “punished and sent awaie”, for which 

purpose money was set aside to pay for their removal to Ireland.96 

From 1628 to 1636, High Bray’s churchwardens recorded the 

destinations of Irish travellers, which are given in Table 3.4.  The numbers are 

not exact as some were recorded only as ‘people’ or some similar expression, 

but the total was highest in 1628/9.  The numbers travelling eastwards declined 

over the years, but those specifically going to Ireland increased, perhaps as 

those who had arrived earlier returned voluntarily, or were returned by the 

authorities.  Those going to the ports of Padstow and Minehead were probably 

also returning to Ireland. High Bray was possibly a first or last parish of ‘call’ 

when travelling to or from the ports of north Devon or Minehead in Somerset, 

the local England-Ireland ‘gateways’.  

Other Irish people were travelling by passes or gave some other reason, 

as the three who, in High Bray in 1628/9, had a pass and claimed that their 

house and goods had been burnt by rebels. Was this some local Irish skirmish?  

The story would have been plausible, since there were rumours of a potential 

 

 

 
                                                 
95 NDRO High Bray: 815A/PW/1. 
96 Hamilton, Quarter Sessions, p.105. 
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Table 3.4 

Destinations of Irish Travellers passing through High Bray 1628-1636 

Years London Sussex Pad-
stow 

Mine-
head Ireland Tything 

to tything Other 
Total 
Irish 

travellers 
1628/9 14     33 13 60 

1630 7     Min.12 1 Min.20 

1631/2 7  2+1 
to 

Cwll* 

7 2 7 10 36 

1632/3 6    5   c.11 

1633/4 3    19 8 3 33 

1634/5  4      4 

1635/6      4  4 

* Cornwall.   Source:  High Bray churchwardens’ accounts: NDRO 815A/PW/1. 

 

 massacre, a danger taken seriously by the government.97  Fewer Irish were 

recorded by other northern parishes such as Braunton and Tiverton, but some 

were helped by Washfield in 1632/3, including a number of women with 

children.  In Washfield that year, the Irish comprised over three-quarters of the 

travellers recorded.98 

One would expect more Irish to be found in the north than the south.  

Only a few Irish were recorded in Modbury and Dartington, but more in 

Chudleigh and Ashcombe.  In 1628/9, for example, sixty-eight had received 

alms from Chudleigh and twenty-seven from Ashcombe’s churchwardens.99  

The following year the proportions were reversed.  These travellers may have 

come from the important port of Dartmouth, by the route via Kingswear and 

                                                 
97 R. Bagwell, Ireland under the Stuarts and during the Inter-regnum Vol. 1 1603-1642 
(Longmans, London, 1909), pp. 169-174. 
98 Washfield: 1146Aadd/PW1. 
99 Chudleigh: PW1 pp. 529-532; Ashcombe: 462A/PW/1a/1. 
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Newton Abbot to Exeter, a port on the Teign or from one on the Exe estuary, 

depending on the direction of travel.100   

To the east, in 1628/9, ninety-eight Irish passed through Kilmington, a 

parish on the route to and from London. Those coming from the north of Devon 

would have met those from the south, which would have increased the numbers 

as they neared the county border.  Many may have been recorded already in 

parishes to the west, or out-of-county to the east.  Almost all of these Irish 

people were travelling in the twenty-eight groups of from three to nine and they 

cost the parish 11s 5d out of a total of 14 shillings given to wayfarers that year.  

The following year there were eleven entries in the churchwardens’ accounts for 

‘Irish people’, who continued to be recorded until 1632/3. 101 

For the period 1627-30, Chudleigh’s churchwardens’ accounts are dated 

by month.  The months of the entries of Irish people are given in Table 3.5. This 

shows that November and December were the most important, closely followed 

by May and June.  If the dates are those of travel, they suggest that these 

people perhaps found temporary summer employment, but returned in winter.  

Table 3.5 

Irish Travellers in Chudleigh, 1627-30: by Months. 

April 3 October ‘people’ 
May 14 November 19 

June 18 December 15+ 1gent + 
‘company’ 

July 3 January 9 
August 4 + ‘people’ February 10 + ‘people’ 

September 1 (gent) March 12 
Source:  Chudleigh’s churchwardens’ accounts: PW1 pp. 517-546. 

 

                                                 
100 See Figure 1.4. 
101 Kilmington: 3047A/PW/1/a/2. 
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Fitzgerald and Lambkin thought that those who travelled into the south 

and west of England may have included some regular seasonal labourers, a 

number which would have been increased in years of difficulties in Ireland.  The 

years from 1627 until 1631 are known to have been years of harvest failure in 

Ireland, which would account for this increase in Irish travellers.  The peak of 

the famine driven exodus was thought to be 1629/30. There seems to have 

been regular ‘trafficking’ of Irish, as by Walter Gibbs of Beer who was fined for 

bringing Irish people into the county. 102   The costs meant that the Irish arrived 

with very few assets, thus necessitating the need for charity.   

Severe famine might be expected to lead to whole families moving. 

Although the numbers specifically recorded were small, some may have been 

included in references to just ‘people’. Slack recorded a group of fifteen adult 

Irish with fourteen children taken together in the Colyton area of Devon.103  The 

numbers did increase during these years, as did the numbers of gentlefolk who 

were travelling in Devon.   

An Irish man, his wife and four children received 6d from Ashcombe’s 

churchwardens in 1628 and, the same year, William Carye, his wife and child 

were given 6d in Tiverton, to assist them on their way to London.  Amounts 

received were variable.  An Irish family with four children were given 1s 6d, but 

another, with two children, only 4d by Lapford in 1632.  Those who were 

recorded by their names, with the prefix Mr or Mrs, or designated as gentle-

man/woman frequently received more.  By the mayor’s instruction, an Irish 

gentleman, his wife and six children were given 2s 6d by Tiverton in 1628/9 and 

in 1630/31, Katherin Devorax, Irish gentlewoman, 2s, but left to the 

                                                 
102 Fitzgerald & Lambkin, Migration, p. 91; Hamilton, Quarter Sessions, p. 105. 
103

 P. Slack, ‘Vagrants and Vagrancy in England 1598-1664’ in Migration and Society ed P. 
Clark and D. Souden (Hutchison, London, 1987), pp. 49-76 at p. 55.  
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churchwardens, amounts could be less.104  The same year, Mrs Barron, an Irish 

minister’s widow received 1s and some other Irish gentlemen, including a John 

Devorax, only 6d each.   

If some of the Irish in Chudleigh were being sent home, again there 

might be a link to justice of the peace, Sir George Chudleigh.  Nearby were 

other justices, including Dr. Thomas Clifford of Ugbrooke and Peter Ball (later 

Sir Peter) at Mamhead, an estate parish adjacent to Ashcombe.  Although the 

term ‘petty sessions’ may not have been used, their equivalent were held at 

Newton Abbot or Chudleigh from the early 1620s.  Since justices were needed 

to provide passes, their presence probably contributed towards the 

concentrations of travellers in these parishes.105  The highest figures for Irish 

people on the move in Devon were in 1628/9, but then the numbers fluctuated 

from 1629-32, before a marked drop to a few in 1633/4.  Fitzgerald and 

Lambkin thought that the numbers peaked between 1629 and 1630.106  

However, not all of the Irish should be considered as driven by famine, since 

three who received 9d in Halberton in 1631 had ‘taken lost by the Turks’.  

Table 3.3 shows that before 1610 and from 1626 to 1640 more Irish were 

going to Ireland than to London and elsewhere, but between 1626 and 1634, 

the margin was not great, perhaps reflecting the arrival and repatriation of 

many.  The numbers of Irish may include duplications, but those from Ireland 

but not designated Irish were not included.  When an order of Easter 1629 

referred to ‘the Irish rogues with which the countrey swarmes’, the authorities 

may have been including the so-called English Irish, the ‘Old English’ who 

returned from Ireland uncertain whether they would be considered as returned 

                                                 
104 Newte Library, St Peter, Tiverton, churchwardens’ accounts. 
105 Wolffe, Gentry Leaders, pp. 30-1, 39; W. G. Hoskins, Devon (1954, Devon Books, Tiverton, 
1992), p. 431; W. Priest, ‘Ball, Sir Peter’ in www.oxforddnb.com (13/09/2012). 
106 Fitzgerald and Lambkin, Migration, pp. 90-1. 
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colonists or ‘‘Irish beggars’’. 107  These would have increased considerably the 

numbers of people from Ireland travelling in Devon.  The figures suggest a 

considerable, probably enforced, turn-over of Irish people on the move through 

Devon, although one does not know how many of them were indigenous and 

how many had been settlers there.   The designation ‘Irish’ may have been just 

the decision of the parish official. 

 Of the total vagrants recorded in the surviving Devon quarter sessions’ 

bundles for 1634 to 1638, only five, or 6.9 per cent were returned to Ireland, via 

St. Ives and Padstow (Cornwall) and Minehead (Somerset).  However, surviving 

returns of the hundred constables of Devon for the period, mostly 1637/8, give a 

higher proportion.  Seventy-seven, including twenty-three children were 

recorded, or 32 per cent of those vagrants. 108  These figures are given in Table 

3.6.   The presence of Irish as travellers in Devon was more important than the 

churchwardens’ accounts suggest.  

Irish people were travelling in Devon even during the Civil War, as shown 

in the churchwardens’ accounts of Modbury, Tiverton and other parishes. On 11 

December 1642, the churchwardens’ of St. Loye’s paid three ‘…Companies of 

(deleted) delivered out of the Gaole of Exeter by the Justices being Irish going 

for London by passe (deleted), 9d’. These were a prelude to more groups, some 

who had come from Ireland, some described as Irish, who were recorded in St 

Loye’s in 1642/3.109  A number of them had passes to London, but others were 

on their ways to places such as York, Kent or Cornwall.  One had a pass from 

‘Barronett Chudleigh & Mr. Bampfield to passe for holland   iij d’ (3d). Some Irish 

women were on their way to Cornwall and ten  

                                                 
107Hamilton, Quarter Sessions, p.105; Fitzgerald & Lambkin, Migration, pp. 91-2. 
108QS/B Boxes 37-41; National Archives: S. P. 16/265, 275; S. P. 16/364, 395, 397. Using these 
documents, Slack treats Devon and Cornwall together.  Slack, ‘Vagrants and Vagrancy’, p.70.    
109 Heavitree, St Loyes: 3004A/PW3. 
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Irish had landed in Cornwall, while one Bartlett was alone in ‘going for Ireland   

vjd’ ( 6d). 110   

Table 3.6 

Origins of Vagrants in Devon given by Quarter Sessions and 
Constables: 1634-1638 

Sources: QS/B Boxes 37-41; N.A. S.P. 16/265,275; S.P. 16/364, 395, 397. 
       

Origin/ 
returned to 

Numbers 
from 

Devon QS 
bundles 
1634-38 

Number 
as % of 

total 

Numbers 
from Devon 
constables' 

returns* 

Numbers 
as % of 

total 

Numbers 
from 

Cornwall's 
constables' 

returns* 

Devon 
& 

Cornwall 
(Slack) 

Cornwall 21 29.2 27 11.3 47 71 

Devon 13 18.1 33 13.7 1 34 

Somerset 7 9.7 9 3.8 0 10 

Bristol/Glos. 3 4.2 4 1.7 0 4 

Dorset 0 0 6 2.5 8 14 

Berkshire 0 0 3 1.3 0 2 

Cambridgeshire 0 0 1 0.4 0 1 

Cheshire 0 0 3 1.3 0 3 

Essex 0 0 7 2.9 0 7 

Hampshire 0 0 7 2.9 0 6 

Herefordshire 1 1.4 2 0.8 0 2 

Kent 5 6.9 8 3.3 5 13 

Lincolnshire 0 0 1 0.4 0 1 

London/Mddx 1 1.4 3 1.3 0 3 

Norfolk 1 1.4 1 0.4 0 1 

Oxfordshire 1 1.4 1 0.4 0 1 

Suffolk 0 0 1 0.4 0 1 

Surrey 0 0 2 0.8 0 2 

Sussex 0 0 6 2.5 0 6 

Yorkshire 0 0 2 0.8 0 2 

Wales 5 6.9 9 3.8 0 9 

Ireland 5 6.9 77 32 0 77 

France 1 1.4 0 0 0 0 

Not given 8 11.1 27 11.3 0 26 

Total 72 100 240 100 61 296 

         *The constables’ returns do not cover the whole of each county. Devon: Colyton and   
Axminster Hundreds, possibly the same as South Part of the East Division; Cliston (Clyston) 
and Coleridge and Stanborough Hundreds.  Cornwall: Penwith, Kerrier and St Columb.   

 

                                                 
110 3004A & adds/PW4/1 Heavitree, St Loye’s 1642. 
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Sir George Chudleigh had become one of the commissioners for the 

relief of “poor Irish people” in 1642.  It was said that with the “flocks of poor 

Protestants” requiring charity, ‘Devon gave generously and had contributed 

£3,000 by May 1642.’111  By this time, England was on the brink of civil war. 

Chudleigh gave to only a few Irish travellers from 1642 to 1646 but the wardens 

of neighbouring Ashcombe, adjacent to Mamhead, the seat of justice of the 

peace Peter Ball, gave to up to the twenty-nine who received charity in 1643.112 

If the Irish were more likely to support the royalist cause, this may reflect the 

fact that Sir George Chudleigh moved to support the parliamentary army, but 

Ball supported the royalists.113  However, churchwardens may not have been of 

the same persuasion as the gentry.  

We learn more about the Irish travellers from Clawton’s churchwardens’ 

accounts of 1644.114  Elizabeth Butler & her three sonnes received charity on 

‘… the Sixth daie of December she being a ministers wife & being robed of all 

their goods in Ireland  xijd’;  Thomas Leygen had lost his goods and lands, a 

minister had had his benefice taken from him and two Irish gentlewomen, 

recorded on the 15th of February had had: 

…all their meanes taken from them worth a hundred pound a yere & their 
husbands slayne by the rebels in Ireland & had a certificate for their relief 
under the hand & seale of Prince Morice to travel at Barnstable  
 xij d. 115  
 

A modern hand has written in the margin of Clawton’s accounts for 1644/5-

‘note-trouble in Ireland’. 

                                                 
111 Wolffe, Gentry Leaders, p.151.    
112 Ashcombe: 462A/PW/1a/1. 
113 Wolffe, Gentry Leaders, pp. 151-59, 246 and 287 note 45. 
114 Clawton:  PW1. 
115 None of the names in these accounts appear to be in the 1641 depositions, but they may 
have given evidence in a later year.  Prince ‘Morice’ would have referred to Prince Maurice, 
nephew of Charles I and a Royalist army officer, who was sent to the West Country to assist 
Hopton and his forces. He was in Devon during this period. Exeter had surrendered to him in 
September 1643. Ian Roy, ’Maurice, Prince Palatine of the Rhine (1621-1652)’, 
www.oxforddnb.com (28 March 2016). 
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Allowing that some parishes had gaps in their accounts, Irish people 

were more likely to be found in the south and east of the county at this time.  

Exeter and Plymouth were under siege and the Royalists were gaining ground, 

but there is no indication that any Irish may have been loyalist soldiers 

supporting the King. Some may have been in the county or country already and 

become trapped by the progress of the civil war.  Otherwise, there must have 

been a very good reason to come into a war-torn county.  

An incomplete, printed document dated 25 March 1642, which still 

survives among the South Tawton churchwardens’ accounts, appears to be an 

item from a newspaper, tract or book and is entitled ‘(A) continuation of the 

Newes (from) Ireland, dated from thence March 25, 1642.’ 116   The author was 

sorry to hear of the differences between the King and parliament in England, but 

went on to refer to the rebels in Ireland where there had been much pillaging 

and burning, especially in the Pale but: 

…our Army set on pilaging and hanging some scat(ter)ring Rouges, they 
pilage all the Pale… some foure Gent(lemen of) the Pale submitted 
themselv[es]’, … 13 of this March, and are p(ri)soners, and upon [the] 15 
day returned the Army safe home with much spoyle of goods and 
C(at)tle…  
 

The writer went on to say that it was difficult to pay the soldiers: 

…so we must be sould to beggary, and this comes, in that rich men at 
first went awa(y) with their estates, leaving none but poore.  
  
The rebellion had begun in October 1641 and continued into 1642. Some 

have referred to the events as the Irish Massacres.  Mulroney O’Caroll, gent 

late of Castledoe in Donegal, sworn and examined, related in his deposition of 

26 April 1643 that rebels ‘…most barbarously hanged and murdered one Robert 

Atkins, a Protestant minister…And they also murdered three women, one of 

whom was great with child… and also murdered eight more Protestants’.  He 

                                                 
116 South Tawton: within 2915A/PW2.  
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believed that a thousand Protestants had been murdered or starved there, and 

that many had fled the country.  He claimed to have lost estate amounting in all 

to £1,500.117  However, the figures may be exaggerated since at that time, 

murdered might mean just injured.  Another thought that thousands lost their 

possessions and were obliged to flee to safety.118   

This latter may have applied more to the countryside than the towns.  

Michael O. Siochrú considers that towns exercised a degree of autonomy so 

that a number of them ‘remained aloof from the fighting during the early stages 

of the revolt…’ and while contributing to the confederates, ‘retained control…of 

their own affairs.’119  Whatever the truth about the perceived numbers and the 

effects of the rebellion of the Catholics against the Protestants, mostly English 

colonists, and the evidently equally brutal retaliation by the English army, it is 

likely that some had fled to Devon and England.  

 These events would account for the increase in the numbers of Irish 

travellers at this time, but within Devon, their distribution may have been 

influenced by the progress of the Civil War after 1642.  St Kerrian in Exeter 

aided some Irish in 1643 and 1644, possibly after it fell to the royalists in 

September 1643.120    

Travellers who were recorded just as ‘from Ireland’ have been counted 

as ‘other travellers’, since it is likely that they were of English origin, so the total 

numbers travelling as a result of the turmoil in Ireland was probably greater than 

just the numbers of Irish. The nature of the rebellion also increased the social 

spectrum of those obliged to travel; the writer of the ‘Newes from Ireland,’ given 

                                                 
117 M. Hickson, Ireland in the Seventeenth Century or The Irish Massacres of 1641-2 Vol. 2 
(Longman, Green & Co., London, 1884), pp. 142-3 item CCV The deposition is printed in full. 
118 Foster ed., Oxford Illustrated History, p.144. 
119 Michael O. Siochrú, ‘Civil autonomy and Military Power in Early Modern Ireland’, Journal of 
Early Modern History 15 (2011), pp. 31-57, especially 33, 37-8. 
120 Sellman, Illustrations, pp.36-37. 
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above, said that the wealthier had left.  Irish ministers and gentlefolk, some with 

children, were recorded by the churchwardens.  Although some appeared in 

1637-9, they were recorded more frequently from 1643 and appear in a good 

many years through to 1654.   

The churchwardens of Clawton recorded two ministers, a minister’s wife 

and two Irish gentlewomen, ‘which had all their meanes taken from them…& 

their husbands slayne by the rebels in Ireland…’ in 1644/5 and in 1651 an Irish 

minister and his family going to Cornwall.121  In 1648, Halberton helped an Irish 

minister and in 1653, two poor Irish gentlemen, who received 2s 6d, compared 

with the next two poor people who received only 6d.122  An Irish gentlewoman 

received charity from Plymstock in 1650.123  Ministers always seem to be 

recorded as such and were often treated more generously. Tiverton gave ‘two 

poor distressed ministers which were driven out of Ireland, 6s’ in 1646/7 and the 

following year, an Irish minister, by order, received 6s 8d.124  

Fifteen poor Irish women received 7s 0d and a larger group of thirty poor 

Irish people just 3s-9d, when they travelled through Modbury some time in 

1643/4.125   The sums given to groups of Irish varied considerably.  The women 

may have escaped to safety while the men, if they survived, remained in Ireland 

to support their side in the conflict, or to salvage their remaining assets. 

In addition to the Irish travellers recorded in Modbury, in most years from 

1641 to 1650 they were seen also in Dartington near Totnes and St. Loye’s and 

Honiton in east Devon.  A few were recorded in Buckland-in-the-Moor in 1642 

and 1643, a parish, on the Mariners’ Way, which aided few travellers.126  A 

                                                 
121 Clawton: PW1. 
122 Halberton: 4074A/PW/2. 
123 PWDRO Plymstock: 694/52/27A-30A. 
124 Newte Library, St Peter, Tiverton churchwardens’ accounts. 
125 Modbury: 269A/PW8. 
126 Buckland-in-the-Moor: 2150A/PW/1/a/1. 
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possible route from Dartington and Totnes to Chagford and the north would 

pass through Buckland-in-the-Moor, as shown in Figure 1.4.  Stoyle includes 

the parishes of Modbury, Totnes, Chagford, Topsham and the east Devon area 

among those which were relatively loyal to the Royalists.127  Whether or not 

there was a connection between parochial allegiances and parishes where the 

Irish travellers were treated charitably is open to debate.   However, not all 

those within a parish would necessarily have the same allegiance.  If the 

travellers were possibly of Devon origin, they may have been treated favourably 

whatever their political allegiances and possibly related religious inclinations.  

People of all faiths were affected by the ‘massacre’ and the retaliatory actions of 

1641/2 when it was feared that the Catholics would support the King against the 

Protestant Parliamentarians. 

During 1641 and 1642/3 most were travelling to London and then again 

in 1651.  More Irish were in Devon from 1649, the year that Tiverton recorded 

no fewer than ninety Irish, 76 per cent of the 119 travellers who received 

charity.128 Table 3.3 shows that those travelling to London and elsewhere out-

numbered those going to Ireland through to 1657. 

 ‘Companies of Irish’ passed through Buckland-in-the-Moor again from 

1649, with a known thirty in 1650/1 and a further seventeen in 1652/3.129  These 

Irish people on the move were the only travellers to receive charity, of little more 

than a penny each, from this parish during those years.  Was it just coincidence 

that thirty Irish people had also received help from Dartington in 1650/1?  

Considerable numbers of Irish travellers also received alms in more central 

Tedburn St. Mary in 1649/50 and again in 1651.130 The highest known number 

                                                 
127 M. Stoyle, Loyalty and Locality, pp. 53, 73, 83. 
128 Newte Library St Peter Tiverton churchwardens’ accounts. 
129 Buckland-in –the-Moor: 2150A/PW1/a/1. 
130 Tedburn St Mary: 2178A/PW1. 
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of Irish in one year was the 154 who passed through Lapford, in 1652.131  This 

could be a pattern of arrivals in 1649/50 and departures homewards in the later 

years.   

If the majority of the Irish of the years 1649 to 1652 were arriving rather 

than leaving, a link with Cromwell’s war in Ireland would be the most likely 

explanation.  Having taken control of England, Cromwell went to Ireland in 

September 1649 and remained until May 1650, to subdue the people to his rule. 

During that time he had allowed his men to commit atrocities.  The war was won 

at a heavy price for the Irish, with ‘famine and disease rampant throughout the 

country’.132   In Silverton, in 1649, 1650 and 1653, references to maimed 

soldiers occurred with those of Irish travellers, suggesting that both were linked 

to the war in Ireland.133  

Ireland suffered from the effects of rebellions, wars, famines and 

disease.  It is not surprising that many left the country, some effectively as 

refugees, which would account for the numbers and the inclusion of ministers, 

gentlewomen and whole families.  The ‘symbiotic relationship’ between Devon 

and Ireland would have made Devon a natural destination for those who were 

suffering.134   

Often, the Irish were travelling in sizeable groups and from the sample of 

information available, there were more of the larger ones in the later years, as 

shown in Table 3.7.  For example, thirteen groups of Irish, six of them of twelve 

or more, were aided when they travelled through Lapford in 1652.135  Lapford 

was the home of Hugh Bury, a justice of the peace, so perhaps his authority 

was responsible for this high number of Irish.  The groups may have mirrored 

                                                 
131 Lapford: 2021A/PW1. 
132 Edwards with Hourican, An Atlas of Irish History, pp. 46-47. 
133 Silverton: 3359A/PW/1a/1. 
134 Foster, Modern Ireland, p.70. 
135 Lapford: 2021A/PW1. 
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the arrival of ships, and/or they were those who had been apprehended and 

were being sent back to their ports of arrival. These groups were larger than 

any specified for other travellers, apart from the occasional group claiming to be 

from a shipwreck.   

                                                    Table 3.7 

        Irish Travellers by Group Sizes 1629-1649 and 1650-1662       

Years 
Group 

sizes 
2-4 5-8 9-12 13-16 17-20 

0ver 

20 

Total 

number 

groups 

1629-

1649 
Number 13 11 8 1 0 1 34 

 
Per 

centage 
38 32 24 3 0 3 100 

1650-

1662 
Number 11 17 7 10 3 2 50 

 
Per 

centage 
22 34 14 20 6 4 100 

            Source: All churchwardens’ accounts with the relevant information. 

Irish people continued to appear in churchwardens’ accounts up to and 

including 1662, but the numbers and their distribution were more limited.  More 

were recorded in the north, as at Goodleigh and St. Giles in the Wood, the latter 

giving alms to thirty-eight in 1661/2.136  

 The information from the churchwardens’ accounts indicates a 

complicated picture, with the movements of the Irish influenced by inter-related 

natural and man-made events of famine and wars.  Under the existing 

legislation, probably most were obliged to return.  Some may have committed a 

minor offence with the intention of gaining a free return passage to Ireland.  

Devon or elsewhere may have offered some employment or seasonal work, 

                                                 
 136NDRO Goodleigh: 1742A/PW1; DHC St Giles in the Wood: 96M/Box2/2. 
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which might explain some of those of the late 1620s who were relieved by the 

four men of Chudleigh and perhaps the unexpected record of a few Irish 

travellers in the very small parish of Upton Helions in 1653 and 1656-58.137  

Some would distinguish the Irish as migrants rather than movers, but, like 

people in the other ‘foreign’ category, they were on the move through Devon.138  

F. Other ‘Foreign’ 

 The expression ‘foreign’ is used here to include all those, other than the 

Irish, who were recorded by national origin, including those from other parts of 

Britain who we might not consider to be foreign.   

In 1611, a Cornishman called Saymer, who claimed losses in a fire, was 

given a generous two shillings by Braunton; two Cornishwomen with a 

certificate received one shilling from Goodleigh in 1652.139  Further east, 

Halberton aided two in 1622, one who had taken loss at sea, the other licensed 

to travel to his home and in the south, Modbury gave to a total of three travelling 

Cornishmen in 1662.140  These examples have varying reasons and random 

dates, as shown by Figure 3.7, giving the composition of other ‘foreign’ 

travellers in Devon.141  Devon shares a border with Cornwall, so why should the 

churchwardens have designated any of those from Cornwall as Cornish?   Was 

the use of the term at the whim of the person making the record or were only 

those speaking the Cornish language so named?  Either possibility might  

                                                 
137 Upton Helions: 1464A/PW/1. Upton Hellions parish extends to include less than a mile of the 
current Crediton to Tiverton road, but includes an almost parallel length of minor road. No road 
traverses its length at present and the church is in a cul de sac. It may have had a through route 
in the past as a track, a public right of way, extends northwards to link with a route to Cruwys 
Morchard, Rackenford and into north Devon. Ordnance Survey Explorer map 114, square 8403.  
138 L. A. Kosinski and R. Mansell Prothero, People on the Move: Studies on Internal Migration 
(Methuen, London, 1975), pp.1-3.  
139 NDRO Braunton: 1677A/PW1a; Goodleigh1742A/PW1. 
140 Halberton: 4074A/PW/1; Modbury: 269A/PW8. 
141 Since in any one year travellers might be recorded in more than one parish, the highest 
number helped in any one parish in that year has been taken as an estimate.  That does not 
allow for the possibility that one person might have managed to pass through a parish more 
than once, especially if seen by a different churchwarden, but on the other hand some may 
have been omitted if the parochial records no longer exist.    
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 account for the random dates when those from Cornwall might be expected to 

appear relatively frequently, or in relation to some specific events.  

 During the seventeenth century the use of the Cornish language was 

retreating westwards until, by about 1650, it was found in common use only 

westwards of Truro as shown on Figure 3.8.  The small number designated as 

Cornish, need not reflect a small number of people coming from Cornwall, as 

more may be among the ‘other’ travellers.  More evidence for this is found in the 

quarter sessions’ records. 

   Henrie Nicolls claimed, at Devon quarter sessions in Februay 1619/20, 

to have landed at Bristol and to have been on his way to ‘Poll’- Paul or Penpol?  

Paul, the parish for Mousehole, a small harbour on Mount’s Bay, is the more 

likely.142  Figures from quarter sessions’ and constables’ records are given in 

Table 3.6.   They suggest that those from Cornwall constituted twenty-nine per 

cent of all those returned by the Devon quarter sessions, but only just over ten 

per cent of those recorded by the constables. The figures are not entirely 

accurate and may include a few lies by those examined, but they do confirm 

that the numbers were greater than those designated Cornish by the 

churchwardens.143  Allowing for some necessary interpretation of place names, 

Figure 3.8 shows all those places said to be the homes of people of Cornwall 

who came before the Devon justices 1598-1631, together with places in Devon 

which they reputedly visited and those where they were apprehended.144  

 

                                                 
142 QSB Box 24 February 1619/20. 
143 If later found to have lied about the home parish, the person was deemed a rogue and 
punished as such. 
144 Professor Jane Whittle is thanked for the interpretation of St Geliot as St Juliot, near 
Boscastle, a place known for its connections with Thomas Hardy. 
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 William Courtney, who claimed to be a carpenter, late of ‘Madrian’ (?Madron, 

near Penzance)  later confessed to being also a petty chapman alias Nicholas 

Hammett, of St Mary Autrey (Ottery St Mary) and that he was born in Kent.145  

His journey has been included on Figure 3.8, showing that the Cremyll ferry 

crossing was used, the cost of which might have influenced the route taken, but 

he had set out with 7s. 146  

  Most had come from eastern, English speaking Cornwall.   Some from 

Cornwall had not passed far beyond the Tamar border before their 

apprehension, but others had travelled beyond Devon.  One claimed to have 

been as far as Wells before being apprehended in Tavistock and another, a 

seaman, had been whipped in Romsey, Hampshire, and given a pass for 

Penryn, Cornwall, before being taken up in Devon.147    

Where there was a bridge, cross-Tamar activity occurred.  A man of 

Launceston, assisted a brother of Plympton Maurice in sheep stealing. They 

met at Tavistock, spent a night at Buckland Monachorum, under a hedge and 

then took sheep and lambs from Dartmoor. The intention was to drive them to 

Plympton.  Their separate versions differ in detail, but there seemed to be some 

form of deal to supply sheep to order.148 

The occurrence of the Cornish in the churchwardens’ and quarter 

sessions’ records suggest that they entered the county by all of the main routes, 

via the north, via Lifton or by a ferry passage from south-east Cornwall to the 

Plymouth area.  

                                                 
145

 QS/B Box 19 December 1613.  St Mary Autrey is an early name for Ottery St. Mary, which is 
in Devon, so his account of himself raises doubts. 
146 M. Kowaleski, Local Markets and Regional Trade in Medieval Exeter (Cambridge University 
Press, Cambridge, 1995), p. 56.  
147QS/B Box 12, August 1605.  
148 QS/B Box 13, May 6th, 1606. 



 143 

Like those who were designated as Cornish, the Welsh also seem to 

have appeared at various times and in very small numbers.  The ‘Walshwoman’ 

recorded by the churchwardens of Braunton in 1604 was being taken to the 

justices, so presumably had been apprehended for vagrancy or other 

misdemeanour.149  She has not been found in the quarter sessions’ records, so 

must have been dealt with locally.  Phillip Tromm, a sailor from Milford in Wales 

did find himself at quarter sessions in August 1605, because travelling from 

Plymouth towards Milford, he took a blanket from a hedge which he later sold 

for 2s 2d, ‘… for want of money…’ in North Molton.150  Lapford was charitable 

towards a ‘Welchman that hath been taken by the turkes’ in 1632.  

In total, the churchwardens’ accounts probably included more Scots than 

Welsh, who came mainly circa 1632 and 1638, as shown on Figure 3.7.   In 

1632/3, High Bray ‘paid too Scottish gentlemen that had a pass to travel into 

Ireland….iiijd.’ The same wardens refer also to others, not specified as Scots, in 

1631/2 and 1632/3 who had come from Ireland and had passes to travel into 

Scotland.151   Of the nine Scots who passed through St. Giles in 1632, we know 

that one man and his wife had come from Plymouth to go to Appledore, two 

families were travelling with their four children and three men were travelling 

together.152  This was the highest number recorded in one place.  Were those of 

circa 1632 Scots who had become immigrants into Ireland, but had left at the 

time of famine to return or be returned later?  Almost all were recorded in the 

north of the county, the exceptions being those found in the churchwardens’ 

accounts of Exeter, St Kerrian, in1630 and Bere Ferrers in 1633. 153 Those of 

                                                 
149 NDRO Braunton 1677A/PW1a. 
150 QS/B Box 12 no.34 8 August 1605.  
151 NDRO High Bray 815A/PW1. 
152 St Giles in the Wood 96M/Box2/2. 
153 Exeter St Kerrian: PW/1; Bere Ferrers: 1237A/PW31. 
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1637/8 possibly may have been moving in relation to the impending, brief 

Anglo-Scottish war of 1639.  

 The Welsh and Scots would have been distinguished readily by 

language or accent and small numbers would be expected due to the distances 

involved, particularly between Scotland and Devon.  All the numbers were 

small, so there may have been as many reasons as there were travellers: 

possibilities could have included personal economic circumstances, time at sea, 

previous or intended war service or antipathy to religious changes.  

Nine French men received help ‘by consent in the church’ and a further 

four ‘by consent’ in Chudleigh in 1627/8; the next year a group of eleven were 

provided with ‘dyet and lodging’ at a cost of 2s 9d. 154 They were probably 

Huguenots.  The 1627 expedition to the Île de Ré had the intention of 

establishing a base from which to help the Huguenots who were in La Rochelle.  

When it had failed, further attempts were made but the French forces claimed 

La Rochelle.155  Consequently, some Huguenots may have made their escapes 

to England to appear in the Chudleigh churchwardens’ accounts.  

 1640/1 was a further year when a number of French were in Devon.  

Seventeen were helped by St. Loye’s, of whom eight were recorded as having 

‘lost their shipp’ and six as having been ‘taken with the Dunkerks’.156  Later 

there were only occasional small numbers.  Six French men in Clyst St. George 

in 1655/6 were travelling by pass.  Following a disaster at sea, people were 

landed at the first port reached by their rescuers; another possibility is that 

some were mercenaries or that there had been a link with Devon’s peace time 

trade with France. 

                                                 
154 Chudleigh PW1, p. 518 (Nov.18), 1627; p. 521(May 20), 1628. See also Figure 3.3. 
155 Rodger, Safeguard of the Sea, p.360. 
156Heavitree, St. Loye’s 1641: 3004A/PW3.  ‘Dunkerks’ here probably refers to pirates. 
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The largest numbers were from the Low Countries.  Seventy-six 

Flemings or Dutch, mostly in groups of three or four, were recorded by the 

churchwardens of Chudleigh from December 1623, but especially from 

February 1623/4, through to circa June 1624.157  It seems likely that these men 

were to provide the personnel for the twenty Dutch vessels which sailed to 

Cadiz on behalf of England.158   

The numbers in the years following were smaller but still considerable, as 

shown in Figure 3.7.  It is less clear why there should have been a number of 

those from the Low Countries in 1638/9.  The Low Countries referred to all of 

the Flemish-speaking lands, which include part of present day Belgium.  During 

the course of the Thirty Years’ War, the French invaded against the Spanish in 

1635 and fought with the Dutch at Tienen and Leuven, east of Brussels.  

However, the religious and ethnic relationships between the catholic French and 

both the catholic and protestant Dutch were complicated.  One result was that 

over a thousand peasant families were said to have taken refuge south of 

Brussels.159  Perhaps some fled to England.  Other possible explanations are 

that those from the Low Countries were mercenaries who had been employed 

elsewhere, or who were going to support the similarly Calvinistic Scots in their 

rebellion, which led to the Bishops’ War or, simply, were seamen who were 

moving between ports or contracts.   

  There may have been some economic event in their home country 

leading to high numbers in 1638/9, but the numbers were less exceptional than 

those recorded in Chudleigh in 1623/4.  Indeed, those travellers described as 

Dutch, Flemish or of the Low Countries were travelling in Devon in nearly a 

                                                 
157 Chudleigh PW1 pp. 460-78. 
158 Rodger, Safeguard of the Sea, p.357. 
159 P. Arblaster, A History of the Low Countries (2006, Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke, 2012), 
pp.152-4.  
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quarter of the years, a feature which could be a reflection of the importance of 

the cloth trade with that area, although one would not expect those people to be 

in need of charity.  Such people certainly comprised the greatest overall 

numbers of the ‘foreign’ in Figure 3.7. 

There were other foreigners.  Five ‘Turks’, who were being sent from 

Plymouth by pass, were escorted to Kenn, the next parish towards Exeter from 

Chudleigh, in January 1626/7. 160  It cost the parish sixpence plus three pence 

for bread for them.  That they were being escorted suggests that they were 

being treated as vagrants or prisoners, perhaps en route to the county gaol in 

Exeter.  The so-called ‘Turks’ were principally the Barbary pirates who took 

English mariners as captives and sometimes even those living in the coastal 

communities of the south-west and southern Ireland.  For an undated year of 

James’ reign, Hamilton tells of such pirates being conducted to gaol from 

Salcombe at a cost of £6.161  In practice, some of the ‘Turks’ were actually 

French or even Dutch men who became pirates.162 

A Cypriot recorded in Tiverton, in 1618/9, claimed to have been a captive 

with the ‘Turks’.  Tiverton also gave alms to others described as ‘captives’ in 

1637-39, but with no nationality stated and, unusually, to a woman of Germany 

in 1649, followed by a minister of that country in 1652.163    ‘Grecians’ were 

referred to in Chudleigh in 1609, in Braunton in the north in 1618 and in Lapford 

in the centre of the county in 1627.164 The presence of a ‘Caldean’ (Chaldean) 

in Coldridge in 1610 was surprising, but a Chaldean had been recorded in the 

                                                 
160 Chudleigh PW 1 p.506. 
161 A. H. A. Hamilton, Quarter Sessions, p.89. 
162 T. Gray, ‘Turkish Piracy and Early Stuart Devon’ in Transactions of the Devonshire 
Association, 121 (1989), pp. 159-171 at p.159. 
163 Newte Library St peter Tiverton churchwardens’ accounts. 
164 Chudleigh PW1 p, 311; NDRO Braunton1677A/PW1a; DHC Lapford 2921A/PW1. 
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sixteenth century as having permission to collect alms in England.165  The least 

expected was a reference to a ‘blackamore in the church’ by the churchwardens 

of St Mary Steps, Exeter, in 1600/01.166  ‘Egyptians’, gypsies, were recorded in 

Kilmington in the east of the county in 1624, and two companies of them later in 

Lapford in 1640. 167 They may have been travelling anywhere from Dorset or 

elsewhere in the east to Cornwall or Ireland in the west, but it is possible also 

that they were not genuine:  those ‘wandering and pretending themselves to be 

Egipcyans, or wandering in the habit, form or attire of counterfeit Egipcians’ 

were included in the Elizabethan statute of 1597/8.168  Gypsies and those who 

consorted with them who spent more than a month in England were counted as 

felons by statute, punishable by hanging, but Cox thought that they were ‘…for 

the most part mercifully treated, in defiance of the laws…’ by the parochial 

authorities and given alms.169 

Figure 3.9 shows the distribution of travellers of known origins as 

recorded by the churchwardens. Those from other countries such as the Low 

Countries, France, Portugal and Spain appeared mainly in the south of the 

county, except for two Portuguese in Cullompton in 1610/11 and two Low 

Countries’ soldiers in Tiverton in each of 1631/2 and 1632/3.170  Although they 

may have travelled further afield, their concentration in the south reflects their 

continental origins.  

Those ‘foreigners’ of Scotland, Wales and Cornwall were found in 

varying proportions throughout the county.  Some of the Welsh may have 

landed on the north coast of Devon via a sea crossing.  Those from Cornwall  
                                                 
165 E. Lega-Weekes, transcription of Coldridge churchwardens’ accounts, MFK 48-51; M. K. 
McIntosh, Poor Relief in England 1350-1600 (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2012), 
pp.155-6. 
166 St Mary Steps, Exeter DD 70954 1600/01. 
167 Kilmington: 3047A/PW1/a/1; Lapford: 2021A/PW1.   
168 39 Elizabeth 1 c. 4 (1597/8). 
169 Cox, Churchwardens’ Accounts, pp. 338-9. 
170 Cullompton:  2404A/PW/1; Newte Library St Peter Tiverton churchwardens’ accounts. 
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were mainly in the west and the far north, in High Bray.  The rather random 

results may be due just to the records available, but clearly a number of 

‘foreigners’ travelled in Devon, by design, before or after service for England, or 

by accidents of fortune. 

G. Vagrants and Other Travellers 

 Vagrants and others are taken together as not all of the records 

differentiate between them.  Some churchwardens referred to vagrants or those 

carried from tithing to tithing.  In Chudleigh, in 1587, the tithing man was paid 

14s 8d for the carrying of ‘…Banyshers & other vagiven & sons …’, that is   

banishers, vagabonds and, presumably, persons.  In 1599, the term had 

become ‘bumishers’, ‘bumyster’ in 1600, but usually ban(n) ister from 1612 

onwards.171  The term is found only in Chudleigh and the Exeter area.  

‘Banisters’ were carried or escorted out of the parish.  Elsewhere, as in 

Halberton, none of the terms occur and one does not know the proportions of 

the travellers who had been vagrant.   

Numbers were not usually high, although Chudleigh recorded over fifty 

such travellers in 1611-1613 and over two hundred ‘vagrant and other’ travellers 

in each of the years 1622, 1623 and 1625.  In 1623, the proportion of vagrants 

was fifty-five percent of all the ‘vagrants and other travellers’, or thirty-one per 

cent of the total of 370 travellers. Typical of many of the entries is ‘… carriage of 

a banister with horse and man & 2d given’ as on March 21, 23, 25, April 6 and 

the like.172  

                                                 
171 Chudleigh PW1 pp. 143, 258, 267 and p. 323 onwards.  It is suggested that the term has 
arisen from those who were banished, possibly from Exeter, to their home parishes.  The ‘m’ 
may have been ‘nn’ if handwriting has been misinterpreted.  If ‘m’ is correct, there is the 
possibility that it was from the German ‘Bummel’, to stroll and so perhaps to ‘wander’, a term 
used in ‘Three Men on the Bummel’ by Jerome K Jerome. 
172  Chudleigh  PW 1 pp. 496-7 (1625/6). 
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 Rachall Bristowe deposed in 1625 that she had left Farnham in 

Hampshire accompanying her brothers, Thomas and William Mills, who were 

soldiers pressed for Surrey. She went with them as far as Kingsbridge where 

she left them with their conductor and set out for her mother’s house in Sussex.  

She had reached Honiton when she met Robert Potter, one she claimed to 

have known in London.  He told her that she might return to her brothers 

‘…without interruption of any man…’ if she ‘…putt on his Coate wch she did and 

came with saide Robert Potter towards Exeter …’ where she was 

apprehended.173  There is no examination for Robert Potter so he may have 

been fictional and an excuse for Rachel to be wearing the coat.  Whatever the 

truth of this matter, Rachel claimed to have travelled a considerable distance, 

genuinely or on the pretext of, accompanying those who were on his majesty’s 

service. 

Soldiers had their camp followers, those who tried to escape service and 

those who took the opportunity to be ‘lost’ in the numbers and perhaps to 

escape the authorities.  In April 1630 high numbers of vagrants had led to the 

proclamation:  

…for suppressing Rogues and Vagabonds, and the relief of the Poor 
according to law…against all persons wandering under the names of 
soldiers, mariners, glassmen, potmen, pedlars, petty chapmen, 
conyskinmen or tinkers. 174 
 

This was repeated in September.  The numbers of travellers dropped during 

wartime, partly because many had been pressed for service.  Vagrants were 

specified rarely in the churchwardens’ accounts after the 1630s, but we know 

from the quarter sessions’ records that some were among the travellers, even 

though the proportion declined, as shown in Table 3.8.  

                                                 
173 QS/B Box 28 June 25th 1625. 
174 CSPD  1629-1631; Vol. CLXX111, 34, Sept. 17 [Coll. Procs. Car. 1 No.133]. 
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In 1607 Samuel Izacke, chamberlain of Exeter, had reported that the 

price of corn was ‘much increasing’ and that a quantity had been bought and 

stored for the benefit of the poor of the city.175  Prices were variable over the 

next twenty or so years but rose in 1630. The Dartmouth corn price rose to 8s 

6d in December 1631 and reached 9s 9d in March 1631/2. The amounts bought 

for these sums were not given.  Measures had been put in place to prevent the 

use of wheat for brewing.176   

 

Table 3.8 

Travellers given in Devon County Quarter Sessions’ Examinations: 

Groups of Years from 1598 to 1652. 

Years 1598/-1620 1621-1631 1634-1638* 
1648-

1652 

Total number 

examined 
431 705 813 343 

Number of those 

travelling 
213 185 78 38 

Travellers as % of 

total 
49.4 26.2 9.6 11.0 

% travellers 

Devon only 
55.0 52.5 16.7 45.0 

% from Cornwall 21.0 20.0 26.9 34.0 

% from Somerset 

& Bristol 
12.6 12.4 10.2 11.0 

% from elsewhere 11.4 15.1 46.2 10.0 

   Sources: QS/B boxes 7-34; 37-41; 53-57; Table 3.6: *T.N.A. S.P. 16/265,275; S.P. 
16/364, 395, 397. 

 
 

                                                 
175 T. Gray, The Chronicle of Exeter 1205-1722 (Mint Press, Exeter, 2005), p.122. 
176 CSPD Vol. CLXXX1V, 2, 3, 60; Vol. CLXXXV1, 22.  
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Hoskins gives 1630 as a year of dearth in the west, followed by other such 

years in 1647, with two further bad harvests in the west in 1650 and 1651 and 

further difficult years in the west in 1660 and 1661.177  

Andrew Hearder of Landkey gave ‘being hungry’ as the reason for 

breaking into a house in Bishop’s Tawton in 1648 and eating what was in a 

cooking pot, before he took ‘bread and cheese & carried it away with him’.  He 

had taken food from another three houses, but the informants seemed to 

minimise the amounts.  Was there a degree of commiseration for Hearder, a 

sign of the dearth in the west in 1647?  His arrest in May 1648 preceded the 

better harvest of 1648.178   According to Lawrence H. Officer, retail prices were 

at their highest in 1648, a price not reached again until almost the end of the 

century.179  Any marked increase in the prices of basic foods might force those 

already poor into vagrancy.   

Figure 3.10 compares the highest number of ‘vagrants and others’ 

recorded in any one parish for each year, with wheat prices.  There is not an 

exact correlation between the two, but there is a degree of similarity; the rise in 

traveller numbers appears to follow the increase in the price, as circa 1610 and 

1630.  The cost of food in relation to incomes would have contributed to the 

irregularities in the numbers of travellers.  A graph from Phelps Brown and 

Hopkins shows that the value of the wages of building workers in relation to the 

cost of consumables was at an all time low in 1600, recovering only a little 

during the first half of the seventeenth century; L. H. Officer gives the lowest the  

                                                 
177 P. Bowden, ‘Statistical Appendix, section A’ , in The Agrarian History of England and Wales 
volume 1V 1500-1640 ed. J. Thirsk, (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1967), pp. 814-
55 at pp.820-1; W. G. Hoskins, ‘Harvest Fluctuations and English Economic History, 1620-
1759’,  The Agricultural History Review, 16 (1968), pp.15-31, at pp. 28-9.  
178 QS/B Box 53, nos. 13-16, May 1648; Hoskins, ‘Harvest Fluctuations’, p. 29.  
179 L. H. Officer, ‘What Were the UK Earnings and Prices Then?’ www.measuringworth.com 
2016 (11 March 2016).  



 153 

 

 

 

 

05010
0

15
0

20
0

25
0

30
0

1598/9

1600/1

1602/3

1604/5

1606/7

1608/9

1610/11

1612/3

1614/5

1616/7

1618/9

1620/1

1622/3

1624/5

1626/7

1628/9

1630/1

1632/3

1634/5

1636/7

1638/9

1640/1

1642/3

1644/5

1646/7

1648/9

1650/1

1652/3

1654/5

1656/7

1658/9

1660/1

1662/3

Y
e
a
rs

Numbers of travellers

010203040506070

Wheat price in shillings

T
ra

ve
lle

rs

W
he

at
 p

ric
e

N
u

m
b

e
rs

 o
f 

V
a

g
ra

n
ts

 a
n

d
 o

th
e

r 
T

ra
v

e
ll
e

rs
 i
n

 D
e

v
o

n
 c

o
m

p
a

re
d

 w
it

h
 E

x
e

te
r’

s
 W

h
e
a

t 
P

ri
c

e
s

 1
5

9
8

-1
6

6
2

 
S

ou
rc

es
: C

hu
rc

hw
ar

de
ns

’ a
cc

ou
nt

s 
us

ed
 in

 th
is

 c
ha

pt
er

; H
os

ki
ns

, ‘
H

ar
ve

st
 F

lu
ct

ua
tio

ns
’. 

F
ig

u
re

 3
.1

0
 



 154 

point as 1602/3, with the retail prices showing marked rises in 1609 and 1613, 

1626, 1638, 1647-51and 1659-62. 180  Devon’s labourers may have faced a 

wage/price problem. While the wheat prices were related to the weather 

conditions and quality of the harvests, it is noticeable that some of these dates 

also relate to periods when Devon had to provide for service men passing 

through the county. 

 In Devon, the vicissitudes of the cloth industry, with trade affected by 

wars, would have had an impact on those who supplemented their income by  

spinning or weaving.  War-related financial impositions on the parishes, crop 

failures and any loss of wages affected the ability of the poorest to find sufficient 

means for survival and led to the need to ‘make shift’.   

When Richard Smyth of Cholocombe was before the quarter sessions, in 

1620, he claimed that he was ‘traveling the countrye to get himselfe worke’; he 

had been in Stratton and St Mary Weeke in Cornwall, Broadwoodwidger, 

Devon, and was on his way to Okehampton where he was to meet his wife.181   

Henry Winslade of Brayford deposed that in 1611 he had worked in 

Swimbridge, been to Bishops Nympton, Landkey, Rose Ash, back to Brayford, 

and then worked for four days at Chawleigh before going to Witheridge fair 

where he was apprehended on suspicion of theft.182  When Richard and Mary of 

Wareham were in debt, in 1628, Mary told fortunes, as in Honiton. 183  Edward 

Suldensham and his wife had come from Cornwall six weeks ago, selling pins, 

lace and other items as they travelled but at Tavistock most of their wares had 

                                                 
180 E. H. Phelps Brown; S. V. Hopkins, ‘Seven Centuries of the Prices of Consumables, 
Compared with Builders’ Wage-rates’, Economica, New Series, 23: 92 (1956), pp.296-314, 
especially p. 302; Officer, ‘What Were the UK Earnings and Prices Then?’ (11 March 2016). 
181 QS/B Box 24, 20 November 1620.  He later admitted that the woman was not his wife. 
182 QS/B Box 17, May 1611. 
183 QS/B Box 31 Michaelmas 1628, 10-13, all 1st September, including some examinations of 
those who had their fortunes told; M. Spufford, The Great Reclothing of Rural England: Petty 
Chapmen and their Wares in the Seventeenth Century (The Hambledon Press, London, 1984), 
pp. 24-25. 
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been sold, the money spent and felony was confessed.184   Making shift could 

turn too easily into illegal activity and vagrancy.  

 The distinction between vagrants and others could be blurred, especially 

as a first time offender, having been whipped (or not) was provided with a pass, 

thus giving legitimacy to the journey home.  Beier thought that vagrancy grew 

with population increases and economic difficulties. 185   This is true, but the 

evidence presented in this thesis suggests that it is not the whole truth 

concerning the causes of travelling and of potential and actual vagrancy. Beier 

also thought that only about six per cent of travelling paupers had been 

convicted as vagabonds during the period 1631 to 1639.  The proportion of 

travelling paupers in Devon who were vagabonds has not been calculated, but it 

was variable. It does appear to have been low if the figures given by the 

churchwardens’ accounts are compared with those from the Devon quarter 

sessions.  Non-vagrants were the majority of those travelling. 

H. Other Reasons for Travelling 

Fire was a frequent hazard in thatched-roofed Devon, and there were a 

number of major conflagrations, including two at Tiverton in 1598 and 1612. In 

1598, Chudleigh churchwardens paid for the ‘…dyett of the mayde came from 

Tyverton’ followed by several other entries for the poor which came as 

evacuees from the great fire.186  In 1599, it was decided that they should remain 

away another year.187  Chudleigh probably received some of them and aided 

others en route elsewhere. The Exeter City Act book referred to the 700 poor of 

Tiverton in 1598 and later a collection was agreed for their     ‘… charitable 

                                                 
184 QSB Box 24 May 1620. 
185 A. L. Beier, Masterless Men: The Vagrancy Problem in England 1560-1640 (1985,Methuen, 
London,1987), pp. 15-16. 
186 Chudleigh PW 1 pp.252 and 254. 
187 Quarter Sessions order book 1599.  
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releefe…& towards the reedifying of the same towne late consumed w(i)th 

fier…’. 188  

In 1661, ‘Gabraele Redmond havinge a order to travel havinge taken a 

greate loss by ffire beinge 11 in number…’ received 2s 0d from Halberton’s 

churchwardens. The next year, Halberton gave to a poor person that had had 

house and goods burnt in Northampton, showing that some came from further 

away, as did others who collected on behalf of fire damage or victims in other 

towns.189  

The number of years when fire was given as a cause of people’s distress 

varies from none in Modbury or Tedburn St. Mary to a high of ten years out of 

twenty-six (38.5% years) in Plymstock and thirteen references in thirty-seven 

years in Clawton (35%).  Most parishes recorded fire as a cause for need in an 

eighth to a quarter of the years with travellers.  These may be minimum 

numbers, as sometimes the reasons for travel were not given.  

Three poor men ‘…wch suffered shipwreck at Plymouth…’ were helped 

by the churchwardens of Chudleigh on 14 September 1622.   They were given 

six pence followed by a further six pence for their supper and lodging.  This was 

followed by entries on each day up to and including the 18th, taking the total to 

twenty-four; on the 19th payment was to ‘…2 poor men wch came from 

Plymouth…’ and the following days into October the entries say ‘…more of the 

like…’, so that these people may also have been victims of a shipwreck.190  St 

Loye’s gave three pence to a man who had ‘lost his ship & goods’ in 1638/9 and 

on 26 January 1641/2, Plymstock gave just sixpence to a Henry Grose of Looe 

                                                 
188 ECA, Book V p. 415; Book V1 p.36. 
189 Halberton: 4074A/PW2. 
190 Chudleigh PW1 p. 445. 
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and twelve people with him, who had ‘lost their ship’ at the Isle of Wight and 

were travelling home to Cornwall.191   

An expression such as ‘lost their ship’ might have more than one 

interpretation.  The ship may have been lost in a shipwreck or lost to an 

enemy’s ship.  Possibly it might mean that a would-be seaman had not reached 

his port in time to sail.  In the 1660s, Edward Barlow missed the sailing of his 

ship from Portsmouth, ‘hitched’ a lift on a frigate to Plymouth and then, with a 

shilling in his pocket, went overland to Falmouth, to rejoin the Monk.192  The 

effect of such possibilities was at least a temporary loss of livelihood. Years with 

especially high numbers of people affected by ship-related problems were 1622, 

1637-9, 1641 and the early 1660s.193  

Nicholas Frost, mariner, was examined by Sir John Davie in May 1662. 

Then he said that he was a seaman of Bristol, who sailed in the George for 

Barbadoes and that six weeks ago the vessel was cast away at Rame Head 

near Plymouth.  He and his two travelling companions were apprehended in 

Witheridge and showed a pass when such was requested.  The examination 

goes on to include the confession that the pass was made in an ale house 

about five miles out of Plymouth.  If the content of the examination, shown in 

Figure 3.11a is compared with that of the pass, Figure 3.11b, it is not surprising 

that the men were not believed.  At a glance the pass has the correct content, 

being reputedly from the mayor of Penzance and giving Frost and his 

companions, Arthur Browne and John Hill, forty-eight days for their travel 

following shipwreck near Land’s End to reach Blackwall (London).  The 

                                                 
191 Heavitree, St Loyes: 3004A/PW3; PWDRO Plymstock: 694/52/27A-30A. 
192 P. Fumerton, Unsettled: The Culture of Mobility and the Working Poor in Early Modern 
England (University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 2006), pp. 97, 164. 
193 For example, see Chudleigh PW 1, pp. 445-6 (1622). 
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travellers failed in their geography and it transpired that the other two in reality 

were a serge weaver and a travelling ‘glassman’ respectively.194    

 

 

 

        

          Source: QS/B Box 70 

Figure 3.11a Examination of Nicholas Frost, dated 28 May 1662 

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                 
194 QS/B Box 70, 28th May 1662.  In 1630, a Nicholas Frost, mariner late of Ilfracombe, had 
been charged as a ‘rogue incorrigible and dangerous…appeareth to be true…bound to next 
sessions’. QS/B Box 34, 3rd December 1630. 
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           Source: QS/B Box 70 

       Figure 3.11b Nicholas Frost’s Counterfeit Pass, dated 14 May 1662 
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Harman, in the sixteenth century, wrote of ‘Freshwater Mariners…some 

Western men…And neare to those shiers wyll they not begge, vntyll they come 

into Wylshire, Hamshyre…’195  Local knowledge in Devon may have made 

detection more likely, and so the practice less common, but one cannot assume 

that all the claimants were genuine victims of the sea.  A number of people on 

the move claimed various types of losses at sea, of which shipwreck was the 

least common at this time.  Inland parishes also gave alms to such travellers, 

including Washfield, in 1659/60, where a woman with her family, who had ‘taken 

loss by sea’, had a certificate to allow collection.  Not only service men and 

merchant seamen, but merchants and families could be affected, possibly 

without having been at sea themselves.  

The available records may not cover the locations and years when more 

of those suffering shipwreck, or ‘loss by sea’, were travelling in the county, but 

those claiming maritime losses were less common than those affected by fire.    

A very considerable number who went to sea subsequently found 

themselves at the mercy of the Barbary pirates.196   In 1625, thirty-one who 

claimed to be ex-captives of the ‘Turks’ (Barbary pirates) received alms from 

Chudleigh.  They arrived in groups of two to six, in fairly close succession.  Six 

men, ‘wch were freed & brought some by the fflemings, from the Turkes’, 

received  6d from the churchwardens on 6 July.197  It is not clear whether the 

Flemings had been responsible for freeing them or just for their transport. 

Merchants and ship-owners of the south-west ports had petitioned the 

government in 1625.  They claimed the loss of eighty-seven ships with a loading 

                                                 
195 J. Awdeley,  Fraternitye of Vagabondes (1575); Harman, Caveat; Haben, Sermon etc. (Early 
English Text Society, Extra Series 9, London, 1869), pp. 48-9.   
196 T. Gray, ‘Turkish Piracy’, p. 163. 
197 Chudleigh, PW 1, pp.485-6.  A reference in the state records, says that the authorities had 
the names of twenty-seven English captives who had been brought out of Barbary by two Dutch 
captains. (CSPD Volume LXVII, item 109, June 25th 1627.) 



 161 

of £96,700 and that the Turks had 1,160 seamen in captivity, for whom high 

ransoms were demanded.  A similar petition was sent in September 1636.198  

Raising sufficient money for ransoms was a problem. There were complaints 

that the monies never reached the intended destination as a result of 

embezzlement and that the sums which did favoured those with court 

connections.199   Women also produced petitions, one stating that:  

‘…Petitioners’ husbands being all seafaring men…cannot be redeemed but by 

death or extraordinary ransoms, unless the King send to the King of 

Morocco…’200 

Devon was sympathetic towards such returned captives.  Poor men 

‘…that came out of Barbary…’ were given 3s 6d by the churchwardens of St. 

Kerrian, Exeter, in 1636.201   Hartland, Newton Ferrers, Bere Ferrers and Clyst 

St. George were among those parishes recording returnees from 1636 to 1638, 

while Lapford gave to seven returnees in 1639. Those of 1638 and 1639 may 

have been a consequence of the victory at Sallee in 1637, following which 302 

former captives were returned to England.  Of these, ninety-seven were from 

Devon, including eighteen of ‘Apsome’ (Topsham), twenty-three from Dartmouth 

and thirty-eight from Plymouth with Stonehouse. Those from Exeter included a 

woman, Rebecca Man.202    

Turkish activity increased again and parliament reconvened its 

‘committee for Algiers’ in 1642.  Merchants were taxed to contribute to ransom 

                                                 
198 CSPD March 1625 to January 1649 Addenda Vol.DXX1 August 1625, item 146; 
Vol.DXXXV1 item 97; Vol. CCCXXX1 2nd September 1636, item 7.    
199 N. Matar, Britain and Barbary 1589-1689 (University of Florida, Gainesville, U. S. A. 2005), 
pp. 46-7, 50. 
200 CSPD Vol. CCCV1 1635, 85.  
201 Exeter, St. Kerrian PW1 1636/7.  
202 Matar, Britain and Barbary, p. 59; J. Dunton, ‘The Names of all those Captives …’, in A True 
Journall of the Sally Fleet: With the proceedings of the Voyage, published by John Dunton, 
London Mariner, Master of the admirall call’d the Leopard, Whereunto is annexed a List of Sally 
Captives Names, and the Places where they dwell, and a Description of the threeTownes in a 
card (John Dawson for T. Nicholes, London, 1637). Thirty-two ‘captives’ were recorded in 
Tiverton in 1637, but it is unclear whether they were currently captive or ex-captivity. 
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money.  Charged with obtaining the release of men from North African captivity, 

Edmund Cason achieved success in 1646, but he apologised for returning with 

only 242 captives from Algeria as some had ‘turned Turks’ or moved to other 

areas. 203    Ten people who had returned from Turkish captivity were aided by 

Modbury in 1647/8.  

Others returned from captivity by the ‘Dunkirks’, especially in 1627-31, or 

by the French or Spanish in a variety of years throughout the period.204  Apart 

from those of the officially organised rescues, those returning from captivity 

appeared over a wide period of time.     

Other reasons for people being on the move and desiring charity 

included flooding, having a house ‘blowen down’, being blind, crippled or a poor 

scholar.205  The last was possible, as there were charities which provided for  

poor boys to become  students.206  Two men described as ‘pard(o)ners’, one 

said to be of Bedfordshire, the other claiming that his house had been burned, 

travelled through Braunton in 1604/5;  a further four were there in 1609/10. 207 

Of the latter, two claimed loss by fire; one had the ‘kings broade seale’ and the 

                                                 
203 Matar, Britain and Barbary, pp. 68-73; E. Cason, A Relation of the Whole Proceedings 
concerning Redemption of the Captives in Argier and Tunis. With the Translates and Copies of 
the Letters from the Bashaw, Duana, Musty, Caddee, and Shoudes, unto both the Honourable 
Houses of Parliament. As also the letters from Edmond Cason Esq; Agent for the Parliament 
there, to the Honourable, the Committee for the Navie.  Together with a List of the Captives 
names redeemed, and the Prizes they cost there in the Market (By special authority, F. L. for 
Laurence Blaikelock, London, 1646); Mercurius Pragmaticus, September 21-September 28, 
1647 (London, 1647); Moderate Intelligencer, Issue 132, September 23-September 30, 1647 
(London), Late September 1647 recorded the return of captives to Westminster to give thanks 
for their redemption. 
204 Exeter, St. Kerrian, 1630; Kilmington, 1631; PWDRO, Newton Ferrers, 1627/8; NDRO 
Braunton, 1627 & 1630. Those returning from French and Spanish captivity were recorded in 
parishes such as Chudleigh, South Tawton, St. Loye’s and High Bray. 
205 Churchwardens’ accounts for St. Loye’s (1607) and Dartington (1610), both give people that 
had suffered flood; Bere Ferrers, house blown down, 1653; Halberton, poor scholar, 1603;  blind 
were recorded in five parishes, the crippled, lame or injured in a further five, including one hurt 
in the tin working.   
206 Two poor scholars at  Exeter College, Oxford had been aided by the charity of John Acland, 
A. Acland, A Devon Family; The Story of the Aclands (Phillimore, Chichester, 1981), p. 5; 
Abstract of Returns of Charitable donations (of County of Devon) For Benefit of Poor Persons; 
26 Geo 111, 1786 (House of Commons 26 June 1816), pp. 294-5, gift of Sir John Glanville, 
Tavistock 1649; at a later date, there was a similar charity at Honiton (p.232). 
207 NDRO Braunton: 1677A/PW1a. 
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other was just named. One cannot be certain of their reputed status; were they 

sellers of indulgences or men who had been pardoned?  Or perhaps each was 

carrying a brief. The one with the king’s broad seal may have been carrying a 

petition for charity.  There are insufficient grounds to link their travel with 

Catholicism.208   

 Modbury had given a poor minister just 6d in 1625, but differences in 

later years could be considerable.209  Honiton gave an ‘old minister’ just 8d in 

1631; the following year, St. Loye’s gave a minister £1. In 1634, a similar entry 

in St. Loye’s showed a payment of no less than £2.210  

Having survived the first attempt by Cromwell’s troops to take him from 

his living, Richard Venne, the vicar of Otterton, was rearrested as too 

‘disaffected’ and put into Exeter gaol from October 1646 to September 1647.  

Following his release, he went to Liskeard in Cornwall, but, ejected again, he 

spent some time at Blackawton, Devon, before moving again. E. M. Harrison 

quoted Reverend Walker as saying, ‘How he made a shift to subsist himself 

afterwards I cannot learn…but [he] lived to repossess his vicarage after the 

Restoration…’211  Changes in official religious practice might force travel.  The 

treatment of such travellers perhaps depended on the funds available or the 

local religious persuasion.   

Some travellers must have been on the move perpetually.  In the three 

years since he had left gaol, John Atwill claimed, in 1619, to have been to 

London, Kent, East Anglia, Lincoln, Warwick and Leicester, then to north 

Cornwall and into Devon to reach Tavistock and then Plymouth where he was 

                                                 
208 The Catholic priests were evicted from Ireland under the edict of 1605, which was repeated 
in 1611.  The acts against Catholicism led to organised catholic opposition to the English rule. 
209 Modbury: 269A/PW8. 
210 Honiton: 1639A/PW1; Heavitree, St Loyes: 3004A/PW3. 
211 E. M. Harrison, A History of the Church at Otterton (available at the church, preface dated 
1983), pp. 27-8, 33-36. 
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apprehended.  He claimed to have found his counterfeit pass on his way.212  

The degree of truth is debatable, but he had certainly learned of a good many 

places.  Another man told a justice that ‘he dwelte every wheare but especially 

in every good towne or city wheare there was a Goal or Prison…’213  Thomas 

Gardner, a saddler, claimed in 1607 to rent a home in Glastonbury at 6 shillings 

a year, but he had married Margaret in Salisbury. In the last eight years, she 

had given birth to their three children, one each in St. Columb (Cornwall), 

Newton St. Cyres and Kentisbeare, although the first had died at Poughill.214  

In 1606 a woman of ‘Cullaton’ (Collaton St Mary?) arrived in Chudleigh 

where she gave birth to twins, one of which died and had to be buried.  For her 

keep, the services of a mid-wife, a shroud for the dead child, ringing, a journey 

to ‘Cullaton’ about her and alms on her departure, the churchwardens paid out 

60 per cent of that year’s total of 17s 4d given to travellers.215   Bere Ferrers 

spent no less than 86 per cent of their money to travellers in 1606/7 on ‘the sick 

woman’, a total of £2-7-1.216  This covered the costs of journeys to Plymouth 

and Plympton about her, followed by her admission to the ‘mawdelyn houss’ in 

Plympton.217  For this to be possible she had to be provided with a bed and 

bedding, crockery, a ‘braindyse’ and a ‘cawdron’.218   Some parishes gave 

generously to assist the poor, but it was especially common if the 

churchwardens thought that it would ensure that a woman ‘great with child’ 

                                                 
212 QS/B Box 23, John Attwill, September 1619. 
213 QS/B Box 16, Nicholas Reeve of Porlock, Somerset, June 1609.  
214 QS/B Box 14, Margaret Gardner, wife of Thomas Gardner, Sept. 1607. 
215 Chudleigh PW 1 1606, p.286.  ‘Cullaton’ cannot be identified with certainty, as there are 
several possibilities: Collaton St. Mary is most likely, but Colyton, or  Colaton Raleigh possible. 
Chudleigh would have wished to identify the father, or it might find itself responsible for the child 
in the future.  
216 Bere Ferreers: 1237A/PW6. 
217 The house of St Mary Magdalene had been known as the ‘Spittlehouse’ or ‘Mawdelyn’ and 
was intended for the relief of poor ‘lazar’ people.  Admissions were confined to lazars (lepers, or 
the poor, diseased) of Devon, of whom there were three in 1665. N. Orme and M. Webster, The 
English Hospital 1070-1570 (Yale University Press, New Haven, USA, 1995), pp. 256-7. 
218 A brandise was a trivet; a cauldron was a cooking pot. 
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moved on to give birth in another parish, thus relieving them of potential future 

responsibilities. 

Very few seem to have chosen a wandering, idle life.   John Gubbins, 

late of St. Lawrence in Cornwall told Justice Glanville at Tavistock that ‘…some 

tymes he hath wrought att harvest att mens houses as he travelled…’ but when 

interviewed on a second occasion he also said that he was ‘…wearye of his life 

and therefore continueth his idleness and trade of begginge.’ 219  In contrast   

Andrew Skinner seemed to enjoy his ill-gotten existence.  When apprehended 

in 1624 in possession of a counterfeit pass and asked how he managed to be 

idle but dress so well, he answered that he ‘…lyved by his wytts…’   He was 

found to possess 14s 31/2d, the equivalent of several weeks’ wages for a 

labourer.220  

I. Travels 

 People on the move might traverse the whole county. Table 3.6 shows 

that for the period 1634 to 1638 the proportion of vagrants recorded at the 

quarter sessions who were known to have been from Devon was under 20 per 

cent and although some of the Irish may not have been beyond Devon, 

evidence from the churchwardens says that some had.  The number of other 

counties recorded as destinations is notable.   

Table 3.9 uses place information from the churchwardens’ accounts.  

The figures are from place references given by from, of or to, but only ever one 

of them. Although an imperfect method, it serves to give some idea of the 

journeys which were being made from 1598 to 1662.  Devon is probably under-  

                                                 
219 QS/B Box 23, May and August 1619.  These are thought to refer to the same person. The 
two stories are slightly different, except that in both cases he appears to have worked on and off 
and otherwise begged or sold stolen goods. In the first case he had been arrested in 
Chulmleigh and the second time probably in or near Tavistock, as he had been in 
Walkhampton, probably on his way back to Cornwall. 
220 QS/B Box 27, 5 May 1624, Peter Warren and Andrew Skinner. 
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represented, perhaps because the churchwardens were less likely to include 

such information.  ‘Tithing to tithing’ has been counted as Devon, but need not 

have been.  Most districts had relatively few travellers from Devon, although this 

rose to nearer a half in Cullompton and Bere Ferrers from 1609 to 1613.  The 

average figures are compatible with those for 1634-38 of Table 3.6.  In some 

parishes, the numbers from Ireland were greater.  Here they include those who 

had come from Ireland, but were not said to be Irish.  

In some parishes, those from other countries exceeded those from 

Devon.  The ‘other’ of the last column includes single references to each of 

Jersey and Guernsey and all those where the place could not be readily 

identified from the lettering or the spelling, or may even have been fictitious. 

Spatial variations across the county are shown by comparing Clawton, Lapford 

and Ashcombe as given in Table 3.9 and spatially in Figure 3.9.  Clawton saw 

more travellers of Cornwall, Lapford mainly those from Ireland but in Ashcombe 

no particular group of travellers was especially dominant. 

Results from the quarter sessions’ records, in Table 3.8 are broken down 

across the years and show that up to 1631, half or more of the travellers were 

Devon residents, but the number declined before rising again into the 1650s. 

The importance of the Irish is marked.  The more detailed breakdown of the 

origins of vagrants for the period 1634 to 1638 is included in Table 3.6.  Some 

of those of the quarter sessions may be subsumed in the constables’ figures, 

but the results support the conclusion that about half of those travelling in 

Devon were from beyond Devon and Cornwall, with Ireland of particular note 

during these years.  By the mid-century, the proportion of those before the 

quarter sessions who were travellers had dropped markedly, although the 

overall numbers of travellers, given in both quarter sessions’ and 
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churchwardens’ accounts, increased again at the time of the Dutch War and 

also circa 1660 in some parishes. 

More marked are the variations in the apparent routes taken by those 

with links to areas beyond Devon. For traffic from Cornwall, Clawton is on the 

direct route eastwards from Bodmin and further north from Launceston and into 

Devon, towards Bideford and Barnstaple.  Some went as far as High Bray, a 

parish which includes Brayford, perhaps to continue eastwards via North 

Molton.  One would expect a parish in the Tavistock area to show a fairly high 

number from Cornwall, as in Bere Ferrers and Plymstock to the south where 

Devon was accessed via ferries.  

When Bere Ferrers issued a hue and cry in 1615, it was sent not only to 

neighbouring Devon parishes but to St. Dominic, in Cornwall, so that there was 

probably a ferry crossing there at that time. The churchwardens refer to giving 

‘passage money’, but whether for a ferry passage or to a ‘pass’ is 

debateable.221  Like the Cremyll ferry, this would have enabled people to move 

on to Plymstock or Newton Ferrers, taking the southern route into the county, 

but the proportion of these travellers declined eastwards, as shown on the map, 

Figure 3.8.  

 It would be interesting to have travel information from a division five 

parish, with more links to Dorset and Somerset and more from Cullompton, with 

its route to Somerset. Some, like William Kidnor, a groom of Broadclyst and 

Margaret Jennings of Wellington, in 1626 crossed and re-crossed the Devon-

Somerset border. 222  

 

 

                                                 
221 For examples:  Bere Ferrers: 1237A/PW6, 10 and 15.  
222 QS/B Box 29, Baptista, no.3, 5 May & no.12, 15 May, both 1626.  
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J. Conclusions 

Across the years of the seventeenth century to 1662, it is clear that there 

were not only marked temporal variations in the numbers of travellers, but also 

changes in the categories of the people being assisted as they travelled in 

Devon.   

Soldiers came to southern Devon because of the wars to be fought in 

Atlantic France and Spain and to the north of the county to fight in Ireland. The 

apparent inadequacy, or misuse, of coat and conduct money and the initial 

poverty of some of those impressed for service for Charles I probably 

contributed towards their need for alms.  In addition, their concentration in the 

south of the county and the great problems experienced in their provisioning 

further led to their needs being met by the churchwardens and sometimes to 

their appearance before the justices at quarter sessions.  The sources used 

revealed less about the soldiers of the Civil War and the men of the New Model 

Army may have fared rather better.  In each case, there were also the periods 

of travel of those who had been maimed and disbanded.  The standing army 

established in 1661 could be expected to be better organised and to reduce the 

numbers of soldiers who might be in need in the future, even if they were 

destined to assemble in Devon. 

 Like the soldiers, additional seamen for the navy were recruited when 

required.  The lateness of payments for naval service contributed to their need 

for alms.  Their numbers increased at the time of the Dutch War which was 

fought at sea.  Merchant seamen, who were a feature of the county, normally 

were paid at the end of their contracts and consequently would not appear as 

often as recipients of charity unless they had been improvident or suffered 
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misfortune.  Seamen in need came from shipwrecks or as a result of other ship-

related loss.  

 Irish and others from Ireland came in response to economic, religious 

and political troubles there, attracted by the short sea crossings and the existing 

Devon-Ireland relationship.  The period of the seventeenth century to 1662 

included many phases of turmoil and several of economic difficulty in Ireland.  

At least the poorer of those who came into England were likely to find 

themselves returned home, perhaps including a few by design to gain a free 

return passage.  The result was a sequence of movements in and out of and 

through the county, so adding to the overall frequency of their presence in 

Devon’s records during this period.  

 Long-distance travellers came from areas from western Cornwall to 

Scotland and from across the Channel, the latter mainly in association with the 

wars of the period.  The numbers of people who were, or had been, far from 

home, were greater than might be expected, with the wars probably a major 

factor in their presence.  

 Based on the available churchwardens’ evidence, Figure 3.9 shows the 

spatial variations in the occurrence of travellers by origins or destinations.  This 

information has to be qualified by the nature of the evidence; for example, 

Clawton’s appears disproportionately high in relation to the total numbers 

recorded in the parish because the churchwardens gave details more often; 

churchwardens may have been more likely to record the exceptional than the 

everyday.  With those provisos, the map does suggest some spatial variations, 

especially with respect to the Cornish in the west, the Irish across the north and 

in the vicinity of the southern ports and those from ‘other countries’ mainly in the 
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south.  Those of Devon may have been of greater importance as travellers than 

this map shows, but perhaps only in some parishes.  

Overall, it seems that rather than limiting the numbers of people on the 

move, the turbulent times of the period from circa 1598 to 1662, at home, 

abroad and especially in Ireland, led to periodic increases in movement, some 

over long distances.  This was especially true of soldiers and the Irish and 

others from Ireland, followed later by seamen.  These people were in addition to 

those whose travels were generated by misfortunes and economic conditions 

requiring people to ‘make shift’, perhaps leading to apprehension on more than 

one occasion.  However, the wilfully miscreant appear to have been a minority 

of the people on the move. 
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Chapter 4  

Mariners and misfortunes: 1660-1699/1700 

Chapter 3 ended in 1662, the year of the Act of Uniformity and, 

importantly for this study, the so-called Settlement Act.1   Beginning this chapter 

in 1660 permits investigation into the possible influence of that act on the 

people found travelling in Devon. While many of the reasons for travel given in 

the previous chapter continued their influences during the years to 1700, it is 

shown that there were changes in the nature, numbers and origins of people on 

the move in response to increased maritime activity and the misfortunes of the 

times.  The years were less turbulent at home, save for the Monmouth 

Rebellion of 1685, but England was involved in other wars, against the Dutch, 

the French and in Ireland, following the arrival of William of Orange in 1688.  

Spufford thought that there was a decline in population mobility following 

the 1662 Act.2  While this may have been true for a section of the population, it 

can be shown that the overall numbers of people on the move in Devon 

increased.  However, the nature and composition of the travellers is found to 

vary from that of the years before 1662, particularly in respect of a marked 

increase in the number of seamen against a decline in the numbers of soldiers 

and the proportion of those designated as Irish.  The increased availability of 

data and of more detailed information also makes it possible to gain a picture of 

the nature of the groups of travellers. Reasons for their journeys, while not so 

different in nature, are shown to have been different in their relative importance 

in the latter years of the century. 

                                                 
114 Car. II c.4, Act of Uniformity, which imposed the new Prayer Book, which led many ministers 
to suffer ejection.  13 & 14 Car. II c. 12,’Settlement Act’. 
2 P. Spufford, ‘Population Movement in Seventeenth Century England’, Local Population 
Studies, 4 (1970), pp. 41-50.  
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For this period, data is available from forty-six parishes, with all judicial 

divisions represented, as shown in Figure 4.1 and additional data is available 

from the quarter sessions’ records of Plymouth as well as Exeter.  From 

Michaelmas 1671, bridewells at Great Torrington, Honiton and Newton Abbot 

were to be closed and all prisoners committed to the workhouse by the county 

quarter sessions and all others who ‘should be sent to the bridewell’ were to be 

sent to the new workhouse at St Thomas the Apostle, across the river from 

Exeter.  This had been established when the county authorities were  left a 

large sum for ‘setting the poor to work’ and had chosen to build a “grand central 

‘County Workhouse’”, which also acted as the bridewell, for which an act of 

parliament had been required.  Mayors and corporations were not to send to 

gaol anyone who might be bailed and if not ‘bailable’, they too were to be sent 

to the workhouse in St.Thomas. Those conveying prisoners were to receive 6d 

per mile and each prisoner was to be allowed 6d a day for his maintenance if he 

was unable to bear the cost himself. 3   Taking these people across the county 

must have added to the total numbers of those on the move or increased their 

travels.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
3 QS 1/11 Pasche (Easter) 1671.  Tavistock house of correction appears not to have been 
closed, but the return it made suggests that it was both bridewell and workhouse, so may have 
been kept as the latter only. J. Innes, ‘Prisons for the Poor: English Bridewells, 1555-1800’ in 
Labour, Law and Crime: An historical perspective, ed  F. Snyder and D. Hay, (Tavistock 
Publications, London 1987), p.78.  
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A. Background 

 It seems likely that the poor harvests and high prices of 1660 and 

especially 1661, shown in Figure 3.10, caused King Charles’ concern in 1660 

that the poor should be relieved, as: 

…We are informed that the Nation doth abound with great numbers of 
poor Families and Vagrants … and that several Wards and Suburbs of 
London are … burthened with multitudes of poor people … (including)… 
such as come out of sundry Countries to seek Relief…4  
 

 Although the economic situation began to improve, parliament was concerned 

about this and the neglect of the laws for apprehending rogues and vagabonds.   

This resulted in ‘An Act for the better relief of the Poor of this Kingdom’ – the 

Settlement Act- in 1662.5   

The Act formalised a person’s parish of legal settlement where poor relief 

would be given and established the power of removal of anyone who did not 

legally belong there if they were, or were likely to become, ‘chargeable’, that is, 

in need of monetary support.  There were various ways to earn a legal 

settlement, as by a completed apprenticeship, and when removed, a person 

was sent to the last legally relevant parish.  Renting at £10 per annum or more 

gave exemption from the Act.6 

Newcomers to a parish, who were considered potentially chargeable, 

could be removed if a complaint was made against them within forty days.  

Returning a person to his or her parish of legal settlement required a removal 

order and the provision of a pass.  A parish asked to receive someone might 

appeal, but all legal processing incurred costs.   

                                                 
4 Mercurius Publicus Comprising the Sum of Forraign Intelligence (London, England), July 26 
1660- August 2 1660; issue 31.  ‘Countries’ need be only counties. 
5 Sir George Nicholls, A History of the English Poor Law Vol. 1 (P.S. King & Son, London, 
1904), pp. 279-287.  
6 13/14 Charles II c.12. 
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 Plymouth probably was hoping to save the costs of legal removals by 

choosing, when it learned of ‘strangers’ in the town, to examine them but to 

allow them time to remove themselves.  A spinster of Kingsbridge was allowed 

just three days to return there; a man and his wife from St Austell, Cornwall 

were given a week; but Samuel Cole, a tailor of St Leonards (Exeter, but 

Sussex possible),  and his family were to remove within a month or be 

‘…prosecuted and punished according to law.’7  It is possible that the ‘poore 

woman with 4 children with A pas’, who received a shilling from St Budeaux in 

1699, was travelling as a result of a removal order.8  

The Act also made provision for the establishment of workhouses where 

the poor could be set to work in order to prevent vagrancy.  Further legislation 

of 1685 and 1691 influenced the ways in which settlement might be gained.9  

These included the birthplace of an illegitimate person, and a married woman 

having to take her husband’s parish of settlement.  Subsequent concerns that 

the law might make it difficult for people to move to where work was available, 

led to the introduction of settlement certificates in 1697.10  Such a certificate 

guaranteed the receiving parish that, if the person became chargeable, the 

issuing parish would take responsibility for his or her poor relief. 

  Devon quarter sessions received complaints about a scarcity of 

cottages in the late seventeenth century. Requests were made for permission to 

build a cottage, or to legalise one built already, on less than the statutory four 

acres.  The people of Morebath asked that ‘…an industrious & painfull poore 

man…married with many children...(who) by his owne industry maintained them 

                                                 
7 PWDRO  W 325 Sessions’ Examinations’ Book 1670-1723, p.130, 28 January 1672; W 326 
p.153, April 1676; Plymouth Quarter Sessions Book, 1675-1694, October 1691. 
8 St. Budeaux, PWDRO 542/46/11 (1699). 
9 1 James II c. 17 (1685); 3 William and Mary c. 11 s.29 1691 (For the better explanation and 
supplying the defects of the former laws for the settlement of the poor.) 
10 8 & 9 William III c. 30. 
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in a comely manner according to his degree…’ should have legal permission to 

build a cottage on half an acre of land from the ‘waste’.11  Similarly, a carpenter 

of Bishop’s Nympton had ‘…taken a piece of ground of the Ladies of the Manor 

[but was]…not able to take so much ground as the law requires…’ and 

petitioned for permission to build a home.12 Although Wrigley and Schofield 

found, by their back projections of population growth in England, that there were 

fourteen years with a negative crude rate of natural increase between 1660 and 

1700, there were also years of more marked population increase in England, 

particularly in the 1670s and then more continuously from 1686.13    

Variations in population growth may have been partly a result of the 

wars, fought against the Dutch (1665-1667, 1672-1674), the French (1668-

1670, 1689-1697) and in Ireland (1689-1691), possibly with post-war ‘baby-

booms’ when the service men returned home.  From 1671, poor prisoners for 

debt might be released if they had no wherewithal to pay, unless the creditors 

insisted otherwise.14  They were likely to be poor travellers as they returned to 

their legal parishes.   

There were also further changes in religious tolerance, principally 

concerning the various non-conformists. Under an act of 1689, people and 

clergy were required to swear an oath of allegiance to the protestant William of 

Orange, but the Toleration Act of the same year permitted dissenters, other 

than Catholics and Unitarians, to worship in unlocked, registered meeting 

houses.  This may have had a small impact on the numbers on the move if it 

reduced the number who travelled to clandestine meetings, like Richard Samble 

                                                 
11 QS/B Box 86, Michaelmas 1671.  
12 QS/B Box 89, Epiphany 1672/3. 
13 E. A. Wrigley and R. S. Schofield, The Population History of England 1541-1871 (Cambridge 
University Press, 1981; paperback reprint of 2002), pp. 531-535 (Appendix) Table A3.3, at 
pp.532-33.  
14 22 & 23 Car. II c.20. 
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of Falmouth. He attended two ‘conventicles of Quakers’ in Plymouth and was 

arrested for his religious activity in April 1677.  He said that it was not against 

the law and that he did ‘… not intend in his conscience to pay one penny for itt.’ 

He was a tailor and appears to have signed for himself. 15  In 1679, one person 

who refused to take the oath of allegiance was sent from Exeter to Newcastle, 

or ‘other northern town’, by ship.16 

B. General Patterns 

Like Table 3.1, but using a larger sample of data, Table 4.1 gives the 

percentages of the years when the different categories of people received 

assistance from the parishes.  On average, the proportion of years when 

soldiers were assisted declined by a little over 4 per cent, but the distribution of 

the occurrences became more focused on the north of the county, followed by 

the west.  The latter probably was influenced by the inclusion of St. Budeaux, in 

the vicinity of Plymouth with its citadel.17  In contrast, the incidence of 

assistance to seamen almost quadrupled and even within judicial divisions five 

to eight, each with under 40 per cent, the lowest was 37 per cent. This reflects 

the fact that, with the exception of that in Ireland, the wars of this period were 

fought mainly at sea.  

The years when Irish travellers were recorded dropped from an average 

of 39 to 10 per cent of the years, although the relative distribution within Devon 

changed little.  The years with foreign travellers increased marginally, being 

recorded in more years than before in the east.   Assistance to vagrants and 

others during these years increased in every year in some areas and to a 

minimum of 88 per cent of the years in the southwest.  With the exceptions of 

the soldiers and the Irish, the frequency of years when the parishes assisted  

                                                 
15 PWDRO W 326 115, Sessions Examination Book 1674-1678, p. 248.    
16 QS/B Box 101 Midsummer 1679. 
17 The Citadel of Plymouth was a garrisoned fortress. 
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travellers increased considerably. It seems unlikely that the changes were just 

the result of the larger, partially different, sample of parishes used, but 

represent real changes.  

 Unfortunately, it was not possible to use exactly the same set of parishes 

as for 1598-1662 to look at actual numbers, either because the records are not 

extant or because the details of people on the move are not given, as in the 

cases of Tiverton and Chudleigh.   For the graphs of the composition and 

numbers of travellers, there had to be some parish substitutions for those used 

in Chapter 3.   

The graphs are given in Figures 4.2 to 4.7, in the same geographical 

sequence as before, with the addition of the payments made by Axminster and 

some other sample parishes as Figure 4.8.  Hartland with Harton and Halberton 

are included as Figures 4.2 and 4.3 in the place of Tiverton and Modbury 

(Figure 4.4) in lieu of Chudleigh. The totals for Hartland and Harton, both within 

the one parish, may be exaggerated for the years which overlapped, as some 

may have received charity from both the church and the borough; both donors 

assisting forty-one seamen in 1683 and forty-five and forty-seven respectively in 

1685 seem rather too much of a coincidence.   

 However, Halberton’s figures were the highest, so the north of the county 

was aiding the most people.  The south and south-east, represented by 

Modbury and East Budleigh were next.  East Budleigh (Figure 4.5) was notable 

for the proportions of foreigners in the 1670s, although the numbers drop from 

the late 1680s onwards.  Payments by Axminster (Figure 4.8), on the eastern 

border of Devon, increased markedly for about ten years from then to the mid 

1690s, which suggests that more people were travelling, but perhaps by 

different routes in the east of the county.  Mary Tavy (Figure 4.6) representing  
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the west, does not have a continuous record and unfortunately is without 

information for the early 1680s, when elsewhere seamen appear to have been 

so important.  Figure 4.7 shows that even Lapford, in mid-Devon, experienced 

an increase in seamen travellers during the 1680s. 

           The north and the south of Devon saw the most seamen, but Halberton 

did not have the peak numbers of the early 1680s found elsewhere in the 

county.  Modbury and East Budleigh both in the south, saw numbers of 

foreigners, but the highest numbers were not recorded in the same decades.  A 

more detailed examination of the different categories of people provides some 

explanation of the spatial and chronological differences in their presence in the 

county.   

C. Soldiers 

 The graphs given in Figures 4.2 to 4.7 show that, with the exception of 

Lapford,  soldiers became more common from 1685 and into the 1690s.  The 

Militia Act of 1661 gave the king the control of the armed forces.  Consequently, 

that year Cromwell’s ‘New Model Army’ was disbanded and Charles II’s army 

was recruited.18   The existence of a standing army, even if it had to be 

supplemented at intervals, influenced the numbers of soldiers who were 

recruited at any one time and thus reduced the marked fluctuations in numbers 

found before 1662.   

 Garrisons were maintained at Pendennis and St. Mawes in Cornwall, in 

Ireland and in Plymouth,  which may have given rise to some turnover of those 

troops, who were likely to have passed through Devon on their way.  

Additionally, one would expect the various wars to affect the numbers travelling, 

before and after, with some of those who were injured returning early.  

                                                 
18 13 Car. II c.6. 
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 Soldiers were more likely to have been involved in wars with France 

rather than the naval wars against the Dutch.  Some English forces were 

operating further afield manning overseas’ garrisons, or fighting on colonial 

territory.  For example, forces operated in Algiers and Tangier in North Africa 

and in America, where New Amsterdam was renamed New York in 1664 when 

it was taken by the English.   

 A few soldiers recorded in Modbury in 1662 were said to be on their way 

to Plymouth to go to Portugal.19  In the period from 1664 to 1675, the numbers 

of soldiers, where known, exceeded a total of ten for the whole of the period in 

only four parishes, with the most, thirty-four, recorded in East Budleigh.20  

There, in 1664/5, two of four soldiers were said to be maimed and in 1665/6, ten 

of the twenty-one soldiers were recorded as maimed, one of them accompanied 

by his wife and children. This was in the year the wardens paid for a book for 

the minister ‘at the goinge out of the fleet…’ presumably for the Second Dutch 

War.21  The other soldiers were travelling with the King’s broad seal or a pass, 

which suggests that they were going to war.  Perhaps there was an overlap of 

returnees and those who were on their way to war.  Only nine appear to have 

returned via East Budleigh, some each in 1675/6 and 1678/9, possibly after the 

Third Dutch War or from further away. 

From 1664 to 1699, there were only six years when none of the records 

included one or more sick, maimed, wounded or those described as ‘lamst’ 

soldiers. Six parishes helped such soldiers in 1665, including Lapford and Mary 

Tavy.  A company of twelve maimed soldiers reached Cruwys Morchard in 

                                                 
19 Modbury: 269A/PW8. 
20 East Budleigh: 1180A/PW1. 
21

 This was declared in the February/March, so it began within the old calendar and 
churchwardens’ year of 1664/5.   
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1667/8, possibly returnees from the Second Dutch War.22  Such references then 

were few until 1691 and 1692, when the later conflicts were an influence.   

Only East Budleigh’s graph (Figure 4.5) shows a few soldiers in 1685, 

the year of the Monmouth Rebellion, but Axminster and Cullompton both have 

reference to armies on the move that year.  Monmouth’s army landed at Lyme 

Regis and moved northwards via Axminster, where the constables had to 

provide escorts for Lord Douglas’s foot soldiers to Crewkerne in Somerset and 

Lord Cornbury’s dragoons to Honiton in 1685/6.23  Payments by Axminster, 

shown in Figure 4.8, show a small peak at this time from a relative plateau of 

fifty shillings a year from 1677 until circa 1688.  It is possible that fifty shillings 

was the local annual allowance for such charity payments. 

 Christopher Monck, then the Earl of Torrington, with his army going to 

fight against Monmouth, passed through Cullompton, to the sound of ringing 

bells.24  Monmouth’s defeat and his being captured resulted in further 

celebration there, but the events also incurred expenses for watching the 

prisoners in the church, the repairing of the glass the prisoners broke and 

cleaning the church afterwards.25 

Of the sample parishes, all save East Budleigh and Lapford show the 

presence of soldiers on the move from 1688/9, a time when the payments by 

the churchwardens increased, notably by those of Axminster, Tiverton and 

proportionately, by Dartington. These men would have been on the move in 

relation to the Stuart-Orange war which was fought in Ireland, 1689-1691, 

sometimes known as the War of the Three Kings.  Hostilities against France 

                                                 
22 Cruwys Morchard: 1092Aadd/a/PW/1. 
23 Axminster churchwardens’ accounts: 406A/add2/PW/1, includes constables’ account 31 
October 1685/6.  
24 Monck had resigned the Lord Lieutenancy of Devon to fight against Monmouth. 
http://www.historyofparliamentonline.org/volume/1660-1690 (27/01/2017); Cullompton: 
2404A/PW/2,  p. 132, 1685. 
25 Cullompton:  2404A/PW/2, p.132, 1685.  
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lasted from 1689 to 1697, with Plymouth as an important base, so it is not 

surprising that the numbers of soldiers increased during these years.  

         The number of parishes assisting wounded soldiers increased markedly 

from 1691/2.  At High Bray in 1691/2, Jonn Morish and five companions, 

although not described as soldiers, had a pass to travel to London ‘…them 

being wounded in the fight at Athlone 2s 6d’.  William’s effort to gain control of 

Ireland had led to a sequence of battles there, including the Battle of the Boyne 

in 1690 and that of Athlone in 1691. 26   

 William had an army of over 35,000 men. Apart from the English and 

Scots, many of them were Dutch, some 7,000 men were Danish and there were 

contingents of Swiss, Brandenburgers and French Huguenots.27   An eye- 

witness account of the Battle of the Boyne said that William’s men pursued until 

dark night and that they had taken:  

… above 4000 Armes, severall Waggons of Powder and Ammunition, 
 few Prisoners for our soldiers gave no Quarter… few of our officers 
 are killed, and not above 200 soldiers, a great many Wounded, …28  
 
 If this account implies that William’s armies inflicted great casualties on 

the Franco-Irish troops, other writers have concluded differently:  another 

contemporary writer is quoted as saying that the battle was “…a skirmish…” 

and another that ‘The Boyne, then, was relatively bloodless.’29   Duffy suggests 

that there were fewer than a thousand Irish casualties.30  However, the Battle of 

Athlone was said to have cost the lives of four to five thousand men, with only 

                                                 
26 R. D Edwards with B. Hourican eds, An Atlas of Irish History (Methuen 1973, Routledge 1973; 
third edition, 2005), pp.47-9. 
27 M. Cronin, A History of Ireland (Palgrave, Basingstoke, 2001), p.78; S. Duffy, The Concise 
History of Ireland (Gill and Macmillan Ltd, Dublin, 2000), pp. 120-1. 
28 Mark Knights ed., The Entring Book of Roger Morrice V: The Reign of William III 1689-1691 
(The Boydell Press in Association with The Parliamentary History Year Book Trust, Woodbridge, 
2007), p.470. Morrice was an English puritan minister. 
29 Eleanor Hull, A History of Ireland, read on-line at www.libraryireland.com/HullHistory/James II 
1.php 28 March 2016; P. Lenihan, ‘King Billy: A Military Assessment’, History Ireland, 12: 1 
(2004), p. 23. 
30 Duffy, Concise History, p. 121. 
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some five hundred prisoners taken.31  The Irish battles gave rise to wounded 

men and casualties but the numbers are debateable.  However, they 

contributed to the wounded and probably, indirectly, to the numbers of women 

who were helped by the churchwardens.  

    Ashprington aided forty-eight wounded soldiers in 1693/4 and a further 

thirty-four in 1694/5.32  In 1694/5, East Budleigh aided thirty-five soldiers, 

seventeen of whom were wounded, but eleven had come from the East 

Indies.33 There were many returnees in these years.  It is possible that at least 

some were from among the estimated 16,000 casualties from William’s army at 

the Battle of Neerwinden in 1693.34  Unfortunately, we have no descriptive 

details from Axminster where it was recorded that many soldiers passed 

through the town in 1689, followed by further ‘extraordinary numbers’ in 1692.    

 The genuinely sick or maimed were well-treated. In 1690, Mary Tavy 

assisted four sick men, accompanied by a sergeant, who were loaned two 

horses to carry them onwards towards Barnstaple.35  The wounded were being 

assisted by the parish from 1690 onwards, including twenty-four in 1694.  

Sickness among soldiers seems to have been less of a problem than at the time 

of the Cadiz expedition, but some were in Axminster in 1689/90, when the 

constables’ chief item of expenditure was on the sick men with the Duke of 

Bolton.36  At that time, the Duke was the Lord Lieutenant of Hampshire and the 

colonel of a regiment of foot, but the constables did not record the direction of 

                                                 
31 P.W. Joyce, A Concise History of Ireland (Wallachia Publishers, New York City, NY, USA, 
1910), Item nos. 661-668.  
32 Ashprington: 2027A/PW/1. 
33 East Budleigh: 1180A/PW1. 
34 J. Wroughton, The Routledge Companion to The Stuart Age, 1603-1714 (Routledge, 
Abingdon, 2006), p. 76. 
35 Mary Tavy: 1134A/PW/1. 
36 Axminster: 406A/add2/PW/1. 
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their travel.37  William had sent troops into Ireland in 1689 and England declared 

war on France in 1690, but a return from the former seems more likely. 

Some soldiers were said to be returnees from captivity and 

imprisonment. These tended to travel in smaller numbers and at more random 

times.  Three men who ‘since Penderks rising have been in exile…[and] landed 

att Mousehole in Cornwall’, reached South Tawton in 1673.  With allowance for 

variations in speech and spelling, these would appear to have been involved in 

Penruddock’s Rising of 1655.38  Six soldiers in Braunton in 1674/5 claimed to 

have come from ‘Argeere’ (Algiers) and to be going to London.  In 1679/80, 

Halberton recorded soldiers, seamen and others as returning from Flanders, 

‘Turkey’ (the Barbary states), Algiers and Tangier. 1680 also saw a group of six 

coming from Tangier, ‘…lamst with (? majesties service) landed in Yarmouth in 

the Isle of Wight …,’ who received 2s from the churchwardens of Exbourne.  

Eight travellers in Harberton in 1691 claimed that they had come from France 

having been redeemed ‘man for man’, so an exchange of prisoners is 

presumed. 

Soldiers did not have to be sick or to have been prisoners of war to claim 

charity.  Cruwys Morchard spent 4s. on ‘Mr. Tamson and his soloudrs taken 

lost’ in 1683.  In Mary Tavy, in 1689, the costs concerned six ‘soldyirs running 

away from their collirs’ (i.e. their colours or regiments).  Five years later, two 

soldiers made hue and cry there for other soldiers, presumably absconders.  A 

supposed soldier disbanded from Ireland, James Smith, who claimed to be 

travelling to Bristol to his wife and children, ‘…did much abuse the people…And 

                                                 
37 David Hosford, ‘Paulet, Charles, First Duke of Bolton (1630/31-1699)’, Oxford Dictionary of 
National Biography, Oxford University Press, Oxford, 2004, www.oxforddnb.com 
 (31/03/2016).  
38 Penruddock was one of several royalist conspirators. With his men he seized Salisbury and 
later reached South Molton in Devon, where they were defeated. Fifty prisoners were taken to 
Exeter; some were condemned to death, but later some were transported. The three men may 
have been returning transportees. 
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[threatened] to burn the pish of Doddscomblee…’ (i.e. the parish of 

Doddiscombsleigh) in 1699, which led to the trouble and costs of his 

apprehension and examination.  Smith confessed that his pass was false and 

claimed to another that ‘hee could make a false pass at any tyme and that he 

lived by Mumping’, or begging. 39   He only made his mark at his examination, 

which suggests that it was a false boast.   

A pregnant woman traveller in Cornwood in1686 claimed that she had 

been robbed by soldiers while some dragoons in Modbury in 1694 were carried 

to gaol because they had ‘…robbed the Butchers and others’. This cost the 

parish an expensive 35s.  Large numbers of soldiers on the move might also, 

‘…by reason of … rude demeanour and unworthy Carriages…putt to great 

trouble and vast charge…’ those of the parishes which ‘entertained’ them, as 

the alehouse keepers of the Halberton area complained in 1682.40  In their 

petition to the quarter sessions, they requested reimbursement of a total of £56 

from the county stock. The men who were causing such trouble included a 

major, several captains and a total of 154 soldiers, who were being escorted 

from Alfordcombe (assumed to be Ilfracombe), where cross winds or storms at 

sea had cast them ‘at land’.  They were now on their way to London, perhaps 

having served in Ireland.  The sequence of places mentioned, from Loxbeare, 

on Friday night 6 January 1681/2, to Halberton for the Saturday and Sunday 

and then to Hemyock for Monday night, suggests that the troops were travelling 

at about eight to ten miles per day.  

Although it is reasonable to say that the European and Irish wars 

accounted for many of these soldiers on the move, some of them had come 

                                                 
39 QS/B Box 145 Epiphany 1699. Evidence was given by Charles Delbridge of 
Doddiscombleigh, William Dinocke of Maidstone, Kent and James Smith.  
40 QS/B Box 109, petition from the poor alehouse keepers of Halberton with those of Loxbeare 
and Hemyock, Michaelmas 1682.  
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from operations further afield.  Returns from areas such as North Africa, the 

East or West Indies or other scenes of conflict were possible. Devon provided 

good links to Ireland and to places to the west and south, but for many of the 

European battles, Portsmouth and the eastern ports provided more convenient 

access.  In 1688, Halberton recorded two soldiers travelling from Minehead to 

Portsmouth.  It is possible that this contributed to the numbers of soldiers 

moving through Devon being lower than the frequency of wars would suggest. It 

is also evident that, particularly in the 1690s, there were considerable numbers 

of the wounded returning homewards from France.  The loss or maiming of a 

breadwinner would impact on their dependents.  Given the numbers crossing 

Devon and passing through Axminster, the chief effects may have been felt in 

other counties.  During this period of the seventeenth century, the 

churchwardens of the majority of parishes studied gave alms to soldiers less 

frequently than they did to seamen.  With a few exceptions, such as Mary Tavy 

from 1687 to 1697, soldiers were also less numerous as travellers than 

seamen. 

D. Seamen 

In the sample parishes shown in the graphs, Figures 4.2-4.7, almost all 

years with records show at least a few seamen, but the numbers also show 

some marked peaks.  It was anticipated that the numbers of seamen would 

show a correlation with the various naval wars.  In 1673, during the Third Anglo-

Dutch War, Gittisham gave to 122 travellers, mostly seamen, and the following 

year to a further forty-five, ‘most of them seamen for a war’. 41  

The years to 1700 saw an expansion of trade in which Devon played a 

considerable part.  Bideford and Barnstaple were engaged in the colonial trade 

                                                 
41

 Gittisham: 2350A/PW/1. 
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with the American and West Indian colonies and the south coast ports traded 

with cross-Channel Europe, the Mediterranean countries, Newfoundland and 

New England.42  Transatlantic trade involved the use of ports in southern 

Ireland as last or first landfalls and these provided further opportunities for 

trade.  From the 1650’s, trade with the Baltic countries had been added to that 

of fishing in Icelandic and Newfoundland waters and the other existing 

mercantile routes. The Navigation Acts required merchandise traded with the 

colonies to be carried in English ships and, from 1696 onwards, at least three-

quarters of each crew had to be English.43  Trade alone led to an increase in 

seamen and the need for additional naval men, during the Dutch Wars in 

particular, added to their number.  

Peter Earle has found recently that between 1582 and 1686, the number 

of English seamen increased from circa 16,119 to 50,000, after which the 

numbers appear to have stabilised.44   Devon had provided a good third of the 

total, but as the numbers in other areas increased, Devon’s proportion declined.  

A sample from the years 1665 to 1720, put the county in second place after 

London and in terms of its ports, Plymouth, Dartmouth and Exeter were noted 

as the birthplaces of sixty-three, 4.2 per cent, of the 1,500 sample of seamen.45   

Extrapolated as a proportion of Earle’s total of 50,000 seamen, this 

would give 2,100 seamen, perhaps rather high for the three ports alone, but not 

impossible for the county.  Starkey thought that during the seventeenth century 

a good season in the Newfoundland trade alone ‘…might see upwards of 

                                                 
42 A. Grant, ‘Devon Shipping, Trade, and Ports, 1600-1689’ in The New Maritime History of 
Devon, Vol.1 ed M. Duffy, S. Fisher, B. Greenhill, D.J. Starkey, J. Youings (Conway Maritime 
Press in association with the University of Exeter, London,1992), pp. 130-38, at pp. 136-7. 
43 Navigation Acts of 1650, 1651 (Commonwealth); 1651 re-enacted 12 C 11 c. 18 (1660, 
effective April 1661) and 7/8 W 111 c.21 (1696). 
44

 P. Earle, ‘English Sailors, 1570 – 1775’, in “Those Emblems of Hell”? European Sailors and 
the Maritime Labour Market, 1570-1870, ed. P. C. van Royen, J. Brujn and J. Lucassen 
Research in Maritime History 13 (International Maritime Economic History Association, St. 
John’s, Newfoundland, Canada, 1997), pp.73- 92, at p.76. 
45

 P. Earle, ‘English Sailors, 1570 – 1775’, pp. 75-82. 
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10,000 men leave the West Country for the fishing grounds…’  Devon received 

the greatest demands for manpower for the navy, like the request for 1,300 men 

in 1678.  Since England was at peace with the French and the Dutch, they were 

possibly for the Mediterranean, as treaties of peace with Algiers and Tunis were 

not signed until 1682 and 1686 respectively, or perhaps for the convoying of 

merchant ships. Clearly, Devon had many seamen although any shortfall in 

volunteers for the navy still had to be made up by the press.46 

 Ugborough, on the southern edge of Dartmoor, paid for keeping 

impressed seamen brought by the constables on 13 June 1666.47  In the 1670s 

parishes were asked to provide lists of their seamen. Goodleigh paid a shilling 

to return a list of seamen in 1672 and incurred further expenses in returning 

warrants to have seamen appear before the deputy vice admiral and for 

searches for seamen.48  In 1690, Modbury named the ‘seamen inhabiting the 

parish’ and delivered the list to Brixham.  They also paid a guard to carry eight 

seamen to Plymouth, no doubt to ensure that they reported there.49  The press 

men on land were said to have had a hard time in Devon, sometimes being 

forced to enlist those unsuitable for service.  Pressing men usually involved 

costs in beer as in St. Loye’s in 1665.   In 1673, East Teignmouth gave money 

to travellers, pressed seamen who had passes and paid a further 14s ‘… for 

Bear and Expenses in and about the taking of seamen for his maities servis’.50  

    While most seamen came from the coastal areas, some came from 

inland places such as Buckland in the Moor and Moretonhampstead.51  Seamen 

                                                 
46 D. J. Starkey, ‘The West Country-Newfoundland Fishery and the Manning of the Royal Navy’, 
in Security and Defence in South-West England before 1800, ed. R.Higham, (Department of 
History and Archaeology, University of Exeter, Exeter, 1987), pp. 93-101, at p.95. 
47 Ugborough: PWDRO 884/170. 
48 Goodleigh: NDRO 1742A/PW1. 
49 Modbury: 269A/PW8. 
50 Heavitree, St Loyes: 3004Aand/adds/PW4/2; East Teignmouth: 3231A/PW1. 
51 J. D. Davies, ‘Devon and the Navy in the Civil and Dutch Wars, 1642-1688’ in The New 
Maritime History of Devon, Vol.1,  pp. 173-78, at pp.176-7. 
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were likely to spend varying proportions of their time in the merchant service 

and the navy, either from choice or because they were pressed out of a 

returning merchant ship to serve the crown.  As a master mariner, Gilbert Clapp 

(1663-1733) was unlikely ever to have claimed charity, but his memorial tablet 

lists his various ship commands and ends ‘…and Master mare (of/at) sea on 

ships of War several years.’ 52  During the seventeenth century, Britain was said 

to have become ‘…the possessor of the world’s largest trading fleet and the 

world’s most powerful navy.’ 53 

 Given the overall increase in the numbers of merchant and naval 

seamen, it is not surprising that the frequency with which they were assisted in 

the years 1660-1700 showed an increase over that of the earlier years to 1662.  

Table 4.1 shows that the figures ranged from 37 to 83 per cent in the northwest, 

where they were boosted by those of Hartland with Harton.  

The distribution of seamen travellers through the years cannot be related 

solely to the wars.  High numbers of seamen were assisted during the peace of 

the 1680s as shown in Figures 4.4, 4.5 and 4.7.   During peace time, the 

merchant fleets were more active and this would have led to more seamen 

ashore at the ends of their voyages, travelling to return home to see their 

families or to gain contracts with other ships, possibly in other ports.  The 

actions of the Barbary corsairs, privateers and pirates continued, so some naval 

seamen were needed to convoy merchants’ ships.   

Alphington specifically said that the soldiers and seamen aided by the 

parish in 1685 were ‘disbanded’.54  They may have come from Tangier, a 

military post acquired by the English but which was relinquished following a 

                                                 
52 Memorial tablet on external south wall of St Gregory’s Church, Dawlish. It was not unusual for 
ships of war to have a master mariner for nautical purposes, with a soldier as ship’s captain in 
charge of the war manoeuvres. 
53 Earle, ‘English Sailors’, p.91. 
54 Alphington: 1481A/PW4. 
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bombardment of the town in that year. It was said that there were some 4,000 of 

the King’s men -‘soldiers, sailors and engineers’- there, some with wives and 

children so that subsequently a whole community had to be removed.55    

As England’s maritime commerce and navy were doing well during this 

time, seamen’s wages increased faster than inflation, particularly from 1675 to 

1700. 56  So why did they require assistance on their journeys through the 

county?   Seamen who had been impressed for the navy received their coat and 

conduct money, but having been thus equipped, were likely to vanish before 

reaching Plymouth. It was thought prudent at the times of the Dutch Wars to 

ship men from Plymouth to Portsmouth in order to ensure their arrival there.57  

Those who absconded, if their money was spent before they reached home, 

may have been in need.  The naval seamen returning from war, who had surely 

earned their wages, not infrequently found themselves still awaiting their 

money.  Although some money might be withheld as a check on ‘…high levels 

of desertion’, the government was frequently in arrears and unable to pay.  

Even Pepys admitted that the navy owed them ‘…so much money…their 

families must starve if we do not give them money…’ 58  Apart from the contents 

of their sea-chests or their equivalent, seamen’s wealth was often theoretical.  

The merchant seaman was normally paid at the end of his voyage and, if 

enterprising, may have engaged in a little trade of his own so that he came 

ashore a relatively wealthy person.  However, not all merchants were equally 

good at paying the wages; some may have deducted a portion of the money 

                                                 
55 A. Tinniswood, Pirates and Barbary (2010, Vintage, London, 2011), pp. 250-53; N. Matar, 
Britain and Barbary, 1598-1689 (University Press of Florida, Gainsville, Florida, USA, 2005), pp. 
163-5.  
56 P. Earle, ‘English Sailors’, pp. 73-87, 91-2; C. Hill, The Century of Revolution 1603-1714 
(1961, Routledge Classics, Abingdon, 2010), pp. 210-215.  
57 Davies, ‘Devon and the Navy’, p.177. 
58 R. Hope, Poor Jack: The perilous history of the merchant seaman (Chatham Publishing, 
London, 2001), pp. 133-5, p.135 quotes from Pepys’ diary; P. Earle, Sailors: English Merchant 
Seamen 1650-1775 (Methuen, London, 1998), p.188. 
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claiming that the seamen’s negligence had led to some of the cargo having 

spoiled.59  Seamen may have been poor when they travelled to seek another 

contract, having used their earnings to support their families or while living 

ashore, but some subsequent poverty may have been self-inflicted, if too much 

money was spent in an ale house.   ‘The Jolly Sailor’ inns of Newton Abbot and 

Teignmouth may have been sources of temptation for some.60  

Assuming that he is the same man each time, professed seaman Daniel 

Hunt appeared in Devon on thirteen occasions as shown in Table 4.2.  There 

were four entries for 1670/1, which possibly should be in the reverse order, but 

they were undated.  These entries suggest possible travel to/from Bristol. There 

are variations from one occasion to another.  While travelling companions might 

be expected to vary, the numbers of children also varied as did the supposed 

location of his home.  The periodicity of his appearances could be consistent 

with taking various voyages and South Tawton parish, which saw him most 

often, includes the old main route to Okehampton and onwards to Cornwall. The 

extent to which he was genuine is debateable, especially when it is found that at 

Easter 1676 he was in the county bridewell for begging with a false pass and 

that he was to be sent to Ireland.  Perhaps his claims were ‘genuine’ 

sometimes. 

In 1674, William Eveleigh and his son Edward ‘who came out of Turkey’ 

were helped by South Tawton on their way to Bristol, having landed at 

Salcombe.61  The Exbourne accounts for 1675 also refer to William Eveleigh, 

alone, lately from ‘Turkey’; the occasions need not be so separate if the travel 

crossed 25 March year change, but then one wonders what happened to the  

                                                 
59Hope, Poor Jack, p.133. 
60 D. Beavis, Newton Abbot: The Story of the Town’s Past (Barracuda Books Limited, 
Buckingham, 1985), pp. 53, 94; H. J. Trump, Teignmouth: A Maritime History (Phillimore, 
Chichester, 1986), p. 28. 
61 South Tawton: 2915A/PW2. 
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Table 4.2 
 

Daniel Hunt’s Travels in Devon 

Year Parish Account Payment 

1666 Ashcombe Daniel Hunt & Martaine Sanders 1s-0d 

1666 South 
Tawton 

Danniell hunt and five children which ware 
travelling from Cornwall to London 1s 6d 

1667 
South 

Tawton 
Daniell Hunt of St. Thomas & Martin Sanders of 

Linston (?Lympstone) 2s 6d 

1668 Hartland Pd Daniell Hunt & 5 other persons which had A 
pas to travell home into Cornwall 1s-0d 

1670 Tiverton pd Daynell Hunt and 3 children by Mr. Mayor's 
order 2s 6d 

1670 High Bray James Allen & Daniell Hunt wth five Children 
that had A passe 1s  0d 

1670 Goodleigh pd to James Allen his wife & children & Danyell 
hunts familys having taken hurt and losses 1s-0d 

1670 South 
Tawton 

Daniel Hunt his wife & children being six of 
them in all by consent of the parishioners 1s 6d 

1672 Goodleigh Daniell Hunt & Robert Keele & there 
children 1s 6d 

1672 South 
Tawton 

Daniel Hunt, Robert Kelly & six more poore 
seamen 1s-0d 

1674 South 
Tawton 

Daniell Hunt & John Norton seamen with 
four others which came from Ireland and 
going to Cornwall as by their certificate 

appeareth 

2s-- 

1676 South 
Tawton 

Daniel Hunt & the rest of his company 6 
se(a)men which had pass for relief 1s 6d 

1676-
Mid-

summer 

County 
Workhouse 

Daniell Hunt and Honour Hunt-‘wandering 
and begging with a counterfeit lett pass’- to 
be sent ‘to Minehead to Slygoe (Sligo) in 

Ireland’. 

n.a. 

Sources: Churchwardens’ accounts and QS/B Box 95 Midsummer 1676 Workhouse                    
Calendar (Sixty-six prisoners included one deserter and a total of eight who had 

   been begging, three of them, including Daniell and Honour, with counterfeit passes.) 
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son.62  However, that same year, a William Eveleigh and his son, Edward, said 

to be of Kenn, were in trouble for taking a sheep in the nearby parish of 

Ashton.63  The tales need not be mutually exclusive, but it is possible that a 

number of plausible, but actually fraudulent, cases were passed by the 

churchwardens.  Modbury’s references to those from captivity reflect the 

conflicts of the times, with those from the Dutch in the 1670s, from the ‘Turks’ in 

1682 and more in 1692 and those from the French, including some women and 

children, in the 1690s.64  Those ransomed from the ‘Turks’, from captivity or 

returning from prisons would also have been in need, even if they had been 

exchanged prisoners.   

Although the numbers were not as great as those of soldiers passing 

through Chudleigh in 1624, unexpectedly high numbers of seamen were aided 

by the parishes of Huish, whose accounts begin in 1688/9 and by Offwell. In 

Huish, the numbers of seamen ranged from thirty-seven per cent of the total 

helped in 1693/4 to over ninety per cent in 1697/8 and 1698/9 as shown in 

Table 4.3.   The route through Huish seems to have been used mainly by 

seamen and some soldiers, rather than other travellers. 65   Those of 1688 to 

1690/91 might be linked to either William III’s time in Ireland or perhaps a 

shipwreck, while those of the later years may have been returnees from Ireland 

or from war with France.  If this were the case, they may have been returning to 

Bideford or Barnstaple from Plymouth. 

At Offwell, a parish which includes a portion of the main Honiton to 

Axminster route, of a total of sixty seamen who were helped in 1691, twenty-

                                                 
62 Exbourne: 3326A/ADD/PW1. 
63 QS/B Box 94 Michaelmas 1675. 
64 Modbury: 269A/PW8. 
65 Ordnance Survey Explorer series sheet 127, scale 1:25,000, grid reference 534111 and 
square 5211.  An existing private track and public footpath, which pass the church at Huish, 
probably pre-date the ‘New Road’ which is part of the present A386 route between Bideford and 
Plymouth via Okehampton.  
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four were described as from a shipwreck on the coast of Scilly and thirty-one as 

sick and from Dartmouth.  Of 143 seamen recorded in 1692 twenty-three were 

sick, ‘lampst’ or ‘crepid’ and some others were said to have come from Ireland 

or France.   One was from ‘Turkey’.  The number possibly rose to over 200 in 

1694.66 

Table 4.3 

Travellers helped by the Churchwardens of Huish and Offwell: 1688 to 1698/9 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
 Sources: Huish and Offwell Churchwardens’ Accounts. Huish: NDRO 2389A/PW1; 
Offwell: DHC 364A/PW1/a/1. 

    N. B. It is not clear in the original whether the figures for Huish for 1689/90 
are for that year alone or also a further part of the previous one.  If the latter, the 
percentage is only fifty. 
n.a. not available 
* Of these soldiers, 22 were described as Irish. 
** 5 of the seamen were sick. 
# 14 Dutch and 8 Spaniards. 
 
 

Almost all were said to be from France, in some cases a French prison, and a 

proportion of them were sick or maimed.  It seems reasonable to assume that 

these were the casualties of the war with France who were now on their ways 

                                                 
66There were forty-seven plus a portion of 325 ‘seamen and others’, which suggests that 
seamen were the majority. 

 
 

Soldiers Seamen Irish ‘Foreign’ 
Vagrants & 

others 
% Seamen 

 Huish Off--
well 

Huish Off-
well 

Huish Off-
well 

Huish Off-
well 

Huish Off-
well 

Huish Off-
well 

1688
/9 

8  18  0  11  7  41  

1689
/90 

0  40  25  0  6  56  

1690
/91 

0  11  2  0  10  48  

1691
/2 

0  0 60 0  0  
21 (9 
were 

vagrants) 
39 0 61 

1692
/3 

0 11 54 143 0 2 0 1 30 32 64 76 

1693
/4 

35* 10 37** 48 18 1 0 0 11 64 37 39 

1694
/5 

26 21 47 200 
? 

4 0 0 22# 8 (all 
women) 

c. 
190 

55 ?46 

1695
/6 

26  88  0  0  11  70  

1696
/7 

n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a.  n.a. . n.a.  

1697
/8 

0  109  0  0  5  96  

1698
/9 

0  61  0  0  3 (all 
women) 

 95  
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home, although apart from those of 1691, we do not know where they had been 

landed or their intended destinations.  Journeys from Plymouth or Dartmouth, or 

possibly from the north coast via Tiverton and then eastwards via Axminster, or 

westwards from a port such as Portsmouth, would have been possible.67  

 Whether or not the seamen’s assistance from Huish and Offwell 

parishes was influenced by the presence near Huish of John Granville or at 

Offwell, of Prideaux of Netherton in Farway remains debateable.  John 

Granville, or Grenville, senior, was the First Earl of Bath, and took over from 

Christopher Monck as the Lord Lieutenant of Devon from 1685 to 1696.  He 

also became Monck’s heir in 1688 and so inherited Potheridge, in Merton, 

adjacent to Huish.  However, the inheritance rights were disputed, so his 

possible influence in Huish may be limited.   We do know that as a Member of 

Parliament, he ‘…made four speeches attacking the vile conditions in the navy’ 

and was concerned for the relieving of wounded seamen. 68  The Prideaux 

family provided eastern Devon with a number of justices of the peace during the 

seventeenth century, but no specific link with maritime affairs has been found.69  

None of the above factors account for the high numbers of seamen 

travelling in the 1680s, but extracts from St. Budeaux churchwardens’ accounts 

for 1687/8 offer some explanation.  These include the statements:  

Gave a Shipmaster and three men that were castaway  1s-6d 
 Gave two seamen and a poor woman that were castaway  1s-0d 
 Gave seaven seamen that were castaway  1s-0d 
 …eleven seamen that were castaway  1s-0d 
 …nine poore seamen that were castaway the Irish shoare  1s-6d 
 …three poore seamen that were castaway  1s-0d… 

                                                 
67 The next records for Offwell are not until 1699/1700, when just one man with six children was 
given 6d.  
68 John Granville, later Baron Granville of Potheridge, Merton, the parish adjacent to Huish. 
www.historyofparliamentonline.org/volume/1660-1690/member/granville (27/01/2017); V. Slater, 
‘Grenville, John, first earl of Bath (1628-1701)’, Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, online 
edn, Jan 2008. His family home was in Cornwall, at Kilkhampton, where he was buried. 
69 M. Wolffe, Gentry Leaders in Peace and War (University of Exeter Press, Exeter, 1997), pp. 
30-1. 
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That year, the parish helped a total of thirty-seven people who had been 

‘castaway’, or shipwrecked, including one woman.  In 1699, the accounts also 

include other such cases among the total of 119 travellers given charity, mainly 

from August through to October, which include:   

 Aug 11th pd 2 families castaway going to Ireland nine in number 1s 6d 
           ………………………………………………………………………………. 

Sept 7th 10th pd 7 seamen castaway & almost naked 1s pd A man & his 
wife & 4 children1s 70 
 

Those recorded on 7 September 1699 were ‘almost naked’.71  They must have 

lost everything, including their chests of belongings, to the sea, or have pawned 

what they brought ashore for money since spent.  October entries included 

those coming from the West Indies, Ireland and New England. 

 A large number of seamen claimed to have been shipwrecked or 

castaway.  Even if some were bogus, the churchwardens’ accounts suggest 

that many were genuine. Hartland gave few details, but Braunton and three 

south Devon parishes provided considerable detail which is shown in Table 4.4. 

In all four parishes of the table, the numbers fell into four fairly distinct periods 

suggesting periods of stormy weather.  The highest proportions of shipwrecked 

seamen and other travellers occurred between 1684 and 1688 and again from 

1698-1700.  In 1684, twenty of twenty-nine seamen recorded in Wembury’s 

churchwardens’ accounts had been castaway, including the ‘7 seamen that 

ware castaway the 29 of December’.  There were more such in 1685 and in 

1686, when there is a reference also to ‘bad weather’.72  Between 1689 and 

1697, Wembury dealt with four bodies cast ashore. The parish buried a person 

from the foot of the cliffs in other years, for example, ‘a woman under clift 1s 6d’  

                                                 
70 PWDRO St. Budeaux’s churchwardens’ accounts for 1687/8 and 1699/1700, micro-fiche 
542/46-10-11.   
71 PWDRO St Budeaux: 542/46/10 and /11. 
72 PWDRO Wembury 125/8. 
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Table 4.4 

Assisted Travellers described by Churchwardens 

as Shipwrecked or Castaway: 1674 - 1700 

Braunton: NDRO 1677A/PW/2; Newton Ferrers: PWDRO 1421/14; St Budeaux: PWDRO 542/46/10 and /11; Wembury: 

PWDRO 125/8. 

 

 in 1676.73  The Ordnance Survey map marks ‘The Tomb’ by the cliffs:  the 

configuration of the coast may mean that the location is one where anything 

afloat is washed onto the beach or rocks.74 

 An exception to the figures of the tables is found in Dartington, inland 

from Dartmouth where, in 1689/90, churchwardens recorded the giving of alms 

                                                 
73 PWDRO Wembury’s churchwardens’ accounts, fiche 125/8: 1676,1684,1685 and 1686.  
74 Ordnance Survey Explorer OL 20 G. R. 525482. 
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to a total of eighty-three seamen who had variously lost their ship and 

sometimes also their goods, nine of them in Falmouth.  Sixteen claimed that 

their ship was ‘wase by the ffrinch’ (i.e. wasted by the French) with whom 

England was again at war. In addition to these, there were twenty-one Dutch 

who had lost their ship. All were reported as travelling in groups, the smallest of 

eight, by an order or by pass from a justice of the peace or other official.  

 In Braunton, the ‘18 seamen at one time castaway on ye Barr load with 

wine and Sack & for diet and Lodging  9s 0d’, in 1698, must have been genuine, 

for the implication is that the bar was that of the Taw-Torridge estuary.  A later 

entry that year refers to twelve soldiers cast away on the ‘barr’.  The local 

people also may have been aware of ships wrecked on the shores of Ireland 

and Wales, but it would have been more difficult to know whether the claimed 

shipwrecks at the Isles of Scilly or near London were genuine.  

 The reasons for shipwrecks or similar events could be from lack of 

seamanship, but more likely as a result of the weather and/or the effects of a 

sea battle.  Perhaps an overlap of hazardous weather and the beginnings of 

war led to such high figures.  There is corroborative evidence for severe 

weather in 1683, 1684, 1686 and 1693.  In 1683, the Duke of York said that he 

did not ‘…remember to have heard that at any one time so many men-of-war 

and other ships have been lost by stress of weather.’ 75  Axminster constables’ 

accounts- within the churchwardens’ accounts- referred to ‘extremity of weather’ 

in 1693, when seamen were receiving assistance as a consequence.   

                                                 
75 F. H. Blackburne Daniell and Francis Bickley, eds CSPD Oct. 1683-Apl 1684 and CSPD May 
1684-Feb.1685 (both HMSO, 1938), p. 98, 18 November 1683; two further references to ship 
losses are given on pp. 290, 397 and another in 1684-1685, p.227.  The men, en route to 
Bristol, were saved by a Dutch ship and taken into Portsmouth.  
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Apart from the earlier references to Nicholas Frost and his friends in 

1662 and Daniel Hunt, only one case of a false pass, dated 26 March 1700, has 

been found in quarter sessions’ examinations.   

Rodger Camp, a supposed seaman, was examined at the Easter 

sessions 1700.  He had a ‘pass’ which claimed shipwreck and had all the 

necessary content, including an allowance of nineteen days to reach relations in 

London, supposedly issued by John Davis, the mayor of Bideford.76  Someone 

took the trouble to check on the mayor’s name:  it was not John Davis.  

Shipwrecked seamen were found away from the coasts also, as in Cruwys 

Morchard, mid-Devon, in 1678 and 1690, probably as they returned to their 

homes or home ports.   

War could have contributed, since as well as shipwreck, or the men 

being castaway, some referred to the ships having been burned.  The examples 

are from accounts for 1698-1700, with eleven claiming in 1700 that their ship 

was burnt in Teignmouth and others that their ship was burnt in Dartmouth. 77   

The dates raise questions as the French raid on Teignmouth was in 1690, but 

accidental ship-board fire was possible.  

The increase in mercantile and naval shipping, conflicts in Europe and 

elsewhere, the use of privateers by all sides, war in Ireland, inclement weather 

and the resulting shipwrecks and castaways contributed to the numbers of 

seamen on the move in Devon, often in groups which might equate to ships’ 

crews.  Many seamen would have been homeward bound, which could mean 

moving between ports.  Many were in a genuinely poor state and worthy of the 

churchwardens’ alms, but hidden within the numbers may have been 

                                                 
76 QS/B Box145 Easter 1700. (Rodger Camp) 26 March was, under the old calendar, the first 
day of 1700.  
77 PWDRO Wembury: 125/8 (1698); DHC Chivelstone: 3043A/PW/1/a/1 (1698); Harberton:  
333A/PW1 (1700). 
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absconders and those gaining charity by pretence. War and weather, in 

particular, affected all those at sea.  

E.  Irish  

 Among the shipwrecked persons helped by St. Budeaux in 1699 were 

families who had been going to and coming from Ireland.78  However, they were 

not said to be Irish like some of those who were aided by Huish, as shown in 

Table 4.3. Compared with the years to 1662, those who were designated Irish 

were assisted less frequently in all areas and the actual numbers recorded 

dropped also as shown by comparing Tables 3.1 and 4.1 and the graphs of the 

sample parishes given in Figures 3.3 to 3.7 and 4.2 to 4.7. 

Before 1660, the Irish had travelled through Devon in considerable 

numbers in response to events in their country.  Irish people continued to seek 

help in Devon, but periodically rather than regularly, except in East Budleigh, 

see Figure 4.5, which recorded them each year from 1663 to 1675. Those of 

1663 were classed as gentlefolk and seven groups of Irish women and children 

travelled there in 1666.  Those who were said to be from Ireland were not 

always said to be Irish. The disbanded soldier and his family recorded in St 

Budeaux on 11 September 1699 were probably English, but others may have 

been those sometimes referred to as English-Irish, in other words, English who 

had settled there.79   

Although not said to be Irish, a company of seventeen travellers, with a 

brief for ‘a great Lost in Ireland by the warrs,’ and a Mrs Grace Gray, a widow 

with nine children who claimed to have suffered great loss in Ireland, were 

helped by High Bray’s churchwardens in 1694. In 1666, the same parish had 

helped Elner Porter, and six people with her who claimed great loss ‘by the 

                                                 
78 PWDRO St Budeaux: 542/46/11.  
79 PWDRO St Budeaux: 542/46/11. 
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dutch in Ireland’ and another group of sixteen claimed loss by fire in Ireland. 80   

That year South Tawton assisted two women travellers who claimed that they 

had been burned out of their houses by the Dutch.81  No evidence for the Dutch 

in Ireland at this time has been found, but if true, the Irish were suffering under 

some wider effects of the Second Anglo-Dutch War or privateering.  In 1667, 

the wardens of Newton Ferrers paid for a guard when the ‘Flemings were on the 

coast’.82  They must have feared that they would attempt to land.  Women were 

numerous among the Irish and others from Ireland, which would have been 

consistent with seeking safety from conflict.  

Some may have been returning after the 1667 peace with the Dutch, but 

there is an overlap in time with the Irish recorded elsewhere in the 1670s. The 

highest annual number of Irish in East Budleigh was twenty-five, recorded in 

1672/3, but the directions of travel were not given.  Ten Irish people passed 

through Lapford from 1672-4, confirming their use of this central route across 

Devon, but the south of the county saw the greater numbers of Irish during this 

period, such as Modbury with thirteen in 1670.83   

The King’s Declaration of Indulgence in 1672, which reduced the 

restrictions on both Catholics and Dissenters, may have had some impact since 

Ireland was a Catholic country with Protestant plantations. It may have made 

England more attractive that year, but other reasons must have been operating 

within Ireland.  There was a serious famine in 1674, when it was reported that in 

the eastern part of Ulster ‘…landholdings, even entire townlands had been 

deserted as the tenant families had ‘gone off’ to beg a living.’  If that was the 

                                                 
80 NDRO High Bray: 815A/PW/3 and PW/2. 
81 South Tawton: 2915A/PW/2. 
82 PWDRO Newton Ferrers: 1421/14. 
83 East Budleigh: 1180A/PW1; Lapford: 2021A/PW1; Modbury: 269A/PW8. 



 211 

culmination of a number of years of poor harvests, some people may have 

arrived earlier in search of subsistence.84  

  Much more notable are the Irish in Devon in the later period.  In 1689, 

Braunton helped thirteen Irish Protestants, Huish twenty-five Irish and 

Holsworthy gave to Irishmen that ‘fled from Ireland’.85  These parishes are all in 

the north and west.   More central Coldridge recorded thirty-three Irish in 1692.  

In the south, Dartington had twenty-five Irish arrivals in 1689-90 and Modbury 

assisted thirty-seven Irish Protestants in 1690.86  The substantial wave of Irish 

travellers in Devon at this time must have been related to the arrival in Ireland of 

King James and the subsequent events.  

 At the time, only Londonderry and Enniskillen were under protestant 

control, so James’ first move was to besiege Londonderry.87  James was 

assisted by French troops, which would account for the group of seventeen who 

claimed, in Broadwoodkelly in 1693, to have been ‘undone by the French in 

Londarry’ (Londonderry), although the people are not described as Irish and 

1693 seems a little late for their arrival.88  The protestant William of Orange took 

an army to Ireland to remove the threat of James reaching Scotland, so in 

1689/90 there were people going to and coming from Ireland.  Many more 

followed from Ireland when the battles began, but they were not designated as 

Irish and so appear as soldiers, vagrants or ‘other travellers’ in the graphs.  

A mixture of war, religious differences and economic conditions appear 

to have influenced the presence of Irish travellers in Devon.  Further, a number 

may have travelled in both directions through the county as they could have 

                                                 
84 P. Fitzgerald and B. Lambkin, Migration in Irish History 1607-2007 (Palgrave Macmillan, 
Basingtoke, 2008), pp.106-7. 
85 NDRO Braunton: 1677A/PW/2; Huish: (NDRO) 2389A/PW1; Holsworthy: 2901A/PW/1/a/1. 
86 Coldridge: 272A/PW3; Dartington: PW3; Modbury: 269A/PW8. 
87 Dudley Edwards with Hourican, An Atlas of Irish History, pp. 47-9. 
88 NDRO Broadwoodkelly: 1772A/PW/2. 
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been returned as potentially chargeable or for vagrancy.  This would have 

increased the frequency with which they were recorded.  Even so, the numbers 

of those designated as Irish occur less frequently and in smaller numbers than 

before 1662.  

F. Other ‘Foreign’  

During the period to 1660, the most frequently recorded foreign travellers 

were those of the Low Countries and France.  This continued to be the case 

until the end of the century, but with the French recorded more frequently.  

Figures 4.9a-d show the foreign travellers who were recorded in four of the 

sample parishes, two in the north-west and two in the south.  There is minimal 

overlap between the dates when foreign travellers were recorded and the 

nationalities given; although 1677/8 appears in two of the graphs, in Braunton 

(Figure 4.9 a) the traveller was Dutch and the one in Hartland/Harton (Figure 

4.9 b) Italian.  

Cornishmen were among those aided by East Budleigh in 1672/3 and 

Combeinteignhead helped ‘fower Cornish men’ in 1686.89  However, most 

Cornish were helped in Hartland/Harton and Braunton, including nine in 1700 

who claimed to have been shipwrecked. Their presence in this area is 

consistent with the north coast route between the two counties.  Others were 

said to be travelling to Cornwall, but were not designated Cornish, probably 

because the use of the Cornish language was in decline. 

Those variously described as Dutch, Flemings or of the Low Countries 

appeared mainly in the later period, but East Budleigh (Figure 4.9 d) recorded 

some during the 1670s, as in 1673 when both Dutch and French were recorded  

                                                 
89 East Budleigh: 1180A/PW1; Combeinteignhead: 3419A/PW/1. 
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North: Braunton

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

16
60

/1

16
63

/4

16
66

/7

16
69

/1

16
72

/3

16
75

/6

16
78

/9

16
81

/2

16
84

/5

16
87

/8

16
90

/1

16
93

/4

16
96

/7

16
99

/1

Years

N
u

m
b

e
r 

o
f 

tr
a
v
e
ll

e
rs Other

Scots

Cornish

Iberia

Low countries

French

 

4.9 a Source: NDRO Braunton 1677A/PW/2.. 

Northwest: Hartland/Harton 
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4.9 b Source: NDRO Hartland/Harton: I. L. Gregory, The Hartland Church Accounts 1597-1706 
(Butler and Tanner, London, 1949). 

 

 

 

Foreign Travellers recorded by Churchwardens:  Devon 1660/1-1700 
Figures 4.9 a & b  
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Southwest: Modbury
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4.9 c Source: Modbury: 269A/PW/8. 

East: East Budleigh
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as travelling with passes, during the time of the Third Dutch War.  More typical 

were those of the 1680s onwards, and especially after William of Orange 

arrived at Brixham, Devon in 1688.  Modbury recorded twenty-seven from the 

Low Countries in 1689/90 (Figure 4.9 c); the same year, Dartington’s 

churchwardens recorded thirty-four Dutch travellers.  These people may have 

been travelling to join Schomberg’s or William’s armies which fought in Ireland.  

Frederick Schomberg was a career military man, serving with the Dutch before 

going to France. As a Huguenot, he had left France in 1685 and joined with 

William of Orange when he came to England in 1688.  He became a naturalised 

Englishman and took charge of William’s army in Ireland, where he was killed at 

the battle of the Boyne. 90 The Dutch were to be found at some time in the 

north, south and east of the county, including fourteen in Offwell in 1694, a year 

when eight Spaniards were recorded there also.  With the exception of the 

Dutch in East Budleigh in 1673, churchwardens’ accounts recorded those from 

the Low Countries only when the Dutch and English were cooperating.    

French travellers mainly came during three time periods, in 1673-4, from 

1685 to 1687 and, not by choice, in the mid to late 1690s.  East Budleigh gave 

alms to French people in 1663/4.  It is possible that there were more in the area, 

since one man, with a boy, decided that they could beg together as a 

‘Frenchman’ with his son, who was the ‘interpreter’, but their ruse was 

uncovered in Ottery St. Mary.91   

East Budleigh recorded high numbers of French from 1670 through to 

thirty-four in 1673 and thirty-nine during 1674.  Those of 1670 may have been 

returning prisoners of war, following the secret Treaty of Dover, but the greater 

numbers occurred during the Third Anglo-Dutch War.  

                                                 
90 J. Cannon, ed. The Oxford Companion to British History (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 
1997), p.841. 
91 QS/B Box 72 Midsummer and Michaelmas 1663. (John ?Sumirs-variable spellings in text) 
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Those from 1685 to 1687 may have been French Protestants like the six, 

probably refugees, who had landed at Dartmouth and were helped by 

Ashprington’s churchwardens in 1685.92  The 1685 Revocation of the Edict of 

Nantes, had led to the ‘draggonades’ against the protestant Huguenots. 

Ashprington’s is the only specific record found but Huguenot communities did 

become established within Devon.  Some settled in Plymouth, Barnstaple and 

Bideford. The last was known to be ‘staunchly Protestant’ and there is evidence 

that some ninety Huguenot families from France settled there between 1685 

and 1720.93  These locations were ports, so did not necessarily require the 

Huguenots to travel across the county.  We know that twelve protestant French 

men and women reached Barnstaple by ship, having paid for their journeys, as   

Jacques Fontaine left a diary of his experiences. 94   He later moved to Taunton 

and then to Ireland. If others did travel in Devon, they may not have needed 

assistance.  

In contrast, some of the French, who comprised the largest national 

group, were here unwillingly.  When ‘many hundreds of French prisoners & 

seamen’ passed ‘in an extraordinary manner’ through Axminster in 1691, the 

cost of £14-7-10 was allowed by the consent of the parish.95  In 1696, Modbury 

had considerable expenses when French prisoners were there.  The last groups 

of French people were present when England and France were at war.  French 

travellers were found mainly in the south, although in 1674, High Bray spent 1s 

6d ‘…for meat drink & Lodging for three frinch men that had a pass for one 

nigh(t)’.  Geographically, their presence in the south is more logical.  

                                                 
92 Ashprington: 2017A/PW/1. 
93 L. Lamplugh, Barnstaple: Town on the Taw (Phillimore, Chichester, 1983), pp.77-78; D. 
Fielder, A History of Bideford (Phillimore, Chichester, 1985), pp. 38-9. 
94 Lamplugh, Barnstaple, pp. 77-8.  
95 Axminster: 406A/add2/PW/1. 
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Impoverished foreign visitors were found in north Devon at other times.  

Between 1684 and 1689, in addition to seventeen Irish, sixteen French and four 

Bretons, sixteen Flemish or Dutch, eight Spaniards and eighteen Biscayans 

sought assistance from Braunton.  The Biscayans all came in 1687; five had 

been cast-away on the Irish coast, three were just listed as having received 6d, 

but intriguingly, ten ‘biscayans with wine’ merited or cost 2s, a little more than 

the rate of 2d per capita often given to others.  The significance of the wine is 

debateable.  It may have been their ship’s cargo.  

The years 1699 and 1700 added one further Dutchman and a German.  

All except five of the Flemish or Dutch recorded in Braunton between 1684 and 

1687 had suffered shipwreck.  In 1699, Braunton churchwardens gave 6d each 

to a ‘Hollander’ who had suffered shipwreck, a German who had arrived from 

‘Turkish’ captivity and a poor traveller ‘of America’.  Goodleigh and Huish 

helped men from Sweden in 1697, possibly the same people.96  In Huish they 

were recorded as seamen, but William’s army included some Scandinavians. 

Some English ships had foreign seamen in their crews, as their numbers were 

to be limited by the act of 1696.97  The foreign travellers in the north relate 

primarily to the occurrence of the shipwrecks as shown in Table 4.4.  

 Other ‘stray’ foreigners included ‘An Italian travailer decrepid’ and an 

‘Iranese’.  Eleven Scots who were recorded in East Budleigh in 1672 were said 

to be victims of ‘loss by fire’. 98  The least expected of all were the five Turks 

who were sent by the mayor of Dartmouth to St Thomas’ workhouse in 1683, 

‘…being brought in by a ship master who took them upp & preserved them at 

                                                 
96 Both NDRO Goodleigh: 1742A/PW1; Huish: 2389A/PW1.  
97 7/8 William III c.22. ‘The Navigation Act’. 
98 NDRO George Nympton: 3731A/PW/2 (1683); PWDRO Newton Ferrers: 1421/14 (1676); 
DHC East Budleigh: 1180A/PW1 (1672). 
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sea on the coast of Barbary.’99  The saving of lives at sea extended to one’s 

adversaries.  It is likely that these were the “one natural turke and fower 

moores” who were later returned to Dartmouth where they were to have 

reasonable accommodation and security and to be put to work until they could 

be shipped back to the Barbary coast at the first opportunity.100 

The French and those from the Low Countries comprised the largest 

national groups to travel in or through Devon.  Their presence and status as 

travellers or prisoners reflected the varying periods of war and peace with those 

territories. French travellers, primarily in the south of the county, came as a 

result of religious persecution as well as the effects of war.  Other nationalities, 

mainly in the north of Devon, travelled as a result of wars, national and religious 

allegiances and especially as the result of shipwrecks.  The misfortunes arising 

from wars, religious differences and weather affected anyone caught up in their 

consequences, perhaps resulting in their becoming travellers.   

G. Vagrants and other Travellers 

 As in the years to 1662, not all parishes distinguished vagrants from 

other travellers, and even then the designations could vary from year to year, so 

all other travellers are considered together.  As shown in Table 4.1, vagrants 

and others, with the exception of the south-west division, were assisted in over 

ninety per cent of the years; there was an increased frequency in all areas.   

However, often they were out-numbered by others, especially seamen, except 

in Halberton and Lapford where other travellers were usually the majority, as 

shown in Figures 4.2 to 4.7. 

 

                                                 
99 QS/B Box 110 Workhouse record, Easter 1683. 
100 A. H. A. Hamilton, Quarter Sessions from Queen Elizabeth to Queen Anne:  Illustrations of 
Local Government and History, drawn from Original Records ( London 1878; Kessinger 
Publishing’s Rare Reprints, U S A, undated), pp.213-4. 
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i) The Effect of the 1662 Settlement Act 

 People seemed to be aware of the 1662 settlement legislation.  In 1662, 

Francis Dobbell petitioned the quarter sessions that although he had served an 

apprenticeship in Mary Tavy, he had lived out of the parish ‘…beyond the 

statute…’ and neither Mary Tavy nor Bishop’s Morchard, where he had married 

and now lived and worked as a husbandman, would allow him a settlement.  He 

asked that the authorities would ‘…grant to him an order for his habitation in 

whatever parish to which the justices should assign him.’101  In 1661/2, the 

Epiphany quarter sessions requested Tormoham to accept John Splatt who 

‘…hath noe settled place of Habitacon of his own and cannot gitt nor procure 

any…his last place was in your said parish…’ A note says that he was settled in 

Paignton.102    

 Such problems might arise in later years out of changed circumstances.  

Mary Chapel of Alfington (or possibly Alphington) deposed in 1681 that she had 

always lived by her own labour until a claimed bachelor, later found to be 

married, brought her into ‘disrepute’, since when the constables would not 

permit her to live in the parish . She had been ‘… forced Last week to Lye two 

nights out of doors which had almost kild her…’ and requested a place of 

settlement where ‘…she may have the conveniency to work for her living 

without being so hurried up and down from place to place’.103  She was to be 

allowed to stay in Alfington until the next sessions. 

The settlement of Hugh Bucknell was disputed by Axminster and Shute 

in 1662.  Quarter sessions’ justices said that Bucknell was to be at ‘libertie to 

settle himselfe where he think best’ but later he was sent to Shute.104  Samuel 

                                                 
101 QS/B Box 71 Epiphany 1662/3.  
102 QS/B Box 70 Epiphany 1661/2. 
103 QS/B Box106 Michaelmas 1681.   
104 QS Order Book 1/10 Easter 1662.   
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Curry of West Putford was said, in the same year, to be willing to work for his 

living, but that the parishioners were unwilling to set him on work and ‘… 

threaten to pull downe his house & by that meanes to make him a vagrant…’  

Also in 1662, George Carnell could not be ‘… suffered to live in quiet in either of 

the said parishes…’ of Tiverton or Kenn, but his family was to remain in Tiverton 

until the next sessions.105   In contrast, Henry Burrow, who had sufficient 

property in Newton St Cyres to maintain him, went begging as did his wife, who 

‘…wanders alsoe abroad begging with her child.’  The court declared that if she 

did not live with her husband she would be sent to the house of correction and 

her child bound apprentice.106   

The concentration of such cases at this time is not so surprising.  The 

cases show how even for the willingly compliant, other parishioners’ 

antagonisms potentially might give rise to vagrancy.  Nevertheless, a few 

seemed to prefer to wander and beg rather than use their available means of 

subsistence.  Some may have returned voluntarily to the parishes of their legal 

settlements.  However, those parishes shown in Figures 4.2 to 4.7, allowing for 

variations in the numbers of seamen and other groups less likely to be 

influenced by its regulations, show no discernible increase in the vagrants and 

others until 1664 to 1666. 

 In Halberton, it is possible that a general increase occurred from 1663 

onwards, as the ‘static’ numbers on the graph were token numbers, when the 

expenses on the travellers increased from 27s in 1662/3 to 42s in 1663/4 and 

up to 77s on soldiers and others in 1665/6, before temporarily declining again.  

Other parishes which provide information for before and after 1662, also show 

that the years 1664 to 1666 had higher than usual numbers of vagrants and 

                                                 
105 QS Order Book 1/10 Easter 1662.   
106 QS Order Book 1/10 Easter 1662 
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others receiving charity, or increases in such payments.  High Bray, Mary Tavy, 

Plymstock and Axminster provide examples.107   

 The exception is Cruwys Morchard where 1663 had a marked peak of 

108 people assisted by the churchwardens.108  Of these, eighty-four were in 

seven groups of ten or more, each headed by a woman, as in the case of the 

party of ‘Mary Ffleetwood and Grace Weke ffourteene in number’, who were 

given 1s 6d. There were some similarly sized groups the following year, just one 

of which gave a destination: that of ‘George Smith & Alexander Brown which 

have a certivicat for to pass into Cornwall sixteen in number 1s 6d’.  This raises 

the possibility that the groups were of vagrants being returned together, to 

elsewhere in Devon, Cornwall or Ireland to the west or somewhere to the east, 

or groups which had perhaps arrived together by ship on the north Devon coast. 

 The numbers may be the result of delays incurred by the judicial process 

or the fact that initially times were sufficiently buoyant economically to limit the 

degree of poverty.  Devon’s woollen industry may have helped in this, but the 

price of wheat in Exeter had been high in 1661 and was followed by a general 

rise in the cost of consumables in 1662, so the increase in those on the move 

may have been a delayed response to this, although the economy recovered 

towards 1665.  However, that year marked the beginning of the Second Dutch 

War.109    

Writing from the viewpoint of an overseer in a Devon parish, in 1686 

Ralph Dunning considered that the 1601 act had been partly responsible for an 

increase in the numbers given parochial assistance, since the: 

                                                 
107 Figure 4.8 and churchwardens’ accounts of parishes. 
108 Cruwys Morchard: 1092Aadd/a/PW/1. 
109 Hill, The Century of Revolution, p.323, Appendix D gives recovery from 1661 to 1665; W. G. 
Hoskins, ‘Harvest Fluctuations and English Economic History, 1620-1759’, Agricultural History 
Review  16, (1968), pp.15-31; Lawrence H. Officer, ‘What Were the UK Earnings and Prices 
Then?’ www.measuringworth.com/ppoweruk/ (11 March 2016). This gives 1662 as having the 
highest retail prices since 1649, and not reached again until 1696.  See also Figure 4.10. 
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…idle and careless … had not taken care to provide for themselves, “the 
parish is, as they say, bound to find them” (provide for them): … the 
numbers of idlers and felons lay in the lax administration of the 
statutes… 
 

Dunning went on to say that the increase in expenditure was:  

… not occasioned by dearth or scarcity of necessaries because there 
was never a greater plenty, but by idleness, profuse expenditure, ill-
bringing up of children.110 
 

These comments suggest that people in Devon were remaining in their parishes 

for assistance. 

 The evidence from the parishes for an immediate impact of the 1662 

legislation is inconclusive, although the quarter sessions’ records suggest that a 

number of people found themselves the victims of parish prejudice and 

disputes.   An influence on the churchwardens’ evidence for movement between 

parishes, including those in dispute, would be the distances involved.  This 

aspect is examined further in Chapter 7.   Short distances would not require 

charity so that they may not be recorded in the documents used. Yet in Devon, 

the 1662 act does not appear to have had a limiting effect on population 

mobility.  Rather, from 1662 to 1700, the numbers of vagrants and other 

travellers will be shown to be irregular, but with an overall increase in those on 

the move.   

ii) Vagrants and other Travellers 1662--1700 

The next increase in numbers did not come until the 1670s, when it is 

more likely to have been influenced by the end of the Third Dutch War.  This 

coincided with poor harvests in the west, resulting in increased Exeter wheat 

prices in 1673 and 1674, a period of increase in the cost of consumables and 

                                                 
110 E.Trotter, Seventeenth Century Life in the Country Parish with special reference to Local 
Government (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1919), p.79.  
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decline in wage rates.111  Later, quarter sessions documents provide the official 

wage rates, with or without provisions, for April 1680 and again by the statute of 

1692.  These are mainly identical, but the maxima payable to menservants in 

husbandry aged under twenty-years was reduced from £3 to a statutory £2-18s 

and for those over twenty from £5 to £4 per annum.  For a woman servant over 

eighteen the rate fell from £2-10s to £2, while for a woman reaping, the rate 

declined from 6d or 12d to 5d or 9d per day, the higher figures being those 

exclusive of ‘meat and drink’.112   

A reduction in the rates paid when ‘meat and drink’ were not provided 

meant such workers had less with which to buy their own supplies at a time 

when wheat prices were rising.  In 1689, twenty-two people signed a document 

of complaint that taxes were great and money scarce.113  Figure 4.10 shows the 

relationships between the numbers of travellers assisted, the Exeter wheat 

prices and an index of the cost of consumables.  The correlation between them 

is not exact, but there is a particularly sharp increase in the 1690s when the 

reduced wages may have had an impact.  Richard Newman, a tradesman of 

Tiverton, complained in a pamphlet entitled ‘The Complaint of English Subjects’ 

that “necessary Provisions were extream Dear” and that in the town were “many 

Poor, Weak and Languishing Creatures” suffering from lack of food.114  It is 

notable that the index for the cost of consumables continued to rise from  

                                                 
111 E. H. Phelps Brown; Sheila V. Hopkins, ‘Seven Centuries of the Prices of Consumables, 
Compared with Builders’ Wage-Rates’, Economica, New Series, 23: 92 (1956), pp 296-314, 
especially Appendix B, p.311.  (This wage rate series has a gap from 1688 to 1700 inclusively.); 
G. Clark, ‘The Long March of History: Farm Wages, Population, and Economic Growth, England 
1209-1869’ The Economic History Review  60: 1 (2007), pp. 97-135, Table A2, pp. 130-34.  
112 QS/B Box 103, Easter 1680; Box 130, Easter 1692.     
113 QS/B Box 125, document of 8 October 1689. (Filed out of sequence)  
114 B. Waddell, ‘The Politics of Economic Distress in the Aftermath of the Glorious Revolution, 
1689-1702’ in English Historical Review 130: 541 (2015), pp.18-51, p. 25 quotes from 
Newman’s pamphlet. The download from http://ehr.oxfordjournals.org/ omits the date of the 
pamphlet, giving only empty squares.(21/07/2016).  As a pamphlet a date of 1699 seems likely: 
the British Library Catalogue gives Richard Newman’s The Complaint of English Subjects 
delivered in two parts…, a book, as London 1700. 
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1697 although the wheat price fell. The end of the Nine Years’ War may have 

influenced both prices and the numbers of travellers, but other factors also 

will have influenced the varying numbers.   

 A population increase at this time has been shown.115 From 1670/1, the 

assets of those released from a debtors’ prison had been used for the benefit of 

creditors, so that they left prison with little beyond the permitted tools of their 

trades.  Their debts may have reflected more difficult economic times and 

released debtors may have added to the numbers of travellers and vagrants.116    

Veterans of the earlier wars who were no longer able to work for their 

livings could find themselves in want and some petitioned the quarter sessions 

for pensions.  Elias Thomas, a former soldier of Ottery St Mary, had been in 

receipt of an annual pension of £4, but in January 1679/80, ‘since the war with 

Holland’ it had been reduced to only £1-10s. He was ‘… very infirme & in great 

poverty…’117  By 1690, two veterans of the Civil War were petitioning for 

assistance: Tobias Adams of Lifton was then seventy-six, ‘ … or 

thereabouts…grown very feeble’, and one of Hennock, who had fought at 

Naseby, ‘... being very ancient about Eighty yeares of age is become altogether 

unable…’ to work at his trade of miller.  The latter appears to have been 

awarded 40s per annum. 118  Their needs and those of their dependents would 

have increased the number of people suffering poverty and potentially those 

trying to ‘make shift’. 

 The nature and numbers of those who became vagrant varied.  Some 

vagrants had ‘friends’ who helped them escape arrest.  Certain vagabonds, who 

                                                 
115 See section A of this chapter. 
116 22/3 Chas II c.20. 
117 QS/B Box 102 Epiphany 13 January 1679/80.  
118 QS/B Box126 Easter 1690.   
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 ‘… went under the notion of Egiptians…’ managed to escape when two men 

wounded and beat a county marshal at Burrington.   As a consequence, 

Hancocke, the marshal, was unable to work for two months.119  More serious 

offenders were imprisoned or subjected to hard labour in the bridewell before 

being returned to their parishes.  The worst offenders might be sent to the 

gallows, or, from Devon at least, men might be transported to work on a colonial 

plantation and their wives sent back to their parishes of settlement.   In 1682, 

Mathew Aires and Richard, Thomas and Peter Stan(d)ley were convicted of 

being ‘dangerous rogues’ and were to await transportation, but the two wives, 

Margaret Aires and Elizabeth Standley were returned to their respective 

parishes in Cornwall and Lincolnshire. 120 

The numbers of such people held in four different bridewells for the years 

1658/9-1662 was reported to the quarter sessions.121  Usually there were not 

more than two or three per annum, including those who had run away from their 

masters, comprising about 20 per cent of the prisoners.  Excluding the 

runaways, the figure falls to 12 per cent. The duration of detention varied from 

one to ten weeks.  Only Humphrey Coles, who with his three children was in 

Honiton Bridewell on 9 August 1660, was such a serious offender that he was 

sent to ‘Exson at the sisons…and they were committed to the Galoe by Sr 

Putter.’122  

For later years, Table 4.5 gives vagrant figures for Exeter and Plymouth. 

 

                                                 
119 QS/B Box 128 Epiphany 1690/1.  
120 QS/B Box 108 Midsummer 1682. 
121 QS/B Box 89 Epiphany/Easter 1672/3 (It is possible that the documents are here as their 
content may have been gathered in relation to the building of the new St Thomas’ 
workhouse/house of correction and the bridewells of Great Torrington, Honiton, Newton Abbot 
and Tavistock were to be closed.  
122 QS/B Box 89.  The 9 August 1660 entry suggests that he was ‘Sir Putter Priddix’, probably 
Sir Peter Prideaux of Netherton in Farway, the neighbouring parish on the southern side of 
Honiton.  
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 The movement of offenders across the county may have added to the number 

of escapees, although soldiers and seamen were the more common of these.  

In the 1670s, Plymouth lost two absconding soldiers and six pressed seamen. 

The latter were brought from Falmouth to Plymouth by ship, but they had 

managed to ‘flee away’ on arrival in Plymouth.123  Plymouth tended to have 

higher numbers of seamen and soldiers at its quarter sessions, probably a 

reflection of the town’s status as an important port and service base for the navy 

and its having a force based at the citadel.  Men from these establishments 

were often involved.  This table shows an increase in numbers in the 1670s, but 

especially for the sample periods of 1679/80-1683/4 and 1689/90-1693/4. 

       The use of sampling may have distorted the figures to some degree, but it 

seems likely that these periods saw more who were committed to St. Thomas’ 

Workhouse/house of correction and to county quarter sessions’ examinations.  

For example, Sarah Shilliford was taken up as a ‘wandring beging person’ who 

had committed offences in Mary Tavy in 1677.  As she was pregnant, Sarah 

was spared the statutory whipping before being sent to Pillaton, Cornwall.  The 

process cost the constables 11s. 124  Two vagrants in High Bray in 1664 were 

whipped and made to spend the night in the stocks, watched over by guards 

who were provided with beer and candlelight; similarly, vagabonds taken in St. 

Budeaux, in 1684, when brought back from the justices, were ‘whapt in ye 

Greene’ at a total cost of 14s 7d.125  The same year, Uplyme paid women to 

wake and then escort four travellers, presumably women, who were carried 

from tithing to tithing.  In 1693, one vagabond in Modbury was simply carried 

‘out of town’, but a further six were given ‘quarters’, overnight accommodation, 

at a cost of 6d a head and then a shilling between them.  

                                                 
123  PWDRO W 325, February 1672/3, 8 June 1672. 
124 Mary Tavy 1134 A/PC 1 Constables’ accounts.   
125 NDRO High Bray: 815A/PW2 (1664); PWDRO St. Budeaux: 542/46/10 (1684).   
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 The treatment received by vagrants was variable.  A group of ten 

counterfeit Egyptians, three men and seven women, were committed to Exeter 

gaol by the mayor of Tiverton in 1670 as they were found in possession of 

silverware, and ‘…divers old Periwigs felt for disguises…’126  Some vagrants 

travelled under various pretences, with false passes, or even terrorised 

parishioners by threatening to burn their houses, like Peter Pettin, who was in 

St Thomas workhouse in 1671, and said to be ‘a wandering idle vagrant 

p[er]son [who] refuseth to worke [and] threatened to burn houses’ .127   

 William Ffarrant was described in 1681 as a ‘terror to the inferior sort of 

people’. He had been itinerant for fifteen years, although he claimed to have 

worked for various people for a few weeks to nine months.  He was of Whimple 

and apprehended in Devon, but said that he had been to north Devon, Ireland, 

Glamorganshire, from Swansea back to Ilfracombe and into north Cornwall for 

several years before returning to east Devon.128   

 There is one physical description of a vagrant given in the Plymouth 

records, but provided by a hue and cry of 1676 from the constable of 

Burlescombe.  William Hutchins, on the run since mid January, appears to have 

been involved in the stealing and selling of a ‘sorril nagg’, a reddish-brown small 

horse.  He was aged about thirty-five, was wearing an ‘old gray wate full of 

meale & an old white hatt and a flaxun periwig long visage and black under the 

eyes and a browne beard.’129   

                                                 
126 QS/B Box 126 Easter 1690 Gaol calendar.     
127 QS/B Boxes 86 midsummer 1671  & 145, Epiphany 1699/1700 testimony of Charles 
Delbridge of Doddiscombleigh concerning James Smith of Ireland; other examples may be 
found: 128 Epiphany 1690/1; 72 Midsummer 1663; 86 Midsummer 1671, 101 Midsummer 1679 
and 145 Epiphany 1699/1700; Boxes 86 and 87, midsummer 1671, Michaelmas 1671 and 
Epiphany 1671/2.   
128 QS/B Box 106 Michaelmas 1681, William Ffarrant. 
129 PWDRO  W 326 115 Sessions’ examination book 1674-1678, pp. 235-6. February 1676. 
‘Wate’ was possibly a waistcoat. 
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 Vagrants were an expensive problem and the costs may have deterred 

some parishes from the strict application of the laws.  Two seamen, who were 

discovered by constables in the course of a night watch at Tedburn St. Mary in 

1674, were escorted by four men to Topsham.  Justices were not mentioned.  In 

1676, the parish commented on the ‘extraordinary charges to vagabones’.  The 

‘sturdy fellow taken up at Taphouse’ in 1684 was taken to justice of the peace 

Sir Thomas Carew, which alone cost 5s, almost as much as taking the seamen 

to Topsham.  However, if constables or churchwardens were judged to be 

ineffective, they could find themselves in the bridewell. 130 

Some vagrants may be subsumed in the ‘block payments’ made to 

constables by churchwardens and in unspecified groups of travellers or those 

sent from tithing to tithing.  For example, in 1670, Colebrooke recorded costs for 

those carried from tithing to tithing at 10s 9d and those travelling poor people 

with passes, £1-8s-6d.131  For Colebrooke that year, based on expenditure, it 

would appear that the vagabonds constituted 27 percent of travellers, but 

probably fewer, since the vagabonds tended to cost more.  Numbers in St. 

Thomas Workhouse varied from seven to twenty-three per annum from 1671/2 

onwards, as shown in Table 4.5.132  The proportion of vagrants to ‘other’ 

travellers is difficult to assess due to the varied nature of the records and the 

vocabulary used in the accounts.  The person with a pass might be innocent of 

any wrongdoing, or a vagrant now returned to his/her parish of settlement. 

Vagrants may have had undefined travel paths during their wandering 

and begging; some pressed soldiers or seamen tried to avoid their prescribed 

destination; others were on their ways home, to their parishes of settlement, to 

                                                 
130 QS/B Box 113 Epiphany 1683/4. 
131 Colebrooke: WSL sB/COL 5/1618/MOR 76835. 
132 QS/B Boxes 86-128. 
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employment or in search of friends or other assistance. However, a number of 

those travelling in Devon were from beyond the county, as shown in Table 4.6.  

 

Table 4.6 

The Origins/Destinations of Vagrants given in the 
         Quarter Sessions’ Records of Plymouth and Devon, at Exeter 

(Samples of Years 1670-1700 and 1662-1700, respectively) 
 

 Plymouth Exeter 

Origin/destination Number As % Number As % 

Devon 6 14 21 25.3 

Cornwall 6 14 16 19.3 

Somerset, Bristol, Dorset 9 20.5 13 15.7 

Other counties 16 36 18 21.7 

Ireland 0 0 3 3.6 

Scotland/Wales 5 11 3 3.6 

Other countries 2 4.5 1 1.2 

For transportation 0 0 8 9.6 

Total 44 100 83 100 

 

         Sources: PWDRO W 325-328 (1670-08, 1685-8, 1692-5; DHC QS/B 

Boxes 70-72 (1662-4); 83-91 (1670-04); 102-112 1679/80-84); 125-134 

(1689/90-94/5); 140-145    (1697/8-1700).  The information was not given for a 

further 34 of those in the Exeter records. 

 

In the case of Plymouth, just over fifty per cent of travellers were from beyond 

the south-western counties, whereas at Exeter, omitting those for transportation 
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for whom no origins were given, the figure at just thirty per cent is still 

significant.  The actual numbers of people involved were similar. Plymouth’s 

importance as a port probably accounts for this difference. 

iii) Families, women and children 

The numbers who travelled as family groups, as lone women or widows 

with or without children, increased in the later seventeenth century.  As the 

writer’s initial analysis required the numbers of soldiers and seamen, when a 

soldier or seaman was recorded with his family, the man was counted by 

occupation, but the wives among ‘others’.  Results from the analysis sheets 

recording travelling groups found that only a few soldiers or seamen were with 

their families.  

 The churchwardens of Dartington assisted ‘(T)wo of his maities Souldiers 

which ware maimed their wives & 4 children’ in November 1665.  A lieutenant 

who had ‘received great loss’ in service to Charles, together with his wife and 

four children and two seamen with their wives and families were helped by the 

parish in 1678 and 1679 respectively.133  The numbers of such families 

increased through the 1680s, as in Harberton with two each in 1687 and 

1688.134 Three seamen and four soldiers, all with their families were supported 

by Mary Tavy in 1697.135  Sometimes the relationships between the members of 

the travelling group are not certain; Hartland helped a group of six seamen, two 

women and six children which had a pass in 1686; one soldier, two women and 

five children were in Colebrooke in 1693.136  

 The extent to which the wives and families travelled with the seamen 

and soldiers is unknown, but some travelled as far as the last English port of 

                                                 
133 All Dartington: PW3. 
134 Harberton: 333A/PW1. 
135 Mary Tavy: 1134A/PW/1. 
136 Gregory, The Hartland Church Accounts 1597-1706 (NDRO); Colebrooke churchsardens’ 
accounts: WSL sB/COL 5/1618/MOR 76835.  
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call, others stayed with their husbands throughout their deployments, or 

travelled to meet their spouses when they returned to England.  Those that 

travelled with their husbands gained a degree of security in terms of 

maintenance, but even by the end of the eighteenth century, the numbers were 

not thought to exceed six per cent of any regiment.137  Matar notes that the 

families who went to sea, even if intentionally only to the last port of call before 

ocean travel, help to explain why a number subsequently became the victims of 

captivity by the Barbary pirates. 138   

In the churchwardens’ accounts, groups specified as families returning 

from captivity do not appear until the 1690s, when they were returning from the 

French.  A man, a pregnant woman and their children and a Dutch man, his wife 

and five small children, all of whom had been taken by the French were among 

those helped by churchwardens in Goodleigh in 1692.139  It is possible that the 

ship had been taken by a French privateer.  Women and families were more 

likely to have been on ships which carried passengers. In 1694, Goodleigh 

helped John Gilbert, his wife and family who had been taken by the French 

when coming from the West Indies and two further families had been taken by 

the French before they reached Devon were helped by East Budleigh and 

Morebath in 1694 and 1696 respectively. 140   

Unusually, Morebath churchwardens assisted a solo woman who was recorded 

as having been a prisoner in France in 1693/4.  The following year, in addition 

to two groups of travellers which had been prisoners in France, there were at 

least two women who claimed that they had been prisoners in St. Malo. 141  Had 

                                                 
137 C. Gibson, ‘Minors on the March’, Ancestors, September 2008, pp. 48-53 at p. 48. 
138 N. Matar, Britain and Barbary, p. 76. 
139 NDRO Goodleigh: 1742A/PW1 (1692).  
140 NDRO Goodleigh: 1742A/PW1 1694; DHC East Budleigh: 1180A/PW1 (1694); Morebath: 
2983A/PW/2 (1696).   
141 Morebath: 2983A/PW/2 (1693/4 and 1695). 
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the women been released ahead of any men with whom they may have been 

taken?  

Women travelling without men could travel considerable distances with 

the help of deceit.  Elizabeth Griffan of ‘Linn in Norfolk’, assumed to be King’s 

Lynn, had gone to Weldon in Northamptonshire to see her daughter, Anne 

Crispen whence they had been brought tithing to tithing to ‘Ardenly in this 

county (Devon)…’ where they ‘… pretended that they did live…’ and that now 

they were intending to go back to ‘Linn, the place of their former habitation’.  

Since pretence was admitted, it might cast doubt on the whole story, although 

only ‘Ardenly’ is geographically inaccurate.142 

Among the women, the status of ‘Mrs’ or ‘gentlewoman’ occurred more 

often than might be expected.  Four gentlewomen, who had sustained losses in 

Ireland, had a pass from his majesty’s commissioners and received 3s 6d from 

Halberton’ churchwardens in 1662; two other gentlewomen, who had a brief for 

their husbands who were in ‘Turkey’ were also treated generously.143  An Irish 

gentlewoman with four children and another gentlewoman on her own were in 

East Budleigh in 1663.144  The numbers of such women in the 1660s was 

exceeded in the 1670s. Of thirteen women with their families who passed 

through Cullompton in 1671, nine were designated ‘Mrs’ or ‘gentlewoman’ by 

the churchwardens, although two gentlewomen with nine children appeared 

twice.145  Whether this was a coincidence, a double visit, an accounting error or 

even creative accounting we cannot know, but in the second entry the 

                                                 
142 PWDRO  W 325 114 Plymouth Sessions’ examinations’ book, p.128, 2 January 1672/3.  The 
nearest ‘solutions’ to Ardenly would be Arlington in north Devon, or Ardingly in East Sussex. 
143 Halberton: 4074A/PW/2. 
144 East Budleigh: 1180A/PW1. 
145 Cullompton: 2404A/PW/2. 
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churchwardens accorded them only half the first amount.  Later in the seventies 

there were further cases of small groups titled ‘Mr and Mrs’.146   

Similarly, there were increases in the numbers of widows.  Elizabeth 

Corwill, in company with three others in High Bray in 1667, said that her 

husband had been killed by the French.147  Women aided by South Tawton in 

1669 and each year from 1674 to 1676, claimed that their husbands had been 

variously lost at sea, drowned, killed by the Dutch, slain or lost in His Majesty’s 

service.148  These dates suggest that the husbands had been lost in the Second 

and Third Dutch Wars respectively.  In Mary Tavy in 1670, a ‘distressed’ 

gentlewoman, whose husband had been killed in service, had a pass to travel to 

Ireland, although she was not said to have been Irish.149  

Of those described as ‘Mrs’ or ‘gentlewoman’, a good number were 

linked to Ireland.  At least five women came from Ireland through St. Budeaux in 

1689.150 The numbers of women or widows, with or without children, increased 

further in the 1690s.  Two poor widows with eight children had left Ireland in 

1691; they were followed the next year by another two with one child, their 

husbands killed in the war and, less clearly, ‘A poor widow woman & 6 children 

that their husbands were killed in the wars in Ireland’.  They were likely victims 

of the war between the troops of William and James.  However, not all such 

travellers that year were suffering the effects of war, as another woman and two 

children were victims of a fire in ‘debtsom in Devon’ (?Dittisham).151  Of eight 

women with their children who went through Holsworthy in 1691, four were from 

Ireland and two had been ‘ruined by fire’, but no reason was given for the 

                                                 
146 Cullompton: 2404A/PW/2. 1671, 1673, 1678. 
147 NDRO High Bray: 815A/PW2. 
148 South Tawton: 2915A/PW2. 
149 Mary Tavy: 1134A/PW/1.  
150 PWDRO St Budeaux: 542/46/10. 
151 NDRO Braunton: 1677A//PW/2. 1691,1692. 
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further two who had twelve children with them.152  The number of children 

present in a group, with one or both assumed parents, was given more often 

during the 1660-1700 period than in earlier records, so it was possible to gain 

some idea of the sizes of such families on the move at this time. 

The numbers of children were recorded more often in respect of groups 

of women and children and, occasionally, a lone man with a child or children, 

rather than for families. Where a number has been given in relation to a family it 

is not always clear whether it is inclusive or exclusive of the parents, or any 

other adults.  Data was collected in respect of families and lone ‘parents’, with 

400 examples of the first and 761 for the latter from 1659 to 1700.  Where there 

were multiple women and children, the children were assigned per woman, but 

using whole numbers e.g. five children between two women were counted as 

two and three, although this may not have been the case.  Some may have 

been recorded from more than one parish, or more than once over time, or 

children apportioned incorrectly, but it is hoped that the general picture has not 

been invalidated; there would be some counterbalance from the unrecorded 

travellers and those travellers for whom documentation is lost.  

 For families, the median was found to be three children, but for the lone 

parents, it was two.  The inter-quartile ranges were from two to five children for 

families and from two to four for lone parents.  A greater size range within 

families than for lone parents, especially widows, might be expected.  The 

overall range extended upwards to at least ten children for both categories, and, 

if the number did not include a second group, to twelve in one instance.  The 

mode for families was four and that for a lone adult only two.  One gets the 

impression that some of the ‘gentlefolk’ had marginally larger families, but this 

                                                 
152 Holsworthy: 2901A/PW/1/a/1. 
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could reflect the fact that they were less likely to have had children become 

parish apprentices who were resident with others. 

It has been assumed that the children were genuinely those of the adults 

and that all of these parent/child units were poor or had become impoverished.  

Writing of the population of Devon, J. Barry considered the household sizes for 

circa 1660.  Excluding Exeter, he found estimated sizes of 5.11 and 5.58 

persons per household; allowing for two parents, this would suggest that there 

were at least three children per family.153   The travelling families included some 

who were not from Devon, but their family sizes were fairly typical of those of 

the time.  

Many of those travelling through Devon did so in groups, including some 

families and women with children, but a minority, including some of the 

vagrants, were solo travellers.  For example, between 1675 and 1694, 

Exbourne recorded eight lone women but twenty-three lone men; in Braunton, 

the difference was greater: four lone women to sixty-eight lone men from 1677 

to 1699.  There were few lone women. 

In 1696, Morebath churchwardens gave to Mrs Joanna Dun and 

Elizabeth Bond each of whom was travelling by a pass, but a third woman was 

given only as a ‘traveller that [had] had her house burnt’.154  Others were war 

widows, like the distressed gentlewoman returning to Ireland via Mary Tavy in 

1670.155  Newton Ferrers’ churchwardens assisted a number of female 

travellers. How a woman’s husband came to be killed at ‘St. Coullom Church’ 

(St. Columb, Cornwall seems likely) at some time before 1675 is open to 

speculation but in 1683, widow Pearse from Maker in Cornwall had a certificate 

                                                 
153 J. Barry, ‘Population Distribution and Growth in the Early Modern Period’ Historical Atlas of 
South-West England ed. R. Kain and W. Ravenhill (University of Exeter Press, Exeter, 1999), 
pp. 110-117 at p.114. 
154 Morebath: 2983A/PW/2. 
155 Mary Tavy: 1134A/PW1. 
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to collect for the redemption of her captive son and a gentlewoman from Lincoln 

had an order to travel for eleven months.156   A good many of the lone women 

were widows, particularly in the late 1660s and again in the 80s.  An occasional 

lone Irish woman was found on the roads, like the one with a brief passing 

through Dartington in 1665 and Mrs Mary Trencher recorded by Lapford in 

1667.157 

One suspects that the ‘woman great with child going for Wales’ travelled 

alone through Morebath in 1699 did so in order to secure a degree of 

anonymity.  The churchwardens gave her a generous 2s 6d, possibly to their 

own advantage.   In the same way, South Tawton churchwardens gave two 

shillings to a woman ‘…that was Ready to have Child to ride her out of the pish.’  

Alphington reported that a woman had run away from her bastard child in 1699. 

The so-called ‘bedlam’ woman, assisted by Wembury in 1681, if genuine, may 

have eschewed company or not been considered companionable by other 

travellers.158   

Fewer details were given in relation to the men.  Two lone men, each 

said to be travelling by pass, were aided by Morebath 1696.  More information 

was given for the occasional lone child.  The ‘putting of A child which was in 

passe in or p[ar]ish ff (?) by the officers of Chemley’ cost South Tawton a full 

10s in 1676.159  Had the child been sent by Chulmleigh to South Tawton which 

then wished to pass him or her to the relevant legal settlement, or return the 

child to Chulmleigh?  The same year, the parish also dealt with a lost child who 

                                                 
156 PWDRO Newton Ferrers: 1421/14 (1675, 1683). 
157 Dartington: PW3 (1665); Lapford: 2021A/PW1 (1667). 
158 Morebath: 2983A/PW/2 (1699); South Tawton; 2915A/PW2 (1668); Alphington: 1481A/PW4; 
PWDRO Wembury: 125////8 (1681). 
159

 South Tawton; 2915A/PW2 (1676).  
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was said to have been born at ‘Elton’ or ‘Etton’.160  East Budleigh helped a lone 

maid in 1677.161  A poignant example was that of the child recorded by the 

churchwardens of Mary Tavy in 1697.   

‘a maid about ye age of 5 or 6 years old’ who was being conveyed from 

parish to parish: 

… sevell times…three tymes being conved by a Contrary passe to A 
pish neer Plymouth called by a fack name as theire was none of that 
name in at that parts for at last it was ordered by Justice Harring to be 
conve[ye]d back againe to Exson ye waye that it first came. 
 

 Mary Tavy provided her with meat, drink (crossed out) and attendance.162    

Exeter would have been a long way for a small child.  The incidence of children 

travelling without their parents was very low, but there is no indication that those 

in the records were orphans being returned to their actual, or imagined, legal 

settlements or to relatives, although that may well have been the case. 

iv) Reasons for Travel 

Fires, in Devon and elsewhere, continued to give rise to travellers.  In 

1665, Richard Lyne and William Barter had a certificate from the general 

sessions at Exeter, duly signed by the deputy lieutenants of the county, to 

enable them to ‘gather the benevolence of well disposed people towards the 

lost sustained’ by fire in Bovey Tracey.  It was honoured with three shillings in 

Mary Tavy on 29 July that year; a further two shillings was contributed by 

Cruwys Morchard, also in 1665, for the relief of those who had had their houses  

burned in Bovey Tracey. The same year, Newton Ferrers gave 2s to John Row 

                                                 
160 The Ordnance Survey National Atlas of Great Britain (Hamlyn Publishing Group Limited, 
1986, Guild Publishing, London, for Book Club Associates) The index lists seven Eltons and two 
Ettons, in counties ranging from Gloucestershire to Cambridgeshire to Cleveland.  If true, the 
child was a long way from ‘home’.  Or was it a misunderstanding and Elton was the surname? 
161 East Budleigh: 1180A/PW1 
162 Mary Tavy: 1134A/PW/1. A printed transcription gave the place of return as Epson, which 
might be for Apsom, i.e. Topsham; one hopes not Epsom; but Exon for Exeter seems likely. 
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of St Thomas towards his ‘loss by fire’. 163 

In contrast, as many as fifteen families travelled together through Stoke 

Rivers in 1688 and a further forty-five people, in groups from eleven to nineteen, 

all received contributions towards loss by fire.164  The numbers suggest a major 

fire in one place, but it is not stated. A major fire in adjacent Barnstaple, or even 

a fire in Ireland, is a possible explanation. Or was there a connection with the 

reported ‘…fireing of Exon’ ?165  Known major fires in the county include that at 

Cullompton in 1681, which affected 120 families and another at Chagford in 

1691.166 

Goodleigh frequently assisted those who had suffered from fire, some 

claiming to have come long distances. What might be interpreted as Carlisle 

could be a transcription error, but Cambridge is written clearly, as is the County 

of Kent. Those two families each had a pass to travel to Cornwall.167  Dartington 

gave 2s 10d to the widow Elizabeth Walton who, in 1666/7, travelled with a 

petition ‘under the hands of several justisses of the paice’ who certified that she 

had had losses of £500 in the Fire of London in 1666.   The parish helped 

another London family which had suffered by fire on 22 November 1667.168  

Two people, who claimed to have lost by fire in Northumberland and to be 

travelling to Plymouth, were helped by Newton Ferrers in 1673.169    

The numbers of people, of all kinds, who had suffered shipwreck or other 

losses at sea, were high, as Table 4.4 shows.  Those recorded by Braunton 

                                                 
163 Mary Tavy: 1134A/PW/1: Cruwys Morchard: 1092Aadd/a/PW/1; PWDRO Newton Ferrers 
142/14. 
164 NDRO Stoke Rivers: 2286A/PW1. 
165 J. R. Chanter and Thos Wainwright pub., Reprint of the Barnstaple Records Volume 2 
(Barnes, Barnstaple, 1900), p.163.  No other reference to a fire in Exeter at this time has been 
found. 
166 QS/B Box 105, midsummer 1681; Box 129, midsummer 1691.  
167 NDRO Goodleigh: 1742A/PW1; 1666-68, 1670, 1680-84 and 1686-1690 and in all save one 
year to 1699.   
168 Dartington: PW3 1666-7.  This was presumably the Great fire of London of 1666. 
169 PWDRO Newton Ferrers: 1421/14. 
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show the effects this might have on the composition of groups of travellers in 

Devon.  A number of foreigners arrived as well as, for example, fourteen 

Londoners who came from the West Indies in 1686.  The composition of some 

groups is not given, but the following year two men with their wives and children 

had suffered shipwreck coming from Barbados.170    

Losses at sea could be suffered without being shipwrecked.  If some 

losses were related to the Third Dutch War, there were further such losses 

during the war with France.  When they travelled through Morebath in 1695, 

fourteen travellers claimed that they had lost everything to French privateers 

and another eighteen that their ship was lost to the French coming from 

Barbados.171  In the south of the county the numbers were higher, not all of 

whom were described as seamen. A total of eighty-eight, twenty-one of them 

Dutch, who had lost their ship, with or without their goods, probably to the 

French, provided the extreme example.172   

The storms of this period may have been responsible for coastal and 

other flooding if the travellers are believed.  South Tawton gave to John Orton, 

his wife and two children who had suffered from a ‘sea breach’ in the Isle of Ely 

in 1676.  The following year, the churchwardens of the same parish gave 

money to Mrs Mary Dealefountaine, Henry Dealefountaine, Henry Crossar and 

their family, a total of fourteen people, possibly Huguenots, ‘being att the 

Change of two horses to carry their severall children who dwelt… in 

Lincolneshire…had their lands and goods drowned to the value of £2,900 …’.173  

Floods might affect people of any status.  In Braunton, a family of Protestants 

from Lincoln claimed that they had had to be rescued from their roof top by 

                                                 
170 NDRO Braunton: 1677A/PW/2. 
171 Morebath: 2983A/PW/2. 
172 Dartington: PW3 (1689). 
173 South Tawton: 2915A/PW2. 
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boat. 174  There were further floods in Lincolnshire in 1699, when several 

families were aided by Clawton and Mr Graham received a contribution towards 

his loss of land from St Budeaux.175  

Seven who came from Tangier and men returning from ‘Turkey’ received 

support from Halberton in 1664 and 1676. 176  In 1688, a group of twelve 

travellers ‘who were captives in Turkey’ and a minister and two men who came 

from ‘Turkey’ were assisted by Braunton.   Goodleigh also made a payment, in 

1692, to a minister that had been ‘taken in Sallee & received great lost & 

indewered great misseary’.177  Ransoms were high and might be increased, like 

that for the son of Thomas Suckas of Exmouth which, by 1681 had been raised 

from £80 to £120.178  Consequently people continued to collect money for men’s 

release.    In 1686, a man of ‘Dynestenton’ (?Kingsteignton or Drewsteignton) 

received 2s from St. Budeaux, ‘by consent’, towards the redemption of his 

son.179  

 As with those who suffered at sea, the number of those from beyond 

Devon was greater than between 1598 and 1662.  In 1692, Goodleigh 

contributed money towards the redemption of a merchant of (West) Chester 

who was in French hands.180  In other cases, women requested assistance 

because their husbands had been taken.   For example, a group of women with 

six children told the churchwardens of Lapford in 1684 that their husbands had 

been taken by the ‘Turks’ while, a year later, another woman informed them that 

                                                 
174 NDRO Braunton: 1677A/PW/2 (1690).    
175 Clawton PW2; PWDRO St Budeaux: 542/11. 
176 Halberton: 4074A/PW/2 (1664 and 1676).  
177 NDRO Braunton: 1677A/PW/2; NDRO Goodleigh: 1742A/PW1.   
178 QS/128/57/3. The son had been on a ship which was taken by an Algier’s man-of-war in 
October  1677.  
179 PWDRO St Budeaux:542/46/10. 
180 NDRO  Goodleigh: 1742A/PW1. 
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her husband had been taken by the ‘Turks’ and her house burnt, perhaps during 

a shore raid on the coast of southwest England or Ireland.181    

The movement of poor travellers also spread disease.  In 1698, John 

Elton, his wife and four children were said by the churchwardens to be ‘out of 

the smal pox’ when travelling through Frithelstock.182  As a port, Plymouth was 

concerned particularly about disease being brought ashore.  Two were fined for 

going on a ship which had come from Cadiz, ‘where the plague was,’ in October 

1681 and another, coming from Antigua in 1692, was accused of not performing 

quarantine.183  Not all of the families studied here were of Devon but they had 

all been reduced to poverty by economic circumstances and especially natural 

and man-made disasters.   

  A variety of reasons gave rise to the necessity to travel, whether in 

groups, families, women and children or as individuals: some were of Devon, 

others were from distant parts of the country, having travelled overland or now 

travelling overland having been brought ashore at other than the ‘home’ port.  

H. Conclusions 

Except locally and briefly in relation to the Monmouth Rebellion, soldiers 

were a minor component of the travellers and they tended to be the returning 

wounded rather than outward bound.  Seamen became an important proportion 

of travellers in many years, due to their generally increased numbers and 

especially in relation to the wars. Their service was not only in the near waters; 

many on naval or merchant ships went to and from the Mediterranean and 

across the Atlantic.  Some suffered from privateers, became prisoners of war or 

Barbary captives but managed to return to Devon some time later.   

                                                 

181Lapford: 2021A/PW1 (1684 and 1685). 
182 NDRO Frithelstock: 3788A/PW2. 
183 PWDRO Plymouth Quarter Sessions’ Book, 1675-1694. October 1681 and ? Easter 1692. 
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 Although relatively few were described as Irish, a number of people were 

travelling to or from Ireland, many of whom were responding to the 

consequences of politics giving rise to Catholic-Protestant conflict in the island. 

These included ministers and a considerable number of women and children. 

The number of journeys to and from Cornwall given by the churchwardens, plus 

those recorded by the quarter sessions, suggest that there were more who were 

of Cornwall than were designated as Cornish, as there had been in the years to 

1662.   Foreign travellers, mainly from the Low Countries or France were 

related to the varying war-time allegiances, religious persecution and 

shipwrecks. 

Any increase in those who were obliged to travel as a result of the 

‘Settlement Act’ seems to have been proportionately less than for those 

travelling long distances.  Except for those of border parishes, resettlement 

within twenty miles would have kept most people within the county and those 

travelling shorter distances may not have needed assistance from the 

churchwardens.  Dr E. J. Buckatzach’s surname study showed that parishes 

varied in the proportions of people who had moved.184  The evidence from this 

chapter is inconclusive in respect of the immediate impact of the 1662 

legislation, but its effect on travel is examined in more detail in part three of the 

thesis. 

Families and other travellers with children, including those who were of 

higher social status, were on the move in greater numbers than before 1660, 

mainly as a result of wars and misfortunes.  Of the misfortunes, fires featured 

more highly than before, along with major floods and the many shipwrecks, 

within and beyond Devon.   

                                                 
184 Spufford, ’Population Movement’, especially pp.45-47. 
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The numbers of people who received assistance while on the move in 

Devon continued to be highly variable from 1660 to 1700.  Although there were 

spatial variations in the numbers and the categories of people, for ‘vagrants and 

others’ there was an overall increase, both over 1598 to 1662 and through this 

time period to 1699 as shown in Figures 3.10 and 4.10.  Using expenditure as a 

guide to change over time, Figure 4.8, clearly shows the relative lull of the main 

inter-war period of the mid 1670s to the late 1680s, but the peak numbers of 

general travellers did not occur across Devon at the same time.  This is shown 

by comparing the graphs for Halberton, Figure 4.3 and Modbury, Figure 4.4. 

The highest numbers of general travellers, shown in Figure 4.10, tended to 

occur when the effects of wars and an adverse economic situation combined.  

This was especially the case in the early 1690s, at the beginning of the Nine 

Years War, when poor harvests, increased prices of wheat and consumables 

and, in Devon, some maximum wage reductions, combined to give a decline in 

real wages.185  Such conditions were certain to make life more difficult for the 

poor. 

Those from Ireland, the foreigners and a proportion of the vagabonds all 

contributed to the greater distances which many travelled.  For the sample of 

those from the quarter sessions, the increase in those from beyond the south-

western counties rose from 8 per cent to over 39 per cent, if those to be 

transported are included, as shown by Tables 3.8 and 4.6.  For travellers in 

general, the churchwardens’ accounts also show that a proportion expected to 

travel long distances.  The churchwardens of Mary Tavy, 1662-77, and of 

Braunton from 1684-1700, provided considerable detail, allowing the mapping 

                                                 
185 QS/B Box 103 Easter 1680; QS/B Box 130 Easter 1692.    
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of the ‘desire lines’ of travel to particular places and areas. These are shown in 

Figures 4.11 and 4.12.  

Given the location of Mary Tavy, the dominance of travellers to and from 

Plymouth and Cornwall is not surprising, but the next most common were 

travellers to and from Bristol and the southeast. The majority of the named 

places are ports, but five people who claimed to have been landed in Penzance, 

following release from ‘Turkish pirates’, and who were going to Berwick were 

less expected.186  In the case of Braunton, Cornwall and the rest of Devon are 

less important as destinations or origins of travellers, but the extensions 

northwards to Liverpool and Chester and eastern coastal counties is marked.  

Seamen, and others affected by major misfortunes, contributed to the necessity 

for such long-distance travels.  Many were travelling through Devon rather than 

just within the county. Data from all of the churchwardens’ accounts for this 

period is used for Figure 4.13.  This confirms the earlier travel routes through 

the county, but also shows some differences in those who travelled them, when 

compared with Figure 3.9.  The importance of Mary Tavy for those recorded as 

being of Devon is accounted for by the numbers travelling to or from Bideford 

and Barnstaple in the north and Plymouth in the south, as shown by the 

numbers in Figure 4.11. More foreigners appeared in the north than before, but 

mainly accounted for by shipwrecks; the numbers in the south are not 

surprising, but the concentration of them in East Budleigh is unexpected.  Had 

some come into Exeter/Topsham, adding to those travelling eastwards from the 

south-west?  The travel routes of those to/from ‘other counties’ and the 

importance of the Okehampton (South Tawton) area as a travel junction have 

become clearer and are shown in Figure 4.14.  

                                                 
186 Berwick features more after 1700, when it is known that there was a garrison there. 
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Although times within England were less turbulent than before 1662, 

increases in merchant and naval shipping, in trans-Atlantic travel, the Dutch 

Wars and an increase in those affected by maritime misfortunes all contributed 

to the numbers of travellers.  The misfortunes of other natural disasters within 

and beyond Devon, variable harvests and probably an increasing population, 

added to the increase in the numbers of people on the move. The rise in 

numbers of such travellers seems to have been part of a nationwide increase, 

with an attendant increase in the use of fake passes, which led to the legislation 

of 1698, to be effective from Lady Day 1700.1  The consequences of this are 

examined in part three.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 11 & 12 William III c. 18:  ‘An act for the more effectual punishment of vagrants, and sending 
them where by law they ought to be sent.’  
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Part III 

1700 to circa 1800 

‘…the new act was made that people must not ask nothing…’2 

Introduction 

John Ashton and his friend, John Whitehead of Berry (Bury) in 

Lancashire, discovered the hard way that 24 June 1700 was an important date 

for travellers who had expected alms from the churchwardens and who, like 

them, had been  ‘… partly living upon the kindness of good people…’ until the 

‘… new act was made that people must not ask nothing’. This was part of their 

response when they were examined as vagrants in Plymouth in February 

1700/01, following the implementation of the act of 1698.   The act also had 

important implications for those who had to administer the new regulations.  A 

major effect of the legislation passed in 1698 was to remove most of the 

responsibility for the travelling poor from the churchwardens and the church, 

giving it instead to the parish and hundred constables and the county.3   

 Parochial obligations continued in respect of the provision of 

accommodation for army contingents moving between postings, people who 

were to be removed from one parish to another or who were being passed from 

constable to constable or returned to the parish.  People travelling legitimately, 

including naval seamen and those delivered ashore from shipwrecks, were 

issued with passes; some churchwardens referred to such people as 

‘passengers’.  A genuine pass was primarily a travel document, which meant 

that the holder would not be taken up as a vagrant: it did not provide a 

guarantee of charity.  Some churchwardens and overseers did give to 

‘passengers’, but they were not obliged to give charity to such travellers.    

                                                 
2 PWDRO  Plymouth quarter sessions, W 329, 19 February 1700/01. 
3 11&12 William III c.18. 
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 Part three considers the effects of the legislation on the resources for 

poor travellers on the move as well as the general background of the eighteenth 

century. Together these will aid the understanding of the results of the research 

into travellers in the eighteenth century.  For the purpose of this study, an 

important consequence of the legislation is that the churchwardens’ accounts 

are no longer such a useful source of information and greater use has to be 

made of the other documentation which is available, partly as a result of the 

new legislation.   

The legislation, the resources and general background are considered 

for the whole century in Chapter 5.  This is followed by the thematic 

consideration of the travellers, the soldiers, seamen, Irish and other foreigners 

in Chapter 6 and then all other travellers in Chapter 7, each covering the whole 

century.  Although for the eighteenth century there are fewer exact numbers of 

travellers from churchwardens and constables available than for the 

seventeenth century, it is shown that similar periodic major increases in the 

numbers of those on the move occurred.   It also becomes clear that the 

periodic increases in their numbers in Devon are not solely the result of 

variations in the economy.  A comparison of the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries, which shows both similarities and differences in the reasons for 

travelling and the consequences for such travellers, followed by a consideration 

of Devon in its wider context, are given in Chapter 8.   
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Chapter 5 

Legislation and Process, Resources and Background 

This chapter takes the implementation of the ‘new act’ of 1698 as its 

beginning. The act affected the documentation which is available for the 

eighteenth century.  Although the evidence from churchwardens’ accounts is 

reduced, information from constables’ accounts and the examinations and 

settlement certificates of the overseers, supplement the parochial sources.  

These, together with the documents from the quarter sessions, provide further 

information on those obliged to travel to their legal parishes for relief.  

Legislation was concerned especially with the perennial problem of vagrancy 

and the maintenance of the poor within their parishes of legal settlement.  The 

improved organisation of the army and navy meant that they became a 

recognised category within the regulations, but those from abroad continued to 

provide the local administrators with some problems.  Although the available 

documentation is different, it remains possible to study people on the move in 

Devon. 

A. Legislation and Process 

 The increase in the numbers of people on the move and in the use of 

counterfeit passes led to the act of 1698.4  From 24 June 1700, any person with 

any form of pass or testimonial was to be sent to the constable, who would take 

the person to the nearest justice of the peace to be examined.  If the document 

was considered genuine, the constable was to order him or her to the relevant 

town or to the first place in the next county through which the person should 

pass; if the document was counterfeit, the person was to be conveyed to the 

house of correction to be dealt with as the law required.  Any wandering beggar 

                                                 
4 11 & 12 William III c. 18 for ‘the more effectual punishment of vagrants, and sending them 
where by law they ought to be sent.’ 
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or vagabond was to be treated in the same way.  This removed the costs of 

travellers from the churchwardens to the constables and from the church rates 

to the county rates for the reimbursement of the constables’ expenses.  

Constables who failed in their duties could be fined.  

 There was no obligation on the churchwardens to assist those who 

travelled with a genuine pass.  Since the churchwardens’ accounts had to be 

submitted for the approval of the parish meeting each year, any decision in 

respect of such charity had to be agreed by the parish, but the decision could 

be varied from year to year if the people so chose.  Combeinteignhead 

churchwardens were very particular in their account for 1700 to 1701 to record 

that they had ‘Payd to 15 travellers before the act commenced 3s 0d’.  The next 

charitable payment to a traveller was not until 1712, when it was to ‘a man of 

Budleigh’, whose house was burnt, who was sent by Mr Richards, the rector.5 

Initially, the act was to be in force for three years, but acts of 1702 and 

1706 continued the regulations, with a further Vagrant Act in 1714, effective 

from 1 August 1714.6  This set out in detail those who should be considered 

vagrant and the procedure for dealing with them and returning them to their 

parishes of settlement.  Of importance to Devon was the fact that the long list of 

those to be considered rogues and vagabonds specifically exempted 

‘…soldiers, mariners, or seafaring men licensed by a testimonial in writing of 

some justice of peace…’ 7   The legislation required that constables remove any 

‘idle and disorderly’ beggars and to whip them if they were recalcitrant; others 

                                                 
5 Budleigh would have been East Budleigh.  Josiah Richards was the rector of 
Combeinteignhead from 1703 to 1744. (List in church)  Combeinteignhead: 3419A/PW/1. 
6 1 Anne stat. 2 c.13 1702; 5 Anne c.32 1706; 1714, 13 Anne c.26 (in Statutes of the Realm): An 
act for reducing the laws relating to rogues, vagabonds, sturdy beggars and vagrants into one 
Act of Parliament…. 
7 1714 13 Anne c.26. 
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were to be taken to the justices.8  Stoke Rivers’ churchwardens’ data shows an 

increase in ‘vagrants and others’ in 1714/15, but whether this was due to the 

constables being more efficient, the churchwardens acting in their place, or 

other random factors we cannot know.9  The numbers of such travellers in 

Devon as a whole were increasing at this time. 

It is possible that some parishes preferred to give token alms rather than 

convey people to the justices because the procedure was costly of time and in 

money, which would be repaid to the constable only on completion of the duty.  

It was Fielding, writing of the problems of prosecutions, who thought that a 

parish and its un-paid officers must sometimes have felt that they could not 

‘…really afford the Cost, however small, together with the Loss of Time which 

attends it.’10  While the reasons may have been largely the result of personal 

expenditure or losses, in 1734 a constable of the hundred of Ottery St. Mary 

was reported as ‘runaway and absconded for debt’.11  Morebath 

churchwardens, in 1750, effectively admitted that rogues and others had 

escaped prosecution due to the attendant costs, so that in future 30s would be 

allowed each year for such apprehensions.  

The removal of a person generated a set of documents.  Figures 5.1-5.5 

show a substantial set concerning a vagrant being returned to Devon from 

London via Somerset.  Mary Stone was apprehended in St. Margaret’s, 

Westminster, for wandering and begging and was duly examined on 6 

September 1747, as given in Figure 5.1.  Her husband was a soldier and his 

parish of settlement was St Mary’s, Exeter where he had served an 

apprenticeship. Figure 5.2 is the justice’s order to the constable to convey Mary 

                                                 
8 13 Anne c.26.  
9 NDRO Stoke Rivers:2286A/PW1. 
10 H. Fielding, An Enquiry into the Causes of the Late Increase of Robbers and Related 
Writings, ed. M. R. Zirker (ca 1751, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1988), p.154.  
11 QS 1/18 Michaelmas 1734. 
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with her two children, Charles aged about ten and Virtue, about eight years, to 

Egham, Surrey, that being the next ‘…in the direct rode to the parish of St 

Mary…’.   

Documentary information giving the next links in the journey is not 

available, but they reached Milborne Port, Somerset, where Thomas Medlycott 

informed the constable of the hundred that he was to repay the local constable 

within the week, Figure 5.3, and instructed his constable to take them to 

Axminster, Devon, by horse, for which he was to be allowed a total, detailed, 

cost of £1-3-2, as shown in Figure 5.4. The two parts of Figure 5.5 prove that a) 

the constable of Axminster had received Mary and her children on 14 

September and b) that the constable of Milborne Port received the repayment of 

£1-3-2 on 20, possibly 28, September.12   This general route of travel from 

London to Devon appears in other evidence.  

Elizabeth O’Leary was apprehended, with her infant, in the parish of St. 

Christopher’s in the City of London and examined on 8 December 1773.  She 

was an Irishman’s widow who had been born ‘legitimately’ in Modbury, where 

her father had rented and lived in the Plymouth Inn.  Her husband had been 

born ‘somewhere in Ireland’, the place of marriage was not given, but she was 

to return to Modbury. The document detailed the twelve parishes through which 

she passed as far westwards as Egham and on 12 December was sent from 

Surrey to the tything man of Yateley, Hampshire, who conveyed her to 

Winterslow, Wiltshire.  From other documents, it is known that from Winterslow 

people were conveyed to Milborne Port, as Mary Stone had been. 13  Both Mary 

                                                 
12 SHC. Q/SR/315/3/214, 215, 216; Box 197 DD/WY/197 includes a constables’ book from 
Hampshire, which provides other route information.               
13 Modbury 269A/ PO 1961-62; SHC Box 197 DD/WY/197 (Hampshire constables’ book)- Mary 
Stone. 
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and Elizabeth had been to London, possibly via various other places and were 

sent or returned to Devon.  

       

  Sources for figures 5.1 to 5.5 a-b: SHC. Q/SR/315/3/214, 215, 216; 
 Box 197 DD/WY/197. 
 

Mary Stone’s Examination: she declared that her Husband’s Settlement 

was Exeter 

Figure 5.1 
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The Order to the Constable of St Margaret’s to convey Mary and her 

Children to Egham, Surrey 

Figure 5.2 
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The Hundred Constable of Charlton Hawthorne [Horethorne] is    

ordered to repay the Constable of Melbourne [Milborne] Port for 

conveying the Vagabonds to Axminster 

Figure 5.3 
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Order, with Particulars of the Costs, to the Constable of Milborne Port to 

convey the Vagabonds 30 miles to Axminster by Horse 

Figure 5.4 
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Constable of Axminster’s Receipt for Mary and her Children 

Figure 5.5a 

      

Constable of Milborne Port’s Receipt for his Repayment of £1-3-2 

Figure 5.5 b 
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Mary and her children were eight days on the way from London to 

Axminster and probably another half a day was needed to reach Exeter.  She 

was not asked where she had married, so she may not have known Devon.  

Costs varied with the distances travelled, but both Mary and Elizabeth with their 

children would have travelled through five counties, a considerable portion of 

southern England, before reaching Devon.  There were costs to each county, 

plus the costs of the remaining distances within Devon.  These cases illustrate 

the procedures, and indicate the costs involved.  In the case of Elizabeth, sums 

were given on the document showing that with the exception of the three pence 

recorded at St. Mary Le Strand, and two sixpences at St. George’s, Hanover 

Square, sixpence was recorded by each of the remaining parishes en route to, 

and including, Egham.  The sums probably represent the constables’ costs, but 

may have been money given by churchwardens.  Mary’s case reminds us that a 

woman’s parish of settlement was that of her husband.  This system of passing 

from tithing to tithing locally, or county to county over longer distances, 

remained the basic procedure for the whole of the century.  When it was 

thought necessary, whipping or a prison term of hard labour at the house of 

correction might be ordered before the person was passed to his or her 

settlement.   

No-one appears to have questioned the validity of the pass which was 

issued for soldier James Baker’s infant daughter, Elizabeth in 1748.  It said that 

it originated in Berwick-on-Tweed in Durham, rather than in Northumberland, 

but perhaps it was accepted as a clerical error when the next county on the way 

would have been Durham.14  Elizabeth was travelling to ‘Combstock’, assumed 

to be Culmstock, in Devon, but sadly she died in Bridgewater, where the 

                                                 
14 SHC Q/SR/316/40 Michaelmas 1748.  
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constable spent £1 on her funeral.  In other cases, constables took the letter of 

the law very strictly.  This might have a serious impact on the travellers.  

 Devon refused to admit a woman from ‘Ribchester with Dilworth’, north 

of Blackburn, Lancashire, in 1744 because her pass said that she was for ‘East 

Buckley’, which Devon said did not exist. It seems likely that East Budleigh had 

been intended, but the woman found herself being returned all the way back via 

Wellington, Somerset.  Devon’s authorities also made some errors with the 

paperwork.  Oxford appealed Devon’s returning of Ann Culbert as there was no 

copy of her examination fixed to her pass according to law, so nullifying the 

order.15   

Devon also had four marshals whose job was to apprehend suspicious 

travellers.  In 1705 for example, Charles Lugg was to receive 20s and each of 

the other three, 15s for their work.16   Like those taken by constables, all those 

apprehended were taken to the justices of the peace.  From 1702, to limit the 

expenses, Devon set the rates re-payable to the constables at the quarter 

sessions.  There were recognised allowances for guarding and conveying 

vagrants, including horse costs where appropriate, to a parish bridewell or to 

the next county, like those seen in Figure 5.4.  In 1713/14, the rates for the 

hundred of Axminster were set at three half pence (11/2d) per mile for each 

guardsman, 11/2d per mile for each horse and 6d per day for each vagrant’s 

maintenance. The same rates applied for all recognised journeys.17  These 

rates appear to have been similar to those paid by Somerset. In 1747, Grace 

Turner, widow of a shoemaker, was returned from Southwark to Yarcombe, 

Devon, where her husband had served his apprenticeship, via Milborne Port 

and Axminster.  The distance between the two is approximately thirty miles.  

                                                 
15 QS 1/18 Michaelmas 1744. 
16 QS 1/15 Easter 1705. 
17 QS 1/15 Epiphany 1713/14.    
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Allowing for one horse and two guards taking two days would give a total of 

16s. On 7 August 1747 ‘she being very ill’ 14s-6d was spent, giving an overall 

total of £1-10-6:  the actual total expended was £1-11s-2d.18  In addition, any 

citizen could take up a vagrant and the justice might order a discretionary 

payment of 2s as a reward.19    

The generally increased costs of dealing with vagrants, although not 

evident in all parishes, led the Devon quarter sessions of 1725/6 to reiterate the 

instructions to: 

…strictly to put in execution the Laws against vagrants and particularly 
not to give or forward any passes, nor to Convey any vagrants for the 
future but such as they shall Cause to be first whipt within the County 
whether they were whipt before or not…each justice..to keep an 
Alphabetical account of those he so conveys…the places to which he 
sends them.  To the end if they be hereafter offending they may be after 
transported to a foreign Plantation…order each constable & overseer…to 
take up all persons wandring out of their own parishes… 
 

 If the legal settlement or place of birth was not known, the person was to be 

sent to the last town ‘…that relieved them unpunisht…’ or to the house of 

correction.  A constable found to have relieved someone unpunished was to be 

fined for not doing his duty.20   In 1730, East Budleigh’s constable, who was 

declared to have been ‘very negligent and defective in his office’, was 

discharged and another sworn-in in his place.21    

Constables’ quarterly bills of £5 to £10 were not uncommon, but that of 

Axminster’s constable was often higher.  At Epiphany 1728/9 it was nearly £19.  

It was probably the rising and unpredictable costs that led to the 1730 decision 

to award Axminster’s constable a yearly salary of £20, paid quarterly, rather 

than pro rata payments.  This method was extended to the constable of 

Burlescombe from 1737, but his salary was only £10 p.a., perhaps because 

                                                 
18 SHC QS/315/3/226-28. 
19 12/13 Anne 2 c .23. 
20 QS 1/17 Epiphany 1725/6. 
21 QS 1/17 Michaelmas 1730. 
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usually he dealt with a smaller number of vagrants. Jacob Clist, of Holcombe 

Rogus, another border parish with Somerset, must have been paid pro rata, as 

he was to ‘be indicted at the expense of this County for defrauding the County 

in his charges for conveyance of vagrants’ in 1768. 22   

 Some lesser acts dealt with particular categories of people, such as that 

of 1737 in respect of vagrants and ‘players of interludes’.23  Vagrants must have 

continued to be a concern, as there were further acts concerning them in 1740 

and 1744.24  That of 1740 did not last long, but the best of it was incorporated 

into that of 1744.  Audrey Eccles described this as ‘…the culmination of a period 

of trial and error since 1700: measures that had been found useful were re-

enacted, others dropped or modified, and a few added.’25   The intention was to 

make the law more cost-effective.  The aspect most likely to affect the travels of 

people on the move was that it was no longer necessary to pass vagrants via a 

house of correction if that would mean a long distance, unless the person 

already had been committed there.  A vagrant might be searched for any 

possessions which might help to cover the costs of their being passed to their 

parish of settlement.   

Justices were required to order whippings or send the vagrant to the 

house of correction and sentences were extended.  If the justice chose to pass 

the person, he had to present the evidence to the quarter sessions.  While the 

longer detention of some may have influenced the periods of wandering, it is 

thought that it is unlikely to have had a noticeable influence on the trends in 

numbers and types of travellers.  The centralisation of the bridewells in Devon 

may have increased the number of actual journeys.  It also increased the costs 

                                                 
22 QS 1/17 Michaelmas 1730; QS 1/18 Midsummer 1737; Q/S 1/20 Easter 1768. 
23 10 Geo.II c. 28 1737. 
24 13 Geo II c. 24 1740; 17 Geo II c .5 1744, the 1744 Vagrant Act. 
25 A. Eccles, Vagrancy in Law and Practice under the Old Poor Law (Ashgate, Farnham, 2012), 
p.13. 
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of getting those from the ‘remote parts of the county’ to or from a bridewell, to 

the extent that there were complaints at the quarter sessions at Christmas 

1744.26  However, the provision of workhouses may have reduced the potential 

numbers of local vagrants in the county.   

The Vagrant Act of 1744 also specifically exempted ‘soldiers, mariners or 

seafaring men possessing lawful documentation’ naming the place to which 

they were travelling and a time limit for the travel and anyone with a certificate 

declaring that the person had a home, signed by a minister, churchwarden, or 

overseer of the poor, who was moving to lawful work ‘in time of harvest’.27  

However, the documents were not to be considered as licences to beg, for the 

act went on to state that: 

…such Permission to beg is highly improper…every Soldier and Mariner 
wandering abroad and begging, shall be deemed a Rogue and 
Vagabond, within the Meaning of the said Act.28   
 

These limitations may influence the results presented in Chapter 6.  Apart from 

two acts of 1783 concerned with some amendments, especially in relation to 

those vagrants calling themselves ‘Egyptians’, there was no further major 

legislation concerned with vagrants until that of 1822.29   

The numbers of vagrants and the associated costs must have continued 

to be of concern in mid-century, as the post of vagrant conveyor was advertised 

following the Christmas sessions of 1752/3.  It was taken by the keeper of the 

county bridewell, presumably acting in conjunction with one or more others.  

Local constables continued to receive re-imbursement per mile, but those in the 

Exeter area were allowed a higher rate in respect of horses as the costs of hire 

                                                 
26 Q/S 1/18 Christmas 1744. 
27 17 George II c. 5; J. Shaw, Parish Law: or a Guide to Justices of the Peace, Ministers, 
Churchwardens… and all others concern’d in Parish Business ( Henry Lintot, London,1750), 
pp.149-50.  
28 17 George II c. 5.  Some churchwardens and overseers in Devon did continue to give to 
soldiers and seamen, but mainly to seamen.     
29 23 Geo. III c.51 1783; 23 Geo. III c.88 1783; 3 Geo. IV c.40 1822. 
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were greater than in the country.30  How far the decisions resulted from 

increased numbers, or claims by constables that costs were increasing, is not 

known; the number of vagrants dealt with at quarter sessions showed an 

increase from twenty-five in 1751 to forty in 1752 and thirty-seven in 1753, so 

the former seems likely.  Conveying a group of vagrants together would have 

been cost-effective, although it perhaps increased the chance of an escape into 

the countryside along the route.  It was an offence to ‘lose’ a person from such 

conveyance, so when Joseph Vix, sent to Lincolnshire, managed to return to 

Devon again, in 1749,  Mr Brown, the vagrant conveyor, was sent to Bristol and 

beyond in order to find out who had let him go and to have that person 

prosecuted.31  

 There were separate contracts for conveying those to be transported to 

a plantation in America.  At Epiphany 1727/8, a Mr George Good was 

reimbursed £12-18-00 for such work with an additional £5-05-00 for his 

extraordinary ‘trouble and pains in November last.’32  A man might be 

transported while his wife, and possibly their children, were returned to the 

parish of settlement although an individual woman, usually guilty of larceny, 

also might be sent to a plantation for seven years.33    

Fielding regarded transportation as a form of pardon and disapproved on 

the grounds that it removed the fears and might lead to further felonies.  He 

claimed that ‘…Pardons have brought many more men to the Gallows than they 

have saved from it.’34   However, there was other legislation which may have 

had an influence on the number of those who might become vagrant.  An act of 

1728/9 permitted the discharge of insolvent debtors following a declaration of 

                                                 
30 QS 1/19 Easter 1753. 
31 QS 1/19 Midsummer 1749. 
32 QS 1/17 Epiphany 1727/8. 
33 QS 1/18 Easter 1736 Mary Cloake, guilty of several felonies, is an example.  
34 H. Fielding, An Inquiry, pp. 163-7.  
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their assets.  The tools of trade were normally retained, up to a value of £10, but 

other than clothing and bedding for the debtor and his family, all else was used 

to make some recompense to the creditors.35  By definition, such people had 

limited means until again able to earn a living. In travelling to their homes or 

places of settlement, there was a possibility that poverty might induce vagrancy. 

   A William Hancock of Dorset, who had been in Dorchester gaol as an 

insolvent debtor was released in 1737, possibly worked for some years but in 

1751 was taken up as a vagrant in Wiltshire.  Wiltshire’s enquiries showed that 

this was not Hancock’s first offence and that his story and pass were false.36  At 

Exeter, in 1729, two of those discharged from debt were from west Cornwall, so 

they especially were travellers with the potential of becoming vagrant upon their 

ways home.37   

 A further act, which may have reduced the number of casually poor 

people travelling, was that of 1722, Knatchbull’s Workhouse Act.38  This 

required that any person requesting parish relief had to be entered into a record 

book and if the parish had a workhouse, the person had to be willing to be 

maintained there. If the person refused, he or she was not entitled to ask or 

receive any relief.  This may have had the effect of reducing those who might 

travel but may also have resulted in some taking to the road.  Once an offer of 

relief had been refused, the person might not receive any in any other parish 

even if a settlement had been gained.  The availability of workhouse places may 

                                                 
35 2  George II c.22.  Act for the Relief of Debtors. 
36 A. Eccles, “ ‘Pretending to be seafaring men’—Vagrancy Law and Forgery with Special 
Reference to Eighteenth-century Dorset” Proceedings of the Dorset Natural History and 
Archaeological Society: 133 (2012), pp. 3-4. 
37QS/1/17 Quarter session order book, Midsummer 1729, John Courtis of St Keverne and 
another of Penzance. 
38 9 Geo I, c. 7. Knatchbull’s Act. By this, an individual parish might establish a workhouse; a 
pauper was not permitted to apply to a justice for relief unless he/she had been refused by the 
overseers. Gilbert’s Act of 1783 (22 Geo III, c 83) required the appointment of guardians to 
inspect and visit the workhouses to counteract the abuses in their maintenance which occurred 
in some cases; http://www.workhouses.org.uk/poorlaws/1722act.shtml (09/02/2015). 
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have reduced the number of the genuinely impotent, incapable of work, who 

might otherwise have travelled in search of charity. 

Devon established some of the earliest workhouses, following an 

example set by Bristol.  These were at Crediton, Tiverton and Exeter, each 

following an act of 1697/8.39  The workhouse at Crediton is known to have had a 

brewhouse, east and west spinning houses and a combing shop. A prison was 

included.  In 1702 there were thirty-six occupants of all ages, although one 

fifteen year old had ‘run away’.40  Tiverton’s workhouse was erected in 1704. 

Plymouth took over the existing ‘Hospital of the Poor’s Portion’ as a workhouse 

in 1707. The new county bridewell had been established in 1671 in St. Thomas 

the Apostle parish, across the river from Exeter.41  It was known variously as the 

house of correction or the workhouse and must have housed those being 

punished or awaiting trial and the innocent poor. The more serious offenders of 

the vagrancy laws in Devon were sent there prior to examination at the county 

quarter sessions.   

From 1710 the main motive for building a workhouse was as a deterrent 

and vagrants might be committed for punishment.  In 1722 parishes could 

choose to build or establish a building as a ‘workhouse’ for the able poor; from 

1723, nationwide, parishes might combine to provide workhouses.42  In Devon, 

the number of workhouses grew to ninety-four by 1777.43  The provision of 

                                                 
39 Crediton Workhouse Act 9 Will. III c.17 (1697);The Crediton History Series, The Crediton 
Workhouses (Crediton  Area History & Museum Society, Crediton, 2012), p.9; Tiverton 
Workhouse Act  9 William III, c.18 (1697); Exeter Workhouse Act 9 Will. III c.33 (1697); 
http://www.workhouses.org.uk/Exeter/ p.1 (04/11/2014). 
40 Crediton Workhouses, p.10. 
41 QS 1/11 Pasche (Easter) 1671; Exeter Memories-Cowick Street (14 May 2009) 
http://www.exetermemories.co.uk/em/_streets/cowick.php  pp.1-2. (23 October 2015); 
http://www.workhouses.org.uk   (04/11/2014) The St Thomas workhouse was replaced in 1809. 
42 G. W. Oxley, Poor Relief in England and Wales 1601-1834 (David & Charles, Newton 
Abbot,1974), p.81; Devon Libraries’ Fact Sheet 29 ‘Researching Devon Workhouses in the 
Westcountry Studies Library’ (now part of DHC) quoting from www.workhouses.org; 9 George 1 
c.7.   
43 Devon Libraries’ Fact Sheet 29, quoting list given by http://www.workhouses.org.uk. 
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these may have provided some with an alternative to wandering in search of 

work.  The earlier houses of correction seem to have combined the purpose of 

dealing with those who refused to work with the provision of a stock of material 

for the employment of the local, willing poor and/or the parish ‘poor house’ for 

the impotent poor.44  There seems to have been a degree of evolution from 

house of correction to workhouse, with both purposes being served within one 

establishment, or at least in the terminology, as both were associated with work.  

How far these provisions may have influenced the number of travellers assisted 

by the churchwardens is difficult to assess.  Modbury had a decrease in 

numbers, between 1725 and 1745, when the increase in travellers was 

dominated by soldiers and seamen.  Where there appears to be no impact, it is 

also noticeable that most of the travellers were soldiers or seamen on whom the 

legislation would not have the same effect except in their home parishes.  

Peculiar to Devon was an act of 1768, concerned for the ‘…more 

effectual Relief of the Poor in the County…’ This advocated the legalisation of 

existing parish mutual aid or friendly societies, as we would call them, and the 

extension of the system as a means of increasing the efficiency of poor relief in 

the county.  Full details of their intended operation were set out.  It is not known 

where these operated and the act was repealed in 1773.45       

The seventeenth-century regulations in respect of a person’s legal 

settlement remained in force, but a bill of 1772/3, forwarded the idea that people 

should not be removable from a parish unless they were actually chargeable or 

asking for relief, which was expected to reduce the number of disputes over 

                                                 
44 Houses of correction were to be established in every county from 1576, 18 Elizabeth 1 c.3. 
45 9 Geo III c. 82 1769; 13 Geo III c. 18. 
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places of legal settlement and so lessen the costs.46  This bill also required that 

the examinations were kept and that to give or record false information were 

both offences.  This bill did not proceed beyond a second reading.   

Another attempt to introduce the same stipulation was made in 1782, but 

again, did not go beyond a second reading.  However, an act passed on 22 

June 1795, ‘…to prevent the removal of poor persons until they shall become 

actually chargeable’, established this condition.47  The effect of these potential 

and actual acts may have led to at least temporary reductions in the numbers of 

those on the move, but if times were economically difficult for everyone, as 

opposed to just individual circumstances, there may have been increases in 

such movements at those times.  All three dates relate to times when there 

were food riots and 1772/3 and 1795 to years of low ‘real wages’ as given by  

Clark, so that conditions may have triggered these responses.48  

There was concern about the costs of the poor in the latter part of the 

century, which resulted in parliament requesting information about the costs of 

the poor across England.   The order of 1775 included a request for the return 

of the costs of apprehending and passing rogues and the numbers who were 

sent to the bridewell.  These returns were made in 1776/7 and included an 

inventory of the workhouses available with the number of places which each 

provided.  Two later orders, of 1787 and 1803-4, did not include separate 

information on vagrants, but required more details concerning the costs of the 

poor.  All of the returns were from parishes, given in their county hundreds.   

                                                 
46A Bill [with the Amendments] to Prevent unnecessary and vexatious Removals of the Poor 
1773.  Thirteenth Parliament of Great Britain: sixth session (26 November 1772-1 July 1773) 
(Downloaded from University of Cambridge, via ProQuest.) 
47 Personal communication from Richard Ward of Parliamentary Archives, received 21 
September 2015; 35 Geo III c.101 1795. 
48 John Bohstedt, The Politics of Provisions:  Food Riots, Moral Economy, and Market Transition 
in England, c.1550-1850 (Ashgate, Farnham, 2010), pp. 106, 190; G. Clark, ‘The Long March of 
History: Farm Wages, Population, and Economic Growth, England 1209-1869’, Economic 
History Review, 60:1 (2007), Table A2. pp. 132-3. The figures are used for Figures 7.13-7.15. 
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While the parish overseers remained responsible for their own poor and 

the removal of those in need who were not legally settled in the parish, the 

eighteenth century’s legislation changed the documentation available to study 

people who were on the move.  The effect of the legislation on the numbers of 

poor travellers is less clear.  

B. Resources 

The churchwardens continued to produce their accounts. During the 

seventeenth century, payments to travellers normally had not exceeded an 

average of perhaps two to three per cent of the total outgoings from the church 

rates.  For examples, Modbury’s charity to travellers ranged from a mere 0.15 

per cent in 1658, via 2.91 per cent in 1672 to a high of 7.06 per cent in 1678.  

Figures at Ugborough ranged from just 1.46 per cent in 1663/4 to 8.72 per cent 

in 1665/6.  However, while the percentages did vary with the numbers helped, 

they were influenced also by the variable amounts that the parish was spending 

on the maintenance and improvements of its church and assets, which were the 

main subjects of the accounts.  

  More eighteenth century churchwardens’ accounts have survived, with 

typically five or six parishes for each judicial division.  The proportion of the 

church rates which was spent on charity to travellers was very variable within 

the county.  Modbury’s high of 1678 was reduced to 5.26 per cent in 1699, but 

nil in 1714, just 1.23 in 1745 and nil again in 1785.  Having paid out 6.38 per 

cent in 1699, Braunton spent only 0.26 per cent in 1714, nil in 1745 and just 

0.13 per cent in 1785, but in contrast, Axminster’s payments declined from 8.05 

per cent in 1699 to 6.48 per cent in 1745 but increased to 13.34 per cent in 

1745 and 14.2 per cent in 1785. The seventeenth century was divided for the 

purposes of the present study to see if there were any differences over time, 
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before and after 1662; the eighteenth century will be divided also to see what 

differences might have occurred.  

 In the eighteenth century, no payments should have been made by 

churchwardens in the first three years. Consequently, the first half has been 

taken as 1704 to 1755, the latter being one of the few years of peace; the 

second half continues from 1756 to 1800, giving a forty-five year time span.  For 

the first half of the century, sixty-two parishes were available giving the 

percentages of years when charity was given to the different categories of 

travellers, but the number dropped to fifty-eight for the second half of the 

century. The results are used for the Tables given in Chapter 6.49  All of these 

parishes are shown on the maps, Figures 5.6 and 5.7.  For this period, the 

records of Hartland parish are those of the churchwardens only; information 

from Harton borough was not available.   However, the greater numbers of 

documents do not equate to more references to travellers than in the 

seventeenth century.  

 Eighteenth-century churchwardens’ records tend to have fewer details 

than before and for the payments to travellers to be more sporadic in time 

and/or numbers of people helped.  Given the ‘new act’, described earlier, it is 

not surprising that the numbers of records of charity to travellers dropped 

considerably as such charity from the churchwardens had ceased to be an 

obligation.  Although there should not have been any such records of charity for 

three years following the ‘new act’, a few were found, as in division nine where 

Harberton gave to a soldier and four other travellers after 10 June but possibly 

before 24 June 1700, but also gave to two travellers in 1701 and more 

‘…Travellers which had petitions’ in 1702.  Ashprington in 1702/3 and  

                                                 
49 Tables 6.1 and 6.2. 
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Chivelstone in 1702 and 1704, in the same judicial division nine, also seem to 

have made their own decisions.  Nearby Dartington made some payments too, 

but the parish was in division eight.50  One cannot assume that it was the result 

of any influence by the relevant justices of the peace.    

 In other cases, a parish meeting decided that no money was to be given 

to travellers.  Following a payment of a total of 4s to two groups of seamen in 

1715/16, Morebath’s parishioners objected to that and other amounts, so that in 

1716 a memorandum was signed by eight people which set certain amounts 

that might be spent on such events as the visitation and fees of the court and 

bell ringing on 5 November but declared that nothing was ‘… to be paid to any 

seafaring men, soldiers, vagabonds or other beggars.’51   One of the signatories 

was the churchwarden the following year and, surprisingly, two payments, of  

1s- 6d to a woman ‘big with childe’ and 6d to a ‘lamst soldier’, appear to have 

passed without comment. The payment to the woman probably would have 

been considered an ‘investment’ against the parish possibly having the greater 

expenses of a child’s birth and, potentially, obligations to its maintenance in the 

future.52  Subsequently, the decision was kept until the end of the century, save 

for two payments, with consent, in 1748, which may have given rise to the 1750 

reminder that there were to be ‘no payments to passengers’.  

Broadhembury declared in 1717 that no money was to be given to sailors 

or travellers, a rule that was breached three times, twice for seamen, in 1724 

and 1725 and in 1738 for the benefit of two women and four children on their 

way to Scotland.53  Although  Widecombe-in-the-Moor had made few such 

                                                 
50 Harberton: 333A/PW1; Ashprington: 2027A/PW/1; Chivelstone: 3043A/PW1/a/1; Dartington: 
PW3. 
51 Morebath: 2983A/PW/2. 
52 After 1744, a bastard child’s legal settlement was that of the mother, rather than that of the 
child’s birth.  17 Geo.II c. 5. 
53 Broadhembury: 1324A/PW1. 
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payments, in 1727 it  was stated that nothing was allowed by the parishioners 

‘…for bringing home any bell or bell ropes nor to give anything to any Travellers 

which ask alms.’54  Widecombe is a parish on the Mariners’ Way.  It is not clear 

whether the decision was a product of local attitudes, a response to seeing too 

many travellers for the funds or just the limited funds available.  It was the 

parish overseers who broke the embargo in 1749, when they gave to travellers 

from eastern England, who claimed that they had come from the ‘Turks’  and 

later, the churchwardens in 1753.  However, these were isolated payments.  In 

each case the local rule was broken on behalf of former prisoners and seamen.  

Broadhembury appeared to have taken advice on the matter, but in the cases of 

Morebath and Widecombe the cost of the charity may have been a 

consideration.  Morebath needed roof repairs and new seats in 1750 and 1755 

respectively and Widecombe was in trouble with the church authorities for not 

keeping the church in adequate repair in 1731.55   

Nor was it just inland parishes which chose not to assist, even if the 

passes were genuine.  Dittisham in the Dart valley helped only twelve people in 

all, across five years of the forty-three of extant records to 1755; of these, only 

the entries for a lone soldier in 1737 and a sailor from Essex in 1752 have not 

been crossed through as disallowed and after acceptance of the payment to 

that sailor it was declared that no vagrants were to be helped; it was not allowed 

by the parishioners.56  Legally, ‘soldiers and mariners licensed by writing under 

Hand and Seal of a Justice’ were not vagrants, but their passes were not 

entitlements to alms although in many cases they did elicit charity. 57   Goodwill 

towards seafarers was possibly stronger in a maritime county, although it would 

                                                 
54 www.widecombearchive.org.uk Churchwardens’ accounts  sections 1712/3-1770. 
55 Morebath: 2983A/PW/3. 
56 Dittisham: 967A/PW/1/a/1. 
57 Shaw, Parish Law, pp.149-150.  
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seem that in the course of the eighteenth century such charity began to diminish 

in a number of parishes, including Dittisham and, in 1737, Newton Ferrers, 

which claimed that there had been several illegal and extravagant payments to 

vagrants. The parishioners agreed on some specific allowances, but excluded 

any for travellers.58  It is possible that practical financial considerations over-

rode any notion that the giving of charity was necessary to avoid ‘condemnation’ 

and ensure the givers their due reward in heaven.59   

The attitudes of those who served their parishes and the parishioners 

may have varied from place to place and over time.  In a sermon of 1692, it was 

declared that “Heaven is the Reward of Charity; [and] that Hell is the 

Punishment for Uncharitableness.”60  Such a belief would have been expected 

to continue charity to travellers.  Writing of the period 1660 to 1720, Brodie 

Waddell considered that in relation to economic life, the importance of the 

nation and the parish grew as that of the monarchy declined, but that there was 

some temporary increase in paternalism and little change in ‘popular religiosity’:  

Continuity…characterised these sorts of ideals- a group that may have 
included conceptions of ‘credit’ and ‘repute’, which remained important to 
English economic culture throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries.61   
 
The nation’s laws had changed, but decisions relating to charity would 

have been subjective and probably influenced by changing economic 

circumstances.  Such variables may have been responsible for the apparent 

inconsistencies in the results from the parishes. Boyer, writing in 2002, quoted 

King as considering that the variations in ‘regional differences in poor relief were 

                                                 
58 PWDRO. Newton Ferrers 1421/15 1737-1810 Micro-fiche 1 Account and Rate Book 
 This comes at the front of the book; the spelling and grammar leave scope for some 
ambiguities. The rest of the volume relates to overseers’ accounts only. ‘Occasional 
disbursements’ do not include any payments to travellers. 
59 B. Waddell, God, Duty and Community in English Economic Life 1660-1720 (The Boydell 
Press, Woodbridge, 2012), pp. 45, 54.  
60  Waddell, God, Duty and Community, p.45. The quotation is quoted from a sermon preached 
by the Dean of St. Paul’s Cathedral.  
61 Waddell, God, Duty and Community, pp, 229-230. 
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determined not by economic structure but rather by “very different welfare 

cultures on the part of both the poor and the poor law administrators”’, but also 

that in the second half of the century, real wages declined which would have 

increased poverty.62  In 1794, the Bishop of Chester still thought it relevant to 

preach on a verse from Deuteronomy:   

For the poor shall never cease out of the land:  therefore I command 
thee, saying, Thou shalt open thine hand wide unto thy brother, to thy 
poor and to thy needy, in the land.63   
 

However, not giving charity to people on the move did conform to the laws.  

 Another reason for the lack of churchwardens’ information for the 

eighteenth century was that some of the parishes with the longest records 

ceased their charity, but without any comment being recorded.  Dartington’s 

records run right through to 1822, but the last payment to a traveller was in 

1735; Hartland parish aided two travellers with a pass in 1753, but certainly 

then gave no further help through to 1800.64  The effect of these parishes 

deciding against such charity was to diminish the percentages of years 

recording payments for the whole of their judicial divisions.  

 In contrast, Modbury gave something to travellers in all but two years, 

although the last entries recorded, from 1795 onwards, say the money was 

given to ‘paupers’ and expenses ‘in sending home’ some paupers.65  The first 

expression suggests that the paupers were parish residents, who were the 

overseers’ responsibility, but the second implies that the paupers’ homes were 

elsewhere, so they were travelling.  The legitimacy of the inclusion of these 

paupers is debateable.  Among the latest such entries by Modbury’s 
                                                 
62 G. Boyer, “English Poor Laws” in Robert Whaples, ed. EH.Net Encyclopaedia, 7 May 2002. 
http://eh.net/encyclopedia/english-poor-laws/  (12/01/2015). 
63 Morning Post 22 April 1794 Issue 6553.  The Bishop’s text was given as Deutoronomy 
chapter 15, verse 11, which is quoted here from the King James’ version.  The Bishop also 
included information on the increase in the numbers of vagrants received by the bridewell, but 
his location at the time and which bridewell are not clear.    
64 NDRO Hartland: 1201A/PW3. 
65 Modbury: 269A/PW8. 
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churchwardens was one in 1810, after which there was a gap to 1818 and the 

very last entry for money to a pauper seems to have been that of 1827.66  

Lapford’s churchwardens also continued to make such payments in most years 

to 1819, when four seamen were helped and, in an isolated case, one person 

received charity in 1829.67  Although the selection of parishes available was 

greater, the lack of details, even when charity was given to travellers, means 

that payments also have to be used in order to represent each of the different 

areas of the county.   

 Information from the churchwardens’ accounts can be supplemented by 

some from the parish overseers’ accounts, which also sometimes included 

payments to travellers, as at Ashburton,Tavistock and once at Widecombe-in-

the-Moor, in 1740.   The overseers’ papers include examples of settlement 

certificates, settlement examinations and removal orders where they have 

survived.  These indicate the places to which people were to be returned if they 

were likely to be, or actually had become, chargeable to their parishes of 

settlement.  If parishes disputed settlement orders, the cases were taken to the 

quarter sessions for arbitration.  Consequently, a number of these indications of 

people’s past movements and the required future movements appear in these 

records.  In some cases the representative of a disputing parish failed to 

appear, in which case the order stood, to favour the attending parish.  These 

documents permit a look at the movements of some of the non-vagrant poor 

and the distances they travelled from their then present parishes to those of 

their legal settlements.   

Quarter Sessions’ records for the county include information about those 

who spent some time in the county’s house of correction, or workhouse, in St. 

                                                 
66 The volume continues to 1840.    
67 Lapford: 2021A/PW2. 
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Thomas and/or in the county gaol at Exeter castle, which was also the seat of 

the county assizes. 68   When a local justice of the peace received cases which 

were beyond his remit, the suspected vagrants and other miscreants were 

delivered to either of these custodies for examination at the quarter sessions. 

Care is needed in counting numbers of people as some of them were 

transferred from one establishment to the other; from the bridewell to the gaol if 

trial by the assize court was required or from gaol to bridewell to serve a 

sentence of ‘correction’ by whipping and/or hard labour for a length of time 

before being conveyed to the parish of legal settlement.  A number of vagrants 

were dealt with at later adjournments within the periods of the quarters.  Most of 

these had committed no other offence or were, it appeared, first time offenders.   

There are some variations in the nature of these records.  In addition, the 

records provide some decisions and instructions respecting the implementation 

of the relevant laws.  Plymouth also held some quarter sessions, with copies of 

the examinations being kept in record books.   

The legislation meant that from 1700 onwards the parish constables 

were those who were reporting to the justices and hundred constables who in 

turn reported to the quarter sessions.  Consequently, some constables’ records, 

especially those of the county’s border parishes, like Axminster, Burlescombe 

and Lifton, where they had to receive and pass onwards the vagrants, are 

included in these records.  Sometimes these give only numbers, but others 

provide an indication of the origins and destinations of those being returned to 

Devon or beyond.  Somerset’s quarter sessions’ records include some relating 

to the return of vagrants to or through Devon and some for conveyance from 

Devon onwards.   A few removal orders from Somerset to Devon also exist.  

                                                 
68 T. Gray, The Chronicle of Exeter 1205-1722 (The Mint Press, Exeter, 2005), p.84.    
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These provide some indication of the two-way traffic of the people on the move 

in the county; we learn where the Devonians have been, as well as whence the 

non-Devonian ‘visitors’ have come.  The bill of 1772/3 also required that the 

examinations were kept and that to give or record false information were both 

offences.  However, that does not mean that the records have survived the over 

two hundred intervening years.  

 The Devon county quarter sessions’ records include the names, reasons 

and in most cases the ‘destinations’ of those in the county workhouse at St. 

Thomas and in the county gaol.   From this information, it is possible to count 

the number of vagrants for each year which in turn allows quinquennial totals to 

be computed from 1695 through to 1804/5, with all years running from Easter to 

Epiphany, although the modern calendar was introduced in 1751.  The 

information provided by the parishes in response to the parliamentary orders of 

1776/7, 1787 and 1803/4 was given in their county hundreds and published in 

sets of national statistics.  The information in these national records helps to put 

Devon’s situation into the national context.  In addition to these figures provided 

to the state, there is some information relating to the workhouses, which may 

contribute to the broader context of the non-vagrant poor who travelled.   

Although the nature of the surviving records is not identical to that of 

those of the seventeenth century, there are sufficient to permit a study of those 

who travelled in the county and to discover the nature and reasons for some of 

the chronological changes.   

C. General Background  

A marked growth in the numbers of poor people and travellers at the end 

of the seventeenth century was not primarily the result of legislation, since 

legislation tended to be parliament’s response to problems.  In some parts of 
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the country the increase in enclosures is thought to have been a factor, but that 

is less likely to have applied in Devon, or Cornwall, where much land had 

always been enclosed.  Widecombe-in-the-Moor churchwardens’ accounts have 

references to land being enclosed from the open moor.  There were twenty-one 

owners of ‘newtakes’ in the Forest of Dartmoor, rated from 2d to 1s 6d for an 

esquire’s ten ‘newtakes’.  They added to the farmed land already in existence.69  

It does suggest that the population was increasing, which would of itself put 

pressure on the resources.  The population growth rate increased in the second 

half of the eighteenth century.  Exeter’s population is thought to have grown 

from 14,000 to 17,000 people during the century. Plymouth grew even more 

rapidly, doubling its population from 7,000 to 14,000 by 1750.  By 1801, the 

population of the greater Plymouth area, including the naval port, had reached 

40,000.70  

 In Devon, unlike other parts of the country, the woollen textile industries 

began to decline, partly as a result of the impact of wars on trade and more 

especially due to its organisation and competition from East Anglia which was 

producing the then more fashionable cloth sought by continental markets.71  

This removed a possible source of supplementary income for farming families.  

When harvests were poor and the wheat prices increased, these economic 

factors were likely to increase the number of people who sought work or were 

obliged to ask for parish assistance, both of which might have led to increased 

numbers of people on the move.  There was dearth in Devon in 1742 and in one 

                                                 
69 Widecombe-in-the-Moor, churchwardens’ accounts, 1767, now available via  
www.widecombearchive.org.uk (checked 15/11/2016). 
70 E. A. Wrigley & R. S. Schofield, The Population History of England 1541-1871 (Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge,1981, reprinted 2002), pp. 208-209, reasons given pp. 264-9; 
epidemic, p.669, 683; J. Gregory and J. Stevenson, Routledge Companion to Britain in the 
Eighteenth Century 1688-1820 (Routledge, London, 2007), p. 245.  
71 W. G. Hoskins, Devon (1954; Devon Books, Tiverton, commemorative edition,1992), pp.128-
130. 
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or more years in each of the last four decades of the century, culminating in 

some food riots and county action on prices and supplies.72  

Eighteenth-century Devon saw the introduction of turn-pike roads, 

beginning with the London road from Exeter in 1753.  However, even in 1770 

Exeter was not served by the faster ‘fly-machine’ services with London, 

probably due to the gradients of the road.73  MacNeill has shown that 

horsepower halved when gradients increased from 1 to 5%.74  Further 

improvements were made during the century and by 1787 there were two main 

mail routes through the county, one via Okehampton to Cornwall and the other 

from Exeter via Chudleigh and Ashburton to Devonport, Plymouth.75  Beyond 

these routes, travel on Devon’s roads and the many sunken lanes remained 

poor so that wheeled traffic was the exception and the options for movement 

were only foot-traffic and horseback for people and the use of pack animals for 

goods.   

 It was not until the nineteenth century that new alignments of roads with 

easier gradients brought real progress.76  Land transport to the port of 

Dartmouth had to rely on pack animals until the new, less steep, road was built 

in 1825. 77   This linked the port with the existing turnpike roads to Kingsbridge 

and Modbury. However, many of those on the move through Devon continued 

to be on foot, although vagrants were returned increasingly by horse and those 

with more possessions, who were being returned to a parish of settlement might 

                                                 
72 W. G. Hoskins, ‘Harvest fluctuations and English Economic History, 1620-1759’ in Agricultural 
History Review : 16 (1968), pp. 15-31 at pp. 30-31;  Bohstedt, The Politics of Provisions, pp. 
152-3, 162-177, 190. 
73 D. Bogart, ‘Turnpike Trusts and the Transportation Revolution in 18th England’ in Explorations 
in Economic History, vol.42, no. 4 October 2005, pp. 479-508, especially pp. 488, 497. 
74 Bogart, ‘Turnpike Trusts and Transportation’, p .488. 
75 R. Sellman, Illustrations of Devon History (Oakfield Press, Plymouth, 1962), pp.40-41; 
Hoskins, Devon, pp.150-152.  
76 Sellman, Illustrations, p. 40-41. Improved valley routes by-passed Bradninch in 1816, 
Silverton in 1819 and routes to Barnstaple and Bideford from Exeter were improved in 1830 and 
1835 repsectively.     
77 R. Freeman, Dartmouth and its Neighbours (Phillimore, Chichester, 1990), p.146.  
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have had the benefit of a cart of some kind rather than the use of a ‘barrow’ as 

sometimes mentioned in the seventeenth-century churchwardens’ accounts of 

Chudleigh.78  The use of wheeled traffic also aided the movement of soldiers’ 

equipment in Devon during the later part of the eighteenth century.79   

    As has been found from Chapters 3 and 4, another aspect of history 

which had an influence on those travelling in Devon was that of the relationship 

with Ireland.  The economic fortunes of Ireland and the maintenance of a 

garrison there influenced the numbers travelling between that country and 

Devon.  The eighteenth century was one of population growth in Ireland, the 

number approximately doubling from the circa two million or so in 1712 to over 

four million in 1791.80  Although there were a number of decades which 

experienced years of poor harvests, especially 1739 to 1741 in Munster and 

Connaught, the growth of the linen industry helped to counteract some of the 

effects and it is thought that any increase in the numbers of seasonal and 

temporary migration did not occur until the last two decades of the century. 81  

However, a poor relief act had been passed by the Irish Parliament in 1772, 

which may have tempered the possible effects on migratory movements.82  

The other important factor was that of international relations, especially 

any which involved war.  Plymouth’s importance as a garrison and naval port 

increased.  The peace which followed the Treaty of Ryswick in 1697 was short-

lived, as in 1702 England declared war on France, a component of the War of 

the Spanish Succession begun in 1701. Although fought mainly on the 

                                                 
78 For example, Chudleigh PW 1, p.478,1624/5.  
79 Movements of soldiers’ baggage are given in Chapter 6. 
80 P. Fitzgerald and B. Lambkin, Migration in Irish History 1607-2007 (Palgrave Macmillan, 
Basingstoke, 2008), pp. 11-12. 
81 A. O’Dowd, Spalpeens and Tattie Hokers: History and Folklore of the Irish Migratory 
Agricultural Worker in Ireland and Britain (Irish Academic Press, Dublin, 1991), p.4. 
82 R. B. McDowell, ‘Ireland in 1800’ in Moody and Vaughan eds, A New History of Ireland 4: 
Eighteenth century Ireland 1691-1800 (Oxford University Press, paperback edition 2009), pp. 
677-678.  
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continent, there were other activities involving, for example, an Anglo-Dutch 

fleet of fifty ships, with 15,000 men, which in 1702 sailed to Cadiz, where it was 

repulsed, but later destroyed a Spanish treasure fleet.  The navy was employed 

also in various locations in the Mediterranean, such as Gibraltar and Sardinia.83 

Following the Treaty of Utrecht, 1713, which ended this war, some territories 

such as Nova Scotia and Hudson Bay were ceded to England and there was a 

reduction in the French fishing rights at Newfoundland.  This would have had 

some effect on the transatlantic trade in which Devon participated.  England 

was then involved in further continental wars, from 1718 to 1720 and again from 

1739 to 1748, when there was naval involvement off Toulon in 1744 and off 

Finisterre in 1747.  Within Britain, there were the Jacobite rebellions of 1715 

and 1745 in Scotland.84   

The Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle, 1748, brought the peace which continued 

until the Seven Years War of 1756 to 1763. This included not just war with 

France in Europe but also in North America and elsewhere.  In the years from 

1760 to 1770 some British troops were in India, but of greater importance was 

the American War of Independence, from 1775. Devon’s north coast ports had 

links with the American plantations and shipping from the south Devon ports 

also made transatlantic journeys.  The American war was ended by the Treaty 

of Versailles in 1783, but the peace was short-lived, for France again declared 

war on Britain in 1793.  The Napoleonic Wars continued into the nineteenth 

century to end with Battle of Waterloo in 1815.  For the duration of the 

Napoleonic wars, Devon was considered to be in the ‘front-line’ along with other 

areas of the south coast.  All wars were likely to have some impact on the 

                                                 
83 Gregory and Stevenson, Britain in the Eighteenth Century 1688-1820, p. 142. 
84 A list of the relevant wars and engagements is given in Appendix 2. 
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numbers of those travelling in Devon, but especially those which required high 

naval participation.    

D. Conclusions 

 The eighteenth century provided a greater variety of documentary 

evidence for movements of people within, into, out of and through Devon.  

Although the availability of churchwardens’ accounts increased, they provided 

less information, mainly as a result of the new legislation.  However, other 

sources, in particular those of the quarter sessions and the parish overseers, 

help to fill the information gaps in respect of those deemed vagrant and others 

required to return to their parishes of settlement.  Quarter sessions’ records also 

have some indirect information in relation to the movements of soldiers.  

Consequently, it remains possible to look at the movements of the different 

categories of people during the eighteenth century and to see how they were 

influenced by the legislation, the general state of the local and national 

economy and the impacts of wars. 
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Chapter 6 

‘Lamst’ soldiers, returning seamen, prisoners and the ‘Prince of 

Lebanon’ 

This chapter concentrates on the presence and travels of the soldiers, 

seamen, Irish and other foreigners through the whole of the eighteenth century.  

It shows that while the numbers receiving charity from the churchwardens 

clearly declined, in some cases to none, that this did not mean that such people 

were not on the move in the county.  Rather, while their need for charity was 

reduced and the legislation reduced the likelihood of its receipt, the travellers 

continued to respond to the regulations concerning parochial relief and 

settlement, the economy, political conditions and wars.  

The percentages of years when churchwardens made payments to 

travellers are shown in Tables 6.1 and 6.2.  Together they show a general 

decline in the frequency with which payments were made compared with the 

later seventeenth century, given in Table 4.1, and a continued decline during 

the eighteenth century.  The number of years when soldiers received assistance 

only approached 20 per cent in the south and southwest of the county in the 

years to 1755.  Division ten, in the southwest, had the maximum of 19 per cent, 

probably a reflection of the route used to and from Plymouth.  The north, with 12 

per cent of the years, came next, probably as a result of the influence of the 

north coast ports.  For the second half of the century, the general picture given 

by the frequency of payments made by the churchwardens, given in Table 6.2, 

shows a reduction in charity to all categories of travellers, with the one 

exception of seamen in the north central area.  As earlier in the century, soldiers 

were helped less often than seamen but the frequency of charity to seamen 

also declined.  
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Although the seamen were aided less frequently than before, for the period 

1704 to 1755 the percentages were over twenty except in the northwest and 

south central division nine.  The highest frequencies for soldiers and seamen 

coincided in the southwest, where seamen were assisted in 42 per cent of the 

years. In the second half of the century assistance to seamen declined further, 

with the one exception from the sample parishes of division three, where the 

frequency increased to 46 per cent.   

Some churchwardens did provide details of their travellers, mainly in the 

first half of the century.  Cullompton saw over ninety seamen in 1709/10, 

Shobrooke thirty-five in 1748/9 and thirty-six in 1772/3.  The latter parish 

actually gave to more travellers through the second half of the century, 

especially to seamen during 1763/4 and then from 1770 to 1775 and 1789 to 

1797, some of the last having their wives with them.  Few soldiers were 

recorded, with numbers under ten in any one year except for Cullompton where 

twenty-eight where assisted in 1707/08.1 These figures confirm the 

predominance of seamen over soldiers even in parishes central to the county.  

The Irish and other foreign people scarcely feature at all in the eighteenth 

century.  Table 6.2 shows that no Irish received help in the years 1756 to 1800 

and only four foreigners were aided, in 1800/01 in Buckfastleigh in judicial 

division eight.  For those discussed in this chapter, the seamen remained the 

most frequently helped of the travellers apart from the vagrants and others 

discussed in chapter seven.  

Since not all of the parishes gave the details of their travellers, a further 

indication of their general numbers has to come from the payments made to 

                                                 
1 Cullompton: 2404A/PW/2; Shobrooke: 1048A/PW/1/1/a/3. 
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them by the churchwardens.  For the period 1700 to 1755, the payments made 

by a sample of the parishes are given in Figure 6.1.  Although these sometimes  

specify that the charity was to soldiers and seamen, the numbers of each were 

not always given.  If Figures 4.5 and 6.1 are compared, they show that 

Axminster continued to have the highest expenses, but the overall totals 

declined, only four years having totals of over 100s (£5) with a maximum of over 

140s (£7) in 1745/6.  Full details for Axminster were given for 1715/6.  We know 

that in that year 104 soldiers, 226 seamen and just eleven other travellers, all 

female, received charity.2  Of the eleven women, two were soldiers’ wives, three 

were the wives of seamen and six were seamen’s widows, so that all had links 

with the forces. For 1745/6 we do know that apart from two separate women, 

each with a child, one of them with small pox, and thirteen soldiers, some of 

them sick, all the rest were seamen who received 128s 9d (£6-8s-9d) between 

them.  

 In contrast, in the west of the county, represented in Figure 6.1 by 

Buckland Monachorum, the amounts and likely numbers were so small for 

much of this period that the pence given hardly show on the scale of shillings, 

although even there minor peaks were registered in 1715 and 1749.  The parish 

is between Tavistock and Plymouth, so the visitors may have been travelling to 

a north or south coast port, or homebound.  In 1715, recruitment for the army in 

Scotland at the time of the Jacobite rebellion was a possibility.  

Payments by Halberton, in the north east, Alphington near Exeter and East 

Budleigh show similarities to those of Axminster on their smaller scales, but 

southerly Modbury exceeds Axminster’s payments in 1730 and 1739.  

Modbury’s accounts provide details of these unexpected peaks of expenditure.   

                                                 
2 Axminster: 406A/add2/PW/1. 
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The expenses of 1730 were in respect of just two people. In 1739 almost all of 

the expense was for ‘taking up’ John Hawkings, taking him to the justice of the 

peace and afterwards to the bridewell, it being ‘very severe weather at the time’.  

The other 8s was for renting a guard house for the soldiers, but whether these 

were local militia or visiting soldiers is not clear.3  

This information highlights the problems of relying solely on payments as 

an indication of the numbers who were being helped. The details from Modbury 

show that soldiers and seamen constituted most of those receiving charity from 

the parish in the years to 1755, but no details of those assisted are given during 

the remainder of the century.    

For the second half of the century, payments are shown in Figure 6.2.  

The sample parishes show that Axminster’s churchwardens continued to spend 

the most, although again there were a few years when Modbury’s payments 

were higher.  It will also be noticed that the amounts increased, especially from 

about 1780 to 1790, when Axminster reached a maximum of over 200s (£10).  

These years coincide with those of the end of the American War of 

Independence.   What is common to the results from the churchwardens’ 

accounts is that the giving and, presumably but not necessarily, the incidence of 

the travellers, was spasmodic and that the years do not always match across 

the county.  The north central, east and southwest areas appear to have been 

the more generous, or found themselves with greater obligations under the law 

or by local decisions.   

A. Soldiers 

Since the middle of the seventeenth century it has been shown that 

soldiers received alms from the churchwardens less often than seamen. This 

                                                 
3
 Modbury: 269A/PW8. 
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has been related in part to the nature and locations of the wars and so the 

likelihood of soldiers having to travel to and from the ports of Plymouth or north 

Devon rather than those of eastern England. 

Figure 6.3 shows the highest known numbers of soldiers and seamen 

recorded for each year of the eighteenth century in the churchwardens’ 

accounts. In a good many cases, exact numbers were not given, so it is 

possible that higher figures occurred.  Other payments did not always refer 

separately to soldiers and seamen and there are other hazards in using just the 

payments, as shown by the examples of 1730 and 1739 from Modbury.  

During the period 1710 to 1720, many soldiers were described as 

disbanded, discharged, ‘lamst’ or maimed as in Ashburton in 1714, Holbeton in 

1711 and Harford in 1716, all in the south and from 1713 to 1716 in Goodleigh 

in the north.4   Two captains and twenty-six soldiers passed through Cullompton 

in 1707/8.  Braunton stated that one soldier it helped in 1713 had been 

disbanded in Limerick.  An army of about 12,000 was maintained in Ireland, so 

those soldiers who passed through nearby Goodleigh may also have been 

returning from Ireland.  The Irish garrison was to be increased to 15,300 in 

1769.5  Alternatively, they may have been involved more directly in the war of 

the Spanish Succession which lasted from 1702 to 1713. It seems likely that it 

was their post-war condition that elicited the churchwardens’ charity.  

 Queen Anne’s armies are said by one historian to have been ‘…ill, 

infrequently and fraudulently paid…they were not lavishly fed; their living 

conditions were quite appalling…’6  If conditions at the citadel in Plymouth  

                                                 
4 Ashburton: 2141A/PW/2; PWDRO Holbeton: 633/17; PWDRO Harford: 1511/12 PW fiche 1; 
NDRO Goodleigh: 1742A/PW1. ‘Lamst’ is not given in the on-line Oxford English Dictionary.  It 
appears to be peculiar to Devon and is assumed to be the equivalent of ‘made lame’.   
5 H. V. Bowen, War and British Society, 1688-1815 (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 
1988), p.44. 
6 Major R. E. Scouller, The Armies of Queen Anne (Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1966), p. 287. 
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resembled those of the French prisoners of war, the soldiers would have been 

in a sorry state.  The Plymouth marshal was so hard pressed to cope with the 

829 French prisoners in his care in 1711/12, that in 1713 the marshalls 

threatened to open the prison doors and let the prisoners ‘shift for themselves’ 

rather than have them starve in prison.7  Knowledge of such conditions may 

have encouraged charity by some people.  

If the War of the Spanish Succession, which ended in 1713, was 

responsible for the soldiers found in the south, those of the years following must 

have been returning.  Although given only as travellers, forty people with passes 

who were helped in Chivelstone in 1714 may have included a proportion of 

soldiers.8   Although the east division recorded soldiers in only ten per cent of 

years, the largest known number in any one year, 104, was recorded by 

Axminster in 1715:  whether these men were late returnees or setting out for 

Scotland is an open question, but their number was small compared to that of 

the 226 seamen who passed through the town the same year.9  (Figure 6.3 has 

differing scales for the soldiers and seamen.)  If the soldiers and seamen were 

linked, returning men seems the more likely. 

 Axminster and Kilmington assisted some soldiers in the period 1740 to 

1750, but they were also on the move in the south of the county from about 

1740 through to 1752, although only in small numbers.10  They were given 

charity by Ashburton in 1742 to 1744 and in Littlehempston and Modbury in 

most years from 1745 to 1755.11  We know that in 1743, the soldiers of Colonel 

Mordant’s Royal Regiment of Irish were billeted in the castle at Exeter where 

                                                 
7 Scouller, The Armies of Queen Anne, pp. 315-16. 
8 Chivelstone: 3043A/PW/1/a/1. 
9 Axminster: 406A/add2/PW/1. 
10 Axminster: 406A/add2/PW/2; Kilmington: 3047A/PW/7. 
11 Ashburton: 2141A/PW/2; Littlehempston: 2217A/PW1; Modbury: 269A/PW8. 
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they were causing problems, resulting in six orders in relation to their control.12  

Soldiers were recruited in Devon from Easter 1745, for regiments of foot for 

Flanders, Minorca, Gibraltar and the plantations and also for regiments of 

marines. Dates were given for each of the county’s hundreds.13  In the quarter 

sessions’ records there are a few soldiers who were deserters, or discharged 

soldiers.  For example, James Wignell, a prisoner in the workhouse at St. 

Thomas in 1746, was ‘…lately a soldier in Lord Edgecombes Regiment…’, who 

had been born in Oakham, Rutland.14   

Also in the quarter sessions’ records were considerable numbers of 

soldiers’ wives, with or without children and the occasional widow, but with four 

in 1751, two of them with children. Most of these were apprehended during the 

years 1745 to 1752, but especially in 1746 and 1752. In their evidence, some of 

the wives gave the names of their husbands’ regiments. Thus Eleanor Butler, 

Catherine Catlyn and Ann Beechgood were all wives of soldiers in ‘General 

Fframpton’s regiment of foot’, strongly suggesting that that regiment had at least 

passed through Devon.15  Supporting evidence for this comes from the 

constable of Honiton who made some claims for the reimbursement of 

expenses in carrying baggage belonging to regiments moving through the 

county.  

 Some movements were just to and from Exeter but the details included 

the fact that the ‘Baggage of Colonell Fframton’s Regiment of foot’  was to go 

from Exeter to Bideford, in order for it to be ‘exported into Ireland’ in 1748/9.16   

Only Catherine Catlyn had given her husband’s birthplace as being in Ireland, at 

                                                 
12 QS 1/18 Midsummer 1743. 
13 QS 1/18 Easter 1745. 
14 QS 1/19  Michaelmas 1746 adjournments. 
15 QS 1/19 Michaelmas 1746 adjournments. 
16 QS 1/19 Christmas sessions 1748 (for Epiphany 1748/9). Possibly, ‘General’ and ‘Colonel’ 
Frampton were not one and the same as assumed here. 
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Cork, the others coming from Staffordshire and Gloucestershire.  This evidence 

suggests that Colonel Frampton’s regiment was not of Devon. Given the dates, 

of 1746 and 1748/9, the regiment must have travelled both ways through 

Devon, perhaps in relation to the garrison maintained in Ireland or the War of 

the Austrian Succession.  This war evidently had some impact not just on the 

numbers of soldiers on the move, as indicated in Figure 6.3, but resulted also in 

the movements of some of their wives and families.  

The information from the churchwardens’ accounts provides no further 

evidence of numbers of soldiers save for two minor peaks in 1751 and, even 

smaller, in 1756 as shown in Figure 6.3.  Modbury aided small numbers of 

soldiers, soldiers with their families and soldiers’ wives in the years from 1749 to 

1751 and then from 1753 onwards.  Although it seems a little late, these may 

have been returning from the War of the Austrian Succession.   In 1753, one 

soldier alone had cost the parish 13s 01/
2d of the 34s 9d charity for the year; the 

one soldier helped in 1762 was given transport by post-chaise to Plymouth, 

perhaps to the hospital there, as he had the smallpox.17  His presence might 

have been related to the Seven Years’ War. However, these and later numbers 

are so small that they could be considered random.  Effectively, the last 

payment by any churchwarden to a soldier appears to have been made in the 

early 1770s, as shown in Figure 6.3.  There are just three scattered entries, 

each relating to just one person, in the later part of the century.  

 The decline in such charity is reflected in the frequencies of payments to 

travellers for the period from 1756 to 1800, given in Table 6.2.  Only the 

frequency for the southwest judicial division was in double figures; but 12 per 

cent of only seventy-three years refers to only eight or nine years and the 5 per 

                                                 
17 Modbury: 269A/PW8. 
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cent of the north central area to just six.  Even in these divisions, the actual 

known numbers of soldiers assisted were very small and most were recorded in 

the earlier years of the century.  Post-1750, the men may have been moving in 

relation to the Seven Years War, 1756-63.  

 Although their numbers were low, some of the soldiers were sick and 

some had their wives travelling with them.  Straw and candles for sick soldiers 

put up the costs to Modbury in 1756. This suggests that these soldiers were 

sick while still on the way to war.  Soldiers of the nearly 30,000- strong standing 

army, which increased to 45,000 in the 1760s, might be on the move even in 

peace time, including some who became engaged in the conflicts overseas.18   

The Militia Act of 1757 revitalized the militia from its degeneration since its 

origins under a statute of 1558.19  Consequently, some may have been 

militiamen rather than regimental soldiers; militiamen were in Modbury for 

eleven weeks in 1759.  These men were moved only within England unless they 

were ‘embodied’ for full service.  They may have been being held in reserve for 

‘embodiment’ or, more likely, to guard the coast against any possible attack by 

the French.  It was thought that there would be an invasion in 1759 and William 

Pitt, secretary of state, had ordered forces to concentrate in camps. He told 

Rigby, the paymaster general, that the Devon militia was ‘one of the ”sheet 

anchors”’ and Plymouth was to be garrisoned.20 

 More soldiers passed through Modbury in 1774.  We know also that the 

Somerset militia were in Modbury in 1778, since the costs of their 

accommodation and straw comprised the total of the parish’s 21s 0d outgoings 

                                                 
18 Bowen, War and British Society, p. 44. The more variable overall size of the army is given in 
J. Gregory and J. Stevenson, The Routledge Companion to Britain in the Eighteenth Century 
1688-1820 (Routledge, Abingdon, 2007), pp.162-165. 
19 4 and 5 Philip and Mary c. 2 and 3. 
20 J. R. Western, The English Militia in the C18th 1660-1802 (Routledge & Kegan Paul PLC, 
1965), pp. 154-156; Gregory and Stevenson, Routledge Companion, p.174.   
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for travellers that year.  Small pox affected soldiers of the 50th Regiment in 

Modbury in 1780, one of whom died, and those of 1781 had been returned to 

England in cartels, which meant that they were returning prisoners of war. 

These evidently more considerable numbers do not feature in Figure 6.3, since 

exact total numbers were not available.  With seamen passing through the town 

in these years as well, 1779 to 1783 saw a peak in Modbury’s expenditure, 

which reached a maximum of 129s 3d  (£6-9s-3d) in 1780 as shown in Figure 

6.2.21 These soldiers, presumably travelling in relation to the American War of 

Independence, of 1775 to 1783, may not have been so numerous, but they 

must have made some impact on a number of the communities through which 

they passed, in costs, sometimes accommodation and possibly in spreading the 

incidence of small pox or other disease.22  The men must have been travelling 

to and from south coast ports, most likely Plymouth but possibly also 

Dartmouth.  Some other available information allows a fuller picture to be 

assembled. 

 It is known that at least some of the troops from England for America 

embarked on transport ships in southern Ireland.  As well as one known route 

from Holyhead to Dublin and then overland to Cork, alternatives may have 

included sailing from north Devon ports, which would have meant that soldiers 

travelled through communities in that area.23  However, available 

churchwardens’ accounts for the north of the county provide no evidence other 

than for the occasional individual.  In Chittlehampton on 7 December 1783, for 

example, a discharged soldier travelling with a pass received one shilling when 

on his way from Barnstaple to Elton in Derbyshire.  Possibly, he had returned 

                                                 
21 Modbury: 269A/PW 8.   
22 Modbury: 269A/PW 8.  
23 J. D. Thorp, ed. The Acland Journal: Lady Harriet Acland and the American War, (Hampshire 
County Council, Winchester, 1993) pp.7-8. (Embarkation in Cork on ‘the Transports for America’ 
in April 1776.) 
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from the American War of Independence via Ireland and subsequently landed at 

Barnstaple.  A soldier of 1799 was said to be wounded and travelling from 

Appledore, in Northam parish, to Bridgewater, Somerset.24   One might have 

expected an increase in assistance to soldiers in the last decade of the century, 

the time of the Napoleonic Wars, but charity by parishes does not reflect this.  

Such charity may have been more likely in response to wounded returnees, 

rather than those going to service for whom provision would have been made.   

 Soldiers may not have received much parochial charity, but some 

payments were made in respect of the men drawn for the militia.  In June 1782, 

the overseers of Widecombe gave £4-4s-0d to each of the two men drawn for 

the militia.  Each of the men then paid a ‘young man’ to be his substitute, one of 

whom then appears to have received £2-12s-6d from the overseers.25  It is not 

entirely clear, but there is a possibility that the first men drawn may have made 

a profit from the experience.  Parishes which were on the routes taken by 

regiments on the move also must have been obliged to provide accommodation 

for them when necessary.  Soldiers must have been a fairly familiar sight in 

parts of the county on or near its main routes during the last decade of the 

century, given the evidence from other sources.  

The quarter sessions’ books record regular payments for the movements 

of soldiers’ baggage from midsummer 1794 through to 1805, during the period 

of the Napoleonic Wars.  Directional information is given for a proportion of 

these claims for expenses and these have been mapped in Figure 6.4.  

Movements included those from Okehampton, Totnes and Honiton in the 

accounts for Michaelmas 1796 and from Okehampton to Launceston and  

  

                                                 
24 Chittlehampton: NDRO B 472 add3/39 (1763, 1783, 1799). 
25 Widecombe-in-the-Moor overseers’ accounts, June 1782.   
https://www.widecombearchive.org.uk/  (Address correct  14 May 2016.) 
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Moretonhampstead to Tavistock in those for Midsummer 1797.26  In some 

cases the movements were to camps or forts, such as those on Berry Head, at 

Stanborough Camp and at Plymouth.  The ‘Mill Prison’ to which some of the 

baggage was sent was probably either the Millbay prisoner of war stablishment 

or the additional barracks built beside it in Plymouth.  An additional base had 

been created in Plymouth at Frankfort  where the “woollen manufactory ‘behind 

Frankfort Place’…[had been] made into a barracks” in 1794..27 The routes 

shown on the map, Figure 6.4, compare well with Figure 1.4 and the turnpike 

roads of 1776, as given by Donn.28 They were unsurfaced until the adoption of 

McAdam’s method of construction, first used in the Bristol area in 1815, but they 

did permit the use of wheeled traffic in the place of packhorses.29  The costs 

and numbers of movements would have been made easier by the use of 

wheeled vehicles.  

 The Lord Lieutenant had the power to impress carts for transport, but 

most transport was by wagons ordered by justices for the militia regiments. No 

wagon could go more than a day’s journey or carry more than thirty 

hundredweight of tents and baggage.30  In 1778 it was considered that each 

company of militia needed three horses to move its tents and other 

equipment.31   There are few references to the quantity of equipment which was 

being moved, but at Michaelmas 1797 the constable of Wonford was 

reimbursed £1-6-0 for the use of ‘wagons’ and prior to Easter 1798, a total of 

                                                 
26 QS 1/22. 
27 C. Gill, Plymouth: A New History (Devon Books, Tiverton, 1993), p. 187. 
28 B. Donn, A Map of the County of Devon (Devon and Cornwall Record Society, reprinted in 
facsimile, Lund, Humphries & Co. Ltd, London and Bradford, 1965); W.Hoskins, Devon (Devon 
Books, Tiverton, commemorative edn 1992), p.149. 
29 Bamber Gascoigne Encyclopedia of Britain (BCA edn, Macmillan Press, Basingstoke, 1993), 
p. 394; Hoskins, Devon, p. 151; R.R. Sellman, Illustrations of Devon History (Methuen & Co. 
Ltd, London, 1962), p. 40-1; M. J. Daunton, Progress and Poverty: An Economic and Social 
History of Britain 1700-1850 (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1995), p. 303.  
30 Western, English Militia, pp. 16, 359-360. 
31 Western, English Militia, p. 362. 
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twenty-six carts were used between Plymouth and Tavistock.32  Whether the 

use of carts between Plymouth and Tavistock reflected the condition of the 

1780 turnpike or just the availability of wagons is not known.33 

 These records do not tell how many soldiers were in the county to 

require these baggage movements, nor the relative proportions of militia as 

against regular soldiers.  Those who were on the move before Easter 1798 

included the Lincoln Militia, the Second Regiment of Lancashire and the 29th 

Regiment.34   What these accounts do reveal is that some of the militia men and 

soldiers had come considerable distances before they traversed any part of 

Devon.  There was concern to protect the Channel coast against possible 

invasion and there were soldiers who were going to embark for service across 

the Channel or elsewhere.35  

 The map does not show so many routes in the north of Devon.  This 

may be partly a result of the lack of details in the returns to the quarter 

sessions, as Barnstaple borough and parish examinations give the names of 

four different groups of militia, including the North Devon and the 

Glamorganshire; and seven different regiments of foot, as well as the Surrey 

Cavalry, Shropshire Volunteers, the Loyal Exeter Regiment and the Plymouth 

Division of Marines.  The presence of these units in Barnstaple at some time is 

consistent with the recording of soldiers in the parishes of division three, which 

lie on routes to/from the town.36  It might also be linked to the maintenance of 

the garrison in Ireland, which was an unpopular posting.  In 1798, the South 

Devon regiment refused to follow Lord Rolle on board ship, but they were 

                                                 
32

 QS 1/22, Michaelmas 1797 and Easter 1798. 
33 Hoskins, Devon, p.151. 
34 QS 1/22, Michaelmas 1797 and Easter 1798. 
35 M. Duffy, ‘The Establishment of the Western Squadron as the Linchpin of British Naval 
Strategy’, Parameters of British Naval Power 1650-1850, ed M. Duffy (1992, University of 
Exeter Press, Exeter, reprint 1998), pp. 60-81 at p. 75. 
36 NDRO 3054A/PO 8. 
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persuaded when each had been addressed separately when they were 

paraded.  Other militia known to have served in Ireland in the last years of the 

eighteenth century were those from Warwickshire, Buckinghamshire, 

Worcestershire and Oxfordshire.37  

 A further map, Figure 6.5, shows, as far as possible, the known places 

of origin of all those militia, dragoons and other regiments, whose presence in 

Devon during the second half of the century is recorded in the documents, 

together with some known locations of the North Devon Militia.  The members 

of a regiment did not necessarily come from its area of origin, since some may 

not have been settled legally in that area at the time of joining and others may 

have been substitutes or have joined the regiment on route. 

On balance, it is likely that a proportion had travelled long distances 

across the country. These regiments included the 25th Light Dragoons who 

helped to put down a riot in Crediton and the Royal Cornwall which suppressed 

one in Chudleigh; the Yorkshire Militia who helped to put out a fire in West Exe, 

Tiverton were given seven guineas for their trouble in 1794; twenty-one of the 

Queen’s Bays, also light dragoons, received 2s 6d each for their help and thirty-

three of the 15th Dragoons were given three guineas between them, in June 

1801, for helping at another fire in Tiverton.38  The Middlesex Militia were 

recorded in Tavistock in 1780.39  Even the Devon-based men had moved 

around and some Devon men were substitutes for militia or soldiers of other 

counties.  Exeter received £3-7-6 from Berkshire for the Chulmleigh family of a  

 

 

 

                                                 
37 Western, English Militia, pp. 266-7. 
38 QS 1/22 Easter 1795; R4/1-0/Z/PW/3. 
39 482A/PO 18. (March 1780). 
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substitute, then in Stonehouse, under the regulations of ‘Act 35’ of ‘the present 

king’ (George III).40  It has been suggested that ‘…for some of the junior officers 

… the wanderings of the militia must have been a unique and fascinating 

experience.’41 

 

 

 

On balance, it is likely that a proportion had travelled the distances  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
40 Col. H. Walrond, Historical Records of the First Devon Militia (Longmans, Green & Co., 
London, 1897), especially Appendix C pp. 423-425; QS 1/22 Epiphany 1799 (new calendar)   
41 Western, English Militia, p. 398-9. 

Sources: QS1/22-23; 269A/PW8; 482A/PO18; R4/1-O/Z/PW/3; Surrey History Centre 
QS2/6/1759/MIC/11; Col. H. Walrond, Historical Records of the First Devon Militia 
(Longmans, Green & Co., London, 1897) 
 
Source Areas of Regiments and Militia serving in Devon with some 

Stations of the North Devon Militia: 1755-Napoleonic Wars 
 

Figure 6.5 
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Although the churchwardens’ references are few and other sources do 

not give their numbers, the impression is that there must have been many 

soldiers on the move in Devon.  The numbers of those in the regular army 

varied during the century, according to the returns given under the Mutiny Act.  

In 1720, there were almost 20,000 soldiers, in total about a quarter of them 

abroad.  The number then remained at around 17,000 until 1739 when there 

was an increase to a maximum of circa 74,000; it dropped markedly again until 

the Seven Years’ War, then fell and rose to a new high of 90,000 for the 

American War of Independence, fell again and then reached variable all-time 

highs of over 100,000 during the course of the Napoleonic Wars.42  Only a 

proportion of these men would have moved through Devon, but the various 

recruitments and demobilisations, especially of the wounded, maimed and 

‘lamst’, must have involved considerably more than the churchwardens’ 

accounts suggest, with the total numbers rising for each successive period of 

war. 

Unfortunately, soldiers on the move or in lodgings, camps and barracks 

might be regarded as problematic.  Apart from any costs in lodgings and 

sustenance, they might spread disease and they could be a lure for the women 

of the area.  It is likely that the soldiers in the barracks had been an attraction to 

the thirteen female vagrants who were sent back from Plymouth with Stoke 

Damerel to Modbury and Totnes between 1740 and 1805 and three more who 

were sent back as far as Cullompton between 1745 and 1800.43  It is possible 

that the women had met soldiers en route and followed them there.  

                                                 
42 J. Gregory and J. Stevenson, Britain in the Eighteenth Century 1688-1820 (Routledge, 
Abingdon, 2007), pp.162-65. 
43 Modbury, 269A/PO 1957-1970; Totnes, 1579A/24/49/1-29; Cullompton, 2404A/PO202/3-29. 
They are included in the figures of Table 7.7a. 
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 Although written in France, it is possible that a description of 1772, 

saying that there were “fifteen or twenty women … in the train of each unit”, 

applied also in Devon.44  Whether or not militia men of the Napoleonic period 

were responsible for making Exeter “…a Brothel”, as claimed by a Welsh school 

master at the end of the Seven Years’ War, is debateable. 45   Or perhaps the 

term might have been applied to Plymouth-Stoke Damerel by some?  Of 

soldiers recorded in Barnstaple settlement examinations a number were ‘lately 

married’ and some had wives from the town or nearby, including one soldier 

from Scotland and four from south Wales.46  This gave the potential for 

additional travellers through Devon in the future.   

The behaviour of soldiers on the move, as earlier in north Devon and 

especially of the demobilised, might cause concern.   According to J. Conway, 

there was a general opinion among contemporaries that the end of a war would 

‘…inevitably bring a crime wave…little difficulty in finding evidence to justify 

their nervousness’. 47   In 1750, one woman of Suffolk told a relative that “…we 

are much Alarm’d with Rogues in this Neighbourhood.”   At the end of the 

Seven Years’ War, an ‘elderly woman was reported to have been murdered and 

robbed by a demobilised soldier in Devon ’ 48  

The soldiers, militia and their baggage must have been a recurring sight 

in Devon during the eighteenth century, but especially during the last decade 

and into the nineteenth century for the duration of the Napoleonic Wars.  The 

movements of soldiers in the county affected not only those who had to provide 

for them, but additionally then, or possibly later, the movements of their wives, 

                                                 
44 J Lynn II, Women, Armies, and Warfare in Early Modern Europe (Cambridge University 
Press, Cambridge, 2008), p.13. 
45 S. Conway, War, State, and Society in Mid-Eighteenth-Century Britain and Ireland (Oxford 
University Press, 2006), p. 117. 
46 NDRO 3045A/PO 8. 
47 Conway, War, State, and Society, p. 134. 
48 Conway, War, State, and Society, p. 134. 
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families and others within or through the county.  The few payments to soldiers 

recorded by the churchwardens, except when soldiers had to be 

accommodated, might be due to the better provisioning of the standing army, 

but also partly because it was not required in law and that there was less 

inclination to assist those who, collectively, were not always of good repute and 

in a good many cases were ‘strangers’ in Devon, present only because of the 

equirements of wars.    

B. Seamen 

 As in the later seventeenth century, the churchwardens assisted seamen 

more often than soldiers.  Table 6.1 shows that seamen received alms in over 

10 per cent of years in all the judicial divisions, and over 20 per cent in nine of 

them, rising to a maximum of forty-two per cent in the southwest, twice as 

frequently as the maximum for the soldiers, also in that division.  The naval port 

of Plymouth was clearly an important influence on the movement of seamen in 

the county.   

Seamen were on the move more often, especially in the southwest of the 

county although over eighty passed through Cullompton in 1709 and again in 

1711.  When William of Orange arrived in Devon 1688, Bradfield House, 

between Cullompton and Uffculme, was used by ‘Sir van Ginkel, Lt.-General of 

the Cavalry of the United Netherlands’, for some of William’s men and horses 

from November 1688. 49  The house was owned by Colonel Henry III Walrond, 

but he was also a lawyer who inherited the house from his brother who had 

been High Sheriff of Devon.  One wonders if he had a local responsibility also, 

which meant that Cullompton had become a recognised staging post for the 

                                                 
49 ‘Extracts from the Walrond Papers’ in Proceedings of the Forty-Ninth Annual Meeting of the 
Association held at Cullompton, 26-29 July 1910, Transactions of the Devonshire Association, 
vol. 42, (1910), pp. 22-37, Walrond Papers item pp. 27-30, at p. 28. This is how he signed a 
report. 
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seamen as Chudleigh had for soldiers in 1625, even if on a smaller scale. 

However, unlike Chudleigh, where the men were recorded before a war, these 

men were in Cullompton during a war, so the sailors were replacement men or 

returnees.  The numbers of seamen recorded across Devon varied over time, 

as shown in Figure 6.3. This graph shows that seamen were more numerous 

and more frequently assisted than soldiers.50    

The movements of seamen need not have been linked to wars, unlike 

soldiers, who by definition, were linked to the monarch’s service, whether in the 

regular army or militias.  A known maximum number of seamen on the move 

through one parish, in one year, were the 226 recorded by Axminster 

churchwardens in 1715.51  These were likely to have been late returnees 

following the Treaty of Utrecht.  A link with the 1715 Jacobite rebellion in 

Scotland seems less likely, unless soldiers were to be shipped from the 

southwest to the north, rather than taken overland.  Very marked increases in 

numbers of travelling seamen up to 177 in 1723 and to 110 in 1724 were 

recorded in Holbeton, a parish between Modbury and Plymouth.52 They claimed 

variously to have had their ship burnt, to have been taken by pirates or have 

been ‘castaway’.  Most were recorded in groups of ten or more and were said to 

have had their passes.  Their presence in the parish could be linked to the 

Plymouth naval base, although not necessarily for all of them, as another 

recipient of charity in 1723 was one who had lost forty-one bullocks when he 

was castaway.  

Judging by the payments made, it seems likely that Axminster helped 

record numbers of travellers in 1745 and specifically mostly seamen in 1746.53  

                                                 
50 It should be noted that there are separate scales for the soldiers and seamen. 
51 Axminster: 406A/add2/PW/1. 
52 PWDRO Holbeton: 633/17. 
53

 Axminster: 406A/add2/PW/2. 
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The last of these seamen must have been travelling in relation to the outbreak 

of war with France, but not all of the peaks appear to be related to then current 

wars.  Small peaks in numbers occurred rather randomly, for example, in 1720 

in Goodleigh, 1734 in Frithelstock, 1749 in Shobrooke and 1751 in Modbury.  

The churchwardens’ comments, where available, tell that some were castaways 

and some returning from various captivities, including being held by the ‘Turks’, 

as in Sheepstor in 1732 and 1738.  

 Of the large number of seamen in Gittisham in 1731, twelve had landed 

at Gosport and fourteen had come from ‘Turkey’ and were going to Kent.54 

Seamen from a French prison in 1709 and eight from the ‘Hamburger’ and 

twelve from Spain in 1741 gained charity from Sidmouth’s churchwardens.  

Wembury recorded making payments to seventy-eight castaway seamen in 

1722, but the few years from 1746 onwards all incurred the cost of burial rather 

than of assistance onwards.55  The churchwardens did not distinguish between 

naval and merchant seamen so the latter may have been responsible for the 

clearly irregular numbers through the whole period.    

It cannot be assumed that all of the seamen were genuine, or if 

genuinely seamen, that the full truth was being told.  Abraham Hart, Edward 

Brown and John Smith were apprehended as ‘notorious common vagrants’ in 

1739. 56   The three claimed that they had been sailors, with Brown and Smith 

pretending that their tongues had been cut out by the Algerines so that they 

were dumb.  According to the quarter sessions’ records, they ‘gave a very false 

and unsatisfactory Account of themselves, their Manner of Life and 

Settlement…[and were] dangerous and incorrigible rogues’.  All three were 

ordered to be committed to the custody of Etheldred Davy, merchant of Exeter 

                                                 
54 Gosport is a part of Portsmouth’s naval base. 
55 Sidmouth: 1855A/PW1; PWDRO Wembury: 125/8. 
56 QS 1/18 Midsummer 1739. 
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as apprentices or servants for seven years on an American plantation, for which 

Davy provided security of transporting them as required by law.  

The later eighteenth century saw a further decline in the frequency of 

years when seamen were aided by the churchwardens, but not to such a low 

level as aid to soldiers, as shown in Table 6.2.  Whereas only three divisions 

recorded making payments to soldiers in more than 1 per cent of the years, all 

but the south central division made at least a few payments to seamen.  These 

ranged from single figures in the northwest, northeast, east and around Exeter, 

to 46 per cent of the years in the north central area.  These last parishes are on 

a route from the north Devon ports towards Exeter, or possibly, from 

Chittlehampton to Plymouth via Okehampton. If one considers the parishes 

collectively, seamen were helped throughout the period and the actual numbers 

were sometimes in double figures for any one year. South Molton helped 

numbers of up to twenty-eight in eight of the years from 1750 to the end of the 

record in 1767.57  If these were naval rather than merchant seamen, they may 

have been involved in the Seven Years’ War.  In Chittlehampton, the timing is 

later.  Seamen were assisted here every year from 1788 through to 1807, the 

end of the record, with a maximum of sixty-seven in 1806, probably men 

returning from war service, perhaps combined with merchant seamen.58  From 

1795 onwards, a number of them were accompanied by their wives and, in 

some cases, their children. 

  These irregularities in numbers probably account for the variations in 

churchwardens’ payments, shown in Figure 6.2.  With the exceptions of the 

greater variations recorded by Axminster and Modbury, there was a general dip 

in expenditure from about 1764 until the onset of the Napoleonic wars, although 

                                                 
57 NDRO South Molton:  814A/PW1. 
58 NDRO Chittlehampton: B472 add3/39. 
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the graph excludes the thirty-six seamen recorded in Shobrooke, immediately 

east of Crediton, in 1772. This was a year when Axminster also had increased 

payments and referred to seamen with passes. 59  The year does not equate 

readily with any particular war, but there was an increase in trade, especially 

following the conclusion of the Seven Years’ War in 1763, and the seamen may 

have been from or for the merchant fleet.  Additionally, there had been a 

considerable loss of seamen and marines during the Seven Years’ War which 

the navy would have wished to replace. Following the post-war low of 1762, the 

number of naval seamen and marines deemed necessary and voted for by 

parliament was increased by almost 24 per cent between 1767 and 1772 and 

the total grant increased correspondingly.60  Another possibility is that some of 

those recorded in Shobrooke or Axminster were returnees from longer 

distances.  Shobrooke was an exception in recording payments to seamen 

more frequently than the giving of alms to other travellers.61   

 The size of the navy had increased with each war, but the major 

increase in naval seamen did not occur until 1782, temporarily and then for the 

Napoleonic Wars.62  By 1794 the navy had increased to 86,000, aided by the 

offer of bounties, which encouraged volunteers.   Numbers increased further 

following the Quota Acts of 1795-6.63  Recruitment must have been on-going, as 

Crediton was reimbursed £1-1-0 for raising seamen ‘under the late navigation 

act’ in 1798.64  That year, there were nearly 120,000 seamen and marines.65  

                                                 
59 406A add2/PW 3. 
60 S. F. Gradish, The Manning of the British Navy during The Seven Years’ War (Royal 
Historical Society Studies in History Series No. 21, Royal Historical Society, London, 1980), pp. 
65 and 216, Appendix D. 
61 1048A/PW/1/a/3. 
62 Gregory and Stevenson, Britain in the Eighteenth Century: 1688-1820, p.166. 
63

 N. A. M. Rodger, Command of the Ocean, A Naval History of Britain vol.2 1649-1815, (Allen 
Lane, Penguin Books in association with The National Maritime Museum, 2004), pp. 442-3. 
64 QS 1/22 Epiphany 1798 (new calendar). 
65 Gregory and Stevenson, Britain in the Eighteenth Century: 1688-1820, p.166. 
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Although later, 1804-5, a sample of ships’ companies in Plymouth may well 

have been typical of the earlier years of the war according to N. A. M. Rodger:  

The most important counties of origin were in descending order London, 
Dublin, Devon, Cork, Lancashire, Gloucestershire and Kent, but London 
and Devon contributed considerably higher proportions of able seamen 
than the others.66   
 
Seamen were needed to transport men and provisions for wars and even 

merchant seamen could be caught up in the effects of war.  Although distance 

from the sea may have contributed to the decisions by Widecombe and 

Morebath not to give alms to seamen travellers, their economic problems may 

have been the main factor.  Chagford is also distant from the sea on the 

northeast edge of Dartmoor, but on the old route from Exeter across Dartmoor, 

a lesser route from Ashburton and the reputed ‘Mariners’ Way, the latter two 

leading towards Okehampton or towards Bideford or Barnstaple.  The parish 

gave to some seamen in 1731 and, in 1760, to ‘…five Sailors came from ye 

French Prison & were Going home to Norfolk Shire 2s 6d’ and three more in 

1765.67  Although a route from Dartmouth was possible, for those going to 

Norfolk, a route from Plymouth via the moor, towards Exeter and so eastwards, 

seems more likely.68  Even if tin mining and textiles were in decline, Chagford 

had status as a stannary and mill town and possibly had more funds than 

Widecombe or Morebath.   

Neither naval nor merchant seamen arriving in Devon were always from 

Devon and therefore had to travel across at least a part of the county’s inland 

territory. The churchwardens of Chittlehampton, in north Devon, provided some 

                                                 
66 Rodger, Command of the Ocean, p. 498.  
67 Chagford: 1429A/PW5. 
68 The route across Dartmoor from Exeter to Cornwall given by Ogilby (1675) went via Chagford 
and the road is shown as a minor one on Cary’s map of 1807 (copies of maps in the writer’s 
possession); Donn’s map of 1765 shows it but also the link road via Moretonhampstead.  Since 
then, the route from Chagford to the current trans-moor route has been lost to the moor. The 
current route was the result of a turnpike act of 1772, P. White, The South-West Highway Atlas 
for 1675 (Tamar Books, Launceston, 2005), p.130-31.  
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examples of these journeys. In 1795, four sailors were en route from Cornwall 

to Bristol and another from Barnstaple to Dover.  The following year, two, with 

one woman, were travelling from Plymouth to Bristol, another and a woman 

from Ilfracombe to London.  Similar information for some of the seamen 

travellers is given in each of the next three years to 1799 and include journeys 

such as Falmouth, Helston and Dartmouth to Bristol, Barnstaple to Warrington 

(Lancashire), three from Dover to Cornwall and, geographically rather more 

suspect, from Portsmouth to Liverpool, unless the three were hoping to take 

coastal shipping from north Devon.  Perhaps the least expected of such 

information related to a sailor in 1800 whose pass was from Holyhead to 

Philadelphia; one presumes he was to ship from Barnstaple or Bideford back to 

America.  It is notable that the majority of these journeys were between ports. 

Chittlehampton continued to assist seamen with passes, most of them travelling 

in groups of two or three.   Including the group of three of the last account of 

1807/8, they received 1s each.69 

With Plymouth on a par with Portsmouth in importance, and Devon a 

major contributor to the country’s navy, the presence of considerable numbers 

of seamen moving in the county is to be expected.  Not all seamen in Plymouth 

would have been deserving of charity, given the behaviour of some, like the four 

mariners who were convicted at Exeter assizes in 1759 of ‘Assault and Battery’ 

committed at Plymouth.  They were fined £20 each and had to pay the costs of 

the prosecution, a total of another £46, but the justices had permission to 

‘Abitigate the said fine at their discretion’ and discharge the offenders.70  

Perhaps getting the men back to Plymouth and to sea may have been 

considered more important than their punishment which possibly would have 

                                                 
69 NDRO Chittlehampton: B 472 add 3/40.  This volume covers the years 1784 to 1807/8.  
70 QS 1/19, Easter 1759. 
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involved time in prison pending the payment of their fines. In contrast, the three 

seamen who were helped by Modbury in 1818 were considered worthy of 

charity as they were castaways with a pass from Plymouth to Dartmouth which 

must have been thought to be genuine.71 

Under the legislation of 1744, both soldiers and seamen travelling on 

legitimate passes were exempt from being taken as vagrants.  In 1785 

Cornelius Turner, ‘late a mariner’, had what appeared to be such a pass to 

enable him to travel from Chichester back to Plymouth, Devon, ‘without any of 

your Lett, Hindrance, or Molestation whatsoever, he demeaning himself orderly’.  

He was given 6d, ‘retried’ at Havant, the first stop in Hampshire and continued 

through that county to reach Dorset, as the, possibly original, annotations show 

in Figure 6.6.  Was it Cornelius who was apprehended in Dorset or had the 

pass been held later by one John Fabian, seaman of Dover, for whom a 

supposed ship’s captain had written on the reverse that John had been 

castaway on the shore of ‘All Denny’ (?Alderney) as shown in Figure 6.7?  If 

they were travelling together, suspicions would have arisen, since John should 

have been travelling eastwards, not westwards. A closer look at the coat of 

arms suggests also that it related to George II rather than George III.  Various 

scenarios are possible, but Cornelius presumably eventually reached Plymouth, 

possibly as a returned vagrant. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
71 Modbury: 269A/PW8. 
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Source: Dorset History Centre, PE/PL: OV 7/2 
Supposed Mariner’s Footpass for Cornelius Turner to 

Travel from Chichester, Sussex, to Plymouth, Devon: June 
1785 

 
Figure 6.6 
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Source: Dorset History Centre, PE/PL: OV 7/2 
Reverse of the Footpass, concerning John Fabian of Dover 

(Lowest section excluded from photograph) 
 

Figure 6.7 
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 The same legislation also allowed the magistrates to give vagrants the 

option of enlisting rather than take due punishment for their offences.72  Those 

counties said to be the most important for the origins of seamen, with the 

exception of Ireland, relate well with the information on travel given by 

Chittlehampton and, as will be shown in Chapter 7, with those counties to which 

other travellers in Devon were returned.   

For this period we know more about the soldiers and seamen who were 

returning from service.  Their irregular appearances in the records throughout 

the period reflect their royal or merchant service, returns from captivity by the 

‘Turks’, or as prisoners of war and from shipwrecks, all of which could lead to 

considerable overland journeys.   They were shown a degree of sympathy by at 

least some churchwardens.    

The movements of soldiers and seamen meant, as H. V. Bowen writes, 

that a good many of the people of Devon were aware of troops on the move, the 

establishment of military camps, the efforts needed to support the army and 

navy and even of enemy prisoners of war.  Unlike Bowen, who suggests that 

prisoners of war were present only after 1793, this research shows that Devon 

saw some prisoners of war at various times throughout the eighteenth century.73 

C. Irish and other Foreign 

 The frequencies of payments to Irish and to other foreigners by 

churchwardens during the eighteenth century, shown in the Tables 6.1 and 6.2, 

show that zero was the most common value, and the highest just 2 per cent for 

other foreigners in the years 1704 to 1755. 

 

 

                                                 
72 17 Geo. II c.5 ‘To amend and make more effectual the Laws relating to Rogues, 
Vagabonds…’  
73 H. V. Bowen, War and British Society, p. 41.  
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i)Irish 

Only judicial division one gave to Irish and then only in 1 per cent of the years 

between 1704 and 1755.  This represents two payments to Irish, one by 

Braunton in 1711 and the other in 1747 by Barnstaple, whose churchwardens 

gave to a woman en route to Plymouth. Nor were any specified as such in the 

Devon quarter sessions’ records, although some were to be returned to Ireland.  

Although this suggests a lack of Irish people on the move in Devon, that may 

not have been the reality.  The legislation made no provision for the Irish, who, 

having no legal settlement within England, had to be treated as vagrants. 74    In 

1723 and again in 1734, Plymouth paid forty shillings per person for the 

shipping of Irish vagrants back to ‘…Cork, Kingsale (Kinsale) or Waterford …’75 

Exeter also set a rate of 10s 6d per person - no master was ‘to demand or get 

more’ - for the transport of vagrants to Ireland. 76   These references imply that 

there must have been a number of travellers from within, or beyond, Devon for 

whom Ireland was their home country.  

 We do know that at least three women, one left by her husband in 

Bridgewater and two widows, had each married an Irishman, as each had been 

taken vagrant and was returned to Modbury.  They had been apprehended in 

Stoke Damerel, London and Guildford respectively.77  They were returned to the 

places of their births rather than to Ireland, as none of them knew, or wished to 

admit, the actual place in Ireland of the husband’s settlement.  

 Devon’s Irish travellers may have been subsumed in more general 

references to travellers or vagrants, hiding the true numbers. In the seventeenth 
                                                 
74 D. Marshall, The English Poor in the Eighteenth Century (1926, Routledge & Kegan Paul Ltd, 
London, paperback, 2013), p.239. 
75 PWDRO Plymouth Sessions Book 1/52 (1703-1726) 23 July 1723: 1/53 (1726-1743) 16 
November 1730. 
76 QS 1/15 Michaelmas 1705 and QS 1/15 Midsummer 1717 for examples and rate set QS 1/18 
Midsummer 1742. The sea route from the north coast is shorter. 
77 Modbury 269A/PO/1959,1960,1968.These are settlement examinations of returned vagrants, 
referring to the years 1772, 1773 and 1789. 
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century, famines and not infrequent turmoil resulted in many Irish on the move 

in the county.  Although there were some years of dearth in the eighteenth 

century, the impact was less as the rest of the Irish economy was more 

successful than in the past, particularly its textile trades.78  A genuine reduction 

of the numbers of Irish travelling in Devon may have occurred, but from these 

results its true scale is unclear.  Writing in 1926, Marshall expressed the opinion  

that ‘The number of vagrant Irish in England seems to have been a constant 

trouble…’ 79  

ii) Other Foreign 

The Tables 6.1 and 6.2 show that other foreigners were assisted in more 

parts of the county than the Irish, but the highest figure, in the south, was only 

of 2 per cent of the years to 1755.  Most of these instances were recorded in 

Modbury, where they included French prisoners in 1703, five Spanish men in 

1720, possibly former prisoners returning home from the War of the Quadruple 

Alliance, two other Frenchmen in 1751 and a Welshman in 1754, but the most 

intriguing was an entry of 1730: 

                                                                                s. d. 
To conveying the Prince of Lebanon to Totnes    06-00  
To expenses on him whilst in Town                      18-0280 

 

The Prince of Lebanon’s visit to Modbury was an expensive affair, at a 

total of 24s 2d.  No mention is made of a justice of the peace, so it has to be 

assumed that he was, or thought to be, genuine.  Whereas those such as 

French prisoners probably were in need, the Prince of Lebanon was probably 

treated as an important person, which could account for the high expenditure.  If 

the prince was not poor, one could argue against his inclusion here, but he 
                                                 
78 L. M. Cullen, ‘Economic development, 1750-1800’, A New History of Ireland 4: Eighteenth–
Century Ireland 1691-1800, ed. Moody and Vaughan (Oxford University Press, 2009), pp.159-
195 at p.159. 
79 Marshall, The English Poor, p.239. 
80 Modbury 269A/PW 8. 
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appears to have merited a charitable response.  At the time, Lebanon was a 

part of the Ottoman Empire, and a prince was possibly a Maronite, who would 

have been a Christian, or a Druze, who would have blended in with protestant 

Christians as that faith does not adhere to the ‘five  pillars’ of Islam.81   It is likely 

that he had landed in Plymouth since he was clearly travelling eastwards.  

Presumably, the prince continued his journey onwards to include Exeter and 

maybe on to London.  If Modbury had succumbed to deception, one would 

expect the ‘prince’ to appear in other documents, but no other references have 

been found.  Was Modbury just a convenient stopping point or had he some 

other purpose in the town?  

 The prince may have been travelling for pleasure, but it is possible that it 

was in connection with Lebanon’s silk trade.  Earlier, in 1720, parliament had 

been ‘…encouraging the Woollen and Silk Manufactures of the Kingdom…’, 

although Exeter had had silk weavers in the late seventeenth century. Silk mills 

are known to have become established in Devon, as at Bampton, and in Dorset 

and Somerset.82  Other unusual foreign travellers in the south of the county 

were the two ‘Palatines’ in Buckfastleigh in 1737, presumed to be from 

Germany.  

Elsewhere, Braunton recorded two Dutch who were said to have suffered 

from a flood in 1721 and Barnstaple helped seven Dutch in 1734.  Frithelstock’s 

‘out language man’ has been counted as foreign, although possibly the writer of 

                                                 
81

 K. Salibi, A House of many Mansions: The History of Lebanon reconsidered (Tauris & Co Ltd, 
London, 1988), pp. 45, 106-07; W. Harris, Lebanon: A History 600-2011 (Oxford University 
Press, Oxford, 2012), p.7. The silk trade kept “Ottoman Mount Lebanon afloat and the 
educational advances from the eighteenth century that advantaged Catholic Christians…” , read 
on-line in’google books’. 
82 http://discovery.nationlarchives.gov.uk, House of Lords, Parliamentary Archives, 
HL/PO/JO/10/6/306. March 1720-April 1720; separately, silk mills listed as existing in 
Sherborne, Evercreech and Bruton; https://www.foda.org.uk/main/projects/eighteen, T. 
McManamon, ‘Cloth, Wool, and Leather manufacture’, fifth paragraph, reference to 1735 silk 
manufacturing in Bampton. (19 August 2015); W. T. MacCaffrey, Exeter, 1540-1640: The 
Growth of an English County Town (1958, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Mass., 1978), 
p. 163.  



 326 

1714 meant that the person was without language, or dumb or possibly even 

insane.83  More unusual was the reference to a certain ‘Negro or Black’ 

committed by two justices to St. Thomas’ bridewell as a vagrant.  ‘Jack’ refused 

to answer or give an account of him-self so he was deemed an ‘incorrigible 

rogue’.  He was gaoled and subsequently became one of nineteen ordered for 

transportation in 1731.84   Later, in the north of the county, in 1752, South 

Molton helped another ‘black’.85  It is possible that both he and ‘Jack’ had 

arrived in Bideford or Barnstaple from an American plantation, but no further 

information is available. 

Initially committed without a name, Peter Caturanon, possibly Caluranon, 

evidently of doubtful origin, spent some time in the county bridewell as a result 

of his apprehension in the summer of 1746. At first, he was to be sent by the 

first cartel ship to France from which he said he had come.   At Christmas he 

was still in the bridewell, requesting his return to France in a cartel, but the 

authorities wrote to the commissioner of the sick and wounded to know what to 

do with him, suggesting that he had been or become ill while in custody.  Peter 

remained in the bridewell, for money was provided towards some clothing in 

1748, at which time he was described as ‘…a Selovonian’.  At midsummer 1749 

it was decided that he should be sent to Hamburg by a contract, but it was 

Michaelmas that year before he was described as ‘a German’ and an 

arrangement was made for him to be delivered to Mr. Bernard Paul of Topsham 

so that he might be conveyed to Hamburg, for a fee of four guineas.  A part of 

the delay in his transport to the continent may have been due to the fact that 

there had been fever in the bridewell.86   

                                                 
83 NDRO Braunton: 1677A/PW/2; Barnstaple: 3054A/PW5; Frithelstock: 3788A/PW2. 
84 QS 1/17 Epiphany 1730/1, Easter, midsummer and Michaelmas 1731.     
85 NDRO South Molton: 814A/PW1. 
86 QS 1/19 Midsummer 1746 and each following to include Michaelmas 1749.   
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 There were also ‘French prisoners’ in England, such as those recorded in 

in Modbury in 1703, when the constables were reimbursed for ‘…guarding ye 

ffrench prisoners that passed through our parish 4s 3d’.87  The same year, 

French prisoners were recorded in Alphington, possibly the same ones if they 

were being moved in the county. More were recorded there in 1708 and 1709 

and others were helped by Sidmouth in 1710.88  All of these were reported 

during the war of the Spanish Succession, but the numbers were not given. The 

high payments made by Axminster in the first two decades of the century 

suggest that numbers of travellers were high, although not all as high as in 1705 

when the parish assisted 285 exchanged prisoners from France.89  From this, it 

has been assumed that the ‘prisoners from France’ of 1707 to 1711 were also 

English returning, rather than French.  Whether or not the numbers reflect the 

numbers of French prisoners who found themselves in Devon, or even England, 

is unknown; they need not, as it would depend on where such men had been 

landed.  It is possible that the total of French prisoners in the county is under-

represented in the churchwardens’ accounts. 

 In the second half of the century, the frequency of payments given in 

Table 6.2, shows that although four districts gave alms, in no case did the figure 

reach a full one percent.  Most were recorded in the south, in division eight 

where, in chronological order, foreigners were assisted in East Teignmouth, 

Ashburton and Buckfastleigh.   In most cases assistance was given in isolated 

years, as when East Teignmouth helped three Italians in 1784.  Ashburton gave 

in two successive years, to ‘four Injans in Distress 1s-0d’, in October/November 

1785 and to some Dutchmen, who by implication had been cast-away, in 1786.  

The ‘Injans’ may have been American Indians, given the county’s links with 

                                                 
87 Modbury: 269A/PW8. 
88 Alphington: 1481A/PW4: Sidmouth: 1855A/PW1. 
89 Axminster: 406A/add2/PW/1. 
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America.  Buckfastleigh’s foreign visitors were four ‘Turks’ recorded in 1801.90  

These were not the first ‘Turks’ to be recorded in Devon, as earlier a group had 

been brought into Dartmouth and sent to quarter sessions.91   Whatever their 

true nationality, they must have arrived by sea, legally or otherwise, perhaps 

initially as prisoners, and therefore they had travelled through a part of the 

county already and would proceed further, since there is no evidence that they 

were apprehended at this stage.  Perhaps they were being returned at this time.   

Elsewhere in the county, churchwardens aided Americans, like those 

who travelled through Tavistock in 1799, when some ‘in distress’ were given 

10s-6d; the overseers of Clyst St. George paid ‘ye Maricans With their Pass, 2s-

6d on 10 March 1800 and later, those of George Nympton also gave to ten on 5 

April 1802, when it was claimed that they had had their vessel burnt and they 

received a generous 7s-6d.92 Was this just coincidence?  Had the same ten 

men had a charity-supported visit to England?  If they were American, some of 

them may have become some or all of the nine recorded among the vagrants of 

the quarter sessions’ records from 1800 to 1805.   Although the evidence is 

from limited places, the people must have travelled between other places and 

thus have been on other roads of Devon.  No other foreigners were recorded by 

the churchwardens within the time span, other than prisoners of war.  

The travel of prisoners of war who found themselves in Devon was 

limited and supervised.  Some did travel, for during 1761, the First Devon Militia 

were used to guard French prisoners at Exeter and St. Thomas and to provide 

                                                 
90 East Teignmouth: 3231A/PW1; Ashburton: 2141A/PW/3; Buckfastleigh: 3639A/PW/1/a/2. 
91 QS/B Box 110 Workhouse record, Easter 1683; A. H. A. Hamilton, Quarter Sessions from 
Queen Elizabeth to Queen Anne; Illustrations of Local Government and History, drawn from 
Original Records (Sampson Low, Marston, Searle, & Rivington, London, 1878; Kessinger 
Publishing’s Rare Reprints, USA, undated), pp.213-4. 
92 Tavistock: 482A/PW72; Clyst St George: 3147A/PO/7; NDRO George Nympton: 3731A/PO2. 
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escorts for prisoners between Plymouth and Winchester.93  We know that there 

were French prisoners in Topsham in 1762, during the Seven Years’ War, when 

the baker who provided their bread complained that he had had five bushels of 

his flour stolen.94  In 1770, 1,300 French and American prisoners were 

accommodated in the St. Thomas bridewell.95  During the Napoleonic Wars, 

many were accommodated in the prisons of Plymouth and in prison-ships, until 

the building, in 1806, of the prison at Princetown, a place with ‘an abominable 

climate’ in the parish of Lydford.96  Some French prisoners were in Tiverton in 

November 1797, perhaps in transit, when they assisted at a fire and four quarts 

and one pint of brandy were provided for them.97 

            Although some of the foreigners in Devon had interesting origins, the 

churchwardens gave alms to such people in very few years.  No Cornish were 

recorded. If language was the descriptive factor, this is not surprising, since its 

area of use had receded to the Penwith peninsula and the last fluent speaker, 

Dolly Pentreath of Mousehole, died in 1777.98  A fair proportion, possibly the 

largest number, of the foreigners were prisoners of war and some may have 

been those who had served with the British servicemen, since for all but thirty-

two of the years from 1700 to 1800, Britain had been paying foreign troops.  

The payments reached their highest levels in 1761, 1780 and ultimately in 

                                                 
93 Walrond, Historical Records, p. 49. 
94 780A/PZ/51, date of theft not later than 1st May 1762. This was during the Seven Years War 
1756-63. 
95 http://www.exetermemories.co.uk/em/_streets/cowick.php p.2 (23 October 2015). David 
Cornforth was the author, 2012, and sources were given as Cowick Street Conservation Area 
Appraisal and Management Plan and local newspapers in the National Newspaper archive. 
96 Hoskins, Devon, pp. 428-9. 
97 R4/1-0/Z/PW/3. 
98Mousehole is in Paul parish, where Dolly Pentreath is buried in the churchyard and there is a 
monument to her.  She was probably not the last person to speak any of the language before its 
revival in more recent times.  Personal knowledge from living in adjacent Newlyn 1964-1973.  
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1800.99  However, further people of overseas birth were recorded as vagrants 

by the quarter sessions. 

Those from overseas raised problems, as most had no legal settlement 

within the British Isles and consequently might incur considerable costs and 

trouble.  The vagrants are considered in detail in Chapter 7. 

D. Conclusions  

 It seems likely that the numbers of soldiers, seamen, Irish and other 

foreign travellers did not decline as much, if at all, as the amount of assistance 

given by the churchwardens during the eighteenth century suggests.  The 

decline in charity occurred spasmodically rather than very gradually through the 

century, partly in relation to the optional nature of almsgiving following the 

change in the legislation, but also in response to the chronology of wars, which 

continued to be an important factor.  Indeed, the total number of soldiers, militia, 

naval and merchant seamen on the move in Devon was probably greater than 

during the seventeenth century.  The soldiers and seamen who returned home 

‘lamst’, maimed, from being prisoners of war of the French or Spanish or 

captives of the ‘Turks’, or from shipwrecks, were more likely to have received 

charity from the parishes.  However, given the total outlays by some 

churchwardens, suffering was not a pre-requisite for charity in all cases.   In 

order to return to their families and perhaps to claim financial relief, the men had 

to return to their home parishes or those of their legal settlements.  Their route-

ways in or through the county were influenced by the ports, dominantly by 

Plymouth with its provision for both army and navy.  The two specified Irish 

were linked to ports of arrival or departure. Although scattered across the 

                                                 
99 Gregory and Stevenson, Britain in the Eighteenth Century, pp. 162-165. 
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county, the other foreigners also reflected relationships with wars, the ports and 

an increasing variety of international links. 
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Chapter 7 

The Pitiable, the Infamous and Victims of Circumstance 

Vagrants and other Travellers 1700 - c. 1800 

This chapter considers the vagrant and the non-vagrant, mainly pass-

holding, travellers in Devon.1  It begins by using the same structure as earlier 

chapters.   After a general introduction in which they are treated together, the 

vagrants and the others are considered separately.  In the eighteenth century, 

most of the information about vagrants is found in the accounts from constables 

and the quarter sessions, plus some related documents which are found with 

those of the parish overseers.  The observed increase in the proportion of 

female travellers is considered under the social composition of the vagrants. 

There is also information in these sources about the vagrants’ travels, although 

some claims may not have been the truth. 

 The sources of information concerning the non-vagrant travellers are 

varied but do not necessarily provide as much detail. The settlement legislation 

of 1662 generated settlement examinations and settlement certificates which 

provide information on inter-parochial movements.  Inter-parochial disputes 

were taken to the justices and appear in the records of the quarter sessions.  

The legislation and introduction of workhouses aimed to reduce the numbers of 

poor people on the move.  How far the number of travellers was affected by 

these possible influences is considered.   

It is shown that increasing numbers of people, including women and 

some overseas-born, were on the move within and through Devon, to or from 

other places, over increasingly disparate distances.  Their journeys appear to 

                                                 
1 Those classified as soldiers, seamen, Irish or other ‘Foreign’ are discussed in Chapter 6. A 
pass - holder travelled with a legal, or possibly counterfeit, travel document.  
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have been as a consequence of the varying economic conditions, the effects of 

wars, and as a result of the legislation itself.   

Tables 6.1 and 6.2 include the figures of the frequencies with which the 

churchwardens made payments to the vagrants and others, as a combined 

category, for the two halves of the century.  Like those for the other categories 

of travellers, the percentages of years with payments declined in the eighteenth 

century.  Up to 1755, only judicial division three, the north central area of the 

county, paid out in just over half of the years, although only two divisions paid 

out in under twenty percent of the years.  From 1756 to 1800, the frequencies of 

payments declined considerably in all divisions save one; this was the 

southwest area, where the frequency of payments rose from 45 per cent up to 

1755, to 59 per cent from 1756 to 1800.  

In the first case, it may be significant that the north central area includes 

parishes which are on possible routes across the north of the county linking the 

north coast ports with Exeter to the south or to other counties to the east and 

north via Somerset.   This could have resulted in a concentration of traffic in the 

‘cross-roads’ area of Tiverton, Halberton and Cullompton. The next highest 

percentages of years were those of the east and southwest, so probably they 

included some people moving through Axminster and Plymouth respectively.  

 After 1755, the southwest, the Plymouth area, was the most important, 

followed by the east, and, at a reduced level, the north central area.  These 

results appear to emphasise the importance of the traffic between the east and 

west through the southern half of the county and the ‘crossroads’ of the north 

central area. However, they may reflect in part the attitudes of the parishes 

towards travellers.  These figures do not differentiate between the vagrant and 

non-vagrant, often referring simply to those with passes.  Given that the 
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regulations for the vagrant were tightened further in 1744, it seems likely that 

the majority of these were the non-vagrant poor.  The introduction of vagrant 

conveyors would also have limited the number of vagrants who may have 

received charity from the churchwardens. 

 Only four parishes made specific references to helping vagrants before 

1755:  Ashburton’s churchwardens in six years from 1716 to 1733; those of 

Axminster, 1740/1 and 1741/2; Modbury in six years from 1720 to 1743; and 

those of Tedburn St. Mary, who record the payment to the constables in 1711.2  

There is no pattern to these dates so it is likely that the references are chance 

results dependent on who was keeping the records at those times.  In the later 

part of the century, even fewer sets of parochial records referred specifically to 

vagrants, those parishes being Axminster, in 1780 and 1784; Modbury, in 1769, 

1770 and 1773; and Mary Tavy in 1790.3  In Modbury in 1769, along with some 

other travellers, the six vagrants cost just 4s 6d.  However, over £2-0-0 more 

had been spent in the vagrants’ being ‘taken up’, their necessary presentation 

to the constables and the justices at ‘Yealmbridge’, followed by the return of two 

of them under guard for three days and “the boy” being examined and then 

taken to Totnes.   

In 1770, Modbury spent a considerable amount in relation to one William 

Fossett.  Modbury termed him a pauper, so it is not clear to what extent William 

Fossett was a true vagrant, but after several costly journeys by the official he 

was taken ‘… to Totnes with an intent to have him committed as a vagrant.’4   

The implication is that his parish of settlement had been disputed.  If justices 

committed him as a vagrant, the decision on his settlement would have been 

                                                 
2 Ashburton: 2141A/PW/2; Axminster: 406A/add2/PW/1; Modbury: 269A/PW8; Tedburn St 
Mary: 2178A/PW1 (churchwardens’ accounts) and also in PW/1/a/1 under constables’ 
accounts. 
3 Axminster: 406A/add2/PW/2; Modbury: 269A/PW8: Mary Tavy: 1134A/PW/2.  
4 Modbury: 269A/PW8. 
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binding in law, so that he could not be returned again:  that may have been 

what Modbury was hoping.   The 1773 entry merely says ‘To the Relief of 

Vagarants at Divers Times   0-19(s)-0d.’, which suggests that perhaps Modbury 

parish officials were opting out of involving the justices or that those referred to 

were those travelling by vagrant passes from tithing to tithing.  

The figures for frequencies of payments for ‘vagrants and others’ were 

low, not just against those of the late seventeenth century, when all save one 

division had a figure over ninety percent, as shown in Table 4.1, but they 

became the lowest of all in the period 1755 to 1800 for which the percentages 

are given in Table 6.2.  Without exception, the overall numbers also were much 

smaller and most noticeably they were variably spasmodic compared with the 

years from 1662 to 1699.  The north central, east and southwest areas appear 

to have been the more generous of the divisions, but this may or may not have 

coincided with greater numbers of travellers in those areas.   

Figures 6.1 and 6.2 showed the values of payments made by a selection 

of parishes during the century.  Kilmington gave small amounts during the latter 

part of the century, but the maximum amount spent was only 5s 7d in 1801.  

This was probably due to the parish being adjacent to Axminster, where out-

goings on the behalf of ‘different passes’, save for a few years, were the highest 

of the samples throughout the century. A maximum of over 200s (£5) was 

reached in 1787/8.  Payments then dropped to nil in the early 1790s, but later 

rose to a total of 60s (£3) for the two years 1795/6 and 1796/7.  The increased 

numbers may have been linked to those who returned from campaigns in the 

West Indies that year.5  In 1797, Axminster complained about the lack of 

income due to the number of uninhabited houses.6  Axminster was a gateway 

                                                 
5 C. Gill, Plymouth: A New History (Devon Books, Tiverton, 1993), p.187.  
6 Axminster: 406A/add2/PW/2, churchwardens’ accounts, July 1797. 
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parish between Devon and Somerset as well as Devon and Dorset, it is likely 

that more of the passing travellers were covering longer distances and therefore 

more likely to be in need of assistance.  

Alphington ceased such payments from 1780, but Modbury, like 

Axminster, continued to give to travellers throughout the century, although its 

payments for a year only once rose to over 100s (£5).  From 1783 onwards 

these outgoings related solely to ‘other travellers’, but in a few years the figures 

included money given to ‘paupers for their removal’, presumably from Modbury 

to their legal settlements.  These have been included since the people were 

being helped in their necessary travel.  The amounts and, so one presumes the 

numbers helped, varied year to year and were not as high as in some earlier 

and later years.  The expression ‘Gave to sundry paupers’ may have been 

misinterpreted as referring to those who were travelling, yet if they were 

residents, one would have expected such payments to have been made by the 

parish overseers.   

The maximum sum paid out to ‘sundry paupers’ in Modbury during this 

period was £4-4s-9d, in 1784, exceeding the £3-16s-3d for ‘Relieving poor 

Travellers’ in 1780. That year the total amount, £6-09s-05d, was exceptional 

due to the additional costs in relation to a soldier who was suffering from small 

pox and the deaths of another soldier and one seaman.  Both soldiers were of 

the 50th Regiment.  Modbury is unusual in that the parish continued to make 

such payments well into the nineteenth century, including in 1810 when the 

wardens recorded that they ‘Gave to Sundry Paupers to 31st Oct. Last, 83 in 

number … £1-0-6.’7  This works out at scarcely three pence per head, which 

would seem to suggest that these were travellers rather than residents.  Figure 

                                                 
7 Modbury: 269A/PW8. 
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6.2 showed that the expenditures by Buckfastleigh and Modbury were very 

different.  Buckfastleigh gave to only three people between 1763 and 1785 after 

which date a few travellers received help in each year.  Whether this reflects the 

numbers of actual travellers passing through the parish, or a change in the local 

criteria for charity, is not known.  

A. General Patterns 

These results may be compared with samples of the individual travellers 

recorded by the churchwardens in Stoke Rivers and Chittlehampton in the 

northwest, Modbury in the southwest, Cullompton in the north and Shobrooke in 

the centre of the county.  Only Stoke Rivers and Shobrooke have records 

including information for the whole century.  The graphs given as Figures 7.1a 

and b to 7.5a and b, show that peaks of travellers came at differing times and 

that the proportions of vagrants varied with the parishes and over time. For 

example Stoke Rivers had peaks in 1700, 1720, of seamen only, and another in 

1761, but Chittlehampton had most at the end of the century.  Modbury had a 

peak number of known categories in 1752, Collumpton in 1709 and 1711 and 

Shobrooke’s peaks were solely of seamen, with vagrants and others in small 

numbers scattered through the years.   In these examples, the vagrants and 

others usually were outnumbered by the seamen.  The numbers and 

frequencies were smaller, but the explanations may be more complicated than 

before.  These figures depended on the parishes and the extent to which they 

continued to give charity to travellers.   How far the charity given to travellers 

related to changes in the numbers needing assistance, the local economy, or 

changes in parish attitudes and of their officers is not known.    
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Individual charity clearly continued.  In 1749, the mayor of Salisbury 

asked that the inhabitants were not to relieve the many who were: 

daily begging about the City, under various Pretences, … with false 
Passports, but refer them to him … proper Examination, will give them 
such Relief as their Circumstances shall deserve.8 
 

 In Exeter, in 1788, a letter to the newspaper’s printer warned people of a 

woman, ‘…rather below the middle size…is crooked and stoops her head 

forward; she appears to be about fifty years of age …’, who was pretending to 

collect for the benefit of small-pox victims:  one of the named victims was 

imaginary, the other genuine, but the money only benefitted the collector.  The 

writer hoped that ‘…such imposters may be detected.’9   

Since the charity of the parishes no longer provides a substantial source 

relating to the travellers, other sources have had to be used to gain further 

information on both the vagrant and non-vagrant poor who were on the move in 

the county in the eighteenth century.  For the vagrant travellers, the constables’ 

returns and the quarter sessions’ records assist not just with numbers but also 

with the routes travelled and in some cases provide some information about 

their vagrant lives. 

B. Vagrants 

 From the quarter sessions’ records it has been possible to calculate five -

yearly totals of known vagrants.  These are given in Table 7.1.  The calendar 

change occurred in 1751/2, but the sequence of data from each Easter to 

Epiphany inclusively has been retained as that keeps the years in line with 

those of the churchwardens’ records.  Given the change in the procedure from 

1700 onwards, the five-year periods were started in 1695 and the table does 

show that there was a marked increase in the number passing through quarter 
                                                 
8 Whitehall Evening Post or London Intelligencer  Issue 453, 3 January - 5 January 1749. 
9 Exeter Flying Post 3 July 1788. 
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session records from 1700 onwards, when the duties relating to vagrants were 

removed from the churchwardens to the constables and justices of the peace. 

 

 

Table 7.1 

Known Vagrants by Five-Yearly Totals: 1695 to 1804/5 (From 
Quarter Sessions information--Easter to Epiphany)  

Years: Easter to 
Epiphany* Number 

Average per 
year Number born overseas 

1695-1699 3 <1 
1700-1704 44 8.8   

1705-1709 50 10   

1710-1714 46 9.2 
1715-1719 45 9 {1 Italian 
1720-1724 44 8.8 0 

1725-1729 229** 45.8 
1730-1734 129** 25.8 {0 
1735-1739 18 3.6 
1740-1744 47 9.4 {1 American 
1745-1749 98 19.6 
1750-1754 129 25.8 

{5                                               
(2 American & 3 other) 

1755-1759 64 12.8 
1760-1764 64 12.8 

{2                                
(1American & 1 Swiss) 

1765-1769 112 22.4 
1770-1774 140 28 

{10                                            
(6 American &  4 other) 

1775-1779 163 32.6 
1780-1784 155 31 

{14                                                
(8 American & 6 other ) 

1785-1789 299 59.8 
1790-1794 216 43.2 

{51                                           
(29 American & 22 other) 

1795-1799 130 26 
1800-1804 136 27.2 

{14                                             
(9 American & 5 other) 

     

Sources: Quarter Sessions' record books:  QS 1/14 to 1/23 inclusive 

* The calendar change took place in 1751. From that year onwards, the 
Epiphany sessions then fall in the following calendar year, so the 

sequence actually ends in January 1805.  Churchwardens' records 
continued to run from Easter to Easter, so the pattern has been kept. 

    
** More detailed information for the years 1727-1731 from constables' 

accounts increases these numbers. 
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The figures remained at the higher level throughout the rest of the period.   

It is hoped that double counting has been avoided where people were moved 

between the county’s gaol and the county workhouse or house of correction at 

St. Thomas.  Where one or a group of people reappeared having been arrested 

again, they were counted on each occasion.  Bampfylde Moore Carew was 

recorded for five separate offences between 1726 and 1747. 10  Henry Huddy, 

as a rogue and vagabond, was sent to Rockbeare as it was his place of birth, 

but that parish had him removed to St Sidwell’s, Exeter, where he had spent 

part of an apprenticeship, a decision not appealed. However, Henry returned to 

Rockbeare, only to be re-apprehended in 1754 for wandering and begging and 

sent to the county bridewell.11  

The marked increase into figures of well over 100 vagrants for the years 

1725-1734 is in part due to the nature of the records of vagrants during this 

period, when the county’s ‘border’ constables were making returns, often of 

names, but sometimes just numbers, to the quarter sessions.  This information 

increased the numbers since it included those being returned to Devon from 

elsewhere.  The quarter sessions of epiphany 1727/8 was concerned that ‘… of 

late many idle persons have gone up and down beging & wandring…’ which 

they thought was the result of overseers not setting the able poor to work.  

Justices of the peace were to investigate and discover the negligent parish 

officers.12  

General concerns with costs and correctness may have been the reason 

for the more detailed constables’ accounts available from Epiphany 1726/7 for 

Axminster and subsequently for other constables, in some cases complete with 

                                                 
10 QS 1/17 Epiphany 1726/7; Easter 1730; Michaelmas 1730; QS 1/18 Easter 1739; QS 1/19 
Midsummer 1747.  More information about Bampfylde Moore Carew is given on p.365. 
11 QS 1/19 Midsummer 1753, Easter 1754. 
12 QS 1/17 Epiphany 1727/8 (page 135). 
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the amount due in expenses. The figures for 1727-1731 are given separately in 

Table 7.2. This shows that only twenty vagrants came via Lifton in contrast to 

104 from Somerset, via Bampton, Burlescombe or Brampford Speke and a 

further 111 from Somerset or Dorset, via Axminster, Kilmington, Offwell or 

Shute.  Lifton’s travellers were all from one county, Cornwall:  those from 

Somerset and Dorset included many who had come from counties further away, 

including London.   

Of those people who had been arrested elsewhere and were being 

returned to Devon, some may have been en route for Ireland or to join those 

from Devon sent for trans-Atlantic transportation. This last number rose 

markedly in the years 1730 and 1731, as shown in Table 7.3a.   

The known destinations of travel are shown in Table 7.3b.  Some were 

forwarded directly to destination parishes within Devon. The majority of those 

via Axminster were being handed over at St. Sidwell’s; most of those from 

Lifton, in the west, at St. Edmund’s.  These parishes are on the respective east 

and west boundaries of Exeter which had county status.  Most of these vagrants 

would have crossed Exeter to be forwarded on to their ultimate destinations.  

Unfortunately, in only one case is that destination specified.  The Offwell 

constable said that one person was sent to Exeter for onward conveyance to 

Plymouth. Three vagrants appear to have been from Exeter parishes.  Only 

eighteen were being sent to Somerset or beyond, but there may have been 

more as there is no information for a further forty-three.  If the total of the 

movements recorded by the constables, 239, including further ones from 

Burlescombe’s constable to 1734, is subtracted from the overall total of 358 

vagrants for the ten-year period, the result is 119, which if divided equally  
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                                                    Table 7.2 

Numbers of Vagrants 

conveyed by Constables: 1727-1731 

Constable Number of Vagrants 

Bideford 4 

Lifton 20 

Bampton 17 

Burlescombe 58 

Brampford Speke 29 

Axminster 98 

Kilmington 11 

Offwell 1 

Shute 1 

                 Source: QS 1/17 

                                                      Table 7.3a 

Vagrants to be transported via Bideford to American Plantations               

Year Number to be transported 

1727 8 

1728 9 

1729 5 

1730 20 

1731 18 

                           Source: QS 1/17 
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Table 7.3b 

Vagrants’ Directions of Travel from Constables of  

Three Border Parishes:   1727-1731 

Direction of Travel Lifton Burlescombe Axminster 

From Cornwall 10 n.a. n.a. 

From Somerset n.a. 1 2 

To    

St. Edmund’s Exeter 15 0 0 

St. Sidwell’s, Exeter 2 13 59 

Other Exeter Parishes 0 1 2 

County Bridewell 0 0 1 

Other Devon Parishes 3 3 14 

Cornwall n.a. 2 n.a. 

Somerset 0 1 15 

Dorset 0 0 2 

Not given 0 38 5 

Total 20 58 98 

 

Source: QS 1/17 
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between the two five-year periods gives an average of fifty-nine/sixty for each 

period.  This still represents an increase on the figures for the preceding years. 

A number of those sent onward by Devon are known to have been 

subsequently apprehended in Dorset.  They included a discharged soldier first 

taken in Plymouth and women whom Eccles describes as ‘two stroppy soldiers’ 

wives’ sent by pass from South Brent. 13  Jane Tobias, apparently an “innocent”, 

who was travelling from Plymouth, fell ill and received relief in Sherborne and 

subsequently was sent on home to Sussex by a vagrant pass.14  Eccles argues 

that most travellers who had passed through Dorset had been apprehended 

elsewhere and that mariners were going to ships rather than settlements.15 The 

same source does not give any specific references to those travelling the other 

way.  

 Indirectly, it is known that one Solomon Brown was apprehended with 

three others in Dorset with a fake pass and imprisoned until the next sessions, 

when they were whipped and discharged.  That was at Midsummer 1754; by 

Michaelmas that year, one Solomon Brown was in Devon’s bridewell having 

been taken as a vagrant at Pinhoe.16   He appears to have made his own way 

into Devon.  This time he was travelling solo, but he seems to be the same 

person since in both examinations he claimed to have been born in New 

England and, as on his fake pass, to have landed at Ilfracombe. Devon’s 

justices decided that he should remain in the bridewell until there was an 

opportunity to send him to New England. Whipping was not mentioned.  

                                                 
13 A. Eccles, Vagrancy in Law and Practice under the Old Poor Law (Ashgate Publishing 
Limited, Farnham, 2012), pp. 74-5. 
14 Eccles, Vagrancy, p.124. 
15

 Eccles, Vagrancy, p.78. 
16 A.Eccles, ‘“Pretending to be Seafaring Men”-Vagrancy Law and Forgery with special 
reference to Eighteenth-Century Dorset’, Proceedings of the Dorset Natural History and 
Archaeological Society, 133, (2012), pp.1-8 at p. 5; QS 1/19 Michaelmas 1754 and 
Christmas/Epiphany 1754/5. 
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Brown’s transport back to New England may have been arranged more easily 

from Exeter than Dorchester. 

There was a marked drop in the numbers of vagrants for the years 1735 

to 1739, but increases thereafter. This information is supplemented by some 

from the Hampshire constables, who were forwarding into Devon those who 

had been apprehended in London and the southeast of the country.17  Covering 

the period 1729 to 1739, the dates of these documents overlap with some of 

those of the constable of Axminster, so that the cases may be recorded in both 

sets of information.  Of the thirty cases, involving thirty-eight adults and thirty-

four classified as children, sons or daughters, half occurred in the years 1729 to 

1731 inclusively.  A second set of information from Somerset constables, for the 

years 1747 to 1749, includes people moving in both directions across the 

border.  There were twenty-five cases travelling into Devon, plus a lone child 

who died on the way and twenty-one cases being sent from Devon.  These 

were not exclusively to or from the south-east of England as some had been 

sent from the north via Bedminster, Bristol.   

Table 7.1 shows that from 1745 the numbers of vagrants recorded by the 

quarter sessions increased to 129 for the five years 1750 to 1754, and that 

numbers rose again more steeply from 1765 onwards to the maximum of 299 

from 1785 to 1789.  A special feature of the table is the increase in the numbers 

who had been born overseas, especially in those from America, through to the 

end of the century.   Most, a total of fifty-one, were recorded in the years 1785 

to 1794. 

The rise in vagrancy after 1765 must have been widespread, as later the 

government requested information from every county about the numbers and 

                                                 
17 SHC, Box 197  DD/WY/197. Hampshire constables’ book and assize details 1729-1772. 
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costs of their vagrants and the proportions which were sent to the bridewells for 

the years 1772 to 1774.18  This published data is given in Table 7.4 and shows  

the problem for five towns in Devon.  From 1772 to 1774, Devon as a whole 

sent 399 vagrants to its bridewells.   The 399 persons probably included 

children counted as individual people rather than as part of a travelling unit, so 

the figure appears even higher than the figures of Table 7.1 would lead one to 

expect.19   

 

 

 

Town 
Costs of 

apprehending  Costs of passing 
Number sent to house 

of correction 
Barnstaple £0-10-0 (1 year) £0-04-0 (1 year) 6 (2 each year) 
Bideford £3-0-0 £3-16-6 6 
Plymouth n.a. £16-05-0 n.a.* 

South Molton £1-0-0 £0-05-1 2 (0 in 1772) 
Tiverton £5-3-0 £1-09-03 56 

    

 
* They were sent to the county's house of correction. 
 

 
Source: S. Lambert, ed., House of Commons Sessional Papers of the Eighteenth Century  
Vol. 31 George III Poor Relief etc. 1775-1780: Fourth Schedule--Extracts of Returns concerning 
Vagrants and Houses of Correction pursuant to the Order of 11 April 1775. 
 

Of the five towns of Table 7.4, Plymouth spent by far the most on the 

passing of vagrants. The first three of the towns were ports and both South 

Molton and Tiverton were textile towns, with Tiverton additionally occupying a 

cross-roads position.  Tiverton spent the most on apprehending vagrants and 

also sent the largest number to bridewell. It is assumed that this was Tiverton’s 

own bridewell, which had become the property of the mayor and burgesses in 

                                                 
18 Parliamentary Report: Report from the Committee appointed to inspect and consider the 
Returns made by the Overseers of the Poor, in pursuance of Act of last Session:- Together with 
Abstracts of the said Returns. Reported by Thomas Gilbert, Esq. the 15th May 1777.  
19 S. Lambert, ed., House of Commons Sessional Papers of the Eighteenth Century  
Vol. 31 George III Poor Relief etc. 1775-1780: Fourth Schedule--Extracts of Returns concerning 
Vagrants and Houses of Correction pursuant to the Order of 11 April 1775. 

Table 7.4 
Expenditure on Vagrants by Five Devon Towns: 1772-4 (inclusively) 
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1630, ‘on condition of its being and remaining for ever a House of Correction’.20   

Sending all of the more serious offenders to the Devon county house of 

correction or bridewell at St. Thomas increased the county’s costs of 

conveyance and the travelling involved.  

If these figures were typical of the country as a whole, it is not surprising 

that both Devon and the government were worried about the costs incurred.  

Devon quarter sessions became concerned about the costs of the paperwork 

required for processing the vagrants in 1785, when numbers of vagrants were 

reaching their maximum. 21 

 In September 1788, Tiverton dealt with four vagrants in four days.  The 

first two, supposed husband and wife, were no doubt pleased to receive the 

mayor’s signature on their pass, but town clerk, Beavis Wood, had ‘…settled the 

plan with the county to interrupt and put the laws against vagrants in 

execution’.22  He had the pair stopped and brought to him, when they were 

found not to be married and ‘known to be old offenders’.   The next day the 

offenders were sent to the county bridewell: the mayor was requested not to 

sign any papers for ‘wanderers or beggars’.   Two days later, two ‘wandering 

women’ arrived with a recruiting party of soldiers and were sent to Beavis 

Wood. One claimed to be married to a soldier, but had to be pressed to give a 

name and her sister, when interviewed, said that was not the case and that the 

man had lately deserted from his regiment. They were committed to the town’s 

bridewell.  Next day the mayor proposed releasing them, but he was told that: 

                                                 
20 William Harding, The History of Tiverton, in the County of Devon: Book 3 Public Donations; 
Book 4 Antiquities, Public Buildings, and Biographical Notes (1845, F. Boyce,Tiverton,1847), 
pp. 105-106. After prisoners escaped in 1844 the building was replaced by1846 when there was 
a gaol and police station. 
21 QS 1/21 Michaelmas 1785. 
22 J. Bourne ed. Georgian Tiverton: The Political Memoranda of Beavis Wood 1768-98, Devon 
and Cornwall Record Society, 29 (1986), pp.101-103. 
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… it would be improper to examine vagrant lewd women on a Sunday… 
I informed him fully of the intention of the County in these matters … but 
advised their being sent home properly to prevent the ruin of one if not 
both of them. … and the next day the women were sent to their place of 
settlement by a proper pass.23 
 

Perhaps the mayor was trying to save on the costs, although the rest of that 

memorandum suggests not.  The incidents show that for the vagrant there was 

an element of luck in such encounters and that ensuring that the regulations 

were kept might produce tensions. 

Devon continued to be concerned and in 1790 there was a debate 

concerning the government’s propositions relating to the ‘vagrant laws’ and the 

‘…enormous Burthen on the Public without remedying any evil…’  The meeting 

went through the propositions item by item over four days in May to arrive at 

some resolutions for a basis of an ‘Application to Parliament’.24    

   Some of the increases could be the result of post-war vagrancy, but 

since the numbers increased continuously towards the end of the century, other 

factors must have been at work.  The two other features of the general 

information are the numbers of women, and the numbers born overseas, as 

given in Table 7.1. 

C. Social Composition of the Vagrants 

The quarter sessions’ information from both Somerset and Devon shows 

the importance of women as vagrants.  Table 7.5 shows the social composition 

of people being returned to Devon via Somerset.  Men were in the minority in 

these records.  Sixteen of the thirty cases between 1729 and 1739 involved 

women alone, six of them widows with children. For 1747 to 1749, women were 

also the majority of the cases, including a further eight widows, but only one of 

them with children. Eighteen of the twenty-six cases were of individual women  

                                                 
23 Bourne ed. Georgian Tiverton, pp.101-103. 
24 QS 1/21 Michaelmas 1785; QS 1/21 Summer 1790.  A printed copy of the resolutions said to 
be fixed at the end of the book was not found. 
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or widows, with or without accompanying children.  Ten of twenty-one cases 

sent from Devon between 1747 and 1749 were also of women.  These included 

two soldiers’ wives, one with her daughter.  Each woman had married a soldier 

of the Royal Irish Regiment of Foot in Exeter and at Exeter each claimed that  

the last legal settlement of their respective husbands was Newcastle.25  They 

were sent to Newcastle via Wellington and Bristol. The numbers of women are 

noteworthy.  The total of ten widows of 1747-49, shown in Table 7.5, may not  

have been war widows, but if so their presence may have been related to the 

end of the War of the Austrian Succession.  

   Table 7.6 gives the social composition of vagrants sent out from Exeter 

between 1755 and 1804, by ten-year periods, when women were in the majority 

in thirty of the fifty years.  Each of the later female dominated periods includes 

the beginning of a war, the Seven Years War, that of American Independence 

and the Napoleonic Wars.   

A notable extended family was that of the Lovells. At Christmas 1749, 

Mary Lovell, wife of William of ‘Dullidge, Kent’ (Dulwich?), was in the county 

bridewell with her four children, including Richard with his wife Ann, for whom 

no legal settlements were claimed, other than their places of birth.  They were 

sent back to Kent via Charmouth.  By Christmas 1752 they were again in 

Exeter, the family now joined by another of Mary’s sons, John.  Mary was 

indicted as a fortune reader and cheat and committed to gaol, but at the 

following Easter sessions she was declared not guilty, so she was to be ‘whipt 

as a vagrant & dischgd on payment of her fees £1-3-4.’  Richard, who had been 

born in Sittingbourne, claimed that previously he had been accused of making a 

false pass and whipped in Exeter as a vagrant, been sent back to Sittingbourne, 

                                                 
25 SHC, Q/SR/316/27.  (1748) A suspicious person might query the truthfulness of this; perhaps 
the regiment had been sent to Newcastle and they wished to follow.   
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conveyed to Mr Gordon in Charmouth ‘who suffered him to escape’ and now 

had returned. As an ‘incorrigible rogue’ he was committed to the bridewell for 

one year of hard labour ‘under correction for every week’.  John, who had been 

born in Wilmington, Kent, was to be sent there.26   As in earlier times there were 

some deserters from the forces, the occasional user of a fake pass and claims 

of (fake) mutilation.  

Some men travelled with their families, some with a woman, infrequently 

alone with a child but most were travelling solo.  Others were in groups.    A 

group of seven men, of a total of fifty genuinely saved from a ship wrecked near 

Padstow on 23 October 1726, behaved in such a way that they were 

apprehended and treated as vagabonds, journalistically referred to as 

‘Shamrockshire Ragamuffins’.  Fourteen of the Irish men had been hosted by a 

miller and loaned dry clothes, which they then took away with them; seven of 

these went to Bideford, in the hope of a return to Ireland, but they were 

apprehended and reached the county gaol in Exeter about 1 November. 

Apparently, they were army recruits, taking advantage of escape.  Others of the 

fifty were apprehended in Cornwall.27  

 Table 7.6 shows that there were more men than women on the move 

from 1765 to 1774, their number being more than double that of the preceding 

period and again from 1785 to 1794.  The years between 1775 and 1784, 

included the American War of Independence and there was an increase in the 

numbers of widows and wives of soldiers and seamen.  This suggests that a 

number of these people were connected to the military or the navy and that 

some of the men may have been absconders. 

                                                 
26 QS 1/19 Christmas 1749; QS 1/19 Christmas 1752; QS 1/19 Easter 1753. 
27 Brice’s Weekly Journal 4 November 1726 p.3.     



 359 

At the Epiphany sessions in 1791/2, there were more runaway 

apprentices than usual, five in all and at the following Easter sessions, another 

two, both from Brixham. 28
   Were they all ill-treated? Had their masters become 

victims of the economy, with its knock-on effects for those in their charge? The 

largest number of families also travelled in these years, almost all between the 

wars.  

Although the men dominated the numbers through to 1794, in that 

calendar year the county bridewell dealt with fifty-four vagrants of whom thirty-

six were women.   Of these, two were runaway apprentices, nineteen were 

single, at least six of them aged under twenty-five, twelve were wives and three 

were widows.  Only one had her three children with her.  This reversal in the 

numbers may have been related to the onset of the Napoleonic Wars and the 

departure of men for service.  From then on to 1805, the numbers are more 

equal, but with marginally more women. These dates suggest that the increases 

in male vagrancy followed the Seven Years’ War and the War of American 

Independence.  The highest number of families, ten, was recorded between 

1785 and 1794.  The overall increase in vagrancy during the last years of the 

eighteenth century seems too great to be due solely to the effects of wars.  

Also, the quarter sessions’ records tell only of those who were sent to Exeter, 

which one would expect to be just the more serious cases.  Had the numbers of 

these increased, as suggested by the numbers of those classified as 

‘incorrigible rogues’, had the justices of the county applied the rules more 

strictly, or did both possibilities apply?29
  

Further social information about vagrants is available from three towns, 

Cullompton, Modbury and Totnes.  These were parishes receiving back their 

                                                 
28 QS 1/22, Epiphany 1791/2 and Easter 1792; another Brixham apprentice was recorded at 
Easter 1796.  
29 QS 1/22, Easter 1792 and Easter 1796 include examples of the ‘incorrigible’. 
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own inhabitants. Tables 7.7a & b, show that from about mid-century to its end 

women were about two-thirds of the total.30    For the twelve vagrants returned 

to Modbury, one trigger into vagrancy seems to have been a lack of a ‘place to  

live’.  One had been in a workhouse when her master had broken her 

apprenticeship, had had only occasional work and was now unemployed; 

another had been widowed recently in Stoke Damerel.   We know that of the  

 total two were widows and a further three had been left by their husbands.  

One of these was a soldier from Scotland, who may have been sent abroad, 

since Joan, wife of William Farmer, had been found wandering and begging in 

Gravesend and Milton in Kent.  Although not said to have been soldiers, it is 

possible that the two husbands who were Irish were, or had been, soldiers.  

One had left his wife in Bridgewater.  She and her son had returned to Stoke 

Damerel where they were apprehended and then sent to Modbury.  

 Most of the vagrants were returned from three main places; 

Plymouth/Stoke Damerel, Exeter and Bristol.  The first of these is known for the 

navy and the army at the citadel.  A number of the women could have been 

following the men, as their wives, girl-friends or potential ‘ladies of the night’.  

Given the high proportion of single women, the camp followers may have been 

in the majority.   

 A description of Plymouth given in 1759 claimed that while the 

true Plymothians were as ‘worthy a people’ as any elsewhere, when there was 

a war with France, Plymouth was: 

… too much over-stocked with inhabitants new-come from Ireland, 
Cornwall and other parts, and gathered Flocks of Females, charitably 
inclined to solace money’d sailors in distress;…31 

 
It is possible that at the later dates regiments, which had come south to be 

                                                 
30 Forty-three of a total of sixty-seven adults were solo women, with or without children. 
31 Gill, Plymouth, p.202, quoting from the Grand Gazeteer of 1759. 
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shipped from Plymouth for participation in the war against France, had been 

accompanied by their wives and/or families. Guy, writing of the ‘Rank and file’ of 

the army between 1714 and 1783, says that a ‘…mere six women per company 

were permitted to accompany their husbands on active service, and a grim fate 

awaited those left behind.’  He also quotes a comment by an officer of 1759; 

who observed that: 

… nor is there any thing more discouraging to the Men than their 
[women’s and children’s] Cries and Lamentations [for] the greatest part 
of them have it not in their Power to subsist otherwise than from Hand   
to Mouth.32   
 

This factor could have led to the wives, some with children, subsequently by 

need or even intention, becoming vagrant.  Sending home the wives and 

children left in distress in Plymouth, when their soldier and sailor husbands had 

departed, was a part of the costs which contributed to the debt of the town’s 

guardians of the poor in 1758.  Except for the local contribution of £5-4-8, they 

were to be reimbursed from the county stock.33  

 It is interesting that the quarter sessions at Michaelmas 1745 related 

that Eleanor, the wife of John Egan then of HMS Edinburgh at Plymouth, 

claimed that in coming from London, an unknown man met her at Axminster.  

He said that he would arrange carriage to Plymouth on horseback and told her 

to beg of him a half-penny, which she did, but immediately returned it to him 

saying that she never begged.  The implication was that if she was known to 

have begged, she would have been classed as vagrant and consequently 

conveyed on horseback.  Perhaps she was aware that if she had begged, she 

may have been whipped also and possibly conveyed to her husband’s legal 

settlement rather than to Plymouth?  Evidently, her story was believed, as it was 

                                                 
32 A. J. Guy, ‘The Army of the Georges 1714-1783’ in The Oxford Illustrated History of the 
British Army, ed.  D. Chandler and I. Beckett, (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1994), pp. 92-
110 at pp. 95-6. 
33 R. N. Worth, History of Plymouth (William Brendon and Son, Plymouth, 1890), pp. 294-5. 
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ordered that she should have a pass to Plymouth.  One wonders if some 

thought easier travel may have been worth the risk of a whipping.  Walking 

passes for unaccompanied travel were cheaper for the county and would 

explain why some of the poor with passes appeared in the accounts of the 

churchwardens when they were given relief.  The soldiers’ and, sometimes, 

seamen’s wives seemed to be a particular category of vagrant. 

In general, the women may have been travelling with a companion or 

their children and a proportion of them were widows, but widowhood was not 

necessarily a result of war. One woman travelling through Devon in 1743, 

Elizabeth Lancaster, was the widow of a pedlar whose legal settlement was 

Shipton in Craven in Yorkshire.34  She was travelling with one child; her other 

son was claimed to be with his grandfather, a pedlar, ‘somewhere in Devon’.   

Katherine Moreston, who was apprehended in Devon in 1743 and 

returned to Cheshire, was an unmarried mother of six children, aged from five 

weeks to fourteen years.  The two eldest had been born at Fort Augustus in 

Scotland, the next was born in Holland, six year old Martha in Reigate, Surrey 

and the two youngest in Bristol. 35  Her name having been omitted from the 

pass, Martha had to remain a while in Holcombe Rogus before being conveyed 

separately to the bridewell at Taunton and the masters there were to receive 

her and ‘cause her to be conveyed to the next … and so on to that which serves 

for Prestbury … then to the overseers of Prestbury.’36  That one child was born 

in Holland suggests that at some time Katherine had been with a soldier.  If she 

had remained in Fort Augustus and later Bristol each for a period of years, she 

may have been settled with a partner or working at those times.    

                                                 
34 QS 1/18 Michaelmas 1745 Elizabeth Lancaster; Shipton was probably Skipton in Craven, 
although there is a Shipton near York. 
35 QS 1/18 Midsummer 1743.    
36 QS 1/18 Midsummer 1743, 12 July. 
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A few children were obliged to travel without a parent.  Mary, aged about 

four years, was with her mother Elizabeth Cozens and father Richard 

Shobrooke when they were apprehended a second time, in 1749.  Shobrooke 

was of Upottery; he had married a woman of Church Stanton about ten years 

previously, but had been with Cozens, wandering with her as his wife, by 

deduction for about five years.  Mary was classed as a bastard child, who had 

been born in Budock, near Falmouth to which she was to be returned via 

Maker.  Cozens was pregnant again, so Sandford was not likely to be so 

pleased to have her back and Shobrooke was to be detained twelve months in 

the bridewell and whipped four times before being returned by pass to 

Upottery.37 An eight-year-old orphaned boy, Richard, said in 1745 that he had 

‘wandered up and down the country almost ever since [his parents’] deaths‘ but 

that he was born in Somerset.38   

Two children who had been sent from Chelsea were held in the county 

bridewell in 1758 until a John Ward of the Tavistock area could be brought for 

examination respecting their settlement.39  An even younger child, aged about 

five years had been apprehended with a woman in 1766.  The woman had been 

born in London, to which she was sent, but the child was sent by pass to St. 

Mary’s, Reading.  There is no indication that they were related, although since 

the child had alternative surnames and the woman had been married twice the 

lack of any surname match would not preclude his being her son.40  Young 

George Blake, thought to be of Temple in Bristol, was said to have been only 

                                                 
37 QS 1/19 Michaelmas, 1749.    
38 QS 1/18 Easter 1745. 
39 QS 1/19 Easter 1758, from ‘adjournments’. 
40 QS 1/20 Christmas/Epiphany 1766/7 Elizabeth Sharlock and child Robert Williams. 
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six when he was whipped before being sent by pass to Bristol after the 

Michaelmas’ sessions of 1791.41  

An exception to the general nature of vagrants was Devon’s Bampfylde 

Moore Carew, the so-called ‘King of the Beggars’.  His reputed biography may 

contain falsehoods, perhaps based on the perceptions of late sixteenth- and 

seventeenth-century vagrants, but he was indeed the well-educated son of a 

clergyman, a member of a very respectable Devon family.  The quarter 

sessions’ records show that on one occasion he was to go Newfoundland and 

that at a later instance he was to be received by Ethelred Davy, a merchant, as 

an apprentice to spend seven years on an American plantation.  However, it 

was on his fifth committal to justice in Devon, that his infamy resulted in just 

punishment.  Then he was sentenced to be given the statutory whipping; four 

occasions were stipulated, the first and last in the castle courtyard and a further 

two during the year he was to spend subjected to hard labour in the house of 

correction.42   

There seems to have been a degree of differential treatment not just 

according to the degree of crime as a vagrant or rogue but according to status 

and sex.  In the case of Sarah Foster, the bearer of a pass in 1742, the court 

asked the justices to permit her, with her two children to travel to her husband, a 

sergeant in colonel Poultenay’s regiment. She was permitted ‘quietly to pass to 

Colchester … to her said Husband and to give her necessary releife in such 

                                                 
41 QS 1/21 Michaelmas 1791.   
42 QS 1/17 Epiphany 1726/7; Easter 1730; Michaelmas 1730; QS 1/18 Easter 1739; QS 1/19 
Easter 1747; Unknown,The Surprising Adventures of Bampfylde Moore Carew - King of the 
Beggars;containing his Life,a Dictionary of the Cant Language, and many Entertaining 
Particulars of that Extraordinary Man  (Thomas Allman and son, London, 1850; Filiquarian 
Publishing, LLC/ Qontro, printed Amazon, London, no date); 
https://georgianera.wordpress.com/2014/07/24/bampfylde-moore-carew/ (16/01/2015); ‘Tiverton 
in 1843’, from Market Towns of Devon ( SDUK Penny Cyclopedia) says that his adventures 
were ‘…dictated by him to Mrs. Goadby of Sherborne…’ and frequently republished -
http://www.oldtowns.co.uk/Devon/tiverton.htm   (23 October 2015).  The adventures may be a 
mix of fact and fiction assembled into a good story. 
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passage she behaving herself orderly & repairing thithere withal.’43   In other 

cases, some wives were returned to their legal settlements when their 

husbands were transported although in the case of the Smales, in 1736, 

Elizabeth was transported and Joseph was discharged.44    

 From the foregoing it is clear that during the eighteenth century, men, 

mostly solo, were not always the majority of vagrants, but that women of 

variable marital status, with or without children, became an important 

component of the vagrant population and that sometimes vagrants, including 

some lone children, travelled considerable distances. 

D. Vagrants’ Travels 

Table 7.8 shows the places of apprehension of the vagrants returned to 

Devon via Somerset for 1729-1739, from the south and east of the country only,  

and 1747-1749.   

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
43 QS 1/18 Easter 1742. 
44 QS 1/18 Easter 1736. 

Table 7.8 
Districts from which Vagrants were returned to 

Devon: 1729-39 and 1747- 49 

* N.B. Hampshire constables’ results only refere to those from the south-east of 
England. 
Sources: SHC Box 197 DD/WY/197 Hampshire constables’ book: Q/SR/315, 
316/2, 316/3 and 317. 
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The later set of years, from the quarter sessions’ records, is probably more 

representative of the journeys made as they include those arriving by more than 

one route.  The highest number had been apprehended in the other western 

counties, but the next highest in London and the south-east, followed by the 

counties of East Anglia and then those of the northwest. To some extent these 

areas might be related to the existence of ports, suggesting perhaps the places 

of embarkation of seamen or soldier husbands or friends.  The same sources 

also give the western destinations of these vagrants.  Between 1729 and 1739, 

only seven of the cases were on their way to Cornwall, four of them to the west 

of the county. The rest were being returned to places in Devon, including four 

cases to Plymouth, five to Exeter, but the rest to other towns such as Crediton, 

west of Exeter and Tiverton, South Molton and Swimbridge in the north.  An 

isolated case was that of a widow with two children going to Dartmouth, in the 

south.  Elizabeth Jewell’s soldier husband had been born in Dartmouth, but 

evidently later served in Montague’s Regiment at Edinburgh, where he had 

died.  The Hampshire record refers to her ‘original pass’, which suggests that 

the group may have come all of the way from Scotland.  

In the later years from 1747 to 1749, of the twenty-seven cases being 

returned westwards, five were crossing the county to Cornwall.  Two of these 

groups had been arrested in Taunton.45  One group comprised a former tinker, 

with his second wife and three of his five children, who were sent to St. 

Lawrence, near Bodmin.  The other was a widow who had been born in 

Rotterdam and married her carpenter husband in Harwich, who was on her way 

to St. Austell, a place she may never have seen.  Plymouth was the destination 

of seven, including two separate soldiers’ wives from Lancashire.  One had 

                                                 
45 SHC, Q/SR/317/2/69; Q/SR/316/46 and 47. (Sarah Crapp). 
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served an apprenticeship in Plymouth but the other, Margaret Price, who had 

three children with her, had been born in Scotland and said that her husband 

was an invalid in the garrison at Plymouth.46  

 Two of those returned were the widows of sailors, one to Plymouth, the 

other, thirty-five year old Elizabeth Ellis, to Barnstaple.47   Elizabeth had been 

born in Barnstaple, had married William Ellis in Bristol about six years earlier, 

but some months ago he had died at North, now Great, Yarmouth, Norfolk.  

Since William had been born in Minorca, he had no legal settlement in England, 

so the Borough of Hertford had deemed Elizabeth’s settlement to be in 

Barnstaple. Of the rest, five were being returned to Exeter and the remainder to 

other places, including Tiverton, all to the north and east of the city.  Somerset 

also sent five into north Devon to be transported across the Atlantic. 48  A further 

thirteen ‘transports’ were conveyed to Bideford from Ilchester via Taunton, 

Dulverton, South Molton and Barnstaple, a four day journey, which cost a total 

of £30-5-61/2.49  The statute relating to the commutation of a death sentence to 

deportation to an overseas’ plantation, for a minimum of seven years, increased 

the number of former rogues and vagrants crossing the county from Exeter, or 

through north Devon from Somerset or other quarter sessions, on their ways to 

Bideford.  At the Devon summer sessions of 1740, a total of thirty-one, 

seventeen of them women, were ordered for transportation following conviction 

for various felonies.   

The information given in Table 7.3 was limited due to  the nature of its 

source, but Tables 7.9 and 7.10 give the destination regions of vagrants 

                                                 
46 SHC, Q/SR/317/2/47.(Elizabeth Cowell and Margaret Price). 
47 SHC, Q/SR/316/28 and 35. 
48 SHC, Q/SR/317/2/30 & 39. (Oct.1749). By the act of 4 George I c.11, later known as the 1718 
Transportation Act, transportation was a regular alternative to the gallows.  Transportation was 
for seven years for lesser offences but for fourteen if a reprieve from the gallows. 
49 SHC, Q/SR 304/6. 
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recorded in the quarter sessions’ documents for consecutive periods of ten 

years from 1710-1719 through to 1795-1804.  Overall, the actual numbers of 

vagrants increased within Devon and Cornwall.  In the earlier part of the 

century, the highest numbers of vagrants within Devon were recorded for 1725 

to 1734, for which there is no clear link to political events, but for Cornwall in 

1745-1754, when there was war against France between 1744 and 1752. 

Numbers increased from 1755-1764, with a maximum of 490 occurring in the 

period 1785-1794. 

The slight decline in numbers after 1794 may be linked to the act of 

1794/5 under which it was permitted to raise ‘… able-bodied and idle persons’ 

to serve in his majesty’s navy.50  Increased numbers followed the American War 

of Independence.   The marked increase in the number of vagrants which had 

been born in America, as shown in Table 7.1, would be consistent with the 

figures being those of post-war vagrancy, especially if a number had taken 

British service as an opportunity to return to or reach England. 

The numbers of those sent to destinations elsewhere in the southwest 

and Wales followed a similar pattern, but their percentage shares of the total 

numbers varied less.  Perhaps the most striking feature  from 1710 to 1754 is 

that, with the exception of 1725-1734, more were being returned to London and 

the southeast than were returned within Devon, but this did not happen in the 

period from 1755 to 1804, when its position dropped to fourth most important.  

Devon’s share of the vagrants increased in the second half of the century, from 

an average of 20.5 per cent to one of 34.7 per cent, while the proportions 

returned to London, Middlesex, Surrey and Kent fell from 22.5 per cent to just 

8.2 per cent.   Since the actual numbers for this area did not change so  

                                                 
50 35 Geo III c.34. 
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markedly, other numbers being fairly constant, it suggests that Devon was 

giving rise to more vagrancy within its own borders, borne out by the very high 

actual numbers of over 100 for 1775-84 and nearer 200 vagrants for 

1785 -1794.   

There were also increases in the numbers to be returned to Ireland, 

contrary to the suggestion in the churchwardens’ records that there were very 

few Irish in the county. That very few Irish appeared in the churchwardens’ 

accounts even in the north of the county, may be explained in part by the 

example of Thomas Rian and his wife Sarah, who had been taken vagrant in 

Devon and were to go to Obington in Tipperary, Ireland, but via Wellington and 

Bristol, rather than via a north Devon port.51   

 Other vagrants were from many areas of the country.  Although their 

percentages mostly fell, their overall numbers increased.  The northernmost 

area of England includes Cumberland and Westmorland (now Cumbria), but 

almost all of those returned this far north were from Berwick-on-Tweed and 

Newcastle-on-Tyne. The fact that the first of these towns had an early official 

barracks may have been an influence on the numbers from the area.  

  Percentages for the whole period show that after the westernmost 

counties, the next highest numbers were for London, Ireland, Scotland and 

Cheshire with adjacent counties.  With the exception of Scotland, these are the 

same areas as feature in the list of areas which supplied the highest numbers of 

seamen and there is a degree of ‘matching’ with the counties which had 

regiments in Devon as shown in Figure 6.5.  However, the wars in Scotland 

required men from various regiments to serve there.  

                                                 
51 SHC, Q/SR/317/2/53 (Sept. 1749). 
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 From the records of 1757 comes an example which illustrates the 

distances which might be involved in war-time travel.  George Walters was born 

in Holsworthy and apprenticed at seven years to a smith in Hatherleigh.  It was 

to have been for eleven years, but he was only thirteen when he married Sarah, 

by whom he had one child.  Then he joined General Handyside’s regiment at 

Sherborne in Dorset and was in service for eleven or twelve years, before being 

discharged as ‘incapable of service’.  Nothing further is said of Sarah, but while 

in service, he had married Elizabeth who had been born at Banff, in Scotland 

where they had married and they had lived together ever since.  They had had 

six children, of which three were still living.  Elizabeth was born in Scotland, 

Margaret was born at sea and Catherine had been born at Redruth, Cornwall.52   

Given that there had been time for six children and that they married 

about five years before George was discharged, it suggests that he had been in 

Scotland at the time of the 1745 rebellion.  As a result of war and vagrancy, by 

land and sea they had travelled more than the length of England and been 

abroad.  One imagines that at least elements of such travel must have been 

experienced by many others over the half century, although not necessarily 

ending in vagrancy.  Since he had been discharged as ‘incapable’ it is possible 

that he was no longer able to work so that a return to Devon would have led to 

his parish of legal settlement.  

These apparent correlations may not in reality represent cause and 

effect, there being no corroborative evidence, but they are thought worthy of 

note, especially since the highest numbers of vagrants followed the Treaty of 

Versailles and preceded the beginning of the Napoleonic Wars.  They may have 

included some who had returned from the wars and others who were escaping 

                                                 
52 QS 1/19 Christmas 1757. 
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the possibility of mobilisation for His Majesty’s Service.  It has been argued by 

other historians that vagrancy increased in relation to wars and troop 

movements.   

A feature which appeared to become more common during the later part 

of the century was that a number of people had birthplaces and legal 

settlements which were far apart.  A number of these vagrants had been born 

abroad, but in some cases had managed to acquire a settlement in England or 

Scotland.  Thus Joseph Crosby said in 1750 that he was born in New England, 

but had moved with his father from there to Bradford, to which he was returned 

and another man had been born in Flanders but since earned a settlement in 

Edinburgh.53  Mary Maze declared in 1752 that she knew that she had been 

born ‘somewhere in ffrance’ but had gained a settlement in Dunstable by 

marriage.54  Others, often with English names, so probably of English ancestry 

but born abroad, were returned overseas.  These included several to New 

England, one to Holland via London and one to Spain or Portugal from 

Topsham.55  The last had caused the Clerk of the Peace to be requested at the 

Epiphany sessions of 1753/4 to advertise in the London Evening Post about the 

man who called himself John Jones who claimed that he was a Spaniard, who 

had served in a particular regiment.  In Devon, he was thought to be an Irish 

man, supposed to have committed a number of robberies.  One has to assume 

that evidence was gained that he was genuinely from Spain.56  Perhaps he was 

an army deserter.57   

                                                 
53 QS 1/19 Midsummer 1750 and Michaelmas 1750, adjournment 16th November. 
54 QS 1/19 Christmas 1752. 
55 QS 1/ 17 Easter 1726 and 1/18 Midsummer 1744 for examples; QS 1/19 Christmas 1746, 
adjournment 13th March; QS 1/19 Christmas/Epiphany 1753/4 and the February adjournment 
(John Jones);  
56 Eccles, Vagrancy, p. 84.  A law of 1752 permitted a person to be held for six days so that 
evidence might be obtained.    
57 The army included a number of foreign troops, so that this would have been possible. 
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Advertising in the papers for information or giving warning of certain 

vagrants appears to have been fairly common.58  Charlotte ‘Walker’ and her 

husband had been advertised before she was apprehended in Exmouth and 

committed to the bridewell on 4 January 1794, so that she appears in the 

Epiphany list of 14 January and William Maxwill, her husband, apprehended 

elsewhere, was committed on 21 January 1794.  Both were in the Easter list 

from the bridewell. 59  They were convicted of begging: 

with forged certificates from the boroughs of Dartmouth, Barnstaple, 
Whitehaven, &c. &c. are the same persons that were advertised in the 
Dorchester papers. ….Charlotte…declared that she was a native of America, 
and had been in England but four years.  We are well assured she was never 
out of England, that she belongs to Totnes or its neighbourhood, and that her 
maiden name is Maddocks.  She appears to be about nineteen years of  
age…pretending to be deaf, and that she was an American Lady, shipwrecked. 
  Her husband appeared generally in a blue coat, scarlet waistcoat, half great  
coat, &c. in the character an American captain, lately shipwrecked.  They have 
been in the neighbourhood of Exeter about five weeks, and from the papers 
found in their custody, they appear to have been in almost every town in 
England, and acknowledge of having begged under these false pretences 
many pounds per week.60 
 
Charlotte’s vagrant examination claimed that she was born in New York, 

came to England with her uncle and that they had landed in London.  Later she 

claimed that she went to Greenock, Scotland with her uncle and that in Scotland 

she met and married William Maxwill. The quarter sessions’ record for Easter 

1794, tells that Charlotte was born in Dartmouth, apprenticed by Kingswear to 

one of Townstall, Dartmouth, but that she had left by consent ‘…after some 

years…married in Scotland…’ and that her husband belonged to Scotland.61  

William’s vagrant examination says only that he belonged to Perth and that he 

had a wife called Charlotte.  Both Charlotte and William were able to sign their 

examinations, so perhaps they had created some of their documents.  Given 
                                                 
58 Examples across the years include: London Gazette, 17-21 October 1672; London Gazette 
21-24 June 1675; The Flying Post or The Post Master 26-28 May 1702 ‘One John Clark … 
skulk’d ever since last August about Exeter, Plymouth … and other Parts in the West…’; Exeter 
Flying Post, 3 July 1788. 
59 QS/B Box 321.  
60 Exeter Flying Post, 23 January 1794 p. 3 column c. 
61 QS 1/22 Easter 1794 Charlotte, wife of William Maxwell. 
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that they had evidently been very keen to arrest the pair, to the extent that the 

two who apprehended William received a higher than usual reward of five 

guineas for their trouble, it is a little surprising that after the sojourn in the 

bridewell, a marginal note by William’s name says simply ‘sent by pass’.  There 

is no reference to any whipping or to whether Charlotte was sent to Dartmouth 

or with William to Scotland. 62   There was the potential for further, possibly 

profitable, infamous behaviour until caught again. 

  False documents might be quite elaborate, like that of a fifteen year old 

who called himself Lasaers Leagnner.  His petition, of which he had several 

copies, was printed, claiming that he was a native of Russia, who had left with 

his father, the captain of a named ship to travel from [St] Petersburg to London.  

He was one of two survivors after the ship was cast-away on the Goodwin 

Sands on 20 June 1791.  The bottom of the sheet already showed that 

contributions had been received from four ‘Ladys’ and two captains.  This did 

not convince the justice of the peace who wrote: 

I did not put him on his oath as I was thoroughly convinced he wd have perjured 
himself, for on cross examining him his answers proved him to be a notorious 
imposter…I convicted him…to Bridewell, where I dare say he will soon learn to 
speak good English & recollect some British settlement to which he may be 
sent.63 
 
Not all who claimed origins overseas were genuine, but there appear to 

have been a number who were.   We know that Devon did return a good many 

to America, they having reached the county directly by sea or via other ports.  

Twelve of thirteen from America were returned there between 1785 and 1794.  

Table 7.1 shows that during these same years, twenty-nine had been born in 

America and a further nine during the next decade.  The discrepancies in these 

                                                 
62 QS/B Box 321.  A basic attempt made to verify the births and/or marriage of the two was 
unproductive, although the surname Maxwill was observed to be commonest in 
Northumberland, Maxwell in Scotland and a baptism for a Charlotte Maddocks was listed for 
August 1774 in St. Martin in the Fields and another born ca 1775 at Oswestry, Shropshire.   
63 QS/B Box 316 Lasaers Leagnner, 26 July 1791.  The young man’s lack of geographical 
knowledge was his downfall.  
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figures may be accounted for in part by those for whom the return destinations 

were not given, decisions perhaps having been delayed beyond the date of the 

record.  Others were whipped or briefly imprisoned and discharged.64  In these 

cases, they may have gone on to be re-apprehended elsewhere.  George 

Martin, who had been born in Newfoundland, was sent to his father’s legal 

settlement of Portsmouth by pass in 1785 and another was sent to Widworthy in 

1768 on the grounds that that parish had assisted him within the last five 

months.65  (This was within the law.) 

A possibility is that some who had begun life in America had taken an 

opportunity to come to England having served in the army during the American 

War of Independence.  The 40th Regiment of Foot, one of those recorded in 

Devon, arose from the merging of independent companies used to defend 

Annapolis Royal in Nova Scotia.  It did not leave North America until 1761, 

served in Ireland from 1764 to 1775 returned to North America and did not 

move to mainland Britain until 1783, when it first became associated with 

Somerset.66  Some may have been the now adult children of settlers of the 

Newfoundland fishery, of American planters or, at the other end of the scale, 

those who had served their seven years having been transported to the 

plantations for their earlier misdeeds in England.  Additionally, one of the efforts 

to reduce the post-war problems related to demobilised soldiers was a scheme 

to offer land grants in North America, initially in Nova Scotia in 1749 and the 

colonies more generally from 1763.67  These too may have resulted in 

American- born persons who later came to England. 

                                                 
64 QS 1/20, Easter 1777 (Mary Wills, born America); QS 1/21, Midsummer 1781(Owen Dea(r)ly, 
born Newfoundland). 
65 QS 1/21, Michaelmas 1785 (George Martin); QS 1/20, Easter 1768 (William Sexton). 
66 http://www.nam.ac.uk/research/famous-units/40th-2nd-somersetshire-regiment-foot 
(16/12/2014). 
67 Conway, War, p.135. 
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 Most of the American-born shown on the map of overseas-born vagrants 

1700-1804, given as Figure 7.6, were from the latter part of the century.  Less 

expected were the two natives of Malabar, India, who William Ellicombe Clerk, 

J.P. had sent to St. Dunstan, Stepney, Middlesex, who then appealed, saying 

that there was insufficient evidence for their settlement there.68  

Others were from mainland Europe, Africa and India.  These could have 

related to trade or service movements in these areas.  From 1739 to 1763, 

about 20 per cent of the money of the British Army had been spent on hiring 

foreign troops to add to the regular army and the regiments of the East India 

Company and American provinces.  Some seamen also had gone abroad to 

avoid the press gangs. Conway quotes from Baugh’s contemporary Naval 

Administration to say that Lisbon was “...the common asylum for Seamen, 

especially Irish”.69 This may help to account for those of far-flung origins.  

Thomas Reynolds was born in Gibraltar, but of an Irish father from ‘Coldrain’, 

assumed to be Coleraine.  A marginal note in the 1794 record says that he was 

returned to Ireland.70  One Antioni Gauduph, with no legal settlement, was 

provided with a ‘travelling pass’ in 1789.71  Some of these were essentially 

foreign travellers in Devon, although they may have had Devonian or other 

British ancestry.  

The incidence of such foreign travellers cannot have been peculiar to 

Devon, as in 1793 the government was concerned that:  

Whereas a great and unusual Number of Persons, not being natural-born 
Subjects of his Majesty…have lately resorted to this Kingdom: …much Danger 
may arise to the publick Tranquility from the Resort and residence of Aliens, 
unless due Provision be made in respect thereof…72 
 

                                                 
68 QS 1/22 Epiphany 1801.  The order was quashed. 
69 Conway, War, pp. 104, 282. 
70 QS  1/22 Epiphany 1794.  
71 QS 1/21 Michaelmas 1789. 
72

 33 Geo. III cap. IV. Aliens’ Act. 
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The provision was that the master or commander of every ship arriving at 

a British port had to supply a list of any foreigners on the vessel, giving the 

name, rank, occupation or description, ‘…as far as he shall be informed 

thereof…’, of each person.  Every ‘alien’ who was found in the country contrary 

to the regulations and who was lawfully convicted was to suffer imprisonment 

for up to one month and then ‘…to depart out of the realm…’ within a set time 

and if found subsequently might be transported for life.73   

During the eighteenth century the total numbers of known vagrants 

oscillated but there was an overall increase, the total for the years 1755 to 1805 

being more than double that for 1710 to 1754, even when calculated per year.74   

The figures from the quarter sessions’ records tell only of those who were sent 

to Exeter, to the county’s quarter sessions. Either the number of more serious 

cases had increased, as suggested by the numbers classified as incorrigible 

rogues, or the justices of the county had applied the rules more strictly.  

Perhaps both possibilities applied.75  There were also changes over time in the 

social composition of the vagrants.   Most children were travelling with a parent 

or their families, but two were travelling with lone men and there were a few 

who appeared to be alone or had perhaps been ‘taken along’ by an adult.  

Women were the majority of those returned to the sample towns.  Within the 

larger numbers dealt with by the quarter sessions, the proportions of women 

were more variable.  Across the whole period 1755 to 1805 the total figures for 

women and men, excluding those in combinations, were almost equal at 651 

and 658, but from 1775 to 1784 and after 1794, the numbers of women 

                                                 
73 33 Geo. III cap. IV. Aliens’ Act.   
74 From Tables 7.10 and 7.11, average annual increases ranged from almost twelve to twenty-
eight. 
75 QS 1/22, Easter 1792; QS 1/22, Easter 1796 are examples. 
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exceeded those of men.  These dates probably reflect the impacts of the 

American War of Independence and, later, the onset of the Napoleonic Wars. 

The proportions of male vagrants tended to increase following the ends 

of wars, as when their number more than doubled in the ten years after 1764, 

but there were high numbers of both male and female vagrants during and 

following the War of American Independence.  The impacts of the wars have to 

be added to those of legislation and the economy when accounting for the 

increases in numbers of vagrant travellers through the eighteenth century. 

 The other important feature relates to the places from which Devon 

vagrants were returned and to which those in Devon were sent.  A good many 

came from London and the south and east of the country.  While only 38 per 

cent were of the western counties in the years 1710 to 1754, this had increased 

to 56 per cent for 1756 to 1804 but in those years, a further 23 per cent still had 

to travel back to the London/ Kent area, the north-western midland counties and 

to Scotland and Ireland.  Although the percentages became smaller, the actual 

numbers had increased, or, in the case of the London area remained almost the 

same.  There were travellers in both directions along a number of routes.  The 

number of foreigners had also increased.  A similar rather bi-polar spread of 

places of settlement is found among the non-vagrant on the move in the county, 

those who would have travelled by an ‘ordinary’ pass rather than a vagrant’s or 

with a conveyor of vagrants.   

E. Other Travellers 
 

Information from the churchwardens’ accounts rarely provides 

differentiation between the vagrant and other travellers, and the frequency of 

years when relief was given had declined.  For the non-vagrant, recourse is 
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made to alternative records available from the parishes, especially those 

generated by compliance with the 1662 act of settlement.  

The boundary between the vagrant and non-vagrant travellers could 

become blurred, especially if the poor moved to find work or assistance from a 

relative or friend but failed and were reduced to begging or petty crime.  The 

runaway apprentice might be treated as vagrant, although sometimes a hue and 

cry or advertisement was made to have the absconder returned.  When 

husbands absconded, even if not actually vagrant, they were deemed to be so, 

but information relating to these mainly concerned their absence from 

supporting their wives and families.  If they had any estate in the parish, the 

overseers of the poor might use that to help support the abandoned family, as 

allowed by the act of 1718.76  It was lawful for the churchwardens or overseers, 

with a warrant from two justices, to take any goods or estate and use the value 

to provide for those left.  The parish officers were accountable to the justices at 

the quarter sessions. 

George Anstey, a husband and father who ran away leaving his wife and 

children to the charge of the parish of Washfield in 1744, was found to have an 

‘estate’. The parish applied for a warrant to take over those assets in order to 

cover the costs of the maintenance of the family, reckoned to be 12s per week.  

An Irish man and his wife had a box, which, in 1749, was ordered to be opened 

and so much of the ‘goods therein be sold as will be sufficient to discharge the 

expense of apprehending and conveying them to the County of Somersett’.77  

Such a search and use of goods to defray expenses was legal in the 

circumstances. 

                                                 
76 5 George1 c.8.  
77 QS 1/18 Michaelmas 1744, George Anstey of Washfield.  The complete inventory is given; 
QS 1/19 Midsummer (1st September) 1749. 
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The 1662 Act and the introduction of workhouses were both intended to 

reduce the numbers who might be found ‘wandering and begging’, although the 

movement to available work might be inhibited.  The use of settlement 

certificates was intended to overcome this but some parishes were reluctant to 

issue them.   South Molton both issued and received these.  A collection of 

seventy-seven certificates for the period 1652 to 1783 survives, eleven of them 

having been issued by South Molton itself.78  Table 7.11 shows that of 

certificates from elsewhere, measuring straight-line distances, just over half 

originated from within ten miles, but there were ten from over thirty miles away. 

    A group of nine eighteenth-century settlement certificates from 

Combeinteignhead, dated 1706 to 1779, includes four from adjacent or nearby 

parishes, but others range from Dartmouth and Halwell to Moretonhampstead 

and Jacobstow, about twenty-seven miles away.79  The parish had been less 

open to John Bulley and his family in 1722, when a total of twenty-six signed a 

petition for their removal because he ‘…by clandestine ways doth endeavour to 

procure a settlement…’, perhaps by renting at £10 per annum.80 

Movement in search of work was legitimate if a person held a certificate 

from his or her parish of settlement agreeing to that person’s return should he or 

she become chargeable and short distance travel for harvesting also was 

permitted.  The latter was taking place in 1725, when: 

… such continual rains… several weeks past…that Poor Country People 

 who are come up to Harvest Work are in a starving Condition, for want 
 of Employment.  Between 4 & 500 got together in Royal Exchange… a  
collection for them … 

as reported in Brice’s Weekly Journal.81  

                                                 
78 NDRO South Molton: 814A/PO 138-218. 
79 Combeinteignhead: 3419A/PO 12. settlement certificates.  This assumes that the Jacobstowe 
of Devon was intended; Jacobstow in north Cornwall would be much further. 
80 Combeinteignhead: 3419A/PO 11.  Under the act of 1662, 13 & 14 Car. II c. 12, a complaint 
could be made within forty days and the ‘intruders’ removed by two justices of the peace. 
81 Brice’s Weekly Journal Number 7 Exon (Exeter) 25 June 1725.  It is not clear, but the 
information may have been sent from Boston, Lincolnshire on 11 June 1725. 
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Table 7.11 

  Movements to South Molton: 

 Evidence from Settlement Certificates1 

          Source: NDRO 814A/PO 138-218 

Distance from 

South Molton in Miles 

Number of 

Settlement 

cases 

Percentage 

within 

Distance 

Within 5 26 39 

5 – 10 12 18 

10 -15 9* 14* 

15 – 20 5 8 

20 -25 4 6 

25 – 30 0 0 

> 30 within county 4 6 

>30 out of county 6 9 

Totals 66 100 

1 In addition to the certificates included in the table, there were    

eleven which had originated in South Molton itself. 

 * Four settlement certificates give the origin as ‘Coleridge’.  This 

is the name of a hundred. Here it has been assumed that the 

parish of Coldridge is the origin. 
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Tavistock and Ashburton overseers recorded their payments to travellers 

for weekly or monthly periods during the 1780s.  In order to see if there was any 

discernible seasonal pattern which might reflect travel to take advantage of 

seasonal work, the figures for travellers and the payments are given in Figure 

7.7.  This shows that the numbers receiving help from Tavistock were lower 

than those of Ashburton, but the patterns in the numbers were similar, although 

sometimes the payments were proportionately higher.  At Ashburton the 

numbers were highest in February and March of 1785/6.  However, these 

included separate recordings of a total of thirteen French men, five Dutch men 

and five castaways.   

Within the year 1785/6, a number of sailors and ‘four Injans in Distress’ 

were recorded along with those termed  ‘poor Objects’ and some entries, such 

as one in August, to a ‘Poor man in Distress to go out of this town 6d’.    While 

the increases of June/July and September/October 1781 recorded in Ashburton 

might link with travel to/from harvesting, the February/March peak of 1785/6 

would not.  In fact the other travels recorded, especially that of the ‘Injans’, 

might be a combination of a delayed effect of the end of the American War of 

Independence and those travelling to/from Plymouth.  Payments to people to 

leave the town suggest that they may have been vagrant and the payment 

saved the costs of committal to a justice of the peace. The majority of those in 

Tavistock were recorded simply as man/men with a pass.  There is no clear link 

with any agricultural requirements. 
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Many more settlement examinations and some removal orders exist.  

Reasonably sized collections of these were selected to represent the differing 

areas of the county.  Those from Winkleigh and Dartington both span the period 

from the late seventeenth century to 1805, others represent only the later 

eighteenth century.  West Alvington, for example, has nearly a hundred 

documents from 1750 to 1793 and Ermington over a hundred from 1779 to 

1807.  Some parishes also carried out settlement examinations before people 

were actually chargeable to the parish.  It is possible that Barnstaple was doing 

this in the 1790s and perhaps Combeinteignhead too, where many seemed to 

take place shortly after marriage.  Where this may have been the case, one has 

an indication of some past travel and the parish to which the person or family 

group should be returned if necessary, although there may have been a delay 

before the removal occurred.  Using straight line distances between the 

parishes concerned, the information from these sources was tabulated and the 

results used to create Figure 7.8.  

 This shows that in all cases, the majority had travelled only relatively 

short distances, although for Barnstaple and Combeinteignhead these have to 

be extended from within ten to within fifteen miles.  Dartington and Ermington 

shared a rapid decline to fifteen miles followed by a slower one to thirty miles 

followed by an increase at over thirty miles.  Not included on the graph, Sowton 

gave a similar pattern, from a high of fifty-eight percent within the five miles, 

perhaps due to the proximity of Exeter to the west. South Molton’s travellers 

show a similar but slower decline in the numbers with distance, with a greater 

increase for over thirty miles of travel, while Barnstaple and Combeinteignhead 

show the expected decline over the first ten miles, although at smaller 

percentages, but then are markedly different from each other and the rest.   
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 The explanation for Barnstaple’s marked increase in those potentially 

faced with very long journeys lies in the number of soldiers recorded by the 

borough and parish. If the entire set of over 160 different documents was used 

for the graph, rather than just the first hundred, the proportion in the over thirty 

miles category would be even higher, almost the same as those from within 10 

miles, since the proportion of soldiers would have risen to thirty-four percent of 

those examined. How far this was peculiar to Barnstaple is not known.  Might 

Exeter or Plymouth parishes have shown similar results? Of those included in 

the graph, the highest numbers of examinants from long distances were six 

from Cornwall, four from Gloucestershire and four from Scotland.  A high 

number of the soldiers were also married, some to Devonian wives, so that the 

wives too would face long journeys.   

 A specific case of someone being sent to her husband’s legal settlement 

over a long distance is that of Mary Page, who had married Christopher, a drum 

major in the Devon Militia, in Dover, Kent, circa 1755.  He was ordered to the 

camp at Sand Heath, Sand and Ripley, Surrey and she and the children went 

with him. When the militia moved back to Devon, Christopher had left her and 

the three children ‘in great distress and unable to support herself and her said 

children so that she was obliged to ask relief…’  Her husband had said that his 

legal settlement was St. Lawrence’s, Exeter, to which she was to be sent 

‘county to county’.82 

Combeinteignhead is in the south of the county, a parish on the south 

bank of the Teign estuary.  A possible explanation for its figures is that the 

parish is adjacent to Newton Abbot, specifically at that time Newton Bushell, 

which was the centre for recruitment for the Newfoundland trade operating from 

                                                 
82 Surrey History Centre, QS2/6/1759/MIC/11 
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the Teign and the Dart estuaries.  A relatively high proportion of settlement 

examinations, 43.5 per cent, make reference to time spent in that trade, often 

following a parish apprenticeship and usually before getting married.83  The 

percentages of those who had travelled from ten to thirty miles is higher than for 

the other parishes, with only a gentle decline with distance, suggesting that the 

trade had had a distinctive attraction, largely voluntary, but not incurring the 

very long distances associated with the presence of soldiers in a parish.   

This information may be disguising other travels which had occurred 

since it considers only the present parishes and those of legal settlement.  For 

example, John Lovel was born in Inwardleigh where he was apprenticed, but he 

moved with his master to Hatherleigh, where his master died. He then went to 

Combeinteignhead as a weekly servant, then to St. Mary Church before 

returning to Combeinteignhead where evidently he married circa 1793. John 

was examined in 1795. Subsequently, he must have died, as in 1797 it was his 

widow who applied for assistance.  Mary Lovel had been born in 

Combeinteignhead, apprenticed there, privately until she was twenty-one, 

before marrying.  Now she probably faced a journey to Hatherleigh, her 

husband’s legal settlement by apprenticeship.84   

A more extreme case is that of John Milford of Chulmleigh, aged about 

forty years at the time of his examination in 1766.  He was born in Chulmleigh 

where he was also apprenticed, but when he was about seventeen his master 

had no further employment for him and for the next two years he was employed 

by the week.  He then spent about six months in Newton Bushell (Newton 

Abbot) before going to Newfoundland.  A year or so later he returned to Bristol 

where he found weekly employment before working on the Bridgewater to Wells 

                                                 
83 Figures calculated from 3419A/PO 9/1-81. 
84 Combeinteignhead 3419A/PO9/16a and 23. 
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turnpike road for another year. From there he went to Rose Ash, north Devon, 

where he hired for a year but was turned away after three months.  Thereafter 

he was a day labourer, for about five years, had married when aged about thirty 

and was now resident in Chulmleigh.85  Probably this was his parish of legal 

settlement.  On the basis used for the graph, he had not travelled at all, but in 

fact he had covered many miles and, so far as is known, without becoming 

vagrant. In these cases there is no evidence that the settlements were a matter 

of dispute and in some it is possible that people were interviewed before they 

had become chargeable. 

The parishes sending people to their places of legal settlement were 

responsible for the cost.  We know that Tiverton’s overseers gave money to 

some poor to travel to their settlements, including a woman sent to Yorkshire, a 

female vagrant who had to travel to Dublin, Ireland and a man to Bristol in 

1776.86   In 1760/1, South Molton provided J. Kemp’s widow with 8s to help her 

to Launceston, George May with 5s to help him to Taunton and 1s to John 

Avery who was sent to Bideford.  Tavistock spent 14s 11d in returning a woman 

to St. Dominic, Cornwall in May 1780 and £5 in respect of Adam White who was 

returned to Helston, Cornwall, in 1799; Clyst St. George gave Sarah Howell 10s 

6d ‘to help her get to London’, in 1790.87  South Molton’s payments would 

appear to relate to the differing distances to be travelled, but those of the other 

examples do not suggest any common rates for such journeys. The generosity 

of the overseers may have varied, perhaps with allowances for differences in 

ages, likely speed of travel or what would be carried on the way.   Although 

these travellers should not have needed assistance on their way, insufficiencies 

                                                 
85 Chulmleigh 4678A/PO2/9. 
86 R4/1/Z  PO 14 (Tiverton, St. Peter). 
87 NDRO South Molton: 814A/PO/1; DHC Tavistock: 482A/PO/18, and /19; Clyst St  George: 
3147A/PO/7.  
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might account for the fact that some parishes, such as those of Figures 7.1 to 

7.5a and 7.5b, continued to give charity to occasional pass-holding travellers 

during the earlier part of the century and sometimes periodically even to the end 

and beyond.       

Parishes sometimes disputed settlement decisions.   A sample of these 

settlement disputes, from the period 1750 to 1769 is shown on the map, Figure 

7.9.  These settlements had been at least a part of the lives of those who had 

had to ask for relief, or the parishes would not have been involved in the 

appeals taken to quarter sessions.  The distances ranged from neighbouring 

parishes to those the other side of the county or outside the county.   Most of 

the latter were in Somerset, but a further six were in Cornwall, as far west as St. 

Erme, near Truro, Falmouth and Illogan, near Redruth.  West Alvington 

(Kingsbridge) to St. John’s, Gloucester must have been one of the furthest.  For 

these particular years, the Honiton area was the most engaged in settlement 

appeals. If the straight line distances were measured, it is thought likely that on 

average the results would not be so different from those of undisputed parish 

settlement certificates and examinations, perhaps allowing for the exceptions of 

those of Barnstaple and Combeinteignhead. 

 Some of the longest distances which must have been travelled were to 

or from ports, as in relation to Plymouth, Kingsbridge and Torbay in the south 

and Bideford in the north. Others linked with centres of the cloth industry, such 

as Chulmleigh and Tiverton, but Tavistock versus Clyst St. George was 

unexpected.  In practice, the movements were not in straight lines and the 

routes actually taken would have been staged, perhaps with some years in 

other places between them as illustrated by John Lovel and John Milford. 
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 Some five links in Figure 7.9 cross Lydford parish, which encompasses most of 

Dartmoor, most of them north-south rather than east-west, so in reality, the 

travellers probably had passed to the east or west of the moor, depending on 

their destinations.  There was a recognised east-west route at this time, linking 

Exeter via Chagford to Two Bridges, as shown by the maps of Ogilby and 

Donn.88  

 For the period 1733/4 to 1804/5, the annual numbers of these settlement 

disputes, Easter to Easter, are recorded in Figure 7.10.  The figures for these 

ranged from nil in 1755 to a maximum of forty-four in 1740 and reached twenty-

five or twenty-six in a number of years in the later part of the century.  The peak 

years of 1740 and 1741/2, were ones of slightly higher prices for consumables, 

but not to the extent of the rises in later years which led to riots.89  In some later 

years the quarter sessions recorded some specific decisions in favour of those 

who were the subjects of the dispute, on the grounds that the persons were not 

actually chargeable and in some cases, not likely to be chargeable or had a 

certificate.90   Most, but not all of these years with higher numbers of disputes, 

coincided with those when wheat prices led to food riots, as demonstrated by 

Bohstedt.91   

 

 

                                                 
88 P. White, The South-West Highway Atlas for 1675 (Tamar Books, Launceston, 2005), pp.128-
133; B. Donn, A Map of the County of Devon: 1765 (Devon and Cornwall Record Society, New 
Series 9 and the University of Exeter, Facsimile, Humphries & Co. Ltd, London, 1965).    
89 E. H. Phelps Brown; S. V. Hopkins, ‘Seven Centuries of the prices of Consumables, 
Compared with Builders’ Wage-Rates’ Economica, 23: 92 (1956), pp. 296-314 at p. 313.  
90 Examples are found in QS 1/19 Easter 1746, Christmas 1746, Easter 1749, and Michaelmas 
1750, when the cases of two separate families were considered.  One family came from Castle 
Cary, Somerset and was residing in West Alvington, Devon.  In finding in favour of the subjects 
of the disputes, Devon seems to have been ahead of the change in the law. The concept of 
removal only when actually chargeable, although given parliamentary bills in 1772 and again in 
1782, both read twice, did not become law until 1795. 35 George III, c.101. (Information 
received from Parliamentary Archives, 21 September 2015.) 
91 J. Bohstedt, The Politics of Provisions: Food Riots, Moral Economy, and Market Transition in 
England, c 1550-1850 (Ashgate, Farnham, 2010), pp. 106, 114, 133, 152-3, 162, 174-7, 190, 
237.   
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  Parishes may have had to strike a balance between the cost of a dispute 

and the longer-term support of the individual(s) concerned.  In a few cases one 

or other party failed to attend the sessions.  The proportion of the settlements 

which were disputed is not known, but it seems likely that a general increase in 

the number of settlement examinations would be reflected in an increase in the 

number of decisions which were disputed.  The impact of increased food prices 

would have been felt more keenly when employment was in decline and, at 

least for the earlier part of the half century, there seemed to be some correlation 

of the settlement disputes with the towns which relied on the woollen industry.  

 For the West Country, the woollen trade declined so that by 1721 

Exeter’s serge exports to Holland were only 147,000 cloths, just 35 percent of 

the 425,000 cloths of 1710.  War hit the trade with Spain and the fashion for 

worsted as made in Norwich, where Hoskins thought that wages were lower, 

caused a further loss of trade.  Tiverton’s production peaked in circa 1720 but 

then declined, even though it tried to copy the Norwich fabrics using imported 

Irish yarn.   The Irish yarn was resisted by the cloth workers and the endeavour 

failed.  Later wars also affected trade and there was the beginning of 

competition from Yorkshire. 92   In turn these conditions reduced the 

opportunities for other labourers to supplement their income by spinning or 

related activities which were done at home.  The likelihood of poverty was thus 

increased.  

In the last decade of the century, when the woollen trades were already 

in decline, the national and Exeter wheat prices rose rapidly.  In Exeter, the cost 

                                                 
92 K. G. Ponting, The Woollen Industry of South-West England (Adams and Dart, Bath, 1971), 
p.41.  
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in shillings of a Winchester quarter rose from 48.05 in 1790 to 119.15 in 1800.93   

Exeter had set the weavers’ wages in 1792, but those of husbandry were not 

reset until 1795, when those of the weavers remained the same.94  It was ruled 

that only standard bread was to be made, none of superior quality.  Wages 

were not redefined ‘with respect to the price of provisions and other articles 

necessary for the maintenance and support of such weavers and Labourers and 

their Families…’ until 1803.95  The years of the wage regulations may have 

related to the respective states of the two employments at those times.  The 

likelihood of descent into poverty was being exacerbated by the general fall in 

real wages, which probably became a contributory factor to the food riots which 

took place in 1795-96 and again in 1801.96 

 Hugh Earl Fortescue, at the Lord Lieutenant’s adjournment to the Easter 

1801 sessions, had dealt with the costs of food supply and recommended that 

the weekly rations to be delivered to each family be as follows:  

For each individual it contains 1lb of rice, 3 lbs of barley meal and as 
many Herrings & pilchards as you the overseers may think right and the 
persons applying wish to have.  Until importations can be effected…to 
resort to Butchers meat and to wheat and other Grain and any other 
article of provision which may be within your reach for the relief of your 
parishioners…prices proportional to earnings of parishioners applying. 97  
 

We know that in the year 1801/2, Wembury’s overseers purchased ‘Pease rice 

and fish at Different times’ for £1 and later spent a further £12-14-1 on the same 

combination of foods. The poor also received ‘thirty bags and three peck of 

Barley’ which the parish bought at 11s but sold at 10s per bushel. About half of 

                                                 
93 A Winchester quarter is equal to 97% of an Imperial quarter. W. H. Beveridge, ‘A Statistical 
Crime of the Seventeenth Century’, Journal of Economic and Business History, 1:4 (1928/29), 
pp. 503-533. 
94 QS 1/22 Easter 1792 and Easter 1795. 
95QS 1/23 Easter 1803. 
96 Bohstedt, Politics of Provisions, pp.175-7, 190, 237. 
97 T. S. Ashton, An Economic History of England: The 18

th
 Century (1955, Methuen & Co. Ltd, 

London,1964), p.239, Table 1; QS 1/22, Easter 1792; QS 1/22, Easter 1795; QS 1/22 Easter 
1801. 
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the cost was received for the peas, rice and fish, but the food supplies were a 

charge on parochial resources.     

There was trouble also with the tinners in Chagford and at Cheriton 

Bishop in 1793/4, some of whom were probably those in the bridewell accused 

of ‘riotous behaviour’.98  Whether this was a result of wages and food prices or 

their rights under stannary law to be exempt from military service, other than as 

militia under the command of a lord warden of a stannary, and from taxation, 

was not stated in the quarter sessions’ record.99   

Although some poor people received non-resident out-relief payments as 

early as 1619, such payments only ‘became very common in the late eighteenth 

century’.100  They may have been more likely for those with a certificate of 

settlement and, after 1782, from another parish of the same Poor Law Union.101  

Such payments would have reduced the need for some travel.102  Otherwise, 

when poverty obliged people not resident in their parishes of legal settlement to 

seek relief, travel was inevitable in order to return for assistance.  Poverty was 

one of the factors which caused some to travel, legally or otherwise. 

F. Mobility of the Poor and Workhouse Provision 

The provision of workhouses was intended to act as an encouragement 

to obtain paid work within the parish of settlement, so discouraging people from 

taking to the road and subsequently being reduced to vagrancy and petty crime 

in order to subsist.  However, conditions in the workhouse were not necessarily 

                                                 
98 QS/B Box 321. 
99 G. R. Lewis, The Stannaries: A Study of the Medieval Tin Miners of Cornwall and Devon 
(1908, D. Bradford Barton, Truro, 1965), p. 167; Lady Radford, ‘Notes on theTinners of Devon 
and their Laws’ Transactions of the Devonshire Association, 62 (1930), pp. 225-247; ‘Tinners – 
the privileged class’ https://www.chycor.co.uk/tourism/tolgus/page2.htm (05/10/2015). 
100 K. D. M. Snell, Parish and Belonging (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2006), p. 
137. 
101 Gilbert’s Act, 22 Geo. III c.83. 
102 Abstract of the answers and returns, 1803-04, gives some substantial figures for those 
relieved ‘not being parishioners’, as the 253 for South Molton and 584 for Stoke Damerel, but 
observation 3, p. 116, says that ‘a large proportion of those [non-parishioners] appears to have 
been Vagrants’. 
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an attractive option, being dependent upon its management.103  Some families 

were assisted to stay in their own homes, perhaps where a supplement to their 

income was sufficient, but for those who were regarded as able-bodied but less 

inclined to work, admission to the workhouse was a requirement for assistance 

to live.  If the person refused this, there was no chance of gaining assistance 

from any other parish and the result could be taking to the road, joining those of 

suspicious character who contrived to subsist or who were ‘wandering and 

begging’. 104   

The parliamentary report of 1777 suggested that Devon had relatively 

high numbers of vagrants but the authorities had hoped that the numbers who 

were travelling with the potential of becoming vagrant would have decreased 

with an increased use of the workhouses.   Perhaps Devon had too few 

workhouses or did not use them effectively.  Parochial returns of workhouses 

were included in the report.105   

The returns show that Devon had a total of eighty-nine workhouses, 

ranging in capacity from the ‘two families’ at Huntsham and the six people at 

Holcombe Burnell to one hundred at Ottery St. Mary and Ashburton, 120 at 

Cullompton and 200 at Plymouth, to 400 at Tiverton according to the printed list.  

The county workhouse at St. Thomas the Apostle, across the river from Exeter, 

was of a moderate size, capable of taking fifty-two.  The size of that at Plymouth 

was consistent with its population, for it had overtaken the county of Exeter by 

this time.  Exeter is omitted from the list, but its workhouse could house 200 

people.  The distribution of these workhouses and their relative capacities is 

shown in Figure 7.11. Apart from those of Plymouth and Exeter, a number of  

                                                 
103 P. Slack, The English Poor Law,1531-1782 (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 1990), 
p. 36.  
104 The Workhouse Test Act:  9 Geo. I c.7.    
105 Parliamentary Report from the Committee appointed to inspect and consider the Returns 
made by the Overseers of the Poor … 15th May 1777.  
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the other large establishments were in places which were ports, like Bideford 

and Barnstaple or in those where the textile industries were of importance, such 

as Chulmleigh, Cullompton and Ashburton.  There may be a direct correlation 

between the two.  Tiverton too was a cloth town, but the size of its workhouse 

seems excessive.  Both a Tiverton source and Eden, writing at the end of the 

century, said that the building had the capacity for 300 inmates for whom the 

gardens could supply the vegetables.106  

The workhouses of the south of Devon were smaller and the north-west 

had very few at all.  There were fulling mills and cloth towns in the south too, as 

at Ashburton, Buckfastleigh and Totnes, but the area was also one of the best 

for agriculture and had a number of harbours, so that perhaps the numbers 

affected by the down-turn in trade were smaller.107  However, we know that 

Modbury and Ashburton were still making payments to the travelling poor, 

although a proportion of them were seamen.  The north-west was more lightly 

populated, mainly by farmers and their labourers.  The existence of the 

workhouses need not mean that they were occupied fully or that vagrancy had 

been reduced as a consequence.  A reasonable guide to workhouse occupancy 

should be the relative expenses of the poor.  Figure 7.12, compares the 

expenses of the poor, by the Hundred Divisions, to the number of workhouse 

places in each Hundred.  The graph shows a broad positive correlation, but also 

some marked exceptions. 108 

                                                 
106 M. Dunsford, Historical Memoirs of the Town & Parish of Tiverton (J. Brice, Exeter, 1790), 
pp. 358-60 [facsimile copy at Tiverton Museum]; Dunsford dedicated his volume ‘To all the 
Virtuous and Industrious Poor of Tiverton’. He had also served as churchwarden. Eden, Survey 
of the Poor, 1797, quoted at http://www.workhouses.org.uk/Tiverton/ (04/11/2014).   
107 M. Havinden, ‘The Woollen, Lime, Tanning and Leather-working, and Paper-making 
Industries c.1500-c.1800’, in Historical Atlas of South-West England, ed  R. Kain and W. 
Ravenhill (University of Exeter Press, Exeter, 1999), pp. 338-344 at pp. 338-9, for the woollen 
industry. 
108 Using Spearrman’s rank correlation on the figures, gives a result at 99% confidence level. 
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Black Torrington had few workhouse places but relatively high 

expenditure, which might mean that the places were all occupied and further 

people given out-relief.  Roborough and Tiverton appear also as exceptions, 

even when one allows for a smaller workhouse at Tiverton, shown on the graph 

as Tiverton 2.  For these, the costs were below what might be expected and 

suggest under-occupancy.  This might be due to people moving away or 

refusing the option and choosing to ‘wander and beg’.  Tiverton’s population 

had fallen from 8,693 in the first decade of the century to only 7,096 by 1797. 109   

Of these, 5,343 lived within the town itself, the rest within the remainder of the 

extensive parish. In 1741, spotted fever had led to 636 burials, but the 

population decline was said to have been mainly a result of the loss of trade.  A 

woollen manufacture set up in the workhouse in 1740 lasted only one year due 

to losses and ‘… manufacture goods on hand without an opportunity of 

sale…’110  In 1797, Eden wrote that only seven hundred of Tiverton’s one 

thousand looms were in constant production.111  Documents from Somerset 

show that a number of people were returned to Tiverton, suggesting that some 

had departed, but then failed to make a living elsewhere.112   

Tiverton’s workhouse had been complete since 1704, so it had been built 

for a larger population.  Consequently, it may not have been occupied fully.  For 

1776, there is a complete list of all those who were supported by Tiverton’s  

workhouse system.113  The column headings used allowed for the giving of 

ages, occupations and reasons for assistance.  These were not completed as 

fully as one would wish, with only one exact age given, of eighty years, and the 
                                                 
109 Sir F. M. Eden, The State of the Poor, Volume 2 (London 1797; facsimile edition, Frank Cass 
& Co.Ltd, 1966), pp. 141-143.  
110 Dunsford, Historical Memoirs, p.228; Eden, State of the Poor Vol.2, p.143.    
111 Eden, State of the Poor Vol. 2, p.142. 
112 SHC, Q/SR 317/1/14 Midsummer 1749; Q/SR/317/2/62 & 64 Michaelmas 1749.  In 1751, 
three were removed variously back to South Molton, Bampton and Culmstock, also all Devon 
mill towns. Q/SR/318/4/22, 25 & 35. Epiphany 1751. 
113 R4/1/Z PO14. Tiverton St Peter. 
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reason sometimes just as ‘aged’, but some analysis is possible.  Apparently, 

inclusive of thirty-nine children, 417 were aided in their own homes.  This was a 

much higher number than the 181 who were in the workhouse, perhaps 

reflecting its being a less expensive option, or a degree of under-employment or 

of the ability to work, rather than unemployment. 

The men and women of the 417 were of almost equal numbers, 46 and 

45 per cent respectively, the remaining 9 per cent being solo children who were 

in the care of various women.  Of the 417 assisted, the given occupations of 22 

per cent were from the woollen trades, 3 per cent from other trades and 7 per 

cent were husbandmen.  Were the further 14 per cent men for whom the 

information was not given general labourers?  Unfortunately this information 

does little more than suggest that the town was a woollen centre in an otherwise 

agricultural area.  The rest, apart from the children, were comprised of widows, 

a further 9 per cent, and 36 per cent other women. The people in their own 

homes received monthly payments.  Apart from being aged or widowed, the 

most common reasons for assistance were various forms of sickness and 

disability, but a few were said to have large families, seven were soldiers’ wives, 

one a sailor’s wife and three others’ husbands had absconded.   

The 181 people recorded ‘In the House’, suggests that the actual 

workhouse was just over half full, taking the smaller figure for its size.114  

However, the total of those receiving assistance was over 500, a higher figure 

than that for which the workhouse was built.  If, based on Eden’s population 

figures, there were about 7,000 to 7,500 people in Tiverton that year, about 8 

per cent of them were in receipt of assistance.115  Tiverton’s was not the only 

workhouse within the Hundred, but the other was smaller.  There was also the 

                                                 
114 R4/1/Z PO 14 Tiverton, St. Peter. 
115 Eden, State of the Poor, Vol. 2 pp. 141-43. 
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separate bridewell for those taken vagrant.  Given that the majority of those 

assisted were elderly or infirm, especially those within the house, it is likely that 

any who had moved away were the young and able.  Important in this context is 

whether they successfully found work or joined the vagrant population.  If the 

latter, the presence of the workhouse was not reducing vagrancy.  

For Kenton there is information regarding the origins of some of the 

occupants.  In July 1770, twenty-nine inmates of the workhouse were ‘sworn’, 

interviewed on oath, although some may have been wives or children as only 

twenty-three parishes are given, one of which could not be identified.  If the rest 

have been read correctly, using straight line distances, seven lived in, or within 

five miles of, Kenton.  A further three belonged within ten miles so perhaps all 

within the area served by the workhouse.  Of the rest, five were from over thirty 

miles away; two were from Somerset, one from the far west of Cornwall and 

one from Great Yarmouth, Norfolk.116  These people were destined to travel 

long distances when discharged from the workhouse to their parishes of 

settlement. It is not known if any of these ‘outsiders’ had been taken in as 

vagrants, with the workhouse serving also as a bridewell and they may not have 

travelled those distances in the past to arrive there. 

 As early as 1753, the effectiveness of the workhouses was in question.  

Fielding thought that the act requiring the poor to be set to work was too general 

and had not been carried out properly by the overseers. Doubtless a tax payer 

himself, he wrote that: 

So very useless is the heavy tax… for while a million yearly is raised… 
many of the [poor] are starved; many more languish in want and misery; 
of the rest, many are found begging and pilfering in the streets today, 

                                                 
116 Kenton 70A/PO5, 3 July 1770. The overseers also assisted some travellers on their ways. 
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tomorrow are locked up in jails and bridewells… They starve and freeze 
among themselves; but they beg, steal and rob among their betters.117 
   

Fielding’s opinion suggests that the existence of the workhouses was not  

reducing the numbers who would become classified as vagrant to be punished 

and returned to their parishes of legal settlement.  According to Dr. George 

Fordyce, labourers spent their lives ‘between labour and … perfect idleness and 

drunkenness’. 118  In 1795, the Reverend David Davies, commenting on the 

labouring families of his parish, considered that he ‘… could not impute the 

wretchedness [he] saw either to sloth or wastefulness.’119   How far this applied 

to Devon as well as an area such as Oxfordshire is open to debate.  Devon was 

‘an old enclosed country’, in respect of which Arthur Young, writing at the turn of 

the century, thought that the ale-house was at the origin of poverty and the poor 

rates.  Yet he did not seem to blame the labourers: 

For whom are they to save? … You offer no motives:  you have nothing 
but a parish officer and a work-house! – Bring me another pot!’120  
 

 Too much frequenting of the ale-house would have drawn the attention of the 

constables in the same way as did petty theft to get over hard times. Further 

vagrancy may have been the result. 

 Those who were returned to their parishes of settlement, by parish 

overseers or by the justices, were returning to places where probably they no 

longer had an existing home and too little money to rent, so that they would 

have been offered places in the relevant workhouses.   

This appears to have been the case with Jane, the wife of John Levan, a 

Dutchman of Amsterdam.  She had been arrested in Plymouth as a ‘disorderly’ 

                                                 
117 J. Seabrook, Pauperland: Poverty and the Poor in Britain (2013, Hurst & Company, London, 
paperback edition 2015), p. 71, quoting from H. Fielding, Proposal for Making an Effectual 
Provision for the Poor (London, 1753). 
118 R. Porter, English Society in the Eighteenth Century (1982, Penguin Books, London, 1990), 
p.91.  
119 Porter, English Society, pp. 94-95. 
120 Porter, English Society, p.95. 
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vagabond.  Her husband was not known to have a settlement in England, but 

she was born at Cruwys Morchard, to which she was sent in 1790.  However, a  

place in the poor house/workhouse did not necessarily keep a person from 

wandering. In January 1796 it was said that Mary Barnes of Cruwys Morchard: 

frequently elopes from [the workhouse[ …is often found 
intoxicated…owing to the false charity of some Farmers and their 
Families…whoever will apprehend the said Mary Barnes for 
absconding…within the Hundred of Witheridge…entitled to the whole of 
the Reward by Act of Parliament. 121 
 

This was a notification printed in South Molton, for which the special attention of 

the constable of Witheridge was desired.  A few years later, in September 1800,  

Cruwys Morchard had another notice printed, at Tiverton, concerning Mary, the 

wife of Philip Skinner, lately sent home from the county bridewell at St Thomas, 

who had absconded without consent.  Her apprehension was sought so that 

she would be taken to a magistrate and so committed to the bridewell as an 

‘incorrigible Rogue and Vagabond…’. A reward and any expenses would be 

paid by the overseers of the poor.122 

It seems likely that these two cases were not the only instances of 

people absconding from workhouses to become vagrant again. Others may 

have chosen to decline the likely strict regime and preferred to take their 

chances in travelling. Some wives or widows may never have been in their 

husbands’ parishes before and preferred to take a chance in known territory 

rather than in workhouses among strangers.  Towards the end of the century, 

knowledge of work available in the newly industrialising towns of the north of 

England may have been an attraction to make an attempt to move to a new 

area.  

                                                 
121 Cruwys Morchard 1092A/add/PO 131 and 134. 
122 Cruwys Morchard 1092A/add/PO 135. 
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In 1787 the government had required returns from the overseers again, 

as the committee wished to ‘apprise the House of the rapid Increase of the 

Expences in maintaining the Poor’. These returns do not give any separate 

indication of the vagrant poor;  they are subsumed in a category which also 

included the maintenance costs of bridges, gates and ‘Houses of Correction 

etc.’   Concern evidently continued into the new century for the 1803-04 returns 

included the figures for the years, 1776, 1783-5 and 1803.123   For 1803, 

information specifically concerning the costs of vagrancy was not given but for 

Devon it was stated in the report that a large proportion of the 3,120 of the poor 

who were not parishioners appear to have been vagrants.  The ‘Relief given to 

this Class of Poor could not exceed Two Shillings each…’. 124  

 Twelve parishes and Exeter returned figures for non-parishioners of fifty 

or more.  The highest were the values for South Molton (253), Totnes (254) and 

Stoke Damerel with 584, nearly one fifth of the total. A high figure for Stoke 

Damerel is consistent with the known effects of the proximity of the dockyard 

and the citadel in Plymouth.  In contrast, Tiverton recorded a mere seven non-

parishioners.  Compared with the figures given in Table 7.4 for 1772-4, these 

figures are very high. If they were not all vagrants, it is possible that some may 

have been on out-relief, but living elsewhere. It is possible also that the overall 

total includes some double counting, due to vagrants’ mobility, since the total 

combined parish and Exeter figures.  We know too that the numbers of 

travellers increased at this time.  

                                                 
123 British Parliamentary Papers: State Papers Abstract of Returns made by the Overseers of 
the Poor, in pursuance of an Act, passed in the twenty-sixth year of His present Majesty’s Reign 
(1787); House of Commons Papers 1803-4 (175) Abstract of the answers and returns made 
pursuant top an act, passed in the 43rd year of His Majesty King George III (1802-03) Intitled “an 
act for procuring returns relative to the expense and maintenance of the poor in England”. 
124House of Commons Papers 1803-4 (175), p.116. 
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The known numbers of travellers helped by churchwardens and 

overseers increased from just eleven in 1776 to eighteen and nineteen in 1783 

and 1803 respectively, although in some parishes, giving only the expenditure 

on travellers, the numbers may have been higher.  However, these figures are a 

result of the records examined, whereas the returns to the government include 

information for everyone of Devon’s parishes, exclusive of Exeter.  Information 

from the quarter sessions shows that the number of vagrants changed less over 

time, from twenty-eight in 1776 to thirty-five and thirty-three in the later years.  

We also know that for Devon the peak numbers of travellers and vagrants had 

occurred in the years 1785 to circa 1795.  Another element of expenditure on 

non-parishioners could be that of money given to those who were being 

returned to their parishes of settlement which in some cases has been shown to 

have exceeded the two shillings quoted above. 

  Even if the collective figure of 3,120 includes some double or multiple 

counting, the numbers of vagrants who did not reach quarter sessions and of 

those people just returning to their legal parishes, together suggest that a good 

many people were on the move in Devon at this time.  For whatever 

combination of reasons, the provision of workhouses seems not to have 

reduced greatly the number of poor and the vagrant, for they continued to travel 

in variable numbers throughout this period.  Alternatively, the difference made 

was not sufficient to counteract any increase as a result of factors other than 

poverty or allow for those who came into Devon from elsewhere.  

G. Conclusions 

Through the eighteenth century vagrants and other travellers continued 

to be on the move in Devon, even though legislation, together with the provision 

of workhouses, was designed to limit such movement.  Figure 7.10 shows that 
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the numbers of settlement disputes and the numbers of vagrants followed 

similar patterns, suggesting that common factors affected both, although the 

one may have contributed to the other. From circa 1760 there was sometimes a 

time lag between the two and the legislation of 1795, seemed to reduce the 

number of settlement disputes, at least temporarily.125    

Although the proportion of Devon-born vagrants increased through this 

time, there was also an increase in those of overseas’ birth.  These people did 

not necessarily have any legal settlement within the country and, if not returned 

overseas, were free after punishment, possibly to become vagrant again.  Some 

of the longest journeys, such as returns to America, were to be made by those 

who were vagrant.   

It was not only the foreign-born travellers made long journeys.  We know 

from examples of those being returned to Devon and those likely to be sent 

‘home’ from the county that the distances could be as far as London and the 

east coast of Kent, or northwards to Lancashire or Scotland.  Many of these 

journeys were the consequences of marriages, often to soldiers, occasionally to 

seamen. The number of travelling wives of soldiers and seamen was influenced 

by the importance of Plymouth and Stoke Damerel for the royal forces. These, 

and the wives who remained behind, were affected by the legislation that 

returned women to their husbands’ parishes of settlement.  

The numbers who became travellers appears to have been influenced by 

the periodically very high wheat prices, the greater number of men ‘at home’ 

during peace-times, Devon’s declining woollen-trade, the population increase in 

the county as a whole, but with local exceptions and, especially in the second 

half of the century, recurrent wars aggravated the situation.   All of these factors 

                                                 
125 From 1795 only those who were actually chargeable could be subject to a removal order. 
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would have contributed to the rising inflation, which even resulted in some riots 

in parts of Devon and Cornwall, and increased poverty.  The need for 

assistance would have led to an increase in those who travelled.    

Increases in vagrancy tended to follow periods of war, but it seems likely 

that this resulted from the combination of returnees from war adding to the 

numbers from other circumstances. The vagrants included those from a variety 

of backgrounds who had become vagrant by misfortune or, sometimes, by 

choice.  

Whatever the relative influences of the legislation, the provision of 

workhouses, the economy, and the impact of wars, people continued to be on 

the move in and through Devon throughout the eighteenth century and into the 

nineteenth century.  Travellers must have continued to frequent the county as 

Exeter founded a Mendicity Society in 1825 and Tiverton one in 1833.  The 

latter was to care for ‘distressed travellers begging for money’ and to ‘detect 

and punish vagrant imposters.’  The full title of William West’s early nineteenth-

century book on mendicity societies goes on to include for Dorset ‘a statement 

of various descriptions of vagrants etc.’, reminiscent of some works of the late 

sixteenth century.126  Poor people on the move continued to be a feature of 

Devon’s society. 

 
 
 
 

                                                 
126 W. West, Brief Inquiry concerning Institutions for Relief of Poor Travellers and Houseless 
Strangers and Discouragement of Vagrancy and Imposture; with some further Account of a 
Mendicity Society in Dorsetshire, and a Statement of the various Desciptions of Vagrants &c. in 
that direction (Harvey and Darton, London, 1831), p.19; M. Sampson, A History of Tiverton 
(Tiverton War Memorial Trust, Tiverton, 2004), p.222.  
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Chapter 8 
 

 Comparisons: Chronological, Regional and National  
 

With the information from across the whole period of the study, this 

chapter is able to examine how far the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 

are comparable. Although the sources used include some differences after 

1700, the information can be used to discern some differences and similarities 

between the two centuries.  Chronological comparisons are made in relation to 

the types of travellers as used in the foregoing chapters.  For the late eighteenth 

and early nineteenth centuries statistics provided to the governments are 

available to provide an insight into how the situation in Devon compared with 

that of the wider regional and national contexts.  

A. Soldiers and Seamen 

 During the two centuries, the management of the armed and naval forces 

improved so that the numbers who were in need of charity would have declined. 

The legal regulations changed also, so that begging by members of the forces 

resulted in their being considered as vagabonds.  The information used for this 

study suggests that far fewer received charity from the parishes during the 

eighteenth century, when some parishes had a legitimate embargo on such 

charity, as shown in Tables 6.1 and 6.2.  Before a standing army existed, 

soldiers were recruited as required, often from the poorer sections of society 

and their needs were considerable, like some of those of Chapter 3, Section C.  

In the case of the navy, there was the problem of non-payment of wages, as 

acknowledged by Samuel Pepys.1  When the organisation of the national forces 

improved, the needs for charity, suitable clothing and food, in transit and while 

awaiting deployment, were reduced.  The likelihood of thefts and the ill-

                                                 
1 See Chapter 4, Section D. 
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behaviour described in Chapter 3 Section 3, was reduced, although Chapter 6 

Section A suggests that soldiers of the eighteenth century also could be a 

problem.  

Some returning soldiers, especially the wounded, and proportionately 

more seamen were likely to receive alms if and when the parishes had made 

subjective decisions to be charitable towards such pass-holding travellers via 

the churchwardens or, in some cases, the overseers of the poor.2  Throughout 

both centuries, the numbers on the move have been shown to be related 

particularly to the various wars.3 During the eighteenth century, Devon was free 

of war fought on its own territory and of the effects of unrest in Ireland, but some 

troop movements continued to and from the Irish garrison, or en route to 

embarkation for, or return from, America or elsewhere.   

Eighteenth-century battles were fought against rebels in Scotland but 

otherwise took place at sea, on mainland Europe and in America, plus a 

campaign in India from 1764.  Sometimes friendly foreign regiments were also 

on English soil and, when the south of England was at the forefront of a 

possible invasion, or foot soldiers were to replace marines, many regiments 

served a duty in Devon.4  In March 1725/6, it was announced that regiments of 

foot with a detachment from each of the counties of England were to serve in 

place of marines.  This decision may have brought some such men to Plymouth 

for embarkation.5  The periods of peace with continental neighbours were 

longer in the eighteenth century, but the growth of Plymouth as a naval port with 

a garrison meant that wars involving France, Spain and America had more 

                                                 
2 Examples include those of Tavistock 482A/PO18, where some were from French prisons; 
Totnes borough 1579AO/24/13 in 1773/4, 1774/5, 1780 and 1783; Kenton 70A/PO5, occasional 
years such as 1765/6,1776 and as late as 1812/3.   
3 Chapter 3, Section C, Chapter 4, Sections C and D and Chapter 6, Sections A and B.  
4 The Protestant Mercury or the Exeter Post Boy with News Foreign and Domestick.  11 May 
1716 p.5 refers to the Dutch Forces who were to remain here some time longer. 
5
 Brice’s Weekly Journal, Exon, (Exeter) 4 March 1725/6. 
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impact on Devon.  The army and the navy both grew in size so that the 

numbers of soldiers and seamen who were travelling in Devon at some time 

increased in the eighteenth century, but they were less likely to be considered 

as poor travellers. Interestingly, it was towards the end of the eighteenth 

century, when local costs increased, that soldiers and seamen on the move 

received charity from parishes which had earlier ceased such payments. 

B. Irish 

The links with Ireland were maintained throughout both centuries via 

shipping, trade, Irish soldiers and, later, the garrison there.  In the seventeenth 

century the Irish had come as economic migrants or refugees from wars, as 

described in Section E of of each of Chapters 3 and 4, but the numbers of 

travellers recorded as being Irish declined markedly in the eighteenth century. 

Any Irish in need were unlikely to have acquired legal settlement in an English 

parish, so they were returned to Ireland as vagrants.6  After 1700, the evidence 

is from the records of vagrants who were to be returned home.  Consequently, 

Irish travellers may be under represented in the eighteenth century.  It had been 

usual to return such travellers via their port of arrival, often via north Devon, but 

increasingly they were sent via Bristol. In the earlier seventeenth century, many 

of the Irish were likely to have come from districts such as Munster, in the area 

of Elizabethan plantations in the south of Ireland, whereas later conflicts took 

place north of Dublin.7  Economic problems might affect any area of the country. 

The use of a more northern port might reflect the area of Ireland from which the 

travellers had come. 

 

 

                                                 
6 Chapter 6 Section C i). 
7 Chapter 3 Section E and Chapter 4 Section E.  
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C. Other Foreign 

  Numbers of foreigners travelled in Devon, throughout the two centuries. 

Those from the Low Countries were frequent visitors, due to Devon’s trade and 

because they served with the English navy when the countries were supporting 

each other.  Foreigners appear in the churchwardens’ accounts particularly from 

the later seventeenth century onwards.  Then, most were arriving as refugees 

or, especially in the 1680s, as the result of shipwreck.  However, a considerable 

number of French who spent time in Devon were prisoners of war.  A few others 

were recorded as receiving charity from Modbury in the eighteenth century.8 

The other foreign born were mainly among those who were found vagrant in the 

eighteenth century, particularly in the years following the American War of 

Independence.9  These people did not necessarily have any legal settlement 

within the country and, if not returned overseas, were freed after punishment, 

possibly to become vagrant again.  Some of the longest journeys, such as 

returns to America, were to be made by those who were vagrant. 

D. Vagrants and Others 

The numbers of vagrants recorded by the churchwardens during the 

seventeenth century reached highs of 200 or more in six separate years, but the 

numbers from the quarter sessions’ records of the eighteenth century did not 

exceed 100 in any year.10 It is likely that the apparent decline is partly the result 

of the records used, since not all travellers who were deemed to be vagrant 

would have appeared at the quarter sessions; some would have spent time in a 

local house of correction and then been forwarded towards their legal parishes.  

That the county complained about the costs of dealing with vagrants towards 

the end of the eighteenth century suggests that the numbers were increasing, 

                                                 
8 For example, five Spanish in 1720/1; two French in 1751. 
9 Chapter 6 Section C ii). 
10 Figures 3.10, 4.10 and 7.10. 
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although the increase may have been partly the result of the increased cost of 

living.   Increases in vagrancy tended to follow periods of war, but in the 

eighteenth century there was a longer period of peace and the numbers were 

commonly irregular from year to year.   

Figure 7.10 shows that during the eighteenth century the numbers of 

vagrants and the numbers of settlement disputes followed similar patterns, 

suggesting that common factors affected both. From circa 1760 there was 

sometimes a time lag between the two and the legislation of 1795, seemed to 

reduce the number of settlement disputes, at least temporarily.11   This might be 

taken to suggest that increased numbers of parish removals led to increased 

vagrancy, but the correlation may be more apparent than real, since the 

parishes sending people to their legal settlements were expected to pay for their 

journeys when necessary.  Throughout the time period, the vagrants included a 

mixture of the unfortunate, the idle and the infamous who had made vagrancy 

their ‘profession’.   

The greater numbers of poor travellers were the ‘others’, those with no 

particular designation in the documents.  During the seventeenth century, a 

proportion of the non-vagrant were known to be on the move as a result of 

misfortunes such as fire, flood and shipwreck, sometimes to gather charity to 

ease their lot, but in the eighteenth century these people are less evident.12  

Personal or collective petitions to the justices might result in some recompense 

from the county stock or briefs might be sent to the churches which would 

collect and return the money to the source of the requests.  Most of the non-

vagrant travellers were those who were obliged to return to their parishes of 

legal settlement. Their journeys were commonly under ten miles long and most 

                                                 
11 From 1795 only those who were actually chargeable could be subject to a removal order. 
12 Chapter 3 Sections G and H; Table 4.3 and Chapter 4 Section G iv); Chapter 7 Section E.   
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were under thirty, although we do not know what additional travels may have 

occurred between the legal and the current parishes of settlement.13  In contrast 

to this, we know from examples of those being returned to Devon and those 

likely to be sent ‘home’ from the county that the distances could be as far as 

London and the east coast of Kent, or northwards to Lancashire or Scotland.14  

When women increased as a proportion of the travellers in the 

seventeenth century, they were mostly Irish or from Ireland and a notable 

number were considered to be gentlefolk as related in Chapter 3 Section E.  

Others were the victims of misfortunes, such as fire or flood.  In the eighteenth 

century, women, in even higher numbers, were primarily those who had 

connections with the armies, or less often with seamen.  Although it probably 

occurred before, there is more evidence for the eighteenth century that women 

became involved with the visiting forces, sometimes resulting in marriages 

which might subsequently lead to long journeys to their husbands’ parishes of 

legal settlement, or to the person’s home parish.   

Becoming dependent on the parish meant that poverty had to be proved.  

If the cost of living rose, poverty was more likely.  Clark’s index of real wages is 

available for every year of the study and provides a measure of the cost of 

living. 15  A negative correlation with the numbers of vagrants and other 

travellers would be expected, a low index indicating a high cost of living, so that 

poverty was more likely.  Figures 8.1 and 8.2 show the numbers of vagrants 

during each century and Figure 8.3 those of other travellers across both 

centuries, each graphed against the index of real wage.   The vagrants of each 

century are shown separately due to the different sources of information used.   

                                                 
13 Table 7.11 and Figures 7.8 and 7.9. 
14 For example, Figures 3.9 and 4.13; Chapter 7 Section E. 
15 G. Clark, ‘The Long March of History: Farm Wages, Population, and Economic Growth, 
England 1209-1869’, The Economic History Review: 60:1 (February 2007), pp. 97-135; Table 
A2 pp. 132-34. 
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A trend line is shown on each graph, but there seems to be little or no 

correlation of the numbers in relation to the cost of living. Vagrants of the 

seventeenth century, given in Figure 8.1, show a very slight positive correlation,  

the opposite of that expected, but Figure 8.2 for the eighteenth century shows 

some negative correlation.  In Figure 8.3, there is also the fact that the 

eighteenth-century numbers for travellers recorded by churchwardens, here 

shown on a logarithmic scale, are lower than those of the seventeenth, so that a 

possible relationship to wages is distorted.   

Visually, it is debateable whether or not any of the trends shown is 

statistically significant.16  There may be a delayed response hidden within the 

results, since the figures for travellers and vagrants are for approximately 

Easter to Easter years, while the real wage index is for modern calendar years.  

Scatter graphs have the disadvantage of not indicating the years when the 

figures appear to be exceptional.     

Clark’s figures also relate to the national agricultural wage.  One 

possibility is that the background for those in Devon was different. Devon also 

had a good number who were not primarily agricultural workers, but dependent 

on maritime activity or elements of the cloth trade, which was in decline in the 

eighteenth century.   Health, the ability to work, the size of family to be 

supported and the availability of work in Devon and elsewhere were other 

factors.  A number of vagrants were from the far west of Cornwall, which might 

have a link with the fortunes of the tin industry.  A local measure available for 

most of the years, but not all, is the Exeter average annual price of wheat.  A 

check of its relationship with the wage index showed a basic correlation, as 

expected, but a number of values which were anomalies, including the peak 

                                                 
16 With such large data sets, a manual calculation of the degrees of significance has not been 
attempted. 
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value of 119.5s in 1800.  It seemed possible that Exeter wheat prices might 

show a stronger correlation with the numbers on the move. In this case, a 

positive correlation would be expected, as people would be poorer when the 

price of wheat was higher.  This would be easier to see on a linear graph and 

could be shown against the years.  The results are shown in Figures 8.4 and 

8.5. 

It is important to note that the scales of these graphs are not identical. 

The numbers of travellers go down in the eighteenth century, while the wheat 

prices increase, especially at the end of that century.  At least a part of this  

could be due to the fact that fewer travellers appeared in the churchwardens’ 

records and the effects of the use of the workhouses.  Numbers of travellers 

and wheat prices are all irregular, but noticeable are the exceptional peaks in 

the numbers of travellers occurring at certain times.  

 In both centuries, the maxima of travellers occur with a wheat price of 

about 30s or more, but the highest numbers of travellers do not coincide always 

with the highest prices of wheat, even when the maximum price was reached at 

the end of the eighteenth century. The peak value of 119.5s seems exceptional 

also in relation to the national index of real wages. Some earlier years had 

shown a Devon-national price discrepancy. In 1696 and 1708, for example, the 

Exeter wheat prices were above the national average when the West suffered 

dearth rather than just a generally poor year.17  It may be that in 1800 the price 

was similarly related to the quality of the local harvest and/or, it was influenced 

by Devon’s need to support the royal forces, especially at Plymouth, which 

would have increased the demand for scarce food.  Although the correlation 

shown in Figure 8.4 is not consistent through the seventeenth century, it does  

                                                 
17 W. G. Hoskins, ‘Harvest Fluctuations and English Economic History, 1620-1759’ Agricultural 
History Review, 16 (1968), pp. 15-31. at p. 30. 
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 appear to be rather more consistent than that for the eighteenth century, given 

in Figure 8.5.  

 In some cases, in each century, there appears to be an element of time 

lag.  It seems unlikely that the differences in the recording years of travellers 

and of wheat prices are responsible for this, since the harvest period fits well 

within the church year.  Did some not travel until beyond the point of crisis?   

However, the peak numbers of travellers of the seventeenth century have been 

shown to occur at times when Devon was affected by the numbers of men 

involved in expeditions against the French and also as a result of the impact of 

William in Ireland.18 The peak numbers of travellers in the eighteenth century, in 

1705/6, 1715/6 and 1782/3 do not correlate with the cost of wheat, but, 

respectively, possibly may have had links with the Battle of Ramilies, the first 

Jacobite Rebellion and the Battle of The Saints, April 1782, which was followed 

by the Treaty of Versailles in 1783, ending the American War of Independence.  

This may be chance, but suggests that the numbers of travellers was more 

affected by wars than the economy.  Unfortunately, the dating and detail within 

the parish accounts is insufficient to provide conclusive evidence.   

The total numbers of 1782/3 were even higher than shown, as Axminster 

recorded ‘715 passes at 3d’ and additionally ‘pd to paupers with passes ---  

£1-19-10’.  It is debatable whether the first part of the entry refers to providing 

that number of passes, or money given to each pass holder, but the latter 

seems more likely.  Either way, that number of people must have been on the 

move in Devon or about to travel in the county. Axminster is a border parish and 

the directions of travel are not given.  Parish figures are for all categories of 

travellers, using the highest number recorded in any one place.  Figure 8.4 

                                                 
18 Chapter 3 Section C and Figure 3.10; Chapter 4 C and Figure 4.10. 



 426 

shows that the numbers of vagrants and general travellers appear to correlate 

through the seventeenth century, although the increase in travellers may be 

more marked.  The correlation is not consistent during the eighteenth century.  

Examples from Figure 8.4 show the travellers exceeding the numbers of 

vagrants in the 1720s and of vagrants exceeding the travellers in the later 

1780s.  It seems clear that the varying numbers of poor travellers on the move 

through Devon were the result of multiple factors rather than just the cost of 

living in Devon.  

There also must have been influences other than the disagreeableness 

of the workhouse and the attractions of the ale-house which were influencing 

the rise in vagrancy and of poor travellers.  Nationally, during the first half of the 

eighteenth century there was little population growth, but according to Wrigley 

and Schofield, there was a marked increase during the second half from 

5,772,415 in 1751 to 8,664,490 in 1801.  The quinquennial growth rate 

increased from the 2.44 per cent of 1746 to 1751 to 5.68 per cent from 1796 to 

1801, but the peak five year growth rate was that of 6.19 per cent from 1786 to 

1791. 19  This means that the highest number of vagrants occurred at a time of 

generally high population growth, but this was not the case in at least parts of 

Devon. We know that Tiverton’s population fell by over 1,500 people during the 

eighteenth century, mainly from loss of trade, and at the time of the 1841 

census was said to have 109 uninhabited houses, 5.34 per cent of the total.20  

Axminster and Barnstaple commented on the empty houses reducing the 

                                                 
19 E. A. Wrigley & R. S. Schofield, The Population History of England 1541-1871: A 
Reconstruction (1981, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2002), pp. 208-09, Table 7.8. 
After 1801, the growth rates increased again and the total population had more than doubled by 
1856. 
20Sir F. M. Eden,The State of the Poor, Volume 2 (London 1797; facsimile edition, Frank Cass & 
Co.Ltd, 1966), pp. 141-143; Eden, State of the Poor Vol. 2, p.142;  ‘Market Towns of Devon, 
Tiverton in 1843’, in SDUK Penny Cyclopedia. (http://www.oldtowns.co.uk/Devon/tiverton.htm)  
(23 October 2015); Chapter 7 Section F. 
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income from rates, perhaps again because of population loss.21  Other wool-

trade dependent towns may have been in a similar situation.  Devon’s maritime 

activities may have helped to maintain employment in some areas but possibly 

long absences by seamen and soldiers may have limited the birth rates 

locally.22  

 However, some people may have travelled to Exeter in search of work.  

Writing of the eighteenth-century city in 1984, Newton commented that no 

authorities were prepared to give assistance other than to their own poor and 

that ‘Those who received such assistance from the poor rate were the fortunate 

few’.  People who could not prove their right of settlement ‘were dealt with as 

rogues, vagabonds and beggars.’  In Exeter this included the searching of 

houses for any there ‘without the law’, which may have increased the numbers 

of vagrants recorded.23  D. Marshall, writing in 1926, considered that the act of 

settlements had failed and even led to an increase in vagrancy. 

The able-bodied labourer, who could find no employment at home and whose 
parish refused him a certificate, was forced to take to the road…if his resources 
failed before he was successful he was forced to turn beggar, pilferer and 
…rather than risk being returned to his parish with the consequence that often, 
when the chance of steady employment offered itself, he had lost the desire for 
it and could not shake off the wandering life. 24    
 

 If the person did return to his parish, Marshall thought that there was no 

improvement, as ‘…the overseers and parishioners did all within their power to 

induce him to take to the road again.’ 25  Whether or not this was a widespread 

                                                 
21 Axminster 406Aadd/PW2, July 1797; NDRO, Barnstaple B 352/1 Easter 1785 A number of 
premises were void eg 16 ½ in High Street, so that the total poor rate value of houses void was 
£93-9-2.  
22 Dartmouth, St Saviour’s, parish registers show that baptisms began to exceed burials only in 
the 1770s. The number of baptisms  then declined from 79 in 1790 to under 60 each year until 
high numbers of baptisms in 1817 (87) and an all-time high of 107 in 1820, a post- Napoleonic 
War ‘baby – boom’?  Baptisms then dropped back to a five-year average rate of about 50 from 
1830 to 1850. Research used by M. Hardy, ‘Exe-Dart Devon’ (unpub. M. A. Dissertation, 
University of Leicester, 2009), p.73. 
23 R. Newton, Eighteenth Century Exeter (University of Exeter Press, Exeter, 1984), p.31. 
24 D. Marshall, The English Poor in the Eighteenth Century: A Study in Social and Administrative 
History from 1662 to 1782 (1926, Routledge, London, 2007), p. 225. 
25 Marshall, English Poor, p.225. 
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attitude is debateable.  It may have depended on the presence, or not, of other 

family members in the parish and the relative influence of local ratepayers, 

landlords, parish officers and clergy.  Local attitudes were both influenced and 

tested by the accommodation and the exclusion of those who were regarded as 

strangers.26  When quarter sessions determined the parish of settlement of a 

vagrant, the decision could not be contested, but other settlement decisions 

could be disputed and, although illegal, instances of removed persons being 

abandoned at parish boundaries or refusals to accommodate a person on 

arrival have been recorded.27    

 Whether or not such events occurred to any extent in Devon is not 

known. Those with settlement certificates had a chance of being accepted as 

labourers, as some had been in South Molton, but those without documents 

were more likely to become vagrant when searching for work.  Among the 

vagrants who were of the county, there were a number of repeat offenders, in 

particular Mary Warren, who exasperated the justices by returning several times 

having being sent back to Monkton, East Devon. 28   

 Mary was born in Upottery, but had served two and a half years as a 

covenant servant in Monkton, which was judged to be her legal settlement. In 

1782, Monkton was ordered to ‘…take care of and provide for this pauper in 

their own parish…if not or she is found at large again, they will be prosecuted 

according to Law.  To be sent by pass.’  Just over a year later, Mary 

reappeared, this time being whipped before she was sent by pass back to 

Monkton. It is not known whether or not Monkton overseers were prosecuted. 

Whether the fault was entirely with Mary, or, as Marshall suggests, the 

                                                 
26 S. Hindle, On the Parish?  The Micro-politics of Poor Relief in Rural England c.1550-1750 
(Clarendon Press, Oxford, 2004), chapter 5, pp. 353-360.   
27 K. D. M. Snell, Parish and Belonging (Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 2006), pp. 
136-143.  Settlement disputes are shown in Figures 7.9 and 7.10. 
28 QS 1/21 Michaelmas 1781, Easter 1782 and Midsummer 1783.  
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parishioners may have ‘induced’ her to take to the road again, is another 

question.   Marshall did imply that unemployment or underemployment and the 

resulting poverty triggered vagrancy.  For those residing within their parishes of 

legal settlement who were given the opportunity and were willing to ‘go on the 

parish’ or enter the workhouse if necessary, poverty did not have to result in 

vagrancy.  People who chose, or were obliged, to be independent and make 

shift for them-selves, were more likely to become vagrant.  Without sufficient, or 

any, employment, the value of a wage becomes less relevant.  It is the degree 

of poverty which matters, wherever one lives. However, this study has shown 

that vagrants were not the majority of travellers and that the economy alone 

was not responsible for their number. 

For the later eighteenth century it is possible to see how the situation in 

respect of vagrants and other poor travellers in Devon compared with that 

elsewhere in the England. 

E. Eighteenth-Century Devon compared with the wider Southwest and  
     England  
 
 Published data permits the situation in Devon to be seen in the regional 

and national context.  Table 8.1 shows the actual expenses of maintaining the 

poor of Devon and the other south-western counties, together with the 

percentage increases after allowance for inflation for 1776 onwards.   For 

Devon, an increase due solely to the percentage increase in the Exeter price of 

wheat, 48 per cent, would result in expenses of £51,730, whereas it was 

actually £62,481 in 1776.29   If this were the case, then it would suggest that the 

number of poor had increased between these dates, but perhaps by around 21 

per cent, rather than the 79 per cent suggested by the  ‘medium average’  

                                                 
29 W. H. Beveridge, ‘A Statistical Crime of the Seventeenth Century’, Journal of Economic 
Business History, 1 (1928-29), pp. 503-533, Exeter wheat prices, p. 533. The 48% is based on 
the average wheat price for the years 1748 to 1750; if the percentage was based on the 1750 
price of wheat, the discrepancy with the stated figure would be greater. 
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expenses.30  If the use of Exeter wheat prices is continued, the inflation rates 

become 2.5 per cent for 1776 to 1785 and then 21.6 per cent from 1785 to 

1803. Using these figures results in a smaller discrepancy between the 1803 

‘medium average’ figure and its inflation-adjusted figure.  Another influence 

on the increase in the expenditure could be that increased rates of assistance 

were granted to the poor to provide some measure of protection against 

inflation. For example, increased rates of assistance have been shown for 

Terling, Essex, after 1795, for the longer term recipients.31  Since the effect of 

such increases on the figures of the table would depend on the decisions of the 

individual parishes comprising the counties, the extent to which this affected the 

values shown in the table would require further research. 

 If Devon’s population was increasing at a lower rate than the national 

average, this might account for Devon’s increase in expenditure on the poor 

being lower than for the rest of the southwest.  Alternatively, perhaps it was 

being less generous or had a smaller proportion of poor within its population.  

  Exeter was a county in its own right, so it is shown separately from the 

rest of Devon. It may have had proportionately more poor and so had a higher 

increase in expenditure. Or it may have been more generous with its payments. 

For the first two of the years, the city returned the same figures, which, allowing 

for inflation, suggested a decrease in expenses.  However, the fact that they 

were to double the rates the next year probably indicates that they had had a 

shortfall in the available money, the difference perhaps made up from other 

                                                 
30 ‘Medium average’ is the term used in the government statistics. Its exact meaning is unclear. 
It might refer to the average expenditure of each hundred averaged to provide a county figure; 
or perhaps to the mean or median of the county. 
31 H. French, ‘An Irrevocable Shift: Detailing the Dynamics of Rural Poverty in Southern 
England, 1762-1834, a Case Study’, The Economic History Review, 68, 3 (2015), pp.769-805 at 
p.779. 
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funds.  However, the overall increase to 1803 was higher than that of the rest of 

the county.  

 Even allowing for inflation, the costs of the poor as given in the returns 

were considerable. A part of those costs would have related to the increased 

cost of living during a time of war, but partly it must have related to the 

increasing numbers of the poor being provided with work or subsistence.  Any 

increase in the population would have added to the problem.  

In 1750, the national expenses figure was thought to be about £690,000; 

by 1776 it had risen to £1,529,780, a figure which adjusted for wheat price 

inflation would be ‘only’ £856,676, an increase of 24 per cent.  This would mean 

that Devon’s figure was average for the country.   By 1803 the national year’s 

total had reached £4,267,965.32  If the same corrections for inflation are applied 

as in Table 8.1, one finds that from 1776 to 1785 the amount increased by 

28.13 per cent and from 1776 to 1803, by 62.63 per cent.  In both these 

periods, Devon’s totals, outside Exeter, were below these figures, while that for 

Exeter, by 1803 was just over.  Devon’s problem was smaller than that of the 

adjacent counties.   Dorset had the greatest increases, followed by Cornwall 

and Somerset.  It seems that the numbers of poor in Devon were possibly 

below the average for England, but we know that they were increasing during 

the second half of the century. 

More specific details concerning vagrants are available for 1772-4, which 

are given in Tables 8.2, for the southwest region, and 8.3 with data for some 

other counties of England.  Within the southwest, Devon’s expenditure related 

to vagrancy was by far the highest, which probably reflected the numbers 

involved.  It is the largest of these counties, had the highest population and 

                                                 
32 S. King, Poverty and Welfare in England 1700-1850: A Regional Perspective (Manchester 
University Press, Manchester, 2000), pp. 80-82. 
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during this period was on the ‘front-line,’ with Plymouth as an important base for 

the royal forces.  

 

   

 
 
 
 
 

County 
Costs of 

apprehending 
Costs of 
passing 

Number sent to 
house of correction Expenses 

Cornwall £3 £175 41 £10 
Devon £279 £972 399 £736 
Dorset £159 (combined figure) 180 £199 

Somerset £34 £992 ‘very few' n.a. 
 
 
 

 
Table 8.3 

  

Counties which sent a total of over 200 People to Houses of 
Correction during the three years 1772-4 (numbers) 

County 1772 1773 1774 Total 
Middlesex 282 567 745 1594 

Surrey 438 351 347 1136 
Essex 135 204 178 517 
Devon 92 163 144 399 
Norfolk 129 116 117 362 
Kent * 112 81 89 282 

Staffordshire 89 96 95 280 
Gloucestershire 148 58 47 253 

Chester 65 73 80 218 
For comparison 

Dorset 39 72 69 180 
Cornwall 9 15 17 41 
Somerset 'very few' 

     

 
*  All but 16 were recorded by West 
Kent  

 
Source: S. Lambert, ed. House of Commons’ Sessional Papers of the Eighteenth 
Century Vol.31 George III Poor Relief etc. 1775-1780: fourth schedule-extracts of 
returns concerning vagrants and houses of correction-pursuant to the order of 11 
April 1775 
. 
  
 
 
 
 
 

Table 8.2 
Devon’s Expenditure and Numbers of Vagrants in relation to those 

of adjacent Counties (costs to nearest whole £): 1772-4 
(inclusively)  
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Table 8.3 shows that for numbers of people sent to houses of correction, 

Devon was in the fourth place within England, exceeded by Middlesex, Surrey 

and Essex.   However, not all of those sent to houses of correction were 

vagrants, others being sent pending the payment of fines and for other 

misdemeanours. Proportionately, the problem in those counties was even more 

serious than this suggests, given that the counties are much smaller and more 

densely populated than Devon.  Devon was dealing with only a quarter to a third 

as many as Middlesex and Surrey.  Somerset sent very few to bridewells, 

saying that most of their vagrants were part of the through traffic to and from 

other counties, as the earlier examples from Somerset’s constables suggested. 

Contemporary figures for population are not available, but if related to the 

nearest, those of 1801, regionally Dorset had a greater problem than Devon per 

head of its population. 33  Similarly, if Devon’s numbers sent to bridewell were 

calculated per head of the population, its ranking within England would 

undoubtedly fall. 

F. Conclusions 

 The total numbers of assisted poor travellers on the move in Devon was 

irregular through both centuries, but reached unexpected peaks in particular 

years.  The proportion of Devon-born vagrants increased through the period, 

but there was also an increase in those of overseas birth.  Apart from the 

increased numbers of foreigners in the eighteenth century, the detailed 

composition of the travellers is less clear after 1700 due to the nature of the 

sources available.  Although figures from the research do not show an increase 

in numbers across the two centuries, the evidence taken from a range of 

                                                 
33 Dr. D. E. C. Eversley General Editor Advisor, Cass Library of British Parliamentary Papers 
Census Reports 1801-1851: Abstract of the Answers and Returns Enumeration 
21 Dec 1801-9 June 1802, Part 1: England and Wales (Frank Cass & Co. Ltd, 1968). 
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documents and other sources suggests that there were relative increases 

during the course of each century. The general state of the economy had some 

influence on the numbers of travellers, but it was less than expected. Other 

factors, such as Devon’s population size and the county’s position in relation to 

the wars of the period, must have been involved.  

 In the regional context, by the later eighteenth century Devon had very 

high costs in relation to apprehending and passing vagrants, partly due to the 

distances arising from the size of the county and the use of a county bridewell, 

but in relation to its population the situation was not so serious.  Outside the 

‘home counties’, Devon appears to have sent large numbers to houses of 

correction.  How far this was related to its own and transient population, the 

prevailing social conditions and how far to administrative choices are open 

questions.   

Poor travellers of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries do show 

some similarities, but the relative importance of the different categories of those 

on the move and some of the reasons for their journeys vary, both within each 

century and across the two hundred years.  
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Chapter 9 

Conclusions 

The research for this thesis was initiated through curiosity about the 

alleged Mariners’ Way.  As a result of studying the poor travellers of the whole 

county, the parishes studied here are not related specifically to the alleged route 

of the ‘Mariners’ Way’.  Those which are on the alleged route, such as 

Widecombe-in-the-Moor and Buckland-in-the-Moor, provide little evidence to 

confirm its existence.  Other parishes, such as South Tawton to the north and 

Ashprington to the south, assisted seamen, but there is no documentary 

evidence within the churchwardens’ accounts that they were en route between 

Bideford and Dartmouth.  The validity of the term ‘Mariners’ Way’ requires 

further research.  

However, it was this interest which led to the particular use of the 

churchwardens’ accounts as a primary source for this study, to be 

supplemented by other documentation.  The use of these resources does 

provide information about the people on the move, including mariners and 

seamen, during the two centuries.  The information also shows that the lives of 

the mobile poor in early modern society of the seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries need to be considered in a broader context than that suggested by the 

existing literature. 

The aim was to create a picture of who was travelling, where, when and 

why, by using local details over a long time span and within a relatively large 

area within its wider context. This provides a wider view of the influences on 

travel than previous studies of this type, as those have been confined to 

evidence from only one or two parishes.  It was anticipated that seamen would 

constitute a significant proportion of travellers as Devon has two coastlines and 
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that the changes in poor law legislation would have an impact on poor people 

on the move, but the study has produced more complex results.  The numbers 

of people on the move were highly variable through time and space; the types 

of people on the move were similarly variable; among the travellers were 

notable numbers of those from beyond Devon and even England and the 

charity afforded travellers varied considerably with time and place.  However, 

perhaps most importantly, the ‘why’ of the numbers of travellers and their 

movements, while multi-causal, appears to have owed more to the effects of 

wars than the Poor Laws and the general economic conditions.  

It might be expected that the influence of wars would have diminished 

following the establishment of a standing army, but although the numbers of 

soldiers en route to wars declined in importance, returnees, especially the 

injured and prisoners of war, from either side, became poor travellers in the 

county.  The importance of poverty arising from population pressures and the 

state of the economy at any given time is acknowledged as influencing the 

likelihood of people to travel, but this thesis demonstrates that peaks in the 

numbers of people travelling coincided with the impacts of wars since they 

affected the economy and so the degree of poverty among the general 

population. 

The graph, Figure 9.1, shows the whole period of the study.  

Churchwardens’ payments are used as a substitute for actual numbers of 

travellers. This decision was made necessary by the variability of the 

churchwardens’ other recorded information.  The parish data represents only 

the north, south and east of the county, there being insufficient continuous 

useable data for the area west of Dartmoor.   
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The graph shows widely differing payments, indicative of the 

considerable variations in the numbers of travellers, spatially and 

chronologically.  While the payments and assumed numbers before 1700 rise 

and fall together, from circa 1650, with few exceptions, all of the representative 

parishes show higher but still irregular, payments.  Although it might be claimed 

that some of this could be due to the costs of living or the generosity of the time, 

it has been shown that the numbers of travellers did increase markedly at 

intervals during the second half of the seventeenth century.   

After 1700, some parishes had high numbers and others very few, as a 

result of the Act of 1698, effective from 1700, which technically removed 

payments from the parishes to the county.  Money ceased to be given by many 

parishes, such as Dartington.  For numbers of travellers during these years, one 

 has to look elsewhere as shown in Chapters 6 and 7.  After 1700, any stranger 

or suspicious person was sent to the constable, so that the chance of being 

treated as a vagrant was greater. Other travellers, possibly including minor 

offenders, whipped or not, disappeared from the records, unless recorded 

temporarily in a workhouse. The payments made by Axminster, at the eastern 

gateway to and from the county, would appear to reflect the numbers of 

vagrants and others entering and leaving Devon, but payments by Modbury, in 

the south, were much more irregular and do not always follow the same pattern.  

The economic conditions in Devon were not unfavourable in the first half of the 

eighteenth century, but some may have come from other less prosperous 

regions.  In Exeter, the justices of the late 1720s thought that the fault was with 

the administration of the laws by the overseers and others.  Local variations in 

the interpretation of the legislation were probably responsible for some of the 

differences shown by the payments.    
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Table 9.1 
   

  
*No percentages of types of travellers are available for the eighteenth 
century; only churchwardens’ payments available. 

 

Changes in travellers given by churchwardens' accounts: 
percentages 1598-1805 

  Parish Years Soldiers Seamen Irish 
Other 

foreign 
Vagrants & 

others 

  Braunton 1598-1662 10 1 59 1 29 

    1660-1699 7 32 2 5 54 

    1704-1755 5 78 1 1 15 

   1756-1805 3 52 0 0 45 

                

North Tiverton 1598-1662 13 7 40 2 38 

    1660-1699 3 45 3 1 48 

                

  Cullompton 1704-1755 15 70 0 0 15 

    1756-1805 0 30 0 30 40 

                                

  Chud-leigh 1598-1662 23 10 10 7 50 

                

  Modbury 1598-1662 5 33 29           2 31 

    1660-1699 5 53 4 3 35 

South   1704-1755 12 56 0 3 29 

    1756-1805 15 7 0 0 78 

                

  Dartington 1598-1662 7 5 37 0 51 

    1660-1699 3 29 4 3 61 

    1704-1755 3 57 0 0 40 

                                

  Lapford 1598-1662 3 0 45 1 51 

    1660-1699 4 32 8 0 56 

                

  Shobrooke 1704-1755 3 89 0 0 8 

Central   1756-1805 0 80 0 0 20 

                

  
Chittle-

hampton 1756-1805 1 84 0 0 15 

                                

  Honiton 1598-1662 6 1 63 0 30 

East*               

  
East 

Budleigh 1660-1699 3 46 4 10 37 
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While the five main categories into which the travellers were divided 

proved useful, the relative proportions of each changed during the course of the 

two centuries.  Table 9.1, using parish data from each part of Devon, shows that 

seamen did become an important proportion of those helped by the 

churchwardens, but not until the later part of the seventeenth century, when 

they became typically 30 per cent to 45 per cent of travellers as a result of the  

onset of the Dutch Wars. Apart from the broad category of vagrants and others, 

seamen were the travellers most likely to receive charity, especially in the 

eighteenth century when they comprised as many as 80 per cent of the totals of 

such recipients.  

 Throughout the two hundred years, there was an underlying proportion 

of the travellers who were poor and in search of work and sustenance, together  

with those designated as vagrants. However, periodically great variations 

occurred as a result of extraordinary numbers of people of some or all of the 

categories.  An example is the number of soldiers in Chudleigh in the first half of 

the sixteenth century or the numbers of soldiers on the move in the later 

eighteenth century, along most of the main routes of the county, as evidenced 

in the quarter sessions.  Seamen increased as a component of the people on 

the move into the eighteenth century, whereas those designated as Irish almost 

disappear from among the travellers after 1700.  However, this reflects the fact 

that, from that date, any Irish were treated as vagrants, as shown by the 

evidence that some vagrants are known to have been returned  

to Ireland.  By this time, vagrants were unlikely to have appeared in the parish 

records, unless those with passes home were assisted.   

  The numbers of general travellers reached their peak in the second half 

of the seventeenth century according to the parish information, but the numbers 
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of vagrants recorded in the quarter sessions reached their peak in the period 

1785 to 1795, between the wars.  Some of those returning from service may 

have become vagrant and, from 1792, any soldier or sailor found begging was 

deemed to be a ‘rogue and vagabond’.  Their numbers would have added to 

those resulting from the declining economic conditions in the county.  It is 

possible also that the numbers of ‘innocent’ travellers were high at this time, but 

as most were travelling by passes over relatively short distances to their legal 

settlements, mainly within the county, relatively few appear in the 

churchwardens’ accounts and, unless the place of settlement was disputed or 

they became vagrant, not at all in the county quarter sessions’ records. 

The proportions of women and families as travellers also varied over 

time. Their numbers rose following the wars in Ireland, when they might include 

those termed as gentlefolk.   In relation to later wars, a number of women 

‘followed’ the troops to stay with their husbands, others did so as prostitutes but 

there were also the widows of soldiers, seamen or others.    

The presence of ‘foreigners’, those from beyond England, on the move in 

Devon is a marked feature. Although their overall numbers were a small 

proportion of the total of all travellers, they formed a periodic and locally 

significant element of those on the move.  Reference has been made to the 

Irish, who were probably the most numerous of such travellers, but others were 

those from Wales, Scotland, the Low Countries, France and a variety of other 

nationalities ranging from a Cypriot to a ‘blackamore’. 

In the late eighteenth century, we know that there were a number of 

those from America, probably as a result of the American War of Independence, 

which gave rise to both English and American returnees.  Of these travellers, 

some were refugees from economic, religious or war-time circumstances.   
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Others were foreign allies or prisoners of war.  Some had been mercenaries in 

the army, had served on naval or merchant ships or had been born abroad, 

probably of at least partial English parentage.  A few were the result of Britain’s 

overseas expansion, the slave trade and possibly earlier transportation.  

Seamen from other parts of Britain or overseas and later vagrant travellers, 

often ex-soldiers, found themselves in Devon on a section of a long journey 

home.  Some foreigners, such as Huguenots, settled in Devon, but those who 

became vagrant, with no legal settlement or parish within Britain, became a 

problem for the authorities. Returning them overseas could be costly, but 

freeing them could mean that they became vagrant again. 

Travellers requesting alms from the churchwardens received variable 

treatment, often in relation to their perceived status.  Those considered to be of 

higher status, such as gentlemen or gentlewomen, those addressed as Mister, 

or Captain, merchants or ministers, were all likely to receive above the parish 

‘standard rate’ of alms.  Similarly, those carrying briefs or petitions supported by 

reputable signatories could expect more generosity. For the most part there 

seemed to be standard rates, variable over time, although groups of travellers 

tended to receive less per capita than individuals.  Seamen were often treated 

quite well.   A few might receive alms in kind, such as bread or other 

refreshment.  Those who might beg at the church were often given token 

amounts to send them on their ways.   It is possible that some payments to 

seamen in the late eighteenth century were less altruistic than practical, if it 

saved the parish from having to treat them as vagrant. 

 For different reasons, the lone, heavily pregnant woman might be given 

more to have her continue on her way to avoid the consequences of a probably 

bastard birth in the parish and the future possibility of having to support the 



 444 

infant in adulthood, at least until 1743/4.1  However, when a necessity arose, 

the parishes were likely to treat the lying-in fairly.  Similarly, if a traveller was 

taken ill care was given and in some cases, a death and a funeral were treated 

respectfully.  Even those before quarter sessions might be treated differently, 

according to gender and status.  

An eighteenth-century traveller with a pass could not be sure of receiving 

alms as the parish officers were not obliged to give. Figure 9.1 shows that some 

parishes continued to give after the legislative change of 1700, with a few 

continuing to do so spasmodically into the nineteenth century.  Greater 

differences emerged between parishes, with some opting out of giving alms 

earlier than others.  The effects of this appear to be spatially random, but, in 

part, that may be the result of the records available.  In other cases there was a 

mid- to late-eighteenth-century gap with payments occurring again from the time 

of the Napoleonic Wars, when economic conditions worsened.  Legislation was 

issued by the government, but it was the counties and the parishes which 

operated the system. Devon’s quarter sessions’ records include eighteenth- 

century references to those who have gone beyond the call of duty but also to 

those who have been negligent or have submitted fraudulent charges for 

conveying vagrants.  Local operation of the laws clearly varied. 

A few parishes appear to have acted in response to a local, influential 

individual whose presence resulted in temporary, unexpected peaks in the 

numbers of certain categories of travellers.  The numbers of soldiers and the aid 

given to them by the parish of Chudleigh, in the 1620s, probably was due to the 

presence and status of Sir George Chudleigh.  Something similar may have 

occurred in Huish in the 1690s and, in the eighteenth century in Shobrooke and 

                                                 
1 An act of this year meant that subsequently such a child’s legal settlement was that of its 
mother rather the place of birth. 
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Chittlehampton parishes.  In Tiverton, many entries say that the charity was 

given at the order of “Mr. Mayor” or “Mr. Justice”.   

The payments to travellers by the parishes also indicate some spatial 

variations over time.  Figure 9.1 suggests that the highest numbers of people on 

the move appear to have been seen in Axminster and Chudleigh, but for the 

period between about 1630 and 1652, more travellers probably passed through 

Tiverton and Halberton in the north of the county, arising from their being on the 

route to/from the north Devon ports which saw much of the Irish traffic.  

Colebrooke too became more important during these years as it would have 

seen travellers from Exeter to Barnstaple or Bideford who were returning, or 

being returned, to one of the ports, perhaps having been taken vagrant.  During 

the second half of the seventeenth century, the expenditure was higher in all of 

the representative parishes.  

 From the more limited churchwardens’ evidence of the eighteenth 

century, the spatial differences are more marked, with an apparent 

concentration in the south through Modbury and through Axminster in the east. 

Generally, more travellers were using the main routes across the north and 

south of the county and so to or from the east, rather than the central route, 

although some of those on the move passed through parishes which were more 

remote, such as Chivelstone and Buckland-in-the-Moor, where, prior to 1662, 

the few travellers were almost all Irish.  As a parish on the reputed Mariners’ 

Way, more seamen would have been expected. 

People on the move who received alms were poor, or supposedly so, or 

in great temporary need at the times of their travels.  The circumstances which 

brought about the needs were various and sometimes interacting as shown in 

Figure 9.2.  Clearly, the assumption that most of the people were moving in  
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response solely to their economic circumstances, brought about by whatever 

cause, and/or the effects of the poor law legislation is too simplistic.  Fires and 

disasters played a periodic part, mainly in the seventeenth century, before 

itinerant collecting by briefs gave way to organised assistance by the county.   

Dearth in Ireland and/or locally also increased the numbers of travellers.  As 

was shown in Figures 8.1 to 8.5, while vagrant numbers show a slight 

correlation with the economy, overall numbers of travellers appear not to have 

been influenced to any marked extent. 

The initial effect of the 1662 Settlement Act was limited: returning people 

to their ‘home’ parishes was not new.  The decision that the legal settlements of 

married women, including widows, were those of their husbands had a marked 

impact on the lengths of some of the journeys to be taken.  This was important 

in the later eighteenth century when the movements of out-of-county soldiers 

and seamen had led to inter-regional marriages.  How far the numbers of 

people on the move were influenced by the introduction of workhouses is 

unclear, but the later, increased figures for vagrants suggest that other factors 

became more important. 

The annotation on Figure 9.1 clearly suggests that the greatest influence 

on the overall numbers were the wars.  The ‘who, where and when’ of the travel 

was influenced not just by the existence of wars, but by the locations of the 

wars and whether they were being fought primarily on land or at sea.  The 

impact of the Civil War does not appear at all clearly.  The records of the time 

are limited, but the numbers of travellers aided by churchwardens appears to 

have declined as a result of differing local allegiances and the unrest and 

localised disasters which ensued. Stoyle considers it was ‘…the most 
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devastating episode in Devon’s recorded history.’2  In contrast, the numbers of 

particular groups of people travelling increased when the wars were beyond 

England, as when ninety Irish were recorded by Tiverton in 1649/50, when 

Cromwell had gone into Ireland, followed by another wave as a result of William 

of Orange going there in 1689.   

Before 1700, the numbers on the roads varied most in relation to the 

beginnings and the ends of wars, but after 1700 the greater numbers of 

travellers tended to occur only towards the ends of, or following after, the wars 

and in relation to years of dearth.  In part, this was due to the improved 

organisation and payment of the forces, including the maintenance of their 

wives, so that there was less need for assistance before and during the wars.  

However, by the time of the Napoleonic Wars, demobilised men were returning 

to a situation which included the effects of dearth and, in Devon, a decline in 

trade.  In his manuscript diary, seventeenth-century seaman Edward Barlow 

described himself as ‘…not well settled in my mind.’ 3  These men, who had 

been away from home often for several years at a time, may have become 

‘unsettled’ and to have been suffering the effects of any wounds or physical 

disabilities incurred during their service.  Demobilisation often took place far 

from the home parish.  Substitute militia men were not necessarily of the county 

for which they served, although their wives were supported at home.  These 

conditions conspired to increase the subsequent needs for long-distance travel, 

sometimes including that of the wives of the royal forces, and the possibility of 

vagrancy may have been increased.  Figure 7.10 showed that the numbers of 

settlement disputes, a reflection of the numbers of local poor, also tended to 

                                                 
2 M. Stoyle, Devon and the Civil War (The Mint Press, Exeter, 2001), p.7. 
3 Edward Barlow provides a case study used in P. Fumerton, Unsettled: The Culture of Mobility 
and the Working Poor in Early Modern England (University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 2006), 
pp. xxi and 59. 
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coincide with the periods of war and dearth.  This led to increased numbers of 

people on the move at those times, although the distances travelled were 

usually shorter. 

National and international policies of monarchs and governments were 

responsible for the declarations of wars and the signing of peace treaties.  They 

were responsible too for the legislation concerning the poor, but as the 

preambles of the various acts imply, the acts were passed in response to the 

situations and conditions which had arisen already. In 1598 the concern was 

with the increase in the idle and the vagrant; by 1662 it was to deal with an 

increased number of poor with a view to the prevention of them becoming 

vagabonds; and by 1698, the problems were of the increased numbers and that 

some were gaining relief by counterfeit passes. This last problem resurfaced at 

the end of the eighteenth century.  

Figures 8.4 and 8.5 giving numbers of travellers through the two 

centuries and the churchwardens’ payments shown in Figure 9.1, show marked 

increases only prior to the act of 1698.  Table 7.1 does show an increase in 

vagrants prior to the act of 1744.  In part, this was because the legislation 

effective from 1700 increased the likelihood of a traveller being classed as 

vagrant.  

 Laws were made nationally and the data from this research on Devon 

suggests that in some cases its periodic increases in numbers of travellers were 

the result of more localised factors.  In 1697, the problem of the foreign-born 

had been recognised and they were entitled to become ‘natural-born’ subjects.  

However, it applied only to those born between 1688 and 1698.  It would not 

have been relevant to the foreign-born in Devon and England in the 1780s.  

Legislation did not anticipate events.   The numbers and types of people on the 
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move were a response to current events but subject to prior legislation.  The 

newly-found inadequacies of that legislation helped to generate the laws which 

followed, as shown in Figure 9.2. 

The evidence used shows that significant spatial and chronological 

variations occurred, mainly in response to the country’s war-time requirements, 

but the results also raise further questions.  Important issues needing further 

investigation, such as into the interpretation of the laws by the local officers and 

any impact by influential local dignitaries on the spatial variations found, might 

add to the existing conclusions.  More detailed research into the County of 

Exeter and the Cathedral’s response to poor travellers, if the documentation 

permits, might reveal similar or differing results relating to numbers and types of 

travellers through time.  For example, when a Devon county constable delivered 

his vagrant charges to the boundary parish, it would be useful to learn of their 

intended ultimate destinations.  

 Further, some of the findings appear to be due partly to Devon’s location 

and geography, with two coastal regions, but otherwise physically restricted 

access and trans-county routes, as shown in Figure 1.3. Consequently, the 

results for Devon may be a-typical. Comparable research into those on the 

move in other counties would be useful.  For Hampshire, with its naval port of 

Portsmouth, there is a short study, but it refers primarily to the nineteenth 

century. 4   At Michaelmas 1785, Devon Quarter Sessions was very concerned 

about the costs of examining vagrants and of the associated paperwork. In this 

connection they had received a report from the committee for Chester and 

Lancashire concerning their ‘mode of maintaining conveying and shipping 

                                                 
4 M. D. R. Nelles, ‘Vagrancy in Hampshire and the Unsuccessful Response of the Authorities: 
1770-1870’ in Southern History, 35 (2013), pp.77-97. 
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vagrants in the said counties’ and a reduction in the expenses.5  This suggests 

that the situations concerning travellers in Cheshire or Lancashire, also with 

links to Ireland and America, might yield interesting comparisons.  In contrast, a 

land-locked county might show very different responses to the dislocations of 

changes in the economy and of wars. 

 When Professor King examined some regional aspects of welfare in 

2008, he found that for 1802/3, between 10 per cent and 14 per cent of the 

population of Devon were in receipt of relief, compared with over 20 per cent in 

Hampshire.  King believes there may be more regional regularities than others 

had thought, but he notes that ‘Making sense of such diversity is not easy and 

there is clearly a need for more, and more systematic, work…’   Further 

research would enable the conclusions relating to Devon to be extended by 

placing them into a wider context.6 

The work presented here adds to the existing information relating to 

people on the move during these two centuries. However, as is usual, the 

research raises further questions about the typicality of the results for other 

areas of the country and for the varying importance of the interacting factors, 

both chronologically and spatially. 

 

                                                 
5 QS 1/21 Michaelmas 1785. The item begins with ‘Request to Lord Sydney…’ 
6 S. King, Poverty and Welfare in England: 1700-1850 (Manchester University Press, 
Manchester, 2000), p.86; S. King, ‘Introduction’, S. King and G. Gear eds, A Caring County? 
Social welfare in Hertfordshire from 1600 (Hertfordshire Publications, University of Hertford 
Press, 2013), pp. 1-13, at pp. 9-10.     
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Appendix 1 

Chronological list of the Statutes most relevant to this Study 

Important items are underlined 

1572 14 Eliz.  c.  5 For the Punishment of Vagabonds and for the Relief of 

the Poor and Impotent: vagabonds to be whipped, 

burned through the ear-the returned to be set to work 

1597/8 39 Eliz. c. 3    

& c. 4 

For the relief of the poor and for the Punishment of 

Rogues, Vagabonds and Sturdy Beggars: replaced 

1572; vagabonds whipped and sent by pass to place of 

birth. 

1601 43 Eliz  c. 2 For the Relief of the Poor: much as that of 1597/8, but 

no reference to begging for bread. 

1609/10 7 James1 c. 4 To ensure due execution of the earlier laws and houses 

of correction to be erected in every county for rogues, 

bastard bearers and ‘idle and disorderly persons’. 

1662 13/14 Car. 1 

  c. 12 

For the better relief of the poor of this kingdom-

Settlement Act-within 40 days, newcomer to parish 

may be removed by two Justices of the Peace 

unless renting £10 p.a. Poor relief only in parish of 

legal settlement. 

1670/71  22/3 Chas II 

c.20 

Act for the relief and release of poor prisoners for 

debt. 

1691/2 3 William & 

Mary II c.11 s. 

29 

To remedy the defects of the Settlement Act. Rate-

paying, apprenticeship and a year’s service could 

earn a legal settlement.  
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1697 8/9 William III 

c.30 

…supplying some defects in the laws for the relief 

of the poor. Newcomers with settlement 

certificates could only be removed when 

chargeable. 

1697 9 William III 

c.17, c.18,     

c. 33 

Crediton, Tiverton & Exeter respectively to 

administer their own poor relief and establish 

workhouses. 

1698 9/10 Will’m III 

c.27 

An act for licensing hawkers and pedlars. 

1698/9 11 William III 

c. 18 

An act for the more effectual punishment of 

vagrants and sending where they ought to be sent. 

Effective from 24 June 1700.  Vagrant removal 

costs act. 

1702 & 

1706 

1 Anne 2 c.13 

& 5 Anne c.32 

Acts to continue and make more effective the 

vagrant removal costs act.  

1714 13 Anne c.26 Act to reduce laws relating to rogues, vagabonds, 

beggars, vagrants into one act and make 

punishment and sending of them more efficient. 

Certain vagrants could be bound to seven years’ 

service, at home or overseas. 1714 Vagrant act. 

Effective from 1August. 

1718 4 Geo. 1 c.11  Transportation Act-punishment of seven or 

fourteen years in American colony for certain 

offences.  
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1722/3 9 Geo. 1 c. 7 To amend the laws relating to settlement, 

employment and relief of poor. A person refusing 

relief in the workhouse to lose the right to ask relief 

in that parish. Knatchbull’s (Workhouse Test) Act. 

   

1723 9 Geo. 1 c.22  For the more effectual punishment of those ‘evil-

disposed’ persons armed in disguise. Waltham 

Black Act. 

1729 3 Geo II c.27  Insolvent debtors’ relief act-allowed release of 

certain debtors on declaration of assets to be used 

for benefit of creditors. 

1740 13 Geo. II      

c .24 

To amend and enforce the laws relating to rogues, 

vagabonds…idle and disorderly persons. 1740 

Vagrant Act. 

1744 17 Geo. II c. 5 As 1740 and relating also to houses of correction.  

1744 Vagrant Act. 

1782 22 Geo III 

c.83 

For the better relief and employment of the poor.  

Only the impotent to go to the poor house-outdoor 

relief. 

1783 23 Geo. III 

c.51 

Repealed an earlier law of 5 Eliz. concerning 

‘Egyptians’; punishment now thought to be too 

severe. 

1783 23 Geo III 

c.88 

This extended and improved the provisions of the 

1744 Vagrant Act. If found with Implements for 

housebreaking etc, to be treated as rogue….  
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1792 32 Geo III 

c.45 

To explain and amend the 1744 act, especially in 

relation to conveyance by passes. Rogues and 

vagabonds must be whipped and spend at least 

seven days in house of correction. Women not to 

be whipped. Soldiers and sailors with passes no 

longer permitted to beg. Any who beg counted as 

a rogue and vagabond.    

1793 33 Geo III c. 4 An act to establish regulations respecting aliens 

arriving in this kingdom, or resident therein…ships’ 

masters to give lists of foreigners on board on 

arrival.  

1795 35 Geo III 

c.101 

An act to prevent the removal of poor persons until 

actually chargeable. 
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Appendix 2 

Chronological list of Wars and Important Events from 1588 to 1815 

1588 Defeat of the Spanish armada 

1603 End of war with Spain 

1618 Beginning of the Thirty Years’ War 

1625 Naval war against Spain.  Expedition to Cadiz. (Failed) 

1627 War against France. Expedition to Ile de Re, with intent to 

assist Huguenots in La Rochelle. (Failed) 

1630 & 1632 Peace treaties with Spain and then France 

1641-1642 Rebellion in Ireland.  1642, extra troops from England under 

George Monck and Robert Monro with those from Scotland. 

1642-1646 & 

1648-1649 

Civil War in England.  Related events involved Scotland, 

Wales and Ireland.  Cromwell in Ireland 1649. 

1652-1654 First Anglo-Dutch War.  

1655 Penruddock’s Rising of royalist sympathisers. Cavalry troop 

from Exeter defeated the rebels at South Molton. Some 

prisoners suffered the death penalty but others were 

transported.  

1656-1662 Spain declared war against England. England signed an 

alliance with France, with Portugal in 1660. Treaty of London 

1661/2 settled remaining disputes. 1662, Dunkirk sold to the 

French.  

1665-1667 Second Anglo-Dutch War.  1666, France and Denmark sided 

with Dutch. Ended with the Peace of Breda. 

1668-1670 England, United provinces and Sweden against France 
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1672-1674 Third Anglo-Dutch War 

1685 Monmouth Rebellion.  Monmouth landed at Lyme and 

travelled via Axminster. Defeated at Sedgemoor, Somerset.  

In France, Louis XIV revoked the Edict of Nantes. 

‘Draggonnades’ against the Huguenots led to up to 70,000 

protestant refugees fleeing to England. 

1686 Treaties of Peace with Algiers and Tunis. 

1688 William of Orange landed at Brixham in November. 

1689-1697 Nine Years’ War. England in alliance with the United 

Provinces and the Empire against France which supported 

the deposed James II. Ended with Treaty of Ryswick. 

1690 William in Ireland. Battle of the Boyne 1 July. 

1702-1713 War of the Spanish Succession.  Britain and allies against 

France. 1702 naval expedition to Cadiz failed but Battle of 

Vigo Bay won. War ended with Treaty of Utrecht.   

1715 & 1745 Jacobite Rebellions in Scotland  

1718-1720 War of the Quadruple Alliance. War against Spain 

1739-1748 War of the Austrian Succession. 1739, war against Spain; 

against France from 1744; threat of Franco-Spanish invasion; 

other battles on continent and e.g. Louisburg, North America. 

Ended by Treaty of Aix-la-Chapelle.  

1756-1763 The Seven Years’ War. England against France. Attacks on 

 French shipping and her overseas territories in America and 

elsewhere.  Loss of Minorca to France 1756. Ended by Treaty 

of Paris. France surrendered French territories in Canada, 

except the islands of St. Pierre et Miquelon. France also 
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retained some Newfoundland fishing rights. 

1775-1783 War of American Independence. Ended by Treaty of 

Versailles. 

1793-1815 Napoleonic Wars. Battle of Trafalgar 1805. Napoleon 

defeated at Battle of Waterloo 1815. 
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Tavistock:  482A/P 21-35, 482A/P 37-38; 482A/P 40-45; 482A/P 48-52; 482A/P 

58 (various dates, 1561/2-1683); 482A/PW 72 (1750-1829). 

Tedburn St. Mary:  2178A/PW1 (1645-1672 and const. 1641/2-1715); PW 1/a/1 

(1682-1711, some constables’ accounts). 
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Tiverton, St Peter:  Newte Library at St Peter’s Church, Tiverton: 

churchwardens’ accounts 1608/9-1699.  R4/1-0/Z/PW3 (overseers and 

churchwardens 1700-1820).1 

Topsham:  1417Aadd/PW1 (1738, 1740-1812). 

 Ugborough:  PWDRO 884/69 (1662-64, 1676-1681); 884/170 (1665-76; 1681-

84); 884/70 (1725-54); 884/71 (1755-84). 

Uplyme:  3030Aadd&add2/PW1 (some to 1699); PW2 (various to 1730); PW3  

(1730/1-1748); PW4 (1751-58); PW5 (1765-1776/7); PW6 (1779-1830) 

Upton Helions:  1464A/PW/1(1653-1780). 

Washfield: 1146Aadd/PW1 (?1601-1667, incomplete); PW2 (1726/7-1791/2). 
 

Wembury:  PWDRO 125/8 (1673-1756). 

West Alvington: 818A/PO47-137 (1750-1793). 

Whitchurch: PWDRO 796/25 (1687-1760? Last item appears to be 1708). 

Widecombe-in-the-Moor: Churchwardens’ accounts, sections 1712/3-1770; 

Overseers’ accounts, sections 1700-1809: www.widecombearchive.org.uk 

(checked 15/11/2016). 

Winkleigh: NDRO 2989A/PO/110-233 (1689-1805). 
 
2 Devon Quarter Sessions 
 
a) Quarter Sessions’ Order Books 

 E-- Epiphany/Christmas; P-- Pasca/Easter; B -- Baptista/Midsummer; 

 M -- Michaelmas.  

QS/1-2 (1598-1608); QS1/7 (1633-1640); QS1/ 9 (1652-1661); QS1/10 (E 

1661-E 1670); QS/1/11 (P 1671-1667/8); QS/1/14 (1694-1704); QS/1/15 

(M1704-E1719/20); QS/1/16 (P1720-M1725); QS/1/17 (E1725-P1734); QS/1/18 

                                                 
1 R4/1-0/Z/PW3 in DHC. 
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(B1734-1745); QS/1/19 (E 1745-M1758); QS/1/20 (E1759-M1777); QS/1/21 

(E1777-M1791); QS/1/22 (E 1791-P1802); QS/1/23 (B1802-E1812).. 

b) Quarter Sessions’ Boxes with Bundles of Examinations and Other Items: 

QS/B/7-20 (1599-1615/6); 21a and 21b (1616-17); 22-33 (1618-30/1); 37-41 

(1633-38); 53-57 (P1648- M 1652); 65-72 (P1659-M1663); 83-113 (1669-

P1684); 125-135 (E1688/9-B 1694); 140-153 (M1697-B1704);  

162 (E 1708/9 –P1709;)  QS/B/?? (1735) and QS/B?? (1749/50)2;  

314-16 (1788/9-E1791 [new calendar]; 321 (1794). 

3 Exeter City Archive 

Miscellaneous Papers Box 6, papers relating to the purchase of Irish land and 

Box 19 (1) regulations concerning foreigners and establishing a nightly watch. 

ECA  Act Books V-XI (1587-1683). 

ECA Receiver’s Vouchers: Box 4 (1661-64; 1668).   

4 Other Primary Documents by Repository 

a) Dorset History Centre 

 (Footpass), PE/PL: OV7/2. 

b) Exeter Cathedral Archives 

Church court Depositions: Ch 866, 872.  Dean and Chapter Act Books: D & C 

3554-55, 3562 

c) House of Lords, Parliamentary Archives, 

 HL/PO/JO/10/6/306. March 1720-April 1720. 

d) National Archives  

SP 16/ 265/34, 93, 275/15, 289/58, 364/28, 395/21, 397/99.  

e) North Devon Record Office 

Barnstaple borough record: B1/917; B1/46/19. 

                                                 
2 These two items are subject to re-cataloguing. 



 467 

f) Plymouth and West Devon Record office 
 
Plymouth Borough Quarter Sessions’ Examinations’ Books: W325-27, 329-31 

Plymouth Borough Sessions’ Record Books: 1675-1694, 1703/4-1726, 1726-

1743, 1743-1759, 1768-1772. 

g) Somerset Heritage Centre  

Box 197, DD/WY/ 197, Hampshire Constable’s Book 1729-1772 

Quarter Sessions’ Records: Q/SR/ 23, 102-03, 304, 315-318, 333/3. 

h) Surrey History Centre   

QS2/6/1759/MIC/11.  

Printed Primary Sources 

Calendar of State Papers Domestic 

Volumes: III, IV, VI, XXXIV (all 1625); LI, LIII, LX, LXI, LXVII, LXVIII, LXIII, 

LXXVI, LXXVIII, LXXXI, LXXXII (all 1627); CLXXXI, CLXXXIV, CLXXXVI, 

CCCVI, CCCXXXI (1630-31/2); Addenda volumes DXXI (1625-49) and DXXXVI 

(1635-1649). 

Blackburne Daniell, F. H. and Francis Bickley, eds CSPD Oct. 1683-Apl 1684 

and CSPD May 1684-Feb.1685 (both HMSO, 1938). 

 b) Newspapers 

Brice’s Weekly Journal (Exon)  25 June 1725; 4 March 1725/6; 4November 

1726. 

Exeter Flying Post  3 July 1788; 23 January 1794. 

London Gazette 17- 21 October 1672; 21- 24 June 1675. 

Mercurius Pragmaticus, September 21-September 28, 1647 (London, 1647). 

Mercurius Publicus, Comprising the Sum of Forraign Intelligence Issue 31, 

 26 July- 2 August 1660 (London, 1660). 
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Moderate Intelligencer, Issue 132, September 23-September 30, 1647 

(London). 

Morning Post (London) Issue 6553, 22 April 1794. 

The Flying Post or The Post Master 26 - 28 May 1702. 

The Protestant Mercury or The Exeter Post Boy with News Foreign and 

Domestick 11 May 1716. 

Whitehall Evening Post or London Intelligencer Issue 453, 3 - 5 January 1749. 

c) Parliamentary Papers 

Lambert, S. ed., House of Commons Sessional Papers of the Eighteenth 

Century Vol. 31 George III Poor Relief etc. 1775-1780: Fourth Schedule--

Extracts of Returns concerning Vagrants and Houses of Correction pursuant to 

the Order of 11 April 1775. 

House of Commons Papers 1777 Parliamentary Report: Report from the 

Committee appointed to inspect and consider the Returns made by the 

Overseers of the Poor, in pursuance of Act of last Session:- Together with 

Abstracts of the said Returns. Reported by Thomas Gilbert, Esq. the 15th May 

1777.  

Abstract of Returns of Charitable Donations (of County of Devon) for the Benefit 

of Poor Persons (1786), (Printed for the House of Commons, 1816). 

State Papers  Abstract of the Returns made by The Overseers of the Poor, in 

Pursuance of an Act, passed in the twenty-sixth year of His present Majesty’s 

Reign (1785/6), Intitled “an Act for obliging Overseers of the Poor to make 

Returns upon Oath…relative to the State of the Poor” (1787). 

House of Commons Papers 1803-4 (175) Abstract of the answers and returns 

made pursuant to an act, passed in the 43rd year of His Majesty King George III 
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(1802-03) Intitled “an act for procuring returns relative to the expense and 

maintenance of the poor in England”. 

House of Commons Papers 1818 (107) Report from the Select Committee on 

the Poor Laws: (1818) with an appendix. 

d) Printed editions of pre-1800 documents and books 

Awdeley, John, Fraternity of Vagabonds (1575); Harman, Caveat; Haben, 

Sermon etc. (Early English Text Society, Extra Series 9, London 1869). 

Burn, R., Justice of the Peace, as Dalton, M., ed. The Country Justice (1618  
 
and 1635, London Professional Books Limited, 1973).  
 
Cason, E., A Relation of the Whole Proceedings concerning Redemption of the 

Captives in Argier and Tunis. With the Translates and Copies of the Letters 

from the Bashaw, Duana, Musty, Caddee, and Shoudes, unto both the 

Honourable Houses of Parliament. As also the letters from Edmond Cason Esq; 

Agent for the Parliament there, to the Honourable, the Committee for the Navie.  

Together with a List of the Captives names redeemed, and the Prizes they cost 

there in the Market (By special authority, F. L. for Laurence Blaikelock, London, 

1646). 

Clavering, H., The New Complete Parish Officer: A Perfect Guide to 

Churchwardens, Overseers, Constables, Headboroughs, Tithingmen, 

Sidesmen, Borsholders, Beadles, and other Parish Officers… Summary of 

Parish Law, down to Easter 1795…’incumbent on every Man to be acquainted 

with those laws…which he is immediately concerned’ (J. Stratford, London, 

1802). 

Donn, B., A Map of the County of Devon: 1765 (Devon and Cornwall Record 

Society, New Series 9 and the University of Exeter, Facsimile, Humphries & Co. 

Ltd, London, 1965).    
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Dunsford, M., Historical Memoirs of the Town and Parish of Tiverton, in the 

County of Devon (Brice, Exeter, 1790). 

Dunton, J., ‘The Names of all those Captives …’, in A True Journall of the Sally 

Fleet: With the proceedings of the Voyage, published by John Dunton, London 

Mariner, Master of the Admirall call’d the Leopard, Whereunto is annexed a List 

of Sally Captives Names, and the Places where they dwell, and a Description of 

the ThreeTownes in a card (John Dawson for T. Nicholes, London, 1637).  

Eden, Sir F. M. The State of the Poor 1797 (1797, Frank Cass & Co. Ltd, 

London, complete edn, 1966). 

Fielding, H., An Enquiry into the Causes of the Late Increase of Robbers and 

Related Writings, ed. M. R. Zirker (ca 1751, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1988). 

Fiennes, Celia (1662-1741), Through England on a Side-saddle (1947, Penguin 

Books, London, 2009). 

Fraser, R., General View of the County of Devon with Observations on the 

Means of its Improvement (1794, Porcupines, Barnstaple, 1970). 

Glanville, J., The Voyage to Cadiz in 1625 being a Journal written by John 

Glanville Secretary to the Lord Admiral of the Fleet (Sir E. Cecil) afterwards Sir 

John Glanville, Speaker of the Parliament, &, &. From Sir John Eliot’s MSS at 

Port Eliot, ed. Rev. Alexander B. Grosart (Camden Society, London, 1883). 

Glazebrook P. R. ed. M. Dalton’s The Country Justice (1618 and 1635, London 

Professional Books Limited, London, 1973). 

Gray T. ed. ‘Early-Stuart Mariners and Shipping: The Maritime Surveys of    

Devon and Cornwall: 1619-35’, DCRS, New Series, 33, 1990).  

_____‘Harvest Failure in Cornwall and Devon: The Book of Orders and the 

Corn Surveys of 1623 and 1630-31’, Institute of Cornish Studies, 1992. 
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_____‘A Visit by Edmund Spoure through Devon in 1694’, Devon and Cornwall 

Notes and Queries,  37:7 (1995), pp. 217-18. 

______East Devon: The Travellers’ Tales (The Mint Press, Exeter, 2000). 

______Exeter: The Travellers’ Tales (The Mint Press, Exeter, 2000). 

______ The Chronicle of Exeter: 1205-1722 (The Mint Press, Exeter, 2005). 

Gregory I.L., The Hartland Church Accounts 1597-1706 (Butler and Tanner, 

London, 1949).  

Hanham A., ed. Churchwardens’ Accounts of Ashburton, 1479-1580 (DCRS, 

New Series, 15, 1970). 
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London, 1750). 

Tawney, R. H. and E. Power, eds, Tudor Economic Documents Vol. 2: 

Commerce, Finance and the Poor Law (1924, Longmans, Green and Co., 

London, New Impression, 1951). 
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 472 

Thorp, J. D. ed. The Acland Journal: Lady Harriet Acland and the American War 

(Hampshire County Council, Winchester, 1993). 
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