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Editorial
As editor for the past four years I’ve managed to prepare a substantial newsletter on a more-or-less
quarterly basis. The last one was in March, so this one is two months behind the usual schedule. Sorry
about that – obviously the pandemic has been a distraction, and I have been waiting for suitable
contributions, particularly feature articles, but in the interim members have received three other e-mailings
since March of what I hope was interesting stuff.
Apart from regular newsletters and the like, members of the DLHG committee have been debating how
and when we could restart some of our normal activities. Currently it’s very difficult to predict what the
circumstances will be at any point in the future. But it’s probably reasonable to assume that we will able to
run a programme of events and visits from the beginning of our 2021/2 year in April, so work has begun to
put that together, and we’ll keep you informed of what’s arranged. Hopefully we will be able to reschedule some of the speakers in the 2020/21 programme. Also, at the time of writing we are exploring
the feasibility of holding a meeting in November and, if that works, to start up again sooner than next
April. It would be very helpful to
know whether you’d be likely to come
to future meetings at the Manor
House, assuming there are no
lockdowns or prohibitions in place at
the time, and all recommended
distancing, sanitizing and face
covering measures are adhered to.
We have also discussed possible outdoor activities – small group visits, guided walks, outdoor meetings but cannot currently come up with anything attractive or interesting for the remainder of this year.
Due to the pandemic lockdown we were unable to hold an AGM in April to report on the financial year
2019/20. We’ve decided that without further delay we should provide you with the information that would
have been presented at that meeting. So I also attach a PDF file containing the slide presentation I would
have used at the AGM in April. It is largely self-explanatory, but I would like to comment on the financial
position. Our finances are unusually healthy, mainly due to increasing revenue from the sale of books,
particularly via the Tourist Information Centre – and this year a net profit on books of over £1,200 due to
high stock levels at the start of the year. We also received a £500 legacy for which we need to find a
discrete use next year, preferably a research project leading to a publication.
Looking forward, although we will not be in any financial difficulty, it’s clear that 2020/1 will be totally
different: we will sell very few books and overall may end up spending a bit more than we receive.
If you have any questions about any aspect of the AGM report please let me know. We would also really
welcome any suggestions or requests you may have about our future programme, whenever it gets
underway again.
David Gearing
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Dawlish in the 1790s, according to the Reverend John Swete
by David Gearing
This article begins with extracts from Travels in Georgian Devon: The Illustrated Journals of the Reverend
John Swete, edited by Todd Gray and published by Devon Books in 1997.
In June 1792 Swete visited Dawlish during his second tour in Devon. (He prepared journals recording his
experiences and observations during several tours undertaken between 1789 and 1800.) On this occasion
he started from his home, Oxton House in Kenton, and proceeded through Mamhead, Dawlish and
Teignmouth to Torquay, Brixham, Dartmouth and Buckfastleigh. (At the age of 28 he had inherited Oxton
in 1780 from Mrs Esther Swete, a relative on his father’s side, changing his name by Act of Parliament
from Tripe to Swete to enable this. Esther Swete also bequeathed him sugar plantations in Jamaica and
Antigua from which he received a considerable income. (Even without this considerable incentive I think I
would have welcomed the opportunity to change my name from Tripe to Swete or Sweet.))

Oxton House today
Swete approached Dawlish on the road from Exeter which ran along the Haldon ridge, then down through
Ashcombe. This is where we pick up the relevant passage in his journal:
Having descended a steep hill, I entered the Village of Dawlish, sweetly situated in a valley environed by
high grounds, and rendered uncommonly picturesque by the number of villas which are seated around the
fine old Gothic Church or on the banks of the Chrystal Stream – having rode about half a mile further
down this valley, I passed by a long row of neat houses and reached the Strand. Here the most
conspicuous object was a house erected by a Mr Watson after the Gothic style of architecture, exhibiting in
its front a kind of arcade with columns and pointed arches decorated with escutcheons and network
pinnacles - forming one of the most pleasing specimens of the Gothic manner I ever saw - the structure
hath been raised on one of the Cliffs, overlooking the shore for a considerable way with its high craggy
and separated rocks commanding the reach of Teignmouth and looking into the opening of Torbay. The
gardens that surrounds the house is curious having a variety of Exotic plants in it, for Mr Watson is not
only a Botanist but hath made considerable advances into natural history particularly by his marine
researches. He hath also acquired a literary reputation by a tract in the metaphysical line which he had
given the World and in short must be considered as a Man of Taste in all that he hath done at Dawlish
excepting in one instance - I allude to an artificial mound, the walls of which are formed of Mud and straw
consisting of a cell for an Hermit in one part and of a Dovehouse in another - this is placed on the verge of
the cliff almost in front of the House and (what appears rather in the ridiculous), is intended to represent
the rude and craggy cliffs which are seen on every part of the Coast.
2

In our booklet Lanherne and Lea Mount Tricia Whiteaway, the author, wrote about Watson and his house:
In 1780, with a population in Dawlish of around 1300 people the majority of whom were farmers,
husbandmen, fishermen, artisans and domestic servants, etc. that lived inland near the church, this man
was happy to live overlooking the sea and chose the best site with the best view in Dawlish. He probably
started a trend!
His name was William Watson (later Sir) and he was only 42 when he came to Dawlish on his retirement
from his doctor’s practice, spending only half of the year here, the other half in Bath. Born in Middlesex
in 1744 he went to Cambridge after attending Charterhouse, wrote ‘A Treatise on Time’ and was knighted
in 1796. It would appear that both his father, Sir William Watson, doctor and physician to the Foundling
Hospital in London and his mother also lived with him as the Gentleman’s Magazine record that his father
died in 1787 and his mother in 1796 both at ‘Sea Grove Lodge’ but none of the family are buried in
Dawlish.
Tricia goes on to say that the house was probably built around 1786 on a field owned by Gawin Tripe that
was part of Strand Farm, the farmhouse of which is now Tudor Cottages. She also observed that ‘It is not
reported whether there was a hermit but one was certainly a fashionable ‘accessory’ at this time, and ‘to
sketch such detail of the house Swete must have sat on Lea Mount with a telescope but at no time is there
any mention of the land that was Lea Mount.’ I’m not sure about that – at low tide he would probably have
been able to see the house clearly from the beach, and that seems a more likely approach. (I also question
Swete’s assumption that Watson’s house had a view of Teignmouth and beyond.)

Seat of William Watson, Dawlish by John Strete, 1792 (Devon Record Office).
Continuing Swete’s journal, he notes:
‘Dawlish hath within a few years come much into vogue, was at first frequented on account of retirement
by those for whom the gaieties of Exmouth and Teignmouth had no charms, and by degrees, its natural
beauties becoming better known, increasing in its consequence so it seems as if it will soon vie with its
neighbours in size, embellishment and accommodations.’
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He stayed overnight in Dawlish with some friends who
had lodgings here, then rode his horse along the road
to Holcombe, turning down what is now Smugglers
Lane, following the course of a small stream which
then went over a waterfall just before reaching the sea.
He made a sketch of the scene, and a few months later,
on 21st November 1792, a watercolour painting,
reproduced below. (Swete didn’t write travel diaries
nor were they composed while travelling - he made
initial notes and sketches and the journals were then
composed many months later, when he had access to
reference works. His watercolours were also painted
later from the sketches, sometimes several years after
the visit to the location concerned.)
Swete sketching at Holcombe, 1792 (DRO)
It is evident from his journal that Swete knew Dawlish
and Teignmouth well – after all, he lived in Kenton within a comfortable day’s riding distance. For
example, when sketching the waterfall he comments that in this summer season the stream was small ‘but I
have seen it after a storm, foaming and pouring down a considerable body of Waters’. However, in June
the whole scene was ‘of a sublime and romantic nature’. And he comments on the Parson and Clerk rock
pillar saying that he known it for nearly thirty years ‘and though it is incessantly buffeted by the waves
there appears to me to have been no sensible diminution’.

Waterfall at Holcombe by John Strete, 1792 (DRO)
Swete also wrote about another visit he paid to Dawlish three years later, this time staying in the town for
several weeks for health reasons. On this trip he continued to Teignmouth, Haccombe, Kingsteignton,
Bishopsteignton, and back to Dawlish. Below I’ve reproduced his report on Dawlish and also what
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happened when he got to Shaldon because I like his account of crossing the Teign with horses on the ferry,
and nearby sailing boats having to cope with strong winds in the harbour. (This is from another book:
Devon’s Age of Elegance, edited by Peter Hunt, published by Devon Books in 1984.)
About the beginning of May 1795, I went with my family to Dawlish wishing to try what good effects a
change of air and sea bathing might produce on myself, who from a long confinement, during the whole of
one of the unremitting attacks of the rheumatism, had suffered a great relaxation, as well as, on my two
youngest children, who in consequence of inoculation had been exceedingly debilitated.
Dawlish was once a fishing hamlet, consisting of a few cots, one or two of which had been fitted up for the
occasional reception of an invalid stranger, and on the cliffs and over the Strand edifices of superior taste
and higher expense crowd together - I wish I could have added, in some sort of systematical arrangement.
About 20 years ago the price of the best lodging house per week was not more, if it was as much, as half a
guinea, but so fashionable is Dawlish in the present day, that in the height of the season, not a house of the
least consequence is to be hired for less than two guineas per week, and many of them rise to so high a
sum as four or five.
The cliffs are here at the Western extremities of the Strand of considerable magnificence bold and
perpendicular, not however of a very dense and compact stratum, as is clear from the encroachments
which the spray and surge of the sea have made on them, huge fragments being scattered at their foot, and
immense masses shaped often into grotesque forms, standing at some distance off in the water which being
of a more solid nature here withstood the buffeting of assailing elements. The view beyond takes in part of
the new range of buildings on the shore before which runs the public Mall. Through the hedgerow
openings the range of houses conducting to the Strand have a good effect, and the termination of the little
valley on the shore is a pleasing circumstance. The curvature of the shore gives the appearance of a bay,
but one too extensive to admit of shelter for vessels.
The Grist Mill near the Strand, as singularly situated, and picturesque, seldom fails of attracting the
stranger of more than common observation. It is an overshot mill, as is the case with all in these parts, and
the stream falling over a ledge of gravel ere it comes to the wheel, forms a little cascade which gives
somewhat of a romantic air to the scene. The stream that acts on it is diverted from the little river that runs
from Ashcombe down the narrow valley of Dawlish pursuing its course, placid clear through its deep and
rugged channel. From the Strand to the Church is about the distance of a mile, and though there is now
some intervening space of fields and gardens, yet if the rage for building continues to increase in a few
years, the one will be to the other not only "non longo proscimus intervallo" but altogether connected with
it. On entering the churchyard one is struck with the picturesque scenery, a noble Gothic pile surrounded
by elms of considerable size. I have seldom met with a handsomer front than on the Southern aspect. The
vicarage house stands enclosed by its gardens and boasts a naturalisation as it were of exotics which
elsewhere require the fostering aid of art. At this comparatively retired watering place, I took up my abode
for six weeks.
On May 29th I left Dawlish, and having passed through the lower village of Holcombe passed Gorway
Cross, by a declevity of a mile, I approached the town of East Teignmouth, having in full prospect its
picturesque scenery, its harbour a wide expanse of sea and the opening of Torbay. On the sands, near the
commencement of the rapidly ascending cliffs, I sketched the Church of East Teignmouth, and some of its
new buildings, which seem to brave the fury of the waves, though they have encroached on the sands and
have raised their foundations on the walls of a house which at some past time had been demolished by the
tide. Beyond them is perceived the entrance of the port and the singular promontory of the Nase extending
itself from the village of Shaldon. Taking my way now by the side of a most charming terrace walk, which
in a line parallel to the Strand, extends from the easternmost point of the Den, to the furthermost margin of
its sod on the West, I passed by a new fortress which has been within the last year raised on the site of the
ancient one that had fallen to decay. On its rampart are mounted four cannon, which if they are not
destined to contribute to the defence of the town, may, by their roar on gala days serve to express the
loyalty and exultation of its inhabitants. Arriving at the point opposite Shaldon I hailed the ferry boat,
which having reached the Strand just as a sloop, and two mast fishing boats were working their way up the
gut of the harbour. I detained apprehensive that one of my horses, one that had never been on a boat might
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be terrified at the motion of the vessels, and the shifting of their sails. The wind blowing along from the
west, and full in their teeth, and tide being about half flow, they had little difficulty in entering the harbour.
In this short passage, not above two or three gun shots long, they were obliged to tack three times, and I
was a good deal amused by the dexterity of the seamen, and the beautiful appearance of the vessels, as
they scudded along gunnels to, when they caught a side breeze.
The ferry was rowed by women and Swete notes that they had ‘acquired all the firmness of tone in their
bodies and that intrepidity of mind peculiar to the sone of Neptune’.

This watercolour by Swete of East Teignmouth in 1792 is interesting as it shows buildings including the
church on or very close to the beach with no walls or barriers to hold back storm surges. It is known that
East Teignmouth was frequently flooded, not only from the sea but also by the Tame river overflowing its
channel after heavy rain or high tides. Apart from the fishing boat there are what look like two early
bathing machines on the beach, but no actual bathers. The foreground figure on horseback may be Swete
himself, or possibly the servant who accompanied him on this tour. (I suspect the servant seldom if ever
got a mention in the journal – like most people of his class in this period Swete obviously had an
unconscious sense of entitlement to be attended to without complaint by a wide range of different types of
staff and tradesmen.)

Enquiries - Olympic Gold for England
by Keith Gibson
In the first six months of this year the History Group has received twenty enquiries; we received just over
thirty in 2019. Most of the enquiries are from locals with others from around the UK, one from Germany,
another from as far afield as New Zealand and one from a lecturer at the Universidad de Valladolid in
Spain.
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One enquiry was about a Great Great Grandfather, Charles Beachcroft Kaye, who moved to Dawlish
around 1877. We were given the following information in the initial enquiry:
• He changed his name several times, at some point to Jack Trent.
• He married a local girl in 1889 having also been arrested a year earlier for abducting her, they had 4
children
• He owned the Royal Hotel in Dawlish
• In 1900 he won a Gold Medal for Cricket at the London Olympics when he was Captain of the
England Cricket team.
With lockdown we have had limited access to local
archives and have not been able to provide any further
information but he would appear to have been quite a
character. However he does have an entry on Wikipedia
as C.B.K. Beachcroft where it records that he did win a
gold medal at the 1900 Olympics, which were in Paris not
London. It appears from this entry that in 1899 he did
marry a local girl and have four children before being
arrested for the abduction of a 17 year old girl whom he
married after a divorce from his first wife.
C.B.K. Beachcroft was the subject of a biography, “One
of life’s great charmers” by Michael Fairley, on the cover
of which he is called Charles Kay (book cover at right).

The cricket tournament at the 1900 Summer
Olympics took place on the 19th and 20th
August at the Vélodrome de Vincennes. The
only match played was between England and
France (see poster at left). Originally there
were also going to be teams from Belgium and
the Netherlands. The English team was a
touring club, the Devon and Somerset
Wanderers and their opponents were the
French Athletic Club Union which comprised
mainly of British expatriates living in Paris.
The England team won by 158 runs with
Beachcroft scoring 23 runs in the first innings
and 54 in the second.
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Unravelling Devon involvement in Slave-Ownership
Black history and particularly the history and legacy of the slave trade have really come to the fore in the
past few months. With this newsletter I have attached a PDF file containing an interesting piece on the
involvement of Devon people in Slave-ownership, which was discovered on-line by Sheila Ralls. It is the
script of a presentation given by Lucy MacKeith at a workshop held in Exeter in 2015 as part of an
ongoing University College London (UCL) project to explore and document some of the ways in which
colonial slavery shaped modern Britain. As the project team say in their introduction to the project: ‘One
very important means by which the fruits of slavery were disseminated was through slave-owners, with
wealth derived from both ownership of enslaved women, men and children and, at the point of abolition in
1833, as beneficiaries of compensation from the British state for the loss of their ‘property’ in the
Caribbean. Reparative history charges us to explore and understand the past in order to address the ways
in which injustices may be acknowledged and set right’.
The presenter, Lucy MacKeith, worked as Museum Education Officer at the Royal Albert Memorial Museum
(RAMM) in Exeter for over a decade. She first discovered links between Devonians and Slave-ownership
in the Caribbean when organising a conference in 1989 to celebrate the bicentenary of the publication of
Olaudah Equiano’s Narrative (an autobiography published in 1789 which depicted the horrors of slavery).
She also worked on the redisplay of the excellent World Cultures Galleries at RAMM.
In her paper MacKeith mentions some people involved with our own local history including John Swete,
the subject of another piece in this Newsletter, and John Inglett Fortescue.
Fortescue owned an estate with around 100 slaves on St Vincent Island in the Grenadines. He paid to have
Buckland Filleigh House in north Devon rebuilt in around 1810 after it burnt down. A few years earlier
Fortescue was briefly owner of the whole manor of Dawlish, and in 1806 needed to sell it to settle his
debts, offering it to Lord Courtenay for £70,000, but Courtenay refused to meet his price. He eventually
sold it in parts, but probably never received the full value, and a few years later was in serious financial
trouble. In July 1819 an ‘Act for exonerating the Manor of Dawlish in the County of Devon from the
Claims of the Crown against the Estate of John Inglett
Fortescue Esq’ was issued stating ‘that the lands and
messuages etc within the Manor shall not in anywise be
liable for the payment of the arrears and debts which
may accrue or shall become due to His Majesty… by or
from the said John Inglett Fortescue. (So … would you
buy a used brougham from this man?)
MacKeith also mentions A La Ronde in Exmouth, one of
the nearest National Trust properties to Dawlish. The
official National Trust narrative denies that the
Parminters, who built the house in 1796, had any
connection with the slave trade. But MacKeith points
out that they were related by marriage to other families
that certainly did. The highly lucrative African slave
trade and ownership of Caribbean plantations was the
source of funds for the purchase and upkeep of many
large estates and grand houses from the mid-17th century
on, so this isn’t really surprising. It’s good that there is
an increasing awareness of this appalling aspect of
British history, and its legacy.
← Slaves working on a Caribbean sugar plantation
(slaveryimages.org)
David Gearing
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https://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/project/exeter2015
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs//media-new/pdfs/devonandslaveownership.pdf

Unravelling Devon involvement in Slave-Ownership
Lucy MacKeith

‘The early history of the United States of America owes more to Devon than to any other
English county.’
Charles Owen (ed.), The Devon-American Story (1980)

My task this afternoon is to unravel Devon’s involvement in slave-ownership. I have
found the task overwhelming because of constantly finding new information – there are
leads to follow down little branches of family trees, there are Devon’s country houses, a
wealth of documents, and – of course – the internet.
So this is a VERY brief introduction to unravelling Devon’s involvement with slaveownership – much has been left out. Let’s start with Elias Ball. His story is in Slaves in
the Family, written by descendant Edward Ball and published in 1998.

Elias Ball by Jeremiah Theus (1716-1774).

‘Elias Ball, ...was born in 1676 in a tiny hamlet in western England called
Stokeinteignhead. He inherited a plantation in Carolina at the end of the
seventeenth century ...His life shows how one family entered the slave business
in the birth hours of America. It is a tale composed equally of chance, choice and
blood.’
The book has many Devon links – an enslaved woman called Jenny Buller reminds us of
Redvers Buller’s family, a hill in one of the Ball plantations called ‘Hallidon Hill’ reminds
us of Haldon Hill just outside Exeter; two family members return to England, one after
the American War of Independence. This was Colonel Wambaw Elias Ball who had been
involved in trading in enslaved Africans in Carolina. He was paid £12,700 sterling from
the British Treasury and a lifetime pension in compensation for the slaves he had lost in
the war of independence. We sometimes forget about this tranche of compensation
payments to British slave owners.
Edward Ball’s description of the accent of one of the Balls’ black descendants sounds
like a Devonian accent: the speaker’s great grandmother was thought to have been born
in Barbados in 1820 and Joanna Traynor’s paper has explained such a Devon
connection.
We can envy the writer Edward Ball who had such a collection of papers from which to
write his family history in such exquisite detail. You can go on line and hear Edward Ball
lecture on this subject. I recommend it for the issues it raises. But it is rare to have
access to such comprehensive records.
Do people leave tidy evidence for historians to write up later? Sadly not. We have to
scrabble around and piece together what we can find. And some important sources of
evidence about the history of Devon Slave-ownership are lost.
The earthquake on 7 June 1692 at Port Royal in Jamaica destroyed the settlement. Who
knows what evidence of Devon involvement was lost through that event? Only half a
dozen of the Royal Customs Books and a few of the City Petty Customs Books for Exeter
still exist. They would have provided rich information. The Exeter Probate Office was

bombed in 1942 so early Devon wills are missing – another rich source of material
unavailable.
It is unlikely that we will suddenly come across previously unseen materials – though
we can live in hope! But if we look at materials we already have from a different angle
than earlier historians, we will uncover new threads in the history.
Take, for example, The Visitations of Devon (1895) by Lieut-Col. J. L. Vivian. It’s the
record of the coats of arms of nobility and gentry and their family trees of the C16th and
C17th. It is a sort of ‘upper class census’. In this document, of over 900 pages, there are
examples of family members living in Barbados, Jamaica, South Carolina, America,
Boston, Nevis, St Kitts and Virginia, often the younger sons.
The compensation payments agreed in the 1833 Act of Abolition has been the focus of
the UCL project. However, by that time, a lot of investment in slaves had been
transformed, exchanged for investment in other parts of the globe and in education and
training to join the professional classes and on buying a place amongst the powerful in
Devon (and elsewhere) by buying and building large houses. This has meant that the
early involvement of Devon’s families in slave ownership has been obscured.
The ‘Heritage Industry’ presents tourists with a sentimentalised, sanitised and
comfortable view of the past. Slave-ownership is not a ‘comfortable’ component in our
past – no wonder it often gets left out.

Buckland Filleigh House, Devon, watercolour of 1797 by Rev. John
Swete. The house burned down the following year and was rebuilt c.
1810 by John Inglett Fortescue.

The wealth of the Swete family from Modbury in South Devon came from their estates in
Antigua and passed to John Tripe in 1781 on condition that he changed his name to
Swete. His paintings of houses – some of them built on the profits of slave-ownership –
are very much part of our ‘Devon Heritage’. His inheritance gave him the leisure to
travel and paint. This particular watercolour by the Rev John Swete is of Buckland
Filleigh, the home of the Fortescue family who had interests on the Island of St Vincent
through marriage.
We find material in Devon relating to other parts of Britain (for example - the GaleMorant papers at Exeter University Special Collections which provide the basis of the
2006 ‘Whose History Is It?’ exhibition). On the other hand we find archives relating to
the history of the legacy of Devon’s slave-ownership which are not sitting comfortably
and easily accessible in the Devon Heritage Centre at Sowton, on the outskirts of Exeter.
For example, in 1984 the London Record Society published ‘The Letters of John Paige,
London Merchant, 1648-58’:
‘Like most of the 'new merchants', Paige was a Londoner only by adoption. His migration
from Stoke Fleming in Devon, where he was born in about 1627, was one instance in an
established pattern of mobility which had had consequences for London's trade...(Other
west country families also) sent their sons to London in the sixteenth century.
For me, this raises the question of local, national, world history links in looking at the
legacies of British slave-ownership.
In the past ‘local history’ has meant the study of particular local subjects – agricultural
practices, craft skills and domestic accounts in a hermetically sealed geographically
strictly limited area – in contrast to the study of the big issues of national and
international history which were studied quite separately. If we want to understand
how the different elements of history connect and influence each other we need to knit
these threads together, as Sylvia Collicott did in her 1986 book Connections Haringey
Local – National – World Links.
Some wider threads in the history of Devonians in the legacy of British slave-ownership
include:

•

The English colonisation of Ireland

•

The Newfoundland fishing industry

•

The growth of trade and colonies in the Americas

•

And the close ties with the Dutch provinces which were confirmed from 1688
when William of Orange was invited to take over the throne.

The colonisation of Ireland gave the invading English the opportunity not only to carve
out wealth by taking over Irish lands but also gave them access to the enforced labour of
Irish people . There are many records of wealthy Devonians in Ireland in Vivian’s
Visitations and on church memorials.

Monument to the wives
st
of Arthur Chichester, 1
Earl of Donegal (16061674/5), Eggesford
Church, Devon.

The picturesque Eggesford church can be seen from trains on the Tarka Line (the North
Devon railway, which incidentally was partly funded by compensation monies following
the Act of 1833). The church houses two ornate memorials to the Chichester family
(who married into the Fortescue family whose home at Buckland Filleigh was painted
by the Rev John Swete. Swete also painted Eggesford House a couple of times). The
English practised their techniques of colonisation in Ireland.

The Newfoundland fishing industry provided preserved/dried fish for both home
consumption and in the Americas. ‘Salt fish’ is a staple in Caribbean cuisine. In the
seventeenth century household accounts of the Earl of Bath at Tawstock in North Devon
and the Reynell family of Forde ‘Canada fish’, ‘Nuland fish’, ‘dry fish’ and ‘Poor Johns’
feature regularly.
The growth of trade with the Americas as the plantations developed changed existing
patterns of trade and consumption in Devon and beyond. The same household accounts
as above list purchases of sugar – 28 lbs for £1 13s on Friday 30 November 1627 for Sir
Richard and Lady Lucy Reynell of Forde and the Tawstock accounts list ‘Paid Mr George
Shurte of Biddeford for a quarter of a hundred of sugar at 13d per pound 01 1[s] 04[d]’ .
It is interesting to note that ‘James the Blackamoor’ earned wages of £4 a year – on top
of board, clothes and lodging – as cook to the Earl of Bath in Tawstock, Devon, in the
1640s. Does this indicate an association of the household with slave-ownership?

Example of a Dutch house in
Topsham, Devon.

The late Lisa Jardine’s book Going Dutch examines the close relationship – political,
economic and cultural – between Britain and Holland, a relationship which has been
underestimated. The Dutch style houses in Topsham manifest Dutch influence in
Devon. In the Exeter Military survey of 1522 more than a third of the 66 ‘aliens’ listed
were Dutch. British merchants appreciated that the Dutch were highly developed in
their trading practices and development of modern capitalism – complete with a stock
exchange in Amsterdam. The gentry here found this very attractive and supported
William of Orange’s claim to the throne in 1688.

Black people march from Brixham to
London. From a broadsheet account of
William of Orange arriving in Exeter on 17
October 1688.

An example of a ‘Blackamoor’
garden statue.

The ‘200 Blacks’ who were part of William of Orange’s entourage as he processed from
Brixham to London to claim the throne in 1688 are now quite well known. Less well
known is the lead statue of an African which used to be in a garden about 6 miles from
Exeter. William of Orange himself placed the first order for this statue for Hampton
Palace and it was recorded as the most popular of all the lead garden statues made in
Britain in the eighteenth century and is a symptom of the adoption of Dutch culture.
This image of an African was a very particular legacy of British slave-ownership in
Devon.

Left: John Hawkins’ coat of arms.

Below: A la Ronde, near Exeter.

Below left: the coat of arms of the Hurlock
family on display in the library at A la Ronde.

Sometimes we can misinterpret evidence. Sir John Hawkins’ coat of arms includes an
African figure/African figures and this has been interpreted as acknowledging where
his wealth came from. But what of the African heads on a coat of arms in the National
Trust property A la Ronde, near Exeter, built by two women, cousins in the Parminter
family, on their return from the Grand Tour in Europe. The coat of arms of the Hurlock
family, with African heads, is on display in the library at A la Ronde. I have been very
firmly told that ‘The family had no connections with the Slave Trade.’
And indeed there are OTHER explanations for the heads of Africans on coats of arms not
related to slave-ownership. They are described as ‘Moors Heads’ by the College of
Heralds and date back to the 13th century in British Heraldry.
However – there ARE connections with A la Ronde and Slave-ownership.
The Parminter family originally came from Bideford in North Devon where they were
merchants. John Parminter helped finance a ship called Elizabeth to the Guinea coast in
1700. The Parminters had connections by marriage with the Rolle, Walrond and Baring
families, all involved with slave-ownership.

Another background factor to explain the interest in plantations in the Americas for
Devonians was the economic situation: eighteenth century British farms were less
productive than West Indian sugar estates: one 300 acre sugar estate could make
£7,000 pa whereas one 250 acre estate in England only made £2,000 pa. It was a nobrainer if you wanted to make money.
The idea of the triangular trade is a construct of historians. While it is useful to explain
much about the transatlantic slave trade, it does not fully describe all the trade patterns
of the early Devon involvement in slave-ownership.
The John Burwell Book, in the Devon Record Office, lists voyages made by Devon ships
in 1699 and 1700. Cargo lists include Tobacco, English Spirit, Beans, Guinea Grain, Cloth,
Iron Barrs, Gunpowder and more. Destinations include Guinea, East India, Callibar,
Shidak off coast of Guinea. You can see that the ‘East Indies’ means the listed voyage is
not simply following the Triangular Trade pattern.
The John Burwell Book lists columns of figures looks like a division of shares from a
voyage:
Godfrey Webster
750 Jnata
129
Jonathan Low
250 “ “
43
Danwell Jemin?aud 600 “ “
103-4-0
Cap Wm Ketch
400 “ “
68-16-0
Claud Jominson
600 “ “
103-4-0
Tho & Joh Stark
1000 “ “
172-0-0
Claud Hay?s
120 “ “
120-8-0
Lan Galdy
700 “ “
206-8-0
Joh Denson
600 “ “
103-4-0
----------------6100
1049-04-0
‘Janata’ is the name of a Bangladeshi bank today so I suspect it is an East Indian
currency. Nick Draper has suggested that the right hand column is the same money
expressed in £ s d, perhaps profits from a journey?
Another section of John Burwell’s Book gives an account of ‘Goods Brought and Sold at
Morandoros 1698/9’. Whether it is at a point of purchase or sale, it seems clear that
these are enslaved people:

Goods bought and Sold at Morandoros 1698/9
Men

98

Women

71

Boys

37

Girls

9
215

We have an idea of what ships involved in the Transatlantic Slave Trade carried. The
framework of the Triangular Trade identifies beads, firearms, cloth, alcohol and
manufactured goods travelling from Europe to Africa; enslaved men, women and
children from Africa to the Americas; and then products of the plantations, including
sugar, rum and molasses from the Americas back to Europe. What is missing from these
lists – without which the whole enterprise would have failed?
The prosaic – requirements for everyday living – food, pottery, clothing, shoes, tools and
items such as nails, shackles to control the enslaved – a hundred very ordinary things,
plus the luxury items for the wealthy plantation owners wanting to maintain their way
of living. Who provided these items? The invoice below provides an example of goods
first shipped from Exeter to London and then sent on to Jamaica.

Invoice is for ‘six cases of shoes and
pumps’ as well as cloth, shipped to
Jamaica. Most of the cargo were
kersies and long ells, cloth made in
Tavistock.

Plantation economies are based on agricultural mass production of crops grown on
large farms called plantations. Plantation economies rely on the export of cash crops as
a source of income. They are often dependent on the metropolitan country for essentials
for living. It is one of the ways the colonising countries make more money.
The map below reflects the complexity of the trade routes relating to slave-ownership.
It is inadequate as it identifies the trade routes only to the northern stretch of West
Africa and is still simplified. I found it on internet and have no provenance for it.
However, what I like about it is the complexity of the patterns of trade in which it
demonstrates the involvement of British, including Devon traders, beyond the
triangular idea.

Some examples of trade between Devon and the Americas from newspapers include:
24 January 1670 Barnstable. Yesterday arrived here the EXCHANGE belonging to this port,
JOHN MARKES, Master, from Lysbonne, laden with Sugar....
April 2 1686 Barnstable .. On Wednesday last sailed from hence nine ships bound for
Newfoundland .. Our Virginia ships are not yet arrived.. ...
April 11 1709 This day came in the BRITANNIA of Barnstaple, John MALLACK, Master, in
30 days from Virginia....

24 June 1698: Plymouth. ..this day arrived here the Hannah of Biddiford with Sugar from
the Barbados ....
In the Plymouth Museum collection is a fine example of the apparatus for an African
game – known variously as ayo, mancala, bara. On the other side of the board is a
carving of a man holding a flintlock amongst other detailed carvings. I have no evidence
of flintlock guns being manufactured in Devon but we have records that Devonians
traded in guns and gunpowder on slave trading expeditions. This arms trade created
destabilisation in Africa throughout the years of slave trading. Western imports of
weapons altered the balance of power in Africa. Still today ‘the arms business has a
devastating impact on human rights and security, and damages economic development.’
This is another legacy of slave-ownership.

Two side images of a mancala board
from Plymouth Museum. Note the
carving of a man holding a
flintlock in the lower image.

We need to be imaginative in unravelling the history of the legacy of Devon and Slaveownership and I do not mean that we should make things up. The lack of ease in
interpreting evidence does not mean that nothing happened. Evidence has sometimes
been obscured in the past.
A local researcher once wrote this to me:
‘As regards the local family I did a little research on; it was the Walrond family
who purchased Dulford House, formerly known as Montrath House, near
Cullompton. Their fortune was made, over several generations, in Antigua. I must
add that I have no direct evidence that they had slaves, but I doubt whether they
made their fortune from the fruit of their own manual labour!’

The Slave Ship by W B Turner
Original title – Throwing the Dead and Dying Overboard

There are interpretations of history in different art forms such as painting and writing.
For me they are an inspiration to unravel the story further.
Turner’s painting, The Slave Ship, was painted in response to the story of the Zong

Fred D’Aguiar wrote Feeding the Ghosts in response to the same story about the Zong.
This was a ship which was carrying enslaved people from Africa to the Americas when
the captain instructed the crew to throw some of those people overboard because it
made better financial sense to claim for their loss through their insurance policy than to
let them stay alive.
Fred D’Aguiar ends the book with these words:
‘We were all dead. The ship was full of ghosts. All the cruelties we sustained were
maintained by us.
... I have a list of names. I know who did what to whom. But my detailed knowledge
has made not an iota of difference to history or to the sea. All the knowledge has
done is to burden me.
I am in your community, in a cottage or an apartment or cardboard box, tucked
away in a quiet corner, ruminating over these very things. The Zong is on the high
seas. Men, women and children are thrown overboard by the captain and his crew.
One of them is me. One of them is you. One of them is doing the throwing, the other
is being thrown. I’m not sure who is who, you or I.
.....There is no fear, nor shame in this piece of information. There is only the fact of
the Zong and its unending voyage and those deaths that cannot be undone. ...........
Where death has begun but remains unfinished because it recurs. ..........The ghosts
feed on the story of themselves.
The past is laid to rest when it is told.’

Select bibliography
Ball, Edward, Slaves in the Family (1998)
Collicott, Sylvia, Connections: Haringey, local-national-world links (1986)
D’Aguiar, Fred, Feeding the Ghosts (2014)
Eyres, Patrick, et al., The Blackamoor and the Georgian Garden (2011)
Gray, Todd (ed.), Devon Household Accounts, 1627-59: Pt. 1 Sir Richard and Lady Lucy
Reynell of Forde; Pt. 2 Henry, Fifth Earl of Bath, and Rachel, Countess of Bath, of Tawstock
and London (1996)
Jardine, Lisa, Going Dutch. How England Plundered Holland’s Glory (2008)
Kennedy, P. A. (ed.), Oakum – being strands drawn from the Maritime History of Devon.
(1970)
MacKeith, Lucy, et al, Tradition and the Yoruba Artist – catalogue for the summer
exhibition at the Royal Albert Memorial Museum, Exeter (1986)
Saint George, Henry, et al, Visitations of the county of Devon ... comprising the Herald's
Visitations of 1531, 1564, and 1620, with additions by Lieut-Col J.L. Vivian (1872)
Snetzler, Marjorie (ed.), Devon Extracts 1665 – 1850 (1987)
Steckley, G. F. (ed.), The Letters of John Paige, London Merchant, 1648-58 (1984)
available at http://www.british-history.ac.uk/london-record-soc/vol21
Campaign Against the Arms Trade website: https://www.caat.org.uk/

