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PROBATE INVENTORIES

Many west Somerset inventories survives for the 17th and early 18th centuries and provide us with a striking glimpse of the wealth of Exmoor’s farmers and craftsmen.  Farming inventories contain details of household possessions and livestock. A few inventories of craftsmen and traders throw light on their tools and business. Whilst less rich in worldly goods than lowland households, Exmoor yeoman farmers at the time were prosperous and some, like John Hinam of Dulverton, were wealthy. A typical yeoman like John Pearse of Winsford had invested his money in a leasehold property or lent it out at interest. The only valuable item in his house was a clock. In spite of improvements to their homes, surviving inventories reveal little of the furnishing of rooms. Even prosperous farmers appear to have had little furniture and ostentatious display. This is perhaps an indication of a thrift rather than impoverishment.

Until the reforms of 1837 the proving of wills was the responsibility of the church courts. Before a will could be proved an inventory had to be made of the deceased’s personal property including cash, certain leaseholds, and outstanding debts. One of the purposes of the inventory was to determine the probate fees therefore the inventory was valued. It did not cover every small item but included saleable items. In urban areas great detail is given of household furnishings and of business stock and tools. The appraisers who drew up the inventory and valued the goods were either neighbours, or in towns, fellow traders or craftsmen. In the case of rural shopkeepers or craftsmen, the appraisers might be farmers unable to identify items and used phrases such as ‘the stock in the shop’ or ‘his working tools’. The probate inventories of craftsmen often leave little evidence of their trade and some were also farmers. There was a leather trade in Dulverton, a by-product of the livestock market, and a tanhouse in 1654. John Turrell, tanner, died in 1683, leaving a mill with bark, and wet and dry leather worth £15, and a few tools. He appears to have lived in a two-roomed house and was also a farmer. Thomas Collard, cordwainer, died in 1684 leaving a modestly furnished, old-fashioned house with kitchen, buttery, shop, and two bed chambers. Many craftsmen were part-time farmers like William Thomas, a barber surgeon who died in 1682, whose livestock was worth more than his stock in trade. He had a well-furnished house with four bedchambers and a loft containing beds and three spinning wheels, presumably for his servants. He had over 30 hats! Woolcomber James Hobs in 1689 had few creature comforts. He had 730 lb of worsted wool and yarn, over 200 fleeces, serge worth £13, combs and utensils in his shop, dyestuffs and a brass dye kettle, and two horses, which accounted for most of the value of his inventory. John Budd, a wealthy carpenter, who died in 1721 worth £477, had investments but was still actively engaged in carpentry. Wood was stacked in his courtyard, meadow, garden, and barn and he had prepared timber for ploughs, gates, and building work.
 

In rural areas less attention was paid to the house and its contents except for items of pewter, silver, or brass. Country people’s wealth was usually in their livestock and crops, although for a widow or retired farmer that wealth might consist of their life savings let out at interest. Over a third of the value of Alice Hole’s modest inventory was a debt of £2 10s. She possessed only bedding and a few items of furniture.

Some residents of Exmoor clearly had very little to interest their neighbours who compiled the inventory. Whether this indicates a real absence of creature comforts or that they were of no saleable value is not clear. Peter Burge of Hawkridge may have been a retired farmer as virtually all his worldly wealth of £22 was laid out in two houses and a bond. More comforts are included in Dulverton inventories, but this may owe more to the priorities of the appraisers who valued such things. For many farmers this was a period of prosperity and their kitchens were well stocked with brass and pewter. By the late 17th and early 18th century many homes contained carpets, cushions, looking glasses and warming pans. Most houses would have had a brass cauldron to heat water over the fire. Most of those would have been made in Somerset whose brass founders were major producers of cooking pots.
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