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DUNSTER’S MIGRANTS 
MEDIEVAL IMMIGRATION
People surnamed le Waleys, le Fraunceys, Frensch and de Bristol were recorded in the 13th century many holding land in Dunster. Welsh and the Irish may have come because Dunster was a port, perhaps some acted as factors importing wool from home. A Cardiff man had a house in 1332 and Welshmen continued to reside in the 15th and 16th centuries. At least three immigrants were probably prosperous in the mid 15th century including Robert Rawle an Irishman in 1440. Robert Rawle was sufficiently well-established to hold a burgage in Gallox Street in 1470 and may be the ancestor of the Rawle family, celebrated Dunster masons in the late 18th century who built several local bridges and the Conyger tower

Men from the Netherlands and France may have come because of the cloth trade perhaps to facilitate export to their native towns. Nicholas Broke from Dordrecht in the Netherlands was resident by 1434 and John Broke, Fleming, recorded in 1440 may have been a relative. Nicholas Broke was sufficiently established in the town to act as trustee of a local man’s marriage settlement in 1446 and in 1449 was one of the tenants of James Luttrell. Isabel Broke, possibly his widow had a house in Dunster and probably died c. 1478.
POST-MEDIEVAL IMMIGRATION
In 1581 Henry Markes was an alien but his descendants remained in Dunster in the late 17th century. The names Fluellen, Hopkin, Howell, Jenkins and Jones, the description Welshman or Irish traveller occur in the early parish registers and three Irishmen worked on a weir in 1559. The poet Thomas Howell, possibly son of Morgan Howell, presumably of Welsh origin, claimed to have wasted his family property and had to leave Dunster and enter the service of George Talbot, earl of Shrewsbury in the 1560s. In 1596 Welshmen are said to have been at Dunster fair and assaulted the constable. The ringleader was hurt by the watch who with the constable were indicted for murder in Glamorgan. In 1630 a man from Youghal, Ireland had his daughter baptised in Dunster. 


Problems with settlement arose from the influx of Irish and Welsh people especially at a time when the economy was in decline. In 1731 a Dutchman and a Welshman were supposedly concerned in a plot to burn the town. In c. 1727 a soldier married an Irishwoman in Ireland and they came and lived in Dunster, where he worked as a tailor for c. 20 years until as a poor widow she went to Taunton begging. A Dunster woman married a shoemaker from Dolgellau in Wales at Old Cleeve and they lived for a while in Stogumber where her daughter was born but in 1748 they were removed from Dunster to Dolgellau, her husband’s place of settlement.

EMIGRATION

The decline of the cloth trade and the town led to many young craftsmen leaving. George Turner went to Pennsylvania in the 1730s but was not heard of again. Carpenter Francis Wheddon moved to Hackney. Between 1788 and 1796 William Strong innkeeper and cooper moved to Southwark to keep an inn in Crucifix Lane and his son George Allercott Strong cooper moved to Deptford. 
Philip Kelland (1808—79) left Dunster for university and became Mathematics Professor in Edinburgh and William George of Dunster moved to Bristol in 1842 to work for his uncle a bookseller. In 1847 he set up the bookshop that still bears his name.
During the 19th century, in a reversal of former trends, many Dunster people moved to Wales. At first a few servants and craftsmen settled there but by 1881 there were 79 Dunster people, many working in the Glamorgan collieries including John Markham, a saddler. John, a Wesleyan Methodist, had emigrated to Australia in 1851 with his mother, a baker, his wife, his sister, a servant, and his brother, a labourer. They settled in Geelong where John’s eldest children were born and were joined by his brother Thomas, a carpenter, with his wife and three children in 1853. John and his family returned to Dunster c. 1860 with his mother and lived in West Street, before moving to Devon and in the 1870s to Newport with his wife and five of his children. John Tudball, also Wesleyan, a labourer from Dunster emigrated to Melbourne, Australia with his new wife and sister in law in 1853. A Dunster youth was killed in Aber Colliery, Llandyfodwg in 1893.


The exodus of the young continued into the 20th century. Many Dunster girls went into service elsewhere although one girl who went to Minehead fretted at being so far from home! An employer near Taunton assured the girl’s mother that her work would get easier in the warm weather and that she had water laid on and short stairs. Another potential employer complained in 1909 that Alcombe girls preferred dressmaking or ‘dress spoiling’ to domestic service. An emigrant Dunster railway surveyor named Dunster and Croydon stations in British Columbia in 1913, the year six young men emigrated to Canada.
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