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The Protestation Return for Child Okeford. 

Part 1 – The History 

Picture the scene.  The year is 1642 and what we are about to witness is taking place in every village 

in the country. Frustratingly, since historians like to cross the t’s and dot the i’s, we rarely know the 
precise date. We will presume it to be a bright spring day in March, a Sunday perhaps and we are 

standing outside St Nicholas Church in Child Okeford. The day has been chosen with care as being 

the Sabbath it’s the one day in the week on which the villagers have the least excuse for being absent 
from the village. On most such Sunday’s the villagers would go to their homes after the service, but 
today is a very special day, one that will be recorded in history, and the villagers gathered there 

knew it.  

 

The church yard would have been crowded for almost the whole village was gathered there. Of the 

one hundred and fifteen men over the age of eighteen living in the parish only five are away from 

the village. The village elders will have something to say to them on another day as their absence is 

suspiciously convenient. As well as the men of the village the women and children are there too; in 

this village they will play no part in what is about to happen except to act as witnesses. The mood is 

anxious and tense. Over the past year the king, Charles 1st and his parliament have been at odds. 

Just a few weeks earlier news had arrived from London that the King had attempted to arrest five 

members of Parliament. Not trusting those about him the King has moved his court to the north of 

England and the whole village senses that the country is on the edge of something, which indeed it 

is.  

Today the men will take a solemn oath in which they will swear to defend the ‘true Reformed 
Protestant religion’ with their ‘Life, Power and Estate’.  All too many of them will fulfil their 

obligation as we are just a few months away for the bloodiest war fought in the nation’s history – 

the English [more accurately British] civil war.1 

 

The world turned upside down. 

In the previous century Henry VIII had replaced the Roman Catholic Church and it’s leader the Pope, 
with a new English Church and a new leader – himself. But if this new church was no longer Catholic 

it was not entirely protestant either; only the long stable reign of Elizabeth 1st would allow the 

English church to evolve in a way that was more thoroughly protestant in it’s belief’s.  Then in 1603 
a Scottish King came to England. James 6th and 1st as he was styled was well versed in protestant 

theology and until the Gunpowder plot at least, religiously tolerant. Famously James was called ‘the 
wisest fool in Christendom’ and one of his follies was the idea of the ‘divine right of kings’, a doctrine 
that asserted that the king was subject to no one except God. In other words what the King wanted 

he got and nobody, Bishop or Parliamentarian, could stop him. 

 

 

1 Per head of the population more men are thought to have died in the English civil war than in either of 
the two subsequent world wars. It is more accurately called British as fighting took place in the Scotland, 
Wales and Ireland. 
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His son, Charles 1st inherited his father’s belief and sought to take things further by attempting to 
rule on his own without advice from parliament. As may be imagined the divine right of kings was 

not a philosophy attractive to a protestant community who believed that religious salvation [if any 

were to be had] could only be found by individual study of the scriptures and that for the good 

governance of country the king needed their advice. Charles thought differently.  

 

Between 1629 and 1640 he ruled without a parliament until needing their money he was forced to 

call one. The ‘short parliament’, as it became known, lasted barely three weeks before Charles 
dissolved it but since nothing had fundamentally changed he was forced to call another one in 

November 1640 which was to last eight years and became known as the ‘long parliament’ and which 
survived until 1648.   

 

The conflict between the King and parliament is often portrayed in religious terms and it’s 
remarkable that despite the fact that Charles was brought up in the Protestant tradition the English 

Protestants were deeply suspicious of his religious sympathies. Their worst fears were fulfilled in 

1625 when Charles married a Catholic princess, Henrietta Maria. Worse still she was French.  Whilst 

I have no doubt that in what follows parliament believed what they said, I think it was more 

complicated than that. There is no doubt that there was a great fear of Catholicism but that fear 

was readily manipulated for political reasons and that is seen in the extraordinary events of May 

1641. It shows if nothing else that long before social media had been invented disinformation was 

alive and well and that a public willing to believe what they wanted to believe is almost always 

receptive to it. 

 

To return to our village and the church yard. The reason that our villagers are standing outside the 

church in early 1642 goes back to Monday 3rd May 1641. It was a day of high drama in the House of 

Commons for on that day John Pym, a protestant MP got up to speak and made the following 

announcement: 

 

“Mr. Pym makes known to the House, That there are divers Informations given of desperate Designs, 

both at Home and Abroad, against the Parliament and the Peace of the Nation; and that the Person 

engaged therein, are under an Oath of Secrecy: That there is an Endeavour to disaffect the Army, 

not only against the Parliament's Proceeding but to bring them up against the Parliament to over-

awe them: That there is also a Design upon the Tower; and Endeavours used for the Earl of Strafford 

to Escape.”2 

 

Pym asserted that the French fleet was at sea and at that very moment was heading towards 

Portsmouth, presumably with the intention of attacking the English fleet. He went on to allege that 

“divers Persons of Eminency about the Queen, as by good Information appears, are deeply engaged 

in these Plots”.  

 

 

2 Historical Collections of Private Passages of State: Volume 4, 1640-42. Originally published by D 
Browne, London, 1721.  Published on line by British History On-line 
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This was cleverly worded as under the Treason Act of 1351 a direct attack on the Crown’s policies 
was inadvisable indeed treasonous. If you wanted to criticise a king or queen you had to do it 

through surrogates who might have influenced them. Time and again in history it is the advisors 

who are blamed and in this case it was the ‘divers Persons of Eminency about the Queen’ who we 

may presume to have been Catholics, who were to blame.  In not so coded language Pym had 

implicated the Queen, the French and the Catholics in a plot against the country. What was to be 

done? Talk!  Politicians are good at that and in the House of Commons that day they excelled 

themselves as what happened next was that after this announcement; “Hereupon the House fell 
into serious Debate of this Matter; and were generally of the Opinion, That it was necessary to enter 

into a common Resolution for the common Safety.” 

 

Having talked about what was to be done Sir John Wray got to his feet and suggested that the 

members of the Commons should take a “Parliamentary and National-Oath …. to preserve our 
Religion entire and pure”.  What would become known as the Protestation oath.  Precisely how this 

was supposed to stop an imminent French attack on Portsmouth is not clear but “The House at last 
came to a Resolution of taking a Protestation; which being referred to a Committee to draw up the 

same in Form, was approved of by the House, being in these Words: 

I,[insert name here!] do, in the presence of Almighty God, promise, vow, and protest to maintain, 

and defend as far as lawfully I may, with my Life, Power and Estate, the true Reformed Protestant 

religion, expressed in the Doctrine of the Church of England, against all Popery and Popish 

Innovations, within this Realm, contrary to the same Doctrine, and according to the duty of my 

Allegiance, to His Majesties Royal Person, Honour and Estate, as also the Power and Privileges of 

Parliament, the lawful Rights and Liberties of the Subjects, and any person that maketh this 

Protestation, in whatsoever he shall do in the lawful Pursuance of the same: and to my power, and 

as far as lawfully I may, I will oppose and by all good Ways and Means endeavour to bring to condign 

Punishment all such as shall, either by Force, Practice, Counsels, Plots, Conspiracies, or otherwise, 

doe any thing to the contrary of any thing in this present Protestation contained: and further, that I 

shall, in all just and honourable ways, endeavour to preserve the Union and Peace betwixt the Three 

Kingdoms of England, Scotland and Ireland: and neither for Hope, Fear, nor other Respect, shell 

relinquish this Promise, Vow and Protestation.” 

 

Parliament had acted with surprising speed. So speedily in fact that it is difficult not to believe that 

they had everything prepared in advance. There were nearly five hundred and forty seven members 

of parliament and since Catholics were not able to take public office we may assume all of them to 

be protestants. Some three hundred and ten MPs avowedly opposed the king and by the end of the 

day the majority of them had sworn the oath and those that were absent did so within the month. 

The same parliament though contained one hundred and eighty two royalists as well as forty four 

MP’s who were initially parliamentarians but who subsequently turned to the royalists cause and 
the rest undecided3  

 

3 The Long Parliament 1640-1642 A biographical study of its members Mary Frear Keeler 1954 borrowed 
from the archive.org. 
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How many of these took the oath I cannot say but in theory there was no reason for them not to. 

They were after all protestants themselves since Catholics were not allowed to stand for parliament 

and the oath itself was still [outwardly at least] respectful of the King’s majesty. The County of 
Dorset it must be said returned some twenty two MPs of which twelve were avowed 

parliamentarians in opposition to the royalist court.  

 

Just to prove it was not all talk parliament took practical measures as well as the oath. The army 

was put on alert, the ports were closed, soldiers were moved to Portsmouth and Dover, Catholic 

‘spies’ were sought out in Portsmouth and fifteen hundred barrels of gunpowder were stopped from 
being moved to the town. These would have made quite a bang if the French had arrived but of 

course they never did.   

 

The next day, the 4th May 1641, the House of Commons delivered a petition to the House of Lords 

to support them; uproar followed in the lords and when “The tumult” [as Browne rather charmingly 

describes the Commons] departed the Lords took the oath themselves. At this stage “The said 
Protestation was afterwards ordered to be tendred [sic]to the whole Kingdom; with this Intimation, 

That whosoever refused to take it should be noted as dissaffected to the Parliament.”  
 

And here we have it. Consider the oath again, at first sight it is just an attack on Catholic’s,“I,…... do, 
in the presence of Almighty God, promise, vow, and protest to maintain, and defend as far as lawfully 

I may, with my Life, Power and Estate, the true Reformed Protestant religion, expressed in the 

Doctrine of the Church of England, against all Popery and Popish Innovations, within this Realm” but 

if we strip out this clause we can see that this language camouflages the next much shorter clause: 

“I….promise, vow, and protest to maintain, and defend as far as lawfully I may, with all my Life Power 

and Estate…………... the Power and Privileges of Parliament,” 

 

 In short, regardless of religion the oath was asking for an almost unconditional defence of 

parliament. If you strip out all the other clauses you will see there is no such demand to support the 

king.  

 

Inquiries into the plot continued throughout the summer but in so far as the oath is concerned it 

was not taken forwards immediately. We know that in August 1641 “the Commons had caused a 

Paper to be printed for the enjoining the taking of the Protestation throughout the Nation” but 

although prepared nothing seems to have been done with it. The Lords and Commons met at which 

it was explained that the oath was “a true Test of every good Subject, a Shibboleth to distinguish the 

Ephraimites from the Gileadites, that whosoever was well-affected in Religion, and to the Good of 

the Commonwealth, would make this Protestation; and on the other side, who would not make it, 

was not well-affected”. 
 

Although the Lords withdrew their opposition nothing much happened for another seven months 

but when something did happen it was one of the most famous and dramatic moments in English 

history. 
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 On the 4th January 1642 the King attempted to arrest five members of parliament, one of whom, 

Denzil Hollis, was the MP for Dorchester. Having been pre-warned the five members had of course 

escaped but in the aftermath of this affair [around the 12th of January] parliament sent out the 

‘paper’ that had previously been prepared to the towns and villages of the country. All men over 
18yrs were to take the Oath of Protestation, the results were to be recorded in the Protestation 

Return and sent to Parliament.  

 

Taking the oath 

And so to return to that spring day in Child Okeford, we left the villagers of milling about in the 

Churchyard. At the centre of proceeding were the four most important men in the village. Firstly 

there were the Churchwardens, Thomas Arnold and William Freeman. These were men of power.  

The churchwarden was the oldest of all the parish offices. They first appeared in the early 12th 

century and were tasked with protecting the church, not only it’s physical presence but it’s spiritual 
purity.  

 

They were expected to act as guardians of public morality, preventing schism in the parish and 

reporting “adultery, whoredom, incest, drunkenness, swearing, ribaldry, usury and any other 
uncleanness and wickedness to the diocesan bishop”.4 If you did not go to church on the Sabbath 

they were expected to report you to the bishop and you might well be fined.  

 

The Overseers were a rather later invention; their job was to distribute alms to the poor and find 

them accommodation and if necessary require them to work. Damsel Pit at the junction of Upper 

Street, the Cross and the Hollow was the earliest of the Poor Houses in the village.5  These men also 

wielded power for if you ever fell ill or incapable of work, it was to these men that you applied. In 

1642 the Overseers were Benjamin Byles and John Rossiter.  

         

Examination of the return shows that at the bottom there is the endorsement “We the 
Churchwardens and Overseers of Chilokeford afores[ai]d testify that all those whose names are 

above have taken this protestation,” but oddly their own names do not appear in the main list. The 

reason for this is simple, the authorities were not taking any chances. They wanted to ensure that 

the men administering the oath were loyal well in advance of the actual oath taking. It did not always 

work as we will see.  

 

Before they could administer the oath to the villagers the churchwardens and overseers were called 

to Sherborne to take the oath in front of the Justices of the Peace. Irritatingly, the document in 

which this is recorded is undated but it gives “The names of those Ministers Constables Church 
Wardens and Overseers of the poor who have taken the protestation before William Soper and John 

Walcot Esq two of his Maj[esties] Justices of the Peace of the Said County within the Division of 

Sherborne”.  

 

4 H W Cripps: A Practical Treatise on the laws relating to the Church and the Clergy 1845  
5 Note these were never workhouses. They were what we would today call social housing. 
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Ominously it also included a list of those parish officers and ministers who had refused to take the 

oath. This return shows that from Child Okeford Benjamin Byles, John Rossiter, Thomas Arnold and 

William Freeman swore the oath before the Justices but in addition there are two other names, 

Gerard Wood Jnr. and ‘James Wood Curat [curate]’ who took the oath there but who were not 
required to witness the oath taking in the village; oddly though they appear in the main Child 

Okeford return so presumably they took the oath twice. 

 

Taking any form of oath was an intimidating experience. There were legal implications of course but 

also moral ones too for this was an era when a man’s word was his bond. Ironically the fact oaths 

were sworn before ‘Almighty God’ was a weak point as dissenters could always argue that it was 
not their God that they had sworn to the oath to.  

 

Except for the tenants of the lords of the manor, who had to swear allegiance to the lord at least 

once a year, taking an oath was not something that the average villager would have done and none 

of them would have pledged their lives on any matter before. Even had they seen the protestation 

beforehand it is doubtful if more than a handful of the men would have been able to read it and I 

suspect that the language to them was as awkward and unwieldy as it seems to us. Be honest, 

without looking it up, how many of us really know what ‘condign’ means?  
 

There appears to have been no standard way of administering the oath or making the return. At 

Marnhull for example the return has the list of names written neatly in columns with a cross against 

each name suggesting that the list had been prepared beforehand and the men’s names crossed off 
as they presented themselves. The only problem with this theory is that the names are not in 

alphabetical order as might be expected if it had been pre-prepared and indeed in none of the 

Dorset returns are they arranged alphabetically. 

 

The return for Okeford Fitzpaine is interesting as it starts with the full oath written out at the top 

with a note underneath “In these words did John Dennet Clerke6 of the Parish of Okeford Fitzpaine 

make his Protestation The 6th Day of March Anno Domini 1642 in the presence of the inhabitants of 

the same parish whose names are under written.” Dennet must have had a change of heart because 

when he had originally presented himself to the Justices at Sherborne he had refused to take the 

oath. 

 

At Child Okeford the names were recorded on a single piece of paper with the parish name 

“Chilokeford” at the top. There is no date on it but the paper has been stamped [as all the returns 

are stamped] with an ink stamp of the House of Lords added at a much later date. The oath takers 

were not expected to sign their own names and no doubt many of them would not have been able 

to do so in any case. The names are all entered in the same hand which on the limited evidence 

available appears to be that of Thomas Arnold.  

 

6 In this case Clerke means ‘Cleric’ i.e. the vicar or curate of the parish. 
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They are not in alphabetical order and whilst on occasion members of the same family may be found 

grouped together this is not always the case. 

 

The oath is long and as many of the men would not have been able to read it seems unlikely that 

the men were simply given a copy of the oath and asked to read it out. It is probable that one of the 

wardens/overseers read the oath out line by line with the men repeating it after them. This could 

have been done by reading it out to the collected assembly of men who then repeated it en masse 

although because of the way it was written out it is probable that each man presented himself to 

the wardens and swore it individually. One can imagine a ‘first come first served’ system where each 
man presented himself to the wardens and took the oath individually. This would account for the 

rather random way the names are ordered. 

 

Five men were absent on the day. Were they deliberately absent to avoid the oath? One at least, 

Robert Jeannes, shares the same surname as George Jeannes who refused to sign. Perhaps Robert 

did not have the strength of conviction of his relative and thought he could avoid the dilemma by 

absenting himself on the day. 

 

“Poor Silly Creatures”. 

After the failure to arrest the five members Charles, fearing for his safety, took his family north and 

during the summer the battle lines were drawn with both sides building their armies. Some 6 

months after taking the oath the villagers of Child Okeford would have learned of the first skirmish 

of the war when in September cavalry units for both sides clashed in Worcestershire at what was 

known as the Battle of Powick Bridge. A month later in October 1842 the first pitched battle of the 

first civil war took place at Edgehill. 

 

What if anything did the protestation achieve? Well to modern eyes not much. As a way of 

identifying Catholics it was probably ineffective. After all swearing an oath to a protestant God 

meant little if you believed in a Catholic one and more than one Catholic attended a protestant 

church but celebrated their faith in private.  As the future war would show the King/Parliament 

divide was not based on a simple Protestant/ Catholic divide. In parliament alone there were at least 

forty four members who despite being avowed protestants and who initially supported parliament 

later swapped to the King’s cause when the crunch came. The oath may have given the impression 
of a unified country and as one historian has observed it “provided Parliament with what we might 
call a ‘validating charter’ by which it was able to fight a war against the king.”7 

 

It is said that the proof of the pudding is in the eating. Parliament had extorted from the people an 

oath to “defend …..with all my Life Power and Estate …. . the Power and Privileges of Parliament,” 
When Parliament came to north Dorset in 1645 they weren’t quite so keen; their response was the 
Dorset Clubmen. Cromwell derided them as “Poor Silly Creatures” but were they so wrong?  

 

7 Covenanting Citizens: The Protestation Oath and Popular Political Culture in the English Revolution. 
John Walter OUP 2016. 
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Of the one hundred and twelve men in Child Okeford probably only one or two had the right to vote 

and none of the women. Why should they fight? For their religion? Possibly, but Dorset was never 

overtly Puritan in its views.  For their livelihoods? Yes but not in the way parliament intended; the 

clubmen carried banners proclaiming; “If you plunder or take our cattle, be assured we will bid you 

battle.” To get the vote? Pointless as was demonstrated in a series of debates held at Putney 

between the two phases of the civil war [1647].  

 

Colonel Rainborough of the model army put it thus: “I think that the poorest he that is in England 
hath a life to live as the greatest he; and therefore truly sir, I think its clear that every man that is to 

live under a government ought first by his own consent to put himself under that government”.  

The response from General Ireton was “No person hath a right to an interest or share in the disposing 
of the affairs of the kingdom...that hath not a permanent and fixed interest in the kingdom”. That 

permanent and fixed interest was land; mere money was, to a large extent, immaterial for money 

can come and go. Land though is permanent and unless you owned it you had no right over how 

you were governed. After all if you had no land yourself you might be tempted to take it from those 

who did. After all the death and sacrifice during the war, for the common man, as Richard Overton 

commented; “What happens in the end is a change in bondage is the uttermost intended us”. 
 

In fact only one person with any kind of connection with Child Okeford is known to have died in the 

Civil war and that was Arthur, Lord Capel, of Hadham in Hertfordshire, who owned the manor of 

Child Okeford Inferior. He was almost certainly an absentee landowner who owned numerous 

estates around the country and who had almost certainly never been to the village himself. But in 

the words of John Hutchins, the 18th century historian of Dorset, “He served his unfortunate 
sovereign with great courage and unblemished fidelity, and, being taken prisoner on the surrender 

of Colchester, was beheaded 9 March, 1648.”  

 

Part 2 – The men 

 

The protestation returns for many counties have not survived or are incomplete but we are lucky 

that for Dorset they have and they form in effect the first census. At least of men. In some parishes 

[but not Child Okeford] women could and did sign the return but they appear variably in the returns 

whereas we can be reasonably certain that all the men were accounted for even though they may 

have been absent on the day. It is not possible to bring you an image of the actual return as copyright 

rules render it too expensive to do so.  

 

John Arnold Thomas Arnold Jnr 

Tristram/n Arnold Jnr.  Tristram/n Arnold Snr.  

Thomas Baker William Baldwin 

John Bledding Richard Blythwood 

Robert Bowden Robert Brooke 

William Browne Richard Browne 
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Christopher Butt Joseph Butt Jnr.  

Joseph Butt Snr.  Robert Butt 

John Byles George Byles 

Michael Byles Ralfe Chamberlain 

Walter Chamberlain Oliver Coker 

John Coward Jnr.  John Coward Snr.  

Michael Coward William Coward 

William Debben James Derkam 

Thomas Edgill John Eyres 

Robert Eyres Jnr.  Robert Eyres Snr. 

Roger Eyres   William Foord 

Arthur Freeman John Freeman 

Michael Freeman Thomas Freeman 

William Freeman Jnr.  Gyles French 

Thomas Guy  George Gregory 

James Haim John Harvey 

John Haysome  John Hazard 

Thomas Hazard William Hendy 

Richard Holdway William Janes 

Edward Jeannes John Lanning 

Andrew Lammways Abel Lawrence 

John Lewis Richard Maidman 

John Markis Francis Marsh 

John Marsh Edward Matcham 

Henry Matcham John Matcham 

William Matcham John Munk 

William Munk Andrew Moores 

Jonas Moores Jnr. Jonas Moores Snr.  

James Morris John Paine 

Richard Paine William Paine 

Walter Paul  Walter Peckham 

William Plimpton Robert Poulden 

Richard Powell Richard Reade 
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Thomas Reinould  John Ridout  

John Rogers Jnr.  John Rogers Snr. 

John Rossiter Jnr.  John Rossiter Snr.  

Tristran Rossiter John Scott 

Michael Scott Robert Scott 

George Sheepheard John Snook e/s 

Thomas Snook e/s George Spencer 

William Spencer Michael Stacy 

John Steevens Thomas Steevens  

William Still Gregory Tylly 

Robert Tylly Walter Tylly 

Gerard Wood James Wood 

Roger Wood Henry Young  

John Young    

The men below had previously sworn the oath at Sherborne before Justices of the Peace. They 

Wee the Churchwardens and Overseers of Chilokeford afores[ai]d testify that all those whose 

Church wardens Thomas Arnold Snr., William Freeman 

Overseers of the Poor Benjamin Byles , John Rossiter 

ABSENT John Burroughs 

 Robert Jeannes 

 William Hulitt 

 John Nicolls 

 Robt Dawhitt 

REFUSED George Jeannes  

 

Part 3 – The Families 

As well as the Protestation return there are a parish records from the 17th and 18th century but 

nothing that can be used to create a genealogical history for any of the individuals named. Having 

said that these records do allow us to follow the story of their extended families. These records 

consist of the court rolls of the manors of Child Okeford, an estate survey from 1826 and a survey 

dated 1790 the details of which can be found here.  

 

We are helped by the fact that some of the names are relatively uncommon as well as the tendency 

of families to use the same first names. This makes it difficult to believe that they and several other 

families are not somehow distantly related to the men in the protestation return.  
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Using this very loose criteria let us meet some of the people of Child Okeford.  

 

Firstly though we have to say goodbye to the families of forty two men whose family name does not 

appear in any subsequent record. Thomas Baker, John Bledding, Robert Bowden, Robert Brooks, 

William Browne, Oliver Coker, William Foord, Gyles French, George Gregory, Thomas Guy, James 

Haim, John and Thomas Hazard, William Hendy, William Jambs, Andrew Lammways, Abel Lawrence, 

John Lewis, Richard Maidment, John Markis, Francis and John Marsh, James Morris, William Paint, 

John and Richard Parmar, Walter Paul, Walter Peckham, William Plimpton, Richard Reader, Thomas 

Reinould, John Ridout, Michael Stacy, John and Thomas Steevens, Gerard, James and Roger Wood, 

Henry and John Young, John Burroughs,  William Hulitt, John Nicolls, and Robert Dawhitt all 

disappear. 

 

We have no idea what happened to these men or their families although some, like the Ridout’s 
appear in neighbouring in parishes. In so far as Child Okeford is concerned they simply disappear 

from the records. Only those two families with the longest continuous presence in the village have 

been dealt with in detail here. The “others” families are shown in summary form. 

 

The Arnold Family. 

In 1642 Thomas Arnold was a Churchwarden and it is almost certain that the family had been 

resident in the village for several years prior to this. The post of Churchwarden was a responsible 

one to which you were nominated and you only got nominated if you were of good standing in the 

local community.  

In 1728 another Thomas Arnold was serving as a tything man for the village. This was an ancient 

post dating to Anglo-Saxon times concerned with the maintenance of law and order. By the 18th 

century their main job was to raise a ‘hue and cry’ when a crime was committed and then to notify 
the Justices of the Peace. This Thomas was probably a wealthy man as he was a rate payer and in 

1727 he was charged 3s 3d towards the repair of the local roads. 

 

Yet another Thomas Arnold was tything man in 1793 and we also see from the records that he was 

a ‘commoner’ entitled to graze ten sheep, one horse and [believe it or not] half a cow on the 
common land of the parish. The common was fenced to prevent the cattle getting into the arable 

lands and those commoners with rights of grazing were responsible for the maintenance of those 

fences and this Thomas was also responsible for 2 ½ ‘lugs’ or 11 yards of the hedge. 

Samuel Arnold died in the village in 1803 and the Arnold name falls out of the list of tything men 

after 1815. There are numerous burials recorded in the village in the late 18th and early 19th 

centuries of people with the name Arnold, but it is not until we come to the 1841 census that we 

can gain specific information about the family. At that time there were seven members of the family 

in the village living in two households. The biggest family group was Isaac,  
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Fanny and their two young children Samuel and Ann who were living in “Woodbine Cottage”. The 

exact position of the cottage in the village is not known but from its position in the census it appears 

to have been somewhere between Church Farm and Barracks. Isaac was a carpenter aged 25. 

At Gold Hill lived James Arnold aged 60, also a carpenter who was living with a son, Charles, also a 

carpenter. Isaac was probably James’s son and Charles’s brother.  There was also a Sarah Arnold 
[40] working as a servant living in a house between Yew Hedge House or and the upper common. 

She may or may not have been related to the others.  

By 1851 Sarah, James and Charles have disappeared from the village but Isaac and his family are 

doing very well and he is now specialising as a wheelwright. They have moved to Gold Hill and his 

oldest son, Samuel, who was just 13, is working as a ‘journeyman wheelwright’ with him. In the 
interval Fanny has had five more children the youngest of which is just 1yr old and is named Ishmael.  

Coincidentally Hermann Melville’s book Moby Dick was first published in 1851 and it’s opening 
sentence is “Call me Ishmael”!  Three of Isaac’s children were attending the National School in the 
village which had been established in 1846. 

 

In 1861 Isaac is still working as a carpenter but his son Samuel has left the village. Two more children 

have been added in the meantime bringing the total up to nine. A new ‘Arnold’, Frederick, appears 
who is aged 23 and was said to have been born in the village and here we encounter a strange 

phenomenon. He was born in 1838 and Frederick should have appeared in both earlier censuses 

but he didn’t. It is just possible he was away each time but there are quite a few people who show 
the same phenomenon. They are said to have been born in the village but cannot be traced in any 

other censuses. This appears to be a real phenomenon and not just a coincidence. 

By 1871 Isaac had died and Fanny [Frances] now a widow is earning her living as a ‘kid leather 
glover’; she is living with her daughter Ann, also a glover, two son’s and three grandsons. She is 
living in ‘King’s Row’, a set of houses now demolished, in the High Street and her eldest son Samuel 

has moved back to the village and has a house in what is described as ‘Rossiter’s Living’, also just off 
the High Street. He is still a carpenter and his wife, Esther, is a dressmaker. They have five children 

in the house and it may be that the grand-children Fanny is looking after are in fact Samuel’s [one 
of them is named Samuel] due to overcrowding at Rossiter’s. 

There is one other household containing Arnold’s in the village. Isaac, Harriet and Martha live in the 

Hollow. Isaac is a gardener and they are possibly related to the others but none were born in the 

village. 

In 1881 Samuel and his family have once again left the village although his son [Samuel] continues 

to live with Fanny. Meanwhile Fanny’s daughter Ann has moved away but another daughter, 
Catherine has moved in. She continues to live with her sons and grandsons previously mentioned. 
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Another decade passes and by 1891 Fanny too has died but little else has changed. The head of the 

household is now one of her son’s William, a dairyman, but he, Catherine and the grandchildren, 
William’s nephews continue to live with each other presumably still in King’s Row.  

By 1901 the family has dispersed. William is now living at Gold Hill and is described as an Estate 

Cattleman and he continues to be looked after by his sister Catherine.  One of his nephews Samuel 

is now at Fontmell Parva and is married with two children. He is a gardener there. A new Arnold 

appears at Hanford Farm – Edwin – who despite being 52yrs old and being born in the village has so 

far avoided being found in any of the other censuses! 

In 1911 little has changed although Samuel at Fontmell Parva has added two more children to his 

own family and William and Catherine are just older but William is still farming. By 1921 William has 

died and Catherine is now living with Samuel, his wife Caroline, and son Arthur at Fontmell Parva. A 

new Arnold household has appeared. Frederick Arnold was a policeman aged 49. He too was said to 

be born in Child Okeford but has so far evaded detection and the year before his wife Lily aged 39 

had given birth to a son, Douglas who was just at the toddling stage.  

The census returns for 1931 were lost in a fire so the last survey of villagers that we have comes 

from Friday 29th September 1939 when a war time register of village residents was taken. It will be 

the last list of villagers to be published until the 1951 census is published in thirty years time. Little 

has changed in the intervening decade.  

Samuel & Caroline Arnold and one of their children Edward have now moved from Fontmell Parva 

and are living in the Hollow. Their Aunt, Catherine, has died but Samuel is still gardening at the age 

of 69. Meanwhile somewhere between Yew Cottage and Monks Yard were Frederick and Lily Arnold. 

Their son Douglas was not living with them but the peace of their lives was not yet disturbed as it 

would be another three years before he was killed during the war, aged 22, in 1942. 

There is evidence here of the same family living in the village for almost three hundred years. It is 

true that we cannot trace a direct line of descent from Thomas Arnold in 1642 to James or Isaac 

Arnold in 1841 but this was not an era when people could move freely around and it is highly likely 

that they were members of the same extended family. The same could be argued for the other 

families of course and the Arnold’s can still claim the title for the family that was longest in the 
village as it is possible to follow a direct line from 1841 to 1939.  

This though is not the end of the story. Between 1945 and 2016 five members of the Arnold family 

were buried in the church yard at St Nicholas but here of course the censuses have not been 

published and without knowledge of the families concerned we cannot say whether they were 

related or not.  
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The Holdway Family 

This was another very long lived and extensive family in the village whose last entry comes in the 

1921 census. The first record of the family after the protestation return comes in 1724 with a 

marriage of Robert Holdway to a Francis Shayle. After that we have a Robert Holdway as tything 

man in 1784 and in 1790 a George Holdway is found having grazing rights on the common which 

included ten sheep one horse and 2 cows. One and a half more cows than Thomas Arnold! The 

parish registers show five members of the family being born between 1796 and 1808.  

In 1818 this, or another, George Holdway died by falling into a pond. At the inquest it appears that 

he had gone into one of his fields to inspect a newly made hayrick. He had had a stroke some 6 

weeks previously and it was thought that he slipped and fallen into the pond by accident.  

By the time of the 1841 census there are three households in the village with Holdway’s in them. 
Leah Holdway [70] was a dairywoman working with her daughter Martha. She owned some 12 acres 

of meadow and coppice.  

Living at Yew Tree Cottage we find Thomas Holdway who was aged 30 and ran a school from there 

or possibly Bay Tree Cottage in Haywards Lane. An advert from 1838 tells us that “The course of 
instruction will include Arithmetic as conducted by men of business and the different branches of 

Mensuration will be taught by actual admeasurements, Land surveying and Mapping, Trigonometry, 

Navigation, Algebra, Book keeping &c &c”.The cost for all this was £14 per annum for boys under 

12 years of age £16 over this age with an additional £2 for washing. Finally there was a Robert 

Holdway working as a servant in the village although interestingly according to the tithe map of 

1839 he owned 5 acres of coppice. 

By 1851 Leah Holdway had died and her farm had been taken on by Robert Holdway who was 

Martha’s brother. The census tells us that by then he was farming 46 acres and employing 4 men. 
Whether this Robert is the same as the one above is not known. 

Thomas Holdway at Yew Tree Cottage has left the village [albeit temporarily] and moved to 

Sturminster but a newcomer John Holdway [47], an agricultural labourer ,is now to be found at Gold 

Hill with his wife and three children. He is said to have been born in the village but was not listed in 

the previous census.  

In 1861 Robert and Martha are still farming and John is still labouring but Thomas Holdway has 

returned to the village and is probably living at Yew Tree Cottage. He has given up teaching and is 

listed as a “relieving officer”.  

This was one of the paid officers of the Board of Guardians of the Union [Sturminster workhouse] 

and it was his job to interview all the applicants [if that is the correct word] who wished [also not 

quite the right word] to enter the workhouse there.  
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His wife Mary appears in the 1871 census at Yew Tree Cottage and is listed as a schoolmistress. 

Thomas was by now dead and his son another Robert Holdway has taken up his job as ‘relieving 
officer’.  

By 1871 too John Holdway has moved from Gold Hill to the Common Lane and has become a game 

keeper. Robert and Martha, brother and sister have also moved and are now to be found in the 

Hollow but Robert is still farming. 

Once again things have changed by 1881. In the Hollow Martha has died but Robert, who is now 83, 

is still farming and employing his four men. Mary Holdway has died but her son continues on as 

Relieving Officer although he has moved away from Yew Tree Cottage his place being taken by 

Decimus Curme the local general practitioner. 

Two new Holdway households have joined the village. George Holdway was a 38 yr's and a Naval 

pensioner – again said to have been born in the village. It is vaguely possible that this is the son of 

Thomas Holdway the school master of 1841 who had a son called George but if this is the case the 

ages must be wrong.  John Holdway has left the village but to complicate matters there is a new 

household of three in the common lane. It’s head is Robert Holdway and although he was not born 
in the village we learn from the next census [1891] that he is the nephew of Robert Holdway the 

farmer as by this time that Robert the farmer now aged 95 has moved from the Hollow and is living 

with them although he is still said to be farming! 

By 1891 George the Sailor has gone but Robert the Relieving Officer is still in the village although 

now he has become a Registrar of Births and Deaths. One more Holdway, a Mary has moved to the 

village and is living in the Hollow but was not born in the village. In 1901 Robert and his family are 

the only Holdway’s to have been born in the village. His daughter Mabel is living with them. She is 
a certified school teacher and his youngest son George is training to be a teacher; another son 

Robert is a carpenter. By 1911 Mabel and George have moved away and only Robert the Relieving 

Officer, Alice his wife and Robert the Carpenter live in the village.   

In April 1916 Robert the Carpenter signed up in the Mercantile Marine and in 1917 moved to 

Portsmouth Dockyard and it was here on the 8th August 1917 that he fell to his death whilst working 

on the steam ship Huntscape.  

By 1921 Robert the Relieving officer has died and Alice is living alone although another son Thomas 

who was employed at Bristol as a Customs and Excise Officer was living with her. Between then and 

1939 the last two Holdway’s in the village died or moved away and so ended a nearly 300 year old 
link with the village.  

Unlike the Arnold’s I can find no members of the family who were interred in the churchyard of St 
Nicholas following Robert the Carpenters death in 1917. 
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Other Families 

Baldwin The Baldwins are found in the manorial records from 1790. They appear in all the 

censuses until 1871 after which the name is found no more. They were prominent 

farmers in the area and details may be found in: 

“Child Okeford The End of an Era 1815-1860” by John Housley available at 

https://www.childokeford.org/booklets/  

Byles  They are found as tything men, serving in 1710 and 1742 after which the name 

disappears. 

Butt John Butt was waywarden with John Freeman and the family provided tything men 

until 1800. James Butt an agricultural labourer is found in the 1841 census but the 

family then disappear. 

Chamberlain Walter Chamberlain is found in 1675 as a copyholder under the Lord of the Manor 

for Child Okeford Inferior 

Coward The family is found in the 1790 manorial roll where he is responsible for some of 

the hedges in the common. There is a member of the family in the 1841 census 

but thereafter the name disappears.  

Eyres The family are found as tything men in 1718 and 1777 and as commoners with 

grazing rights in 1790. They are represented in the 1841 census by John Eyres a 

cordwainer [shoe maker] and thereafter the name disappears. 

Freeman Arthur Freeman is mentioned in an indenture of sale of the house which would 

later become the Baker Arm’s. He was an ex-copyholder who had bought the 

freehold of a messuage [building plus land]. The family are mentioned as tything 

men in 1719, 1726 and 1727. John Freeman was a waywarden in 1727 with 

responsibility for the repair of the roads and paid 2s rates for the privilege. They 

are not found in any later record. 

Harvey The Harvey family had grazing rights in 1790 and there are four households with 

the Harvey name in the 1841 census.  The problem here is that the name is 

common and although there are a number of villagers with that name in the 1939 

register it is difficult to trace a continuous link throughout. 

Jeannes The family is found having grazing rights in the village in 1734 and ‘Widow Jeannes’ 
had to maintain some of the fences on the common.  In the 1841 census there is 

one surviving member of the family, Sarah who at the age of 70 is still working as 

a baker. In the 1851 census she has become a pauper and by 1861 she and her 

family have died out in the village. Nevertheless the refusal of one of her family to 

sign the oath appears to have done them no harm. 

Lanning Two of the family acted as tything women in 1658 and 1738 but there is no trace 

of them after 1740. 

 

https://www.childokeford.org/booklets/
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Matcham Tything men in the 17th and 18th centuries Charles Matcham was a shoe maker in 

the 1841 census. They survive until 1891 when the census shows two members, 

John, a carpenter and his mother Mary aged 81. There are no more records after 

that. 

Monk The Monk’s are remembered in the village today for ‘Monk’s Cottage’ and Monk’s 
Yard. According to the inventory of ancient monuments this dates from the “first 
half of the 16th century. The plan does not have the usual characteristics of a 

dwelling-house and its original purpose is obscure”.  
It is not surprising that the Monk’s figured as tything men regularly between 1654 
and 1817. They were tenants of George Trenchard the Lord of the Manor of Child 

Okeford and George Monk is named in a manorial survey from 1826 as a lease 

holder for lives which is to say that if he died Christopher Monk [26] Thomas Monk 

[24] William Monk [10] or John Monk [32] would have been able to take on the 

lease. In total they farmed about 11 acres. 

Farming aside they appear to have been a family interested in education. In 1788 

there is a newspaper notice announcing the death of Mrs Monk, ‘wife of Mr 
George Monk, Schoolmaster of Child Okeford.’ The family continued in the village 

gradually reducing in numbers until the sole survivors are two sisters Susan and 

Mary who once ran a school in the village together.  

In 1891 only Susan was still teaching and although both women are present in the 

1901 Susan has retired and Mary is “Lady Super[intendant] of Gov[ernment] 
Female emigrants to Western Australia. After 1911 there are no more Monk’s in 
the village. 

Moores Andrew Moores was tithing man in 1667 and another Andrew in 1723. In 1790 

John Moore was farming and was also a churchwarden in 1790. The name is a 

common one and John Moore was the Hayward in 1841 There are people of this 

name found until the 1911 census although almost all have lost the terminal ‘s’.  

Polden Mr Polden [no Christian name given] was farming in the parish in 1790 and had the 

right to graze 22.5 sheep [sic] 2 horses and 5 cows on the common as well as 

looking after 3 lugs [ a lug = 16.5 feet] of fences. The name is not found in the 

village after that. 

Rogers A Richard Rogers paid 5s in waywarden rates in 1727 and another Richard was 

Churchwarden in 1790 and the Revd. Henry Hody Rogers was a vicar living in the 

parish [though not it’s rector] who had grazing rights on the common. He is 
mentioned in a land sale in 1821 and was slated to be the tything man in 1827 but 

there are no records of any Rogers in the 1841 census. 

 

 

Rossiter Between the Protestation return and the 1880’s the Rossiter family were very 
numerous and we may assume prosperous. At various times in the 18th and 19th 
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centuries they ran a mill, farmed the land and were auctioneers. The last members 

of the family in the village were John Rossiter [59] and his wife Ann [49] who was 

a farmer at Millbrook Farm with the help of two men and one boy. He died in 1893 

and his wife does not appear in the 1901 census possibly away from the village as 

she is to be found living in the High Street in 1911.  

Arguably the Rossiter family have the longest association with the village but their 

presence in the village has been discontinuous. No members of the family are 

found in the village in the 1921 census or 1939 register but the family remained 

connected with the village as there is grave in the churchyard in memory of Anne 

Rossiter [93] who died in 2010 and her husband Edward [89] who died in 2012. 

For a fuller description of the family the reader is directed to: 

“Child Okeford The End of an Era 1815 -1860”  by John Housley available at 
https://www.childokeford.org/booklets/  

Scott The Scott’s are mentioned in the 1790 manorial records as being tything men in 
1657 and 1732. The name is common and in the 1841 census there is a Silas, 

Elizabeth and George Scott in the village. Whether they were related to the earlier 

Scott’s is not known but Elizabeth is found in the 1861 census when she was a 
pauper. Other Scott’s are found in the village after this time the last being in 1871 
but there is no clear evidence they are related to one another. 

Sheepheard No the spelling is not a mistake. Again the problem is that in its various guises the 

name is a common one and although it is found in the village in the 1841 census 

we cannot say they were related to George Sheepheard who signed the oath. 

Snook A Charles Snook is found in the 1841 census but there are no other records I can 

find connecting the family to the return. 

Tylly The Tylly family are found as tything men in 1666, 1720,1722 and 1781. In 1727 

Mrs Tilly paid 8s 4 ½ d in waywarden rates, however they are not found in an any 

later records. 
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