
1 

 

PAYNS OF SOMERSET 
 
The direct line of my Payn family (variously spelled Payne, Paine during times when literacy rates 
were not high) can be traced back to the late 18th century, in the Langport area of Somerset. 
 
The low-lying settlement today proclaims itself as England's smallest town, with a population of 
around 3,000.  It is bounded on two sides by the banks of the River Parrett, which is navigable to 
Bridgwater and Taunton, near its junction with the River Yeo – making it frequently susceptible to 
flooding, a regular feature of its history.   
 
The recorded history of Langport dates back to the Anglo-Saxon era, and it was already a royal 
borough at the time of the Norman Conquest, with 34 resident burgesses.  It sent representatives to 
parliament for a brief period in the early 14th century and became an active centre of the Lollards - 
an early form of Protestantism, a century later.   
 
The town's most famous son, nineteenth century economist, journalist and constitutionalist, Walter 
Bagehot,  apparently dined out on the fact that the town held the right to send to members to 
Parliament in the 14th century, whose expenses were paid for by local burgesses.  Not feeling that 
they were getting good value, they petitioned Edward 1 to relieve them of their obligation! 
 
The cloth trade was dominant in Langport in the middle ages, according to Heather Ridgway in her 
history of the town:  
 

There was hardly a town in Somerset without a spinning-wheel and hardly a manor without half-a-
dozen hand looms.  Teasels used to brush up the cloth grown widely in the area.  Langport's small 
foreign community, which it supported in the mid-fifteenth century, mostly from the low countries 
and France, were often engaged in the manufacture of cloth, which was widespread.  

 

The town sided with the Yorkists, the eventual vanquished in the War of the Roses, and was 
punished for it, by fines imposed by the Lancastrian victors, at the conclusion of the Wars.  
According to Ridgway, again:    
 

This heavy fine would have been difficult for Langport to bear, after all the other expenses willingly 
incurred in the restoration of their church.  It may have been the beginning of that poverty further 
increased by the troubles of the Reformation, enabling Edward V1's Chantry Commission of 1547 to 
describe Langport as '... a market town sore in decaye ...' 

 

The town bounced back, however, and 35 years later was granted a royal charter by Elizabeth1, in 
1582, which gave it the right to hold three fairs, annually. 
 
The ability to trace a family tree is very dependent on the availability of local records and registers, 
and, unfortunately, Langport's aren't the most comprehensive.  David Ross, in his century-old 
definitive history of the town explains: 
 

Unfortunately, Langport's parish registers have been lost prior to 1728 ... However, in the registers of 
the last 200 years Langport can reconstruct part of the family genealogy and discover interesting 
items of parish history. Most parishes go back to 1558. We must remember that it is only within the 
last century (ed: i.e. two centuries from our present times) that parishioners have been able to 
migrate freely from place to place. Aforetime people lived and died in the same place and their bones 
were laid in the sepulchres of their forefathers. 
 

A further complicating factor as far as the comprehensiveness of the Langport registers is touched 
upon later, by Ross, when he says: 
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The registers show a curious custom in vogue between 1700 - 1750 of going from home to be married 
in a distant parish ... The Act of 1753 for better prevention of clandestine marriages stopped the 
custom by which banns had fallen into disuse, and licenses were too easily obtained.  ... The expense 
of funerals in that period was excessive and it often cost a man more to bury his wife than to endow 
his daughter. 

 

The first extant, tangible, record of the presence of the Payn family, and possible ancestor in the 
town, appears in the form of the local Lay Subsidy Rolls of 1662 and 1664.  These were property 
taxes first introduced in the 16th century, to provide the crown with income and resources, 
particularly troops, when required.   
 
They show a "John Paine" to be one of the town’s chief inhabitants, and being assessed for £1 of 
land.  Quite how significant this was then is difficult to say, but the fact that he made an entry in the 
subsidy rolls suggest he would have been of some substance.  The parish minute books of 1667, 
similarly record a "John Paine" as being one of "the chief tradesmen on the town", who were owed 
money by the parish, or "arrears of pay to these", as the minute book states 
 
There is no confirmed direct connection, however, between this, or these John Paines and my 
family, who make their first traceable appearance in local baptism and marriage records, half a 
century later. If he were a direct relative, he most probably would have been my g x 8 or 9 
grandfather. Given the smallness of the town and the relatively unusual surname, and the fact that 
"John" was soon to become an acknowledged family name of the Payns there must be a good 
chance, that he was an early ancestor - my earliest recorded direct Payn ancestor, in fact. 
 
Langport was a centre of conflict and, in 1645, the location of a significant battle, during the English 
Civil War, when the royalists under Lord Goring were defeated. As they beat their retreat towards 
Bridgewater, they burned many of the buildings on Bow Street, one of the town's principal 
thoroughfares - and later home to the Payn family - precipitating a turning point, which was soon to 
see the Parliamentarian victory in the war. As Ross was to record: 
 

And so we come to the battle of Langport, Thursday July 10, 1645, probably the most important event 
in actual warfare that the town ever witnessed, for the armies numbered about 10,000 fighting men 
on each side, and each included amongst the enemy some of the most important men of the 
Commonwealth. 
 

The Sherbourne Mercury of June 1768 gave a short glimpse of Langport two thirds of the way 
through the eighteenth century.  It stated that there were to be purses for sword and dagger fights, 
and that "suitable encouragement will be given to compleat gamesters.  Dinner on the table one 
o'clock each day - all at the White Horse, Langport."  David Ross continues with a blood-thirsty 
account: 
 

The main pastimes of our forefathers also included cracking crowns with the single stick and quarter 
staff, bull, bear and badger baiting, cock fighting, pugilism, till smothered with blood and duelling.  
People of quality wont to attend to see hangings at Ilchester (7 miles away). It was called Hang Fair 
day. 

 

The first recorded baptism of an undisputed Payn family member was of Joseph (1722 - 1794), my g 
x 5 g grandfather, in the adjacent and slightly smaller parish of Long Sutton, on 8 July 1722.  The first 
couple of traceable generations of the Payn family were recorded as having been born and died in 
Long Sutton, but we have no further details of their lives in the village.  It is only possible to provide 
meaningful descriptions of the lives and times of the known Payn family once they had moved to 
Langport, seventy or so years later. 
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Little by way of the history of Long Sutton survives, though David Ross, in his Langport and its 
church- see later - notes that the village was granted a 3-day annual fair, by Henry 111 in the 13th 
century and suffered following the dissolution of the monasteries in Henry V111's reign.  He noted 
that its chapel had been ordered: "to be sold for materials", and that as a result: 
 

It was a sorry house and not worth naming which had not somewhat of the church furniture in it, 
though it were only an alter cloth to adorn their windows, or to make their chairs, to have somewhat 
in them of a chair of state. 
 

These would appear to have been difficult times for Long Sutton, as a report by the Medical Officer 
of the Langport Poor Law union in 1842, stated without much precision: 
 

It is stated in a very old history of Somerset that about 300 years ago (i.e. c 1540) nearly the whole of 
the inhabitants of ... Long Sutton were carried off by a pestilence and that for many years afterwards 
it was considered so unhealthy that it was inhabited solely by outlaws or persons of the worst 
character 

 

Things clearly picked up in the village, for writing of Long Sutton, and other local villages, two 
centuries later, Russell Barrington said that the villages belong to: 
 

The rural picturesque England of olden times, cosy villages nestled round beautiful churches for the 
most part grand imposing structures.  Farmsteads and cottages, loveable in their old-world fashion, 
are met at every turn of the road and lanes. 
 

Whether the Payn family would have provided such an idealised picture of their locale, two 
centuries earlier, is another matter. 
 
Great x 5 g grandfather Joseph Payn's father, also Joseph (???? - 1727), was buried in the village on 
31 December 1727, when Joseph jnr was just five.  Joseph snr.'s wife and my g x 7 g grandmother, 
Eleanor (???? - 1749), was buried on 9 July 1749.  Nothing more is known of the couple, their status, 
occupation, or other children, for certain.   
 
Joseph jnr married an "Ann(e)", but there are no surviving records of their marriage or her baptism 
or burial. Joseph was buried on 21 December 1794, in Long Sutton, aged 72.  The pair had a son, 
James (Jaemes) (1757 - ????) - my g x 4 g grandfather - the first member of the family for whom 
there are baptism and marriage records.  He was baptised in Long Sutton, on 4 December 1757 and 
married Hannah Mead (???? - 1807) on 29 January 1777, aged 19.   
 
Jaemes, or James signed the marriage register with a clear hand, Hannah marked it with a cross. 
They were both of the Long Sutton parish. There are no burial register entries for James, although 
we know Hannah was buried there on 23 August 1807.  Once again, no extant records of the couple 
appear to survive, describing their occupation, wealth, circumstance, or wider families. 
 
The Mead(e) family was long-established in Langport and in all probability a distant relative to 
Hannah was active in the town as a department storekeeper over a century after her death. The 
1911 census records that the store of Francis Meade and Co of Cheapside was trading with 24 live-in 
workers resident on the premises. 
 
We do know, however, that James and Hannah had a son, John (1777 - 1852) - my g x 3 g 
grandfather.  He was baptised in Long Sutton on 4 April 1777, just two months after the marriage of 
his parents - displaying one of many examples of confirmed pre-marital sexual relationships within 
the family. 
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As this story approaches the start of the nineteenth century, many more records of interest to 
genealogists survive and this John becomes the first "Payn" in the family for whom we have more 
than the sketchiest details.  The Payn family history, in a meaningful sense begins with him, and his 
birth 235 years ago. 
 
The 1801 census, for example, gives us the first accurate estimate of the size of Langport - 754 
people, which rose fairly rapidly to almost double the number, 1,245, 30 years later. Other records 
survive, which enable a more multi-dimensional picture to be created of the lives and times of the 
members of the evolving family.  
 
The first set of these records, as they relate to the Payns - and indeed other branches in this family 
history - concern the Napoleonic Wars, following the French Revolution, at the end of the eighteenth 
century.  England was put on a war footing at the time, as a French invasion was feared and 
threatened. 
 
Under English common law, county sheriffs had the authority to conscript any able-bodied males in 
their area, to assist them in keeping the peace.  The force recruited was known as a Posse 
Comitatus, from the Latin, meaning "to have the right to an armed retinue".  By the 17th century, 
the term was streamlined to Posse - one which survived to the American wild west in the 19th 
century.  Almost all able-bodied men were required to register in these Posses and a large number 
of my confirmed and possible ancestors appear in the lists compiled.  Two volunteer companies 
were raised in Somerset in 1794 and sketchy details of them survive.  As will be shown later, much 
more detailed records for Buckinghamshire are able to present a fuller picture of the life and times 
of some of my maternal grandmother's ancestors at this time. 
 
The Langport Posse, of 126 members, includes a John Payne. "My" John would have been 17 at the 
time.  So, in all probability, the Posse "John" was my g x3 g grandfather. According to Ross, the 
volunteer companies: 
 

Agreed in the case of invasion or insurrection to march to any part of the kingdom.  The Powder 
Magazine was erected at the crossroads to Aller. The men were trained every Sunday in 1795 and had 
constant field days besides.  On June 8 1795 the colours were consecrated, and the commanding 
officer warned the men, as it was likely to be hot, they must be particularly on their guard against 
intoxication, and all attend at church. The next year, after a general review, honourable mention was 
made of the Corps by the Lord Lieutenant.  The Major was required to send a monthly report of the 
Corps to the secretary of state. 

 

William Quekett was, at the time, a son of the grammar school master and he was later to give a 
little more flavour of life for the Langport posse in his autobiography: 
 

Every town, every village, had its militia and volunteers, who used to meet for drill on a Sunday.  Our 
manservant, Thomas, became one of the "soldiers". He had one of the old-fashioned muskets, an old 
"Brown Bess", which kicked terribly whenever the poor fellow had occasion to fire it.  Large wooden 
targets were erected on the moor, and part of the Sunday "drill" consisted of target practice ... 
Ammunition was stored in the towers of the churches, and beacons were erected on high hills ready 
to fire whenever the news came of Napoleon's landing.  Each beacon was guarded by soldiers.  In 
those days there were no regular postal communications, and the stories that got about were 
frequently either utterly false or shamefully exaggerated. 

 

John Payn was 19, when he married Frances Dabidge, aged 25, on 26 June 1796.  They were both 
from the parish of Langport and both marked, rather than signed the register, which is perhaps a 
surprise, as John's father had actually signed his own marriage certificate, a generation earlier.  
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A number of Davidges had previously been vicars of nearby Huish-cum-Langport, including John 
Davidge, in 1571, according to David Melville Ross, who wrote the definitive history of Langport and 
its Church in 1911. Although it is not clear that there was any direct lineal connection between the 
vicars and the family line, there must be a high probability that there was, given the relatively 
unusual nature of the surname shared by Frances and John Davidge, and the close proximity to the 
two settlements. 
 
John and Frances had at least ten children, and this generation became the first to begin to move 
away from the traditional family home of Somerset; it was also the generation when the spelling 
"Payn" became widely accepted and adopted as the family surname.  
 
 
 
As  already shown, Langport was a "cloth" town from the middle ages onwards, and g x 3 g 
grandfather John is the first family member for whom we have verifiable evidence, of the occupation 
of tailor, which was to become a significant family trade over at least the next three generations.  
 
We have no details of John's activities as a tailor, but he was either the founder of, or a significant 
link in a considerable family association with that trade, as will be shown later.  We know, for 
example, that five of his six sons (George, John, Thomas, Henry and Edward) followed him in the 
trade.  
 
A number of trade directories listed John snr as a tailor in the 1820’s (when the population of 
Langport was 1,000), 1830’s and 1840’s, as did the 1841 census, which records him as living in 
Cheapside, in town. Cheapside, incidentally, gets its name from the Saxon Ceap - meaning market.  
So, it is not too fanciful to think that the Payn home/workshop was in the commercial/retail part of 
the town. 
 
My g x 2 grandfather, John, was the 4th child of John and Frances and born in 1806. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The children of John and Frances Payn 
 

John and Frances Payn had at least ten children, many of whom were to move away from the family home town, as the 
following biographical summaries indicate. The moves may have been inspired by a desire to improve their economic standing, 
when Langport was facing tough times.  If so, the ambitions were not always fulfilled, as at least two of the children were to 
die in workhouses, in the latter part of the century (George, aged 66 and Edward, aged 84). 
 
Their first child was Jane, born in 1797, a year after their marriage.  She died in Langport, aged 21 in 1818.   
 
George was their second child - presumably named after the king.  He was born in 1799 and died 66 years later.  He was 
described as a tailor, of nearby Curry Rivel, in the 1841 and 1851 censuses.  A decade later he was a widower inmate of the 
local High Ham workhouse, when described as a tailor/porter.  He died there five years later. 
 
James was the third child, having been born in 1804. He married Mary Sampson in 1840.  The couple were living in Langport, 
with their year- old son, George, at the time of the next census.  James had no occupational description, but interestingly, 
another member of the same household was agricultural labourer, John Davidge, who is likely to have been his cousin. James 
died in 1853, in Langport - having been described as a book seller, living on the Hill - one of the more salubrious areas of the 
town - in the census, two years previously. He was the only adult male son of John and Frances who appears not to have 
entered the family trade of tailoring. 
 
G x 2 grandfather, John, was next in line in the family, having been born in 1806 - of whom, much more later.  
 
He was followed by Thomas, born two years later, who died as a 63-year-old tailor, in Langport in 1872. 
 
Their younger sister, Elizabeth was born in 1810.  She married Charles Dyer, a saddler and their family moved to Wells, in 
Somerset, where she died, aged 84 in 1894.   
 
Henry Andrew was next - born in 1812.  He remained in Langport throughout his life, until he died as a 70-year-old tailor in 
1882.  Sampson was the next child, who died in infancy, in the same year as his birth - 1813.   
 
Edward Frederick Payn was born in 1815.  He followed the family trade and married Clarissa Atkins, a dressmaker of 
Cirencester in 1840, where the couple lived at the time of the census, the following year.  By 1861 the couple, with their two 
dressmaker daughters, they were living in Portsmouth, where they continued to live for the next 20 plus years.  By 1891, 
however, he and his wife were both inmates of Portsea workhouse, where he was described as a tailor.  He died there eight 
years later, in 1899.   
 
The youngest Payn of this generation was Frances, who was born in 1818.  She later married Thomas Stevens of Cirencester.  
The couple moved to Kensington, in West London, where she died, aged 57 in 1875. 
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As already shown, Langport was a "cloth" town from the middle ages onwards, and g x 3 g 
grandfather John is the first family member for whom we have verifiable evidence, of the occupation 
of tailor, which was to become a significant family trade over at least the next three generations.  
 
We have no details of John's activities as a tailor, but he was either the founder of, or a significant 
link in a considerable family association with that trade, as will be shown later.  We know, for 
example, that five of his six sons (George, John, Thomas, Henry and Edward) followed him in the 
trade.  
 
A number of trade directories listed John snr as a tailor in the 1820’s (when the population of 
Langport was 1,000), 1830’s and 1840’s, as did the 1841 census, which records him as living in 
Cheapside, in town. Cheapside, incidentally, gets its name from the Saxon Ceap - meaning market.  
So, it is not too fanciful to think that the Payn home/workshop was in the commercial/retail part of 
the town. 
 
My g x 2 grandfather, John, was the 4th child of John and Frances and born in 1806. 
 
G x 3 g grandfather John, as we have seen, was probably a member of the stand-by force awaiting a 
possible French invasion at the end of the eighteenth century.  It was probably with great relief that 
he rejoiced at the cessation of hostilities, 20 years later, with the defeat of Napoleon, in 1815.  He 
was, by now, the father of at least seven living children. 
 
 A snapshot of celebrations in Langport, following the defeat of Napoleon is provided in the 
autobiography of William Quekett jnr, Reminiscences of My Life- son of a former master of Langport 
Grammar School.  He wrote: 
 

In Langport we had a splendid procession.  Every trade was represented, and had something 
distinctive to mark its representatives.  The tinmen wore tin hats; the glass blowers carried specimens 
of their industry: the blacksmiths had a lorry on which a forge was set up.  The huntsmen walked in 
his red coat and black velvet cap, with two hounds on leashes ... the 'Peace' and 'Plenty' were 
represented.  'Peace' was characterised by a young lady - a very handsome girl - ... who led a pet 
lamb.  A man of the name of Tom Mabey and fat Mrs Dehman represented John Bull and his wife.  
They carried a huge round of beef and a plum pudding on a butler's tray - the symbol of 'Plenty'. 
 
... The whole procession made its way to the Parish Church where a sermon was preached ... from 
Church all adjourned to the moor for dinner, which was well prepared and sumptuous and 
substantial.  After a plentiful repast the company, rich and poor, joined in the games, which lasted 
until the evening, when all adjourned to the town.  Here there was a ball in Market Hall ... the 
Portreeve (note: the local term for mayor) opened the ball with Mrs Evans, the pastry-cook.  There 
were illuminations throughout the town, and a grand display of fireworks ... the feasting lasted for 
three days; rejoicing filled the souls of us youngsters, with immense reverence for the greatness of 
the Duke of Wellington. 
 

Ross quotes the programme of the event, at length, and says: 
 

This" Festival of Peace" held July 7 (1814). Grand procession from the Moor.  British Standard borne 
by an officer in uniform, escorted by a detachment of Yeomanry with drawn swords. Drums and fifes. 
Committee and Presidents. Ladies two and two.  gentlemen in the same order. Female populace three 
and three. Male ditto, in the same order.  Band of music. An English sailor and soldier bearing the 
Standard inscribed "Our Country. Her religion, liberty and laws we will ever defend." A lamb as the 
symbol of peace led by two girls dressed in white. Constables with their staves. Sergeant at mace. 
Portreeve and Corporation in their red robes. Trumpeters mounted and carrying the Proclamation of 
Peace.  John Bull and his wife carrying tray with a baron of beef, a loaf, a cheese, and a jug of beer 
inscribed: "These are the blessed effects of Peace" Female populace three by three. Male ditto, in 
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same order. Yeomanry cavalry. Twenty-one rounds of canon to be fired at day-break, followed by 
many peals on the bells. Horses to be decorated. A beat of drum 9a.m. procession followed on Moor.  
All men uncover as standard brought past front of procession.  Procession goes to Church for Divine 
Service. Deputy Recorder (J Warren) reads proclamation of Peace at stated places whilst procession 
halts, followed by trumpets and cheers. 
 

These celebrations, Ross notes, cost £10 to fund and were paid for by the Overseers of the Poor. 
 
It is difficult to establish clearly what economic and social conditions in Langport were like, after the 
French Wars, but local historians suggest that the town probably enjoyed a prosperous revival.  
 
A travelling non-conformist preacher, James Morton, visited Langport in 1821, and offers an albeit 
biased insight into life in the town, at the time, and spoke of ungodliness there, as though 
Christianity had never been heard of there, before he came : "At the outset of this enterprise it was 
not known that there was a really pious Christian person in the town".  He said that rioting, 
drunkenness, swearing and sabbath breaking were common: "From time immemorial Langport was 
a stronghold of powers of darkness, proverbial for ignorance of spiritual things, prejudice and 
wickedness." 

 
According to Heather Ridgway, 
 

There is little doubt that Langport's prosperity in the late eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 
depended principally on the trading firm of Stuckey and Bagehot.  Grandfather George Stuckey, a 
worsted comber then serge maker, came to Langport in the late seventeenth century ... his son 
George Stuckey was a merchant who went into partnership with Thomas Bagehot, maltster ... 
Together they traded in a wide range of goods. 
 

David Ross adds a little more to this account of the importance of the two families to the prosperity 
of the town: 
 

In the first half of the eighteenth century, the highways were often impassable and were very 
dangerous.  Wheeled vehicles were scarcely used in the country.  Beedale (Portreeve - mayor - 1753) 
refers to his cousin thrown from his horse, coming from Long Sutton.  His skull was fractured. ... In 
1747 Mr T Bagehot took a lease of certain premises ... with a brewery and a malt house, and joined G 
Stuckey as a partner.  These two families dominated Langport for 150 years from the middle of the 
eighteenth century, first through their river and sea trade and then through the bank that Stuckey 
founded. ... But the Stuckeys and Bagehots kept prosperity in Langport, and caused a large increase of 
the population through their carrying trade.  Abundant harvests between 1715 and 1765 were 
followed by heavy exports .. Defoe and Richardson remark in their tour through Britain in 1769 that 
Langport was a well frequented market town on the river, navigable by barges to Bristol and 
occasions a good trade here in coal, iron, lead, oil, wine, hemp, flax, pitch, tar, grocery, dyestuffs and 
the like. ... By the ability of the Stuckey-Bagehot firm, Langport was made the centre of the carrying 
trade for the whole district, raising the town to the highest grade of prosperity it has probably ever 
known. ... The banking business grew inevitably out of the freight trade.  The many customers of the 
firm did not want to be burdened with the charge of gold and silver, and would lay it up with the firm. 
 

The Stuckey family went on to found the Stuckey Bank, which developed to become a significant one 
in the region and which at one time was the largest bank-note issuing finance house, after the Bank 
of England.  It developed to become a constituent part of the Nat West group, what is now the Royal 
Bank of Scotland.   
 
The Bagehots married into the Stuckey family and produced Walter Bagehot, the distinguished late 
nineteenth century editor of the Economist and author of The English Constitution. Walter was born 
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in the building adjacent to where the current RBS bank is situated in Langport, in 1826, when his 
father was manager of the bank, then located in those premises.   
 
It was perhaps the two families' contribution to the town that lead Heather Ridgway to conclude 
"The years 1750 - 1850 became the years of Langport's greatest prosperity". Perhaps it is no 
coincidence that the end of this "golden age" saw the Payn family begin to drift away from Langport, 
as they sought their fortunes elsewhere. 
 
Back to the immediate family, g x 3 g grandmother, Frances was 65, when she died in Langport of 
“natural decay”, on 31 October 1838.  She was buried in Langport eight days later.  John was present 
at her death, and died, himself, 14 years later.   
 
At the time of the 1851 census John was 74 and described as a widower and head of household.  His 
son, Henry, daughter-in-law Elizabeth and six grandchildren lived with them, as did a 17-year-old 
tailor’s apprentice – indicating that either John was still active as a tailor, or that his son Henry had 
already taken over the business and employed an apprentice in their home/workshop. 
 
John died at home, aged 78, on 14 March 1852, of “gradual decay” and was buried in Langport on 
the 20th, suggesting that he was probably not up to managing the family business at the time of the 
census, the previous year.   Henry was present at his death. 
 

The Gilletts join the family 
 
My g x 2 g grandfather, John jnr, was baptised in Langport on 23 November 1806, when his father 
was 29 and his mother 35.  He married Leah Gillett on 8 August 1830.  Both signed the register, as 
did the witnesses Maurice and Elizabeth Gillett (in all likelihood, Leah’s siblings – see below).  John 
signed as “Payn”, and this spelling has been fairly consistently applied on official forms since that 
time. 
 
The Gillett family was one of substance in the Langport area - perhaps acknowledged by the fact that 
a female - Leah - was able to write in 1830. According to David Ross: "Gillet has been a Langport 
name for generations", but he also, wistfully notes: "Truly our forefathers had a noble disregard for 
spelling", as the following will make clear. 
 

 According to Ross, the Prince of Wales’ division at the battle of Crecy (1346) included Roger, son of 
Wm Gilot (Gillett) of Langport, where he was probably an archer.  A “pardon was granted for his 
trespasses and outlawries on account of his good service in the war, on the testimony of the Earl of 
Warwick (Patent Rolls 1346)”.  Ross paints the picture:  
 

The Sheriff... assigned to choose 120 archers in Somerset for the war.  On November 12 1348 they 
were ordered to array the men at arms between 16 and 60 years, and 160 archers of the county were 
to be ready at Portsmouth on March 1 as the king has appointed that day for his passage ... The 
yeoman volunteered willingly, as he was tempted by the high rate of pay as well as by the hope of 
rich plunder ... At Crecy the archers faced a horde of yelling enemies and "stirred not for all of that" 
...Foissart (a medieval French chronicler) is never tired of praising their archery. They shot with such 
good aim and skill and so fiercely that it was great terror to see, they were ready and orderly before 
the battle, restrained in their first moments of victory, and generous in ransoming their prisoners, to 
whom they would make good cheer and let them go on their mere word to return again with ransom. 
 

It was from this time that the "two-fingered" swearing gesture can be traced.  When the French 
captured English archers, they chopped off their two bow fingers, thus effectively disarming them 
for the future.  Waving two fingers at the French became the English way of taunting them that 



9 

 

English soldiers still presented a threat. Quite whether William Gilot waved his fingers, or even had 
them chopped off is not recorded! 
 

Langport was to play further roles in the 100 Years' War, from which the Gilletts, and possibly other 
ancestors of mine may have benefitted. So, back to Ross: 
 

The Earl (de Montacute, who as a very young man had led the Somerset contingent in Crecy) was in 
the still more glorious victory on Poitiers in 1356, commending the men at arms and defending the 
gap in the hedge ... It may be that Langport saw the captured French king, when in July 1359, he was 
lodged for a time in Somerton Castle (4 miles from Langport). England gathered up large spoils after 
these victories, and the people revelled in temporary prosperity. 
 

Ross continues by quoting Longman's nineteenth century History of Edward 111: "There was no man 
who had not got garments, furs, feather beds and utensils from the spoils of Calais and other foreign 
cities". 
 
The 1569 muster from Langport, summoned in preparation for a potential Spanish invasion, included 
as one of seven local pikeman, "Wm Gillett". Ross’s footnote states that “the pikeman was ‘the 
strength and bulwark of the field’ and had the complete armour, with long laces for the thighs, 
helmet lined and quilted within.”  The pike was 15ft “as easily shall a bare finger pierce through the 
skin of an angry hedgehog, as any encounter the front of their pikes”. 
 
A Gillett was vicar of Mulchelney- 2.5 miles from Langport - in 1534. Other Gilletts followed the 
trade of carpenter from the days of Elizabeth I to George IV.  Parish accounts of 1577, for example, 
note: “payd Wm Gellet for a planck 12d" - £8.50 at today’s prices; 1581: “Payd to William Gyllet for 
mending the organs 3s" (£25.00 today); 1618: “item layd out to Walter Gillit for mending a seat ”. 
The churchwarden accounts of 1577 – 1592 included references to William Gillett as a carpenter.  

 
A notebook of the churchwardens’ headed “a book of all those that dyd communicate” at the 
compulsory communion administered quarterly in 1619 and 1620, in Langport, included Walter 
Gellat (Gillett). 
 
The same Lay Subsidy Rolls of 1662 and 1664, which showed John Paine (see above) to be one of the 
town’s chief inhabitants, show Thomas Jeallett (Gillett) was paid for the repair of the town well.  
Future generations of the traceable Gillett family, as described later, were actively involved in similar 
building-related trades in Langport. A "Gillett" also appeared in the Langport Court records of 1675 - 
1685. 
 
There is no evidence that any of the Gilletts above, are direct ancestors, but given the relatively 
unusual nature of the name, and the relatively small size of the town (fewer than 1,000 people 
during Tudor and Stuart times), there must have been a high probability that they were.  As in all 
likelihood was the Gillett who played a significant role in the development of the town's grammar 
school, at around this time - that of the English Civil War. 
 
The Puritan Movement was  earnest about education, as members were encouraged to read the 
bible in English, themselves, rather than rely on the priestly interpretations of "the word of God" in 
Latin,  that they would have received from the Catholic and high protestant, Episcopal churches. 
 
Under protestant influence the founding of schools progressed more rapidly in the first half of the 
seventeenth century than in the previous hundred years, and incidentally, thus provided a direct 
stimulus to the rise of capitalism.   
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The Langport Corporation Minute Book speaks of the Town School in 1668 as an 'Ancient Schole' and 
states that the Corporation had restored the buildings during that decade, in what was later to 
become known as Langport's Hanging Chapel.  This is an ancient arch over the road in the eastern 
part of the town, built originally in the thirteenth century, as the Merchant Guilds Chapel.  Contrary 
to some accounts, it got its name well before the alleged hanging there of those sentenced by the 
infamous Judge Jeffreys, at the Bloody Assizes.  They were found guilty of being adherents of the 
Duke of Monmouth, after the victory of the royal troops at the Battle of Sedgemoor, in 1685. 
 
The "Gillett bequest" of 1675 provided a salary for the schoolmaster of the town school, enabling 
local scholars to be educated free of cost to their parents, although parents from further afield were 
expected to pay their own fees and costs. 
 
As a result, Thomas has been called “Founder of the Grammar School”, and is described as such in 
the modern memorial window, erected in All Saints.  The tombstone which marks his grave within 
the door of the South Chapel of the Church bears the inscription “HRIP under this stone rests ye 
body of Thomas Gillett who at Compton Pauncefoot ye first day of December 1675 died in hope of a 
happy resurrection. Ossa arida mea vivent” (my dry bones live).  
 
Ross assumes that he was a native of Langport, as no Gillett is to be found in the registers of 
Compton, either before or after 1675.  He would, in all probability have been the Thomas Gillett 
mentioned in the subsidy rolls and court records, above. 
 
There is, however, no established connection between these Gilletts and my family, but again, given 
the relatively unusual surname name and the small size of Langport, it seems very likely there would 
have been a link.  But, this Thomas was probably not a direct linear relative, as he left his entire 
estate to fund the school, suggesting that he was a bachelor, with no children to inherit his small 
fortune. 
 
The grammar school records show that T Gillet was a servant of the Hunts of Crompton Pauncefoot. 
Tradition and Ross say that he was butler to the family.  The Hunts did well out of the civil war, 
mainly by acquiring land previously held by Catholics.  It would appear that the family rewarded 
butler, Thomas Gillett, who left all his money - £413 (£40,474 in today’s terms) - to provide an 
annual income of £70 (£6,860 at today’s prices), for the school.  Quite how a butler had been able to 
acquire enough resources to establish and fund an educational endowment is not entirely clear. Ross 
offers a speculative explanation: 
 

When a servant dies possessed of some four or five hundred pounds, an important sum of money in 
those days, we at once ask how did he come into possession of it ... Thus the Great Rebellion which 
blew down many ancient houses blew great estates into the possession of the Hunts.  They came out 
of those evil days with their pockets well lined, and their servant T Gillet got some of the lining for 
himself.  He knew much about how Langport had suffered in the siege and battle, and in the burning 
of Bow Street ... Therefore, by his will, he left all his money to provide a free education for the 
children of the townsmen. 
 

R Hunt, who presumably was the employer of butler Thomas Gillett, was executor of the estate, but 
died soon after Thomas.  His son, who was to play such a significant role in shaping the development 
of the school, succeeded him as an executor.  A lengthy legal case (1686 - 1698!) followed. The 
Corporation wished to appoint the schoolmaster, but as the executors were paying the salary, they 
wanted the choice.  The compromise agreed was that the Corporation was allocated more governors 
of the school and the executors' wishes on how the school should run were adopted.  
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The ordinances adopted by the school are of interest, as they show the inner life of the school, and 
indicate the piety of both of the executors, following the wishes of my probable indirect ancestor, 
Thomas Gillett.  They are much more concerned with religious observance and manners than 
matters academic, according to Ridgway, in her modern history of Langport.  They directed that: 
 

The schoolmaster was to be a pious, able, sober and discreet person, above the age of 23, "not curat 
or viccar", nor with charge of souls besides scholars, which charge will be enough for him. 
 
If the schoolmaster be convicted of the odious sins of drunkenness, profane cursing or swearing, he 
shall forthwith be removed. 
 
He shall take no pay for the youths of Langport but for such as come from other parishes.  In 
particular the youths of Langport to be taught to read well, write and cast account well, and be well 
instructed in the church catechism and principles of religion which the master is to do every Saturday 
after dinner and every Sunday  and Holy Day morning before church. 
 
The scholars are to attend 6.00 am summer and 7.00 am winter, and first thing in the morning and 
last thing in the evening shall be on their knees in prayer - the Commandments on Wednesday and 
Friday - the Creed on Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday - and every morning the Lord's Prayer and ... 
for the king and all authority under him . 
 
The scholars to be at the school 9.00am Sundays and thence with the master of church to be there at 
confession, and to continue there devoutly and humbly and reverently during the whole time of 
divine service and sermon and take notes of the sermon; the like also in the afternoon: and the 
master to call scholars to an account of the Evening Prayer what they had observed of the sermons.  
The Psalms of the day to be read every morning and afternoon by the master and the scholars 
alternatively and before they depart in the evening the scholars to read a chapter by turns, each 
scholar looking upon his book the whole time, the master very carefully to observe that each 
pronounces his words distinctly and marks the stops, and that his scholars perform all their services to 
Almighty God with all due reverence, humility and devotion both in the school and in church. 
 
The scholars to demean themselves mannerly and modestly, not to come uncombed unwashed or 
slovenly, and to be severely punished for evil acts and words.  Each scholar at entrance to do 
reverence to his master before he sits down in his place, and the master always to demand reverence 
for his person, though himself kind and moderate in his corrections. 
 

According to Ross, these ordinances were very similar to those at Hunt's son's school, In London: 
"Westminster School under Dr Busby the most famous schoolmaster of his age." 
 
One of its earliest masters was William Quekett, who, according to his son's biography, was 
appointed on: 
 

One condition of holding which was that the master must be a layman.  My father was presented to it 
and remained in this honourable position for fifty-two years, educating the sons of all the gentry in 
the town and neighbourhood, and winning for himself universal respect, and on his 50th anniversary 
he was presented with a splendid piece of plate. 
 

From Grammar school to g x 2 g grandma Leah Gillett 
 

There are no traceable records from the Thomas Gillett, whose contribution to the development of 
the grammar school was so significant, to the first records of Langport Gilletts, for whom my direct 
lineage can traced.  The first of these was g x 5 g grandfather, James Gillett (???? - 1766) who was 
buried in Long Sutton in October 1766.  His wife was Rachel Uttermar (???? - 1807).  There are no 
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surviving records of her birth or their marriage, but we know she was buried in Long Sutton on 13 
June 1801.  We have no further details of the couple, their lives or occupations. 
 
It is likely, however, that the Gillett family at this time was one of substance - wedged between 
those who had played a prominent part in civic affairs, noted above, and those of the early years of 
the nineteenth century who left substantial sums in their wills, became eligible to vote, early, and  
went on to appear in trade directories as builders and associated trades - see below. 
 
James and Rachel had five sons, only two of whom survived childhood, the older of whom - James 
(1745 - 1783) - one of my g x 4 g grandfathers -married Sarah Hitchcock. Little is known of Sarah, 
other than that she was the mother of g x 3 g grandfather John (baptised 31 December 1772), 
together with siblings Sarah (baptised 24 January 1776), James (baptised 27 September 1778) and 
Mary (baptised 13 March 1781). James would have been 27 at the time of John’s birth, and died 10 
years later, on 1 February 1783. Again, there are no confirmed, surviving, details of this branch of my 
ancestors, beyond the skeletal outlines to be found in the parish baptism, marriage and burial 
registers.  
 
A " Jno Gillett", however, appears in the Langport posse, raised during the French revolutionary 
wars, mentioned above. My - g x 3 grandfather John, would have been 22 at the time, and may have 
met his future brother-in-law, John Payne (g x 3 g grandfather), through the militia, at the time (see 
above), if he did not already know him, in the relatively small community of Langport.  In 1798 a 
John Gillett appears as recipient of one and a half guineas (£1.11/6d, or £1.59p, or £168, today) as 
rent for the Hanging Chapel, in the school records, according to Ross.  There is no explanation of the 
significance of this, or its relationship to Thomas "founder of the grammar school".  Equally, it is not 
clear whether this would have been "my" John Gillett, but it seems at least likely. 
 
G x 3 g grandfather, John Gillett married Elizabeth Davis, a spinster on 4 July 1797. They were both of 
Langport and would have been 25 and 24, respectively. They both signed the register - suggesting 
they had both benefited from a degree of education.   
 
Elizabeth Davis was 4 when her mother (Elizabeth Glide, 1734 - 1780) died and only 7 at the death of 
her father (Charles Davis, 1737 - 1778)– it is not clear who subsequently brought her up. John and 
Elizabeth’s had 8 children, including - g x 2 g grandmother Leah Davis Gillett - (1808 - 1890).   
 
The 1794 volunteer company, mentioned above, included “Ch Davis”, “Ch Davis jnr” and “Jos Davis”.  
The latter two could have been Elizabeth’s brothers (Charles, born in 1762 and Joseph Porter Davis, 
born in 1771) The brothers would have been 32 and 23, respectively at the time. Her father was 
dead by then, and so would not have been the first of the three Davis’ listed.  The Davis posse trio 
would probably have met up with, if they did not already know, Elizabeth's likely future husband, 
“Jno Gillett” and probable brother-in-law, John Payne, in that militia. 
 
Like the Gilletts, whose family she joined, Elizabeth's relatives seemed to have been steeped in the 
local building industry. The 1840 version of Hunt's Directory, for example shows five of the town's 
eight builders and carpenters to have been either a Gillett or a Davis - all with names indicating that 
they could have been close relatives to Elizabeth. Ross records Huish Tower as having been repaired 
in 1846 by Maurice Davis. His significance as a builder in the town is indicated in another Ross 
reference. The Grammar school, "founded by Thomas Gillett", was to be reconstructed in 1850.  
Ross writes: 
 

In May 1850, the houses of Mr Viney and Mr Millard of Up Street were purchased for £900 and £257 
was paid to Maurice Davis, the builder, to prepare the buildings for the School and residence (that 
would be £ 100,000 and £29,000 respectively, today). 
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G x 3 g grandmother, Elizabeth was the beneficiary of her brother, Joseph Porter Davis’ will, 
executed in 1828, when she would have been 50.  The relevant section said:  
 

Also I give unto my sister Elizabeth the Wife of John Gillett the fifty pounds (£2,300 in today’s money) 
and the interest which her husband owes me amounting together at this time to seventy seven 
pounds and ten shillings (£3,450 in today’s money) and likewise my bed which is in her Possession. 
 

 Joseph died in March that year and the probate documentation was dated 16 April 1828.  The 
estate was valued at “under the value of Eight Hundred Pounds” (£36,000 today).  
 
The loan referred to in the will, together with the rest of the inheritance, would have contributed 
substantially to the family’s economic well-being and may well have laid the foundation for the 
considerable estate left by her husband, John, 15 years later. 
 
The 1830 edition of Pigot’s Directory - two years later -shows John Gillett as a carpenter, joiner and 
cabinet maker. "Our” John would have been aged 58 at the time. The loan referred to in Joseph's 
will, above, may have enabled him to set up this business.  The 1840 Braggs’ Directory lists him as a 
carpenter and builder, together with a Maurice and a Benjamin Gillett – almost certainly his sons.  
There is also a Charles Davis and a Maurice Davis (snr.) registered as carpenters and builders and 
Maurice Davis (jnr.) described as an architect (probably John’s brothers-in-law and nephew, 
respectively). 
 
The Great Reform Act of 1832 introduced a limited form of democratic voting entitlement to the UK 
for the first time - based on a property qualification.  As a result, one in six adult males became 
enfranchised (a 30% increase on the previous, corrupt, rotten borough, system).  The property 
qualification was slightly complicated, but the vote was basically extended to men whose properties 
were valued at least £10,000 (at today's prices).   
 
G x 3 g grandfather, John Gillett was a beneficiary of this provision, and became one of 
approximately 60 people entitled to vote in Langport, as a result.  He was registered in the 1832, 
1834 and 1846 poll books, by virtue of being the freeholder of a property in Bow St.  Other voters in 
the parish included a Davidge (Thomas) and Maurice Gillett, but there were no Payns registered - 
suggesting that they were not of sufficient economic standing, at this time. 
 
The 1841 census shows John Gillet - a 65-year-old builder of 57, Bow Street, Langport -living with his 
wife, and their daughter - also Elizabeth (aged 30 – in a census when people’s ages were rounded up 
to the nearest 5th year), together with sons, William, a 25-year-old accountant and Henry, a 15-year-
old apprentice.  The census does not record Henry's trade, or whether he worked for his father, or 
not. 
 
John died six years later and was buried on 11 January 1847 in Langport, aged 71. His will, written in 
1843, was marked, rather than signed (strange, as he had appeared to have signed the marriage 
register, 47 years previously - perhaps he was too infirm or feeble to sign his will), and was 
substantial.  He gave his son, Benjamin, £40 (worth £1,800 today) and his work tools:  “All my 
household goods and furniture books, plate linen and china and all money and securities and stock 
in trade” were bequeathed to wife, Elizabeth.  After her death they were to pass to daughter, 
Elizabeth.   
 
John's wife, Elizabeth and George Bullock Murly were appointed executors and administrators of “All 
land and (unspecified) buildings” to maintain them, keep them in good repair and after payment 
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thereof do and shall pay the residue of such rents and annual proceeds to my said wife, Elizabeth for 
her own use during her life.”  
 
Later in the will, John described some of his land: “a dwelling house at Langport, together with its 
garden, a cottage ‘now occupied by Daniel Willis, shoemaker’, workshop buildings, shared with 
Benjamin, Sawpits buildings and premises, right to common land in the Langport Moors, dwelling 
house land and premises at Wagg in the parish of Huish Episcopi and “all my other freehold and 
messuages (land)”. 
 
The extract from the Probate summary of 1862 says that the will was proved on 27 February that 
year (15 years after John's death) and eight after his wife, and principal beneficiary Elizabeth, by the 
oath of Elizabeth, "aforesaid spinster and daughter of one of the executors".  The total effects of the 
estate were recorded as being "under £450" (about £32,000, at today's prices). So although John 
had been a beneficiary of Elizabeth's brother's will, some 15 years previously, John's own will 
indicates that he had accumulated significant assets independently of this inheritance, during the 
latter part of his life. 
 
Elizabeth survived her husband, John by seven years.  She continued to live in the, by now, all female 
family home - as "proprietor", at the time of the 1851 census.  She was joined by the now 40-year 
old unmarried daughter, Elizabeth, for whom no occupation was registered.  Other members of the 
household were 6-year old Sarah Gillett, her presumably illegitimate granddaughter - for whom no 
further records can be traced. - and an unmarried female, solicitor's clerk lodger.   
 
G x 2 g grandmother, Elizabeth died aged 80 on 6 June 1854 at home, of paralysis. After her death, 
most of the family estate transferred to daughter Elizabeth and aforementioned son Benjamin.  
There is no indication that any was inherited by g x 2 g grandmother Leah, or her children. 
 
Back to the Payn family. 
 
G x 3 grandfather, John Payn married this Leah Gillett on 8 August 1830, and he continued the family 
occupation of tailoring, as indicated in the 1841 census.  In addition to the couple, their household 
then comprised: children Elizabeth (10), William (8), Charles (7), Edwin - my great grandfather - (4), 
Mary Ann (2) and Lucy (aged 4 months).  Additionally, there was a young female domestic servant, 
Eliza Cox (15) and two journeymen tailors – Joseph Padger (20) and Thomas Heddon (also 20). - 
providing evidence that the family tailoring business was thriving. 
 
The significant link between the Payn family and the tailoring trade in Langport has already been 
commented upon. This is a convenient point to examine it in more detail. 
 
Various Somerset trade directories tell something of the story.  As we have seen, all but one of g x 2 
grandfather, John's adult brothers, joined him in the trade of his father - also John.  Eight local trade 
directories from the earliest in 1822 until the 1880s, when all the directly related Payns had left 
Langport, offer a narrative. 
 
The first three of the directories (1822, 1830 and 1840) list a single Payn - spelled both with and 
without an "e" - to have been a trading tailor in Langport.  This undoubtedly would have been my g x 
3 grandfather, John. 
 
The 1848 directory, for the only time, lists two John Payns as tailors.  These would have been g x 3 
grandfather John, of Curry Rivel and his son and my g x 2 g grandfather, of Bear Buildings, Bow 
Street, Langport.   
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It was the younger John's first directory entry, suggesting that by the age of 42, he was now 
established in business in his own right.  The census the following year confirmed this occupation, 
showing that, in addition to his family, his household included two journeymen tailors.  This would 
seem to be pretty clear evidence that he ran a reasonably successful business from his home, which 
doubled up as a workshop. 
 
Just as the Gillett and Davis families have been shown to have dominated the building trades in 
Langport at this time, so the directories suggest a Payn domination of the tailoring business in mid 
nineteenth century Langport.  The 1848 Hunt's Directory listed nine trading tailors in Langport.  Four 
of them were Payns.  In addition to the two Johns, there were entries for each of the two younger 
John's brothers - George and Henry Andrew (for details of each of them, see box above.) 
 
The 1851 census confirmed the importance of the trade to the Payn family.  By now g x 2 
grandfather John's household in Bow Street comprised of Leah and himself and his children who 
were becoming involved in it and associated occupations.  They were: Elizabeth (20), a milliner and 
dressmaker, William (18), a tailor, Charles Gillett Payn (16), a tailor, great-grandfather, Edwin (14), a 
tailor and daughters Mary Ann (12) and Lucy Jane (10), both scholars.  The household also included 
Noah Edgar (18), a tailor’s apprentice. 
 
There was a gap in local trade directories until 1861.  By this time, g x 3 grandfather John had died 
(in 1852), so there was only one John Payn recorded as a tailor in the listings.  He was joined by his 
brother Henry Andrew as the only registered tailoring Payns in the town, in this and each of the next 
two directories (1866 and 1875). 
 
John, now 53, and his family, lived at the same Bow Street house at the time of the 1861 census. His 
wife was now recorded as being Sarah (aged 53), which I assume was a mishearing/reading by the 
enumerator, as she was, in fact, Leah. Thirty-year-old unmarried daughter Elizabeth, was described 
as a dressmaker and great grandfather Edwin John (24), also unmarried, was listed following the 
family trade.  The two unmarried daughters, Mary Ann (22) and Lucy (20), were not registered as 
having an occupation.   
 
The family's older brother, Charles, had by now flown the roost, to seek his fortune in London (see 
later).  There were two additional, apparently permanent, members of the household – Charles Payn 
(6), a grandson and Benjamin Gillett (19) an unmarried tailor, nephew, born in Bridgwater.  The 
household also included a 20-year-old “visitor”, Henry Sydenham, a draper’s assistant, born in 
Shipton Beauchamp - providing more evidence that the family house operated as both a home and a 
tailor’s workshop. 
 
It is not clear from the census who the child Charles' parents were but deaths and marriages 
registers suggest that he may have been the son of John and Leah's son, William Henry.  The child 
had been conceived late in 1854 and his father had died before his birth, the following year.  He may 
subsequently have been brought up by his grandparents. 
 
By the 1871 census, the family had moved to Marlborough Buildings, also on Bow Street Langport.  
The tailoring business was thriving and the now 16-year-old Charles Stewart had joined it.  The 
home/workshop also provided accommodation to 17-year old George Wright a London-born 
"workman/tailor" and 13-year old Annie Jane Clarke, a servant - offering further evidence of a 
prospering family household. 
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By this time, great grandfather, Edwin John Payn, had followed his older brother Charles to London - 
see below -  and his  34-year old sister, Elizabeth had married, possibly her cousin, boot maker, 
Charles Gillett, in Axbridge, Somerset in 1865. 
 
The 1872 Morris’s Directory of Somerset and Bristol and 1875 Kelly's Directory listed John Payne 
(sic), of Bow Street (aged 66), as a tailor and draper.  They also both featured Charles Payne, a 
photographer, stationer and tobacconist of Bow Street.  Despite the similarity of name, he is not a 
member of the family; having been born in Taunton in 1844.  His photographs of the town, however, 
are among the best surviving pictorial records of Victorian Langport. 
 
The 1870s saw most of the locally surviving Payn family, whose movements can be traced, leave 
Langport.  The daughters ended up in West London and William, the remaining son, and tailor 
moved to Petersfield, in Hampshire. My g x 2 g grandparents, John and Leah, followed the daughters 
to West London, in their late seventies, presumably seeking care and company with them.  
 
So, what in 1851 had been a well-established Payn family of eight in Langport had all moved, in a 
piecemeal way, to two different areas of London, and to Hampshire and Cheshire, by 1881.  
 
Their reasons are not entirely clear, but were symptomatic of a general decline in the prosperity of 
the town.  The Victoria County History of Somerset offers a couple of possible explanations for the 
migration.  It considered a decline in the economic prospects of the county from the 1850s, and 
concluded: 
 

Even twenty years later, in 1872, the conditions were very bad.  The average wages in Somerset were 
not more than 7s or 8s a week.  Cottage rents were very high, £7 often being paid for a cottage or £9 
for a cottage and garden ... these conditions were causing many of the labourers to seek better 
fortunes in the towns, to migrate to Wales, to the North and to America. 

 

The book notes that the peak point of the town's population was around 1830, when the census 
showed the town to have 1,245 inhabitants.  It stated: 
 

The population then declined as steadily as it had risen, to 897 in 1881, 773 in 1911 and 686 n 1931.  
This fall was occasioned principally by the decline in river borne traffic, particularly in coal, once the 
railways had been built.  
 

Langport station was opened in 1853, linking Taunton and Bridgwater, thus enabling the town to be 
by-passed by goods traffic. 
 
My great grandfather's sister, Elizabeth, moved to Kensington in 1872 West London, following 
marriage in 1865, where she was to remain until her death in 1892.  G x 2 grandparents, John and 
Leah followed her by the time of the 1881 census (when they would have been in their mid 
seventies), and moved to 43 Tavistock Road, just around the corner from the Tavistock Crescent  
residence of Elizabeth and her husband, Charles Gillett.  
 
John and Leah's grandson, Charles Stewart Payn, whom they had brought up from infancy, may well 
have been part of the drift to London.  Aged 21, he married a 25-year old Londoner, Mary Jane 
Smith, in Streatham, in 1875.  His flirtation with London, however, seemed short lived, as he was 
back in Langport, working in the family trade as a tailor, "employing one man" at the time of the 
1881 census.   
 
Kelly's Directory, two years later listed him and confusingly a "John Payn", as a tailor, woollen 
drapers hatter and outfitter in the town, working from the same premises.  Perhaps Charles was 
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simply trading on the long-established family name.  The Langport branch of the Nat West Bank 
confirmed that it has records of this Charles Stewart Payne, opening an account with them on 10 
August 1884, in the building adjacent to the birthplace of Walter Bagehot. 
 
Meanwhile, John and Leah's other daughter, Lucy, had married Somerset builder Thomas 
Shelmerdine in 1869 and moved from their home town of Langport to Cheshire.  By 1890 the 
Shelmerdines had moved, again, to London, and gave a home to her parents at 27 Lebanon Gardens, 
Wandsworth - less than four miles from Kensington.  It was here that Leah was to die on 13 May of 
that year of senile decay and cardiac syncope (heart attack), aged 81. She was described as being the 
wife of John Payn, a tailor (master). The death was reported by son-in-law Thomas Shelmerdine.  
 
John was still living with his daughter at her family home, at the time of the census, the following 
year and described as “living on own means”. Lucy was also at the address with her four daughters 
that night, but there was no sign of husband, Thomas - presumably away from home on business, as 
a builder. 
 
G x 2 g grandfather John Payn died aged 91 of senile decay and acute bronchitis (2 days).  on 22 
November 1897, at Lebanon Gardens address.  Son-in-law, Thomas was present at his death.  John's 
will was published within two weeks (!) on 4 December that year and the sole beneficiary of his 
estate (valued at £105) was Charles Gillett Payn, his oldest son, who was by now living in Hornsey. 
 
These late nineteenth century deaths of my Payn g x 2 g grandparents, in London, provide a 
convenient juncture at which to end the story of the Somerset Payns. 
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