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BOROUGH, OR BURROUGH, IN NORTHAM 
AND ITS INHABITANTS.

BY REV. PREBENDARY J. F. CHANTER, M.A., F.S.A.

(Read at Bideford, 21st July, 1926.)

[ Transactions of the Devonshire Association for the Advancement of 
Science, Literature, and Art. 1926.—Vol. lviii. pp. 193-208.]

Around Bideford lie some of the most storied of Devon
shire mansions—Tawstock Court, Annery, Clovelly Court, 
Hartland Abbey, and Orleigh—yet I do not think any of 
them will go down to posterity with such a halo of romance 
as that which surrounds Borough in Northam since 
Kingsley made it the centre of his immortal Elizabethan 
epic, “ Westward Ho,” or the Voyages and Adventures of 
Sir Amyas Leigh, Kt., of Borrough in the County of Devon.

The old house, nestling in its ring of wind dipt oaks 
surrounded by its shell-paved garden and with its seven 
irregular gables facing the high road that led to the “ Bur
rows,” of which scarce a trace now remains, still lingers 
in my memory from the days when as child and on a visit 
I was paying to a kinsman of my father’s, who dwelt at 
Bideford, I was driven almost every morning past it by 
my kinsman on his way to Northam Burrows, of which he 
was then the owner. And I can recall that they called it 
Seven Gables, some reminiscence doubtless of Hawthorn’s 
romance. The old house, with its seven gables, has all gone 
to make place for a hideous modern erection, though the 
old name, Borough or Burrough, still clings to it, and 
Northam Burrows is forgotten in the modern name of 
Westward Ho, yet I thought the story of the house and 
those who dwelt in it from a.d. 1500 to the present day 
might be of some interest alike to Devon folk and pilgrims 
to the Kingsley country, and so I have ventured to put 
together some notes concerning it that I had gathered 
together during the last forty years.

VOL. LVIII. N
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It may be a bit of a disappointment, but I must begin 
by saying that the Leighs of Borough have very little to 
do with its story. No one, of course, has any right to 
expect that all the details given by Kingsley with regard 
to this family should be historically correct, any more than 
that Amyas Leigh should be a real historical character. 
At the same time I think most people would expect that 
for the hero of this typical Devonshire romance a typical 
Devonshire family that might have produced a Sir Amyas 
Leigh would have been selected, and also that the long 
associations of the Leighs with Borough should have some 
foundation in fact. But while the Bourchiers of Tawstock, 
the Grenvilles of Stow, the Carys of Clovelly, the St. Legers 
of Annery, the Bassets of Umberleigh, the Chichesters of 
Raleigh, Hall and Arlington, the Fortescues of Wear and 
Buckland, the Coffins of Portledge, and the Stucleys of 
Affeton were all people who might well have been on 
Bideford Key in the year when Amyas came home for the 
first time—there were then no Leighs at Borough; it was 
not till Elizabeth had been on the throne for thirty years 
that their connection with it begins, nor if we may believe 
the pedigree they recorded (when they had risen from the 
ranks of the country town clothiers to number themselves 
with the landed gentry) were they a Devonshire family 
at all, for in the pedigree they claimed a descent from the 
Leighs of Highleigh in Cheshire, whose pedigree you can 
see in the Visitation of Cheshire ; it begins with Hamon de 
Leigh, Lord of Leigh, and comes down six generations 
to a Richard Leigh living in 1392, who had a younger 
brother, William, who is said in the Devonshire Leigh 
pedigree to have been the father of Thomas Leigh of 
Southmolton, who died in 1527, one hundred and thirty-five 
years after. I am afraid these dates would be a bit too 
much even for our modern society of genealogists or 
pedigree makers for the new rich of our post-war days.

But to return to Borough : the first family we know 
of connected with it were very much more interesting and 
important people than the Leighs, for two of them were 
not only worthies of Devon, but worthies of England. 
I might call them the first makers and founders of England’s 
Navy and of Greater Britain ; they styled themselves 
Boroughs of Borough, and were one of those families of 
lesser gentry—often ignored at Heralds visitations, because 
unlike the new rich of those days they were not anxious 
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to pay fees to have the names of their forefathers recorded 
for they were already well known to all in their neighbour
hood. Like the Arscots of Arscot, the Coplestons of 
Copleston, the Fulfords of Fulford, the Fursdons of Fursdon, 
the Kellys of Kelly, and others, they had lived for genera
tions, father to son, on the small estates from which their 
names were derived from early mediaeval days (the first 
I know of was a Stephen Borough, who witnessed a Northam 
deed in 1302), the younger branches went out into the 
world to sink or rise in various occupations, so we meet 
with a branch of these Boroughs at Exeter, where they 
were prominent citizens and merchants. But at Northam 
where from the churchyard you can gaze out across the 
boundless ocean the call of the sea must have come with 
irresistible force, and so the first Boroughs we hear of in 
history were not the small squireens who tilled the paternal 
acres and remained at home, but the younger sons, who, 
in the age when tales of the wealth of the Indies, the riches 
of the Spanish Main, and the fame of the great navigators 
had spread far and wide, heard the call and prepared them
selves to take a leading part in it. These young Boroughs 
were no mere sailor lads who worked their way upwards, but 
gentlemen of birth and education in the arts and sciences 
of the Renaissance age. One of them says of himself : 
“ From my youth my mind had been earnestly bent to 
the knowledge of hydrography and navigation, and I had 
been eftsoones moved by diligent study to search out the 
chiefest truths to them belonging.” These young Boroughs 
were Stephen, born at Borough, 25 September, 1526, and 
William, his brother, just ten years younger—we are not 
certain of the name of their father, for it was before the 
days of Parish Registers, though probably it was Walter. 
I do not propose to give particulars of their lives and 
voyages, for you can read them in the pages of Hakluyt 
or the Dictionary of National Biography; it is sufficient 
to say they both became important naval officers, adminis
trators, voyagers, and writers on the application of science 
to the art of navigation. Stephen held by Royal patent, 
dated 3 January, 1563, the office of Chief Pilot of England 
and one of the four masters that had the keeping and 
oversight of the Royal Navy, and died at Chatham, 
12th July, 1584. William became Controller of the Queen’s 
Navy and Vice-Admiral of the Royal Fleet in the Cadiz 
expedition. The D.N.B. is a year out in the date of his 
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death, for he died in 1598, as is proved by his will, which 
is dated 26 July, 1598, and proved 28 November, 1598 ; 
on it he is described as William Borough, Esq., of Lime
house. He married twice, first, Judith, daughter of Thomas 
Pike by Anne, daughter of Sir John Allen, Kt., Lord Mayor 
of London, 1525; and, second, Jane, Lady Wentworth; 
his only son, Walter, died without issue, and there was a 
daughter who married Adrian Moore.

The head of the house, who during this period resided at 
Borough, was John Borough, born about 1494, probably 
the uncle of Steven Borough, the navigator and discoverer, 
and William, the Controller of the Navy ; of him history 
or records tells nothing save a licence to employ one of his 
ships as a privateer in 1548, his death, his will, and his 
inquisition post-mortem. In his will he desires to be 
buried in the parish church of Northam, and speaks of his 
sons David and Peter, his son-in-law, John Hearnaman, 
who had married his daughter Thomasine, his wife Christian, 
and his daughter Agnes, then under sixteen years of age, 
whom he made his executors, and also mentions his brother 
Walter, who had issue, and his brother Thomas, also with 
issue. This will is dated 1556, but was not proved till 
16 February, 1576.

With the death of John Borough there is some uncer
tainty as to who was the next inhabitant of Borough ; his 
eldest son, David Borough, who died 4 July, 1576, is the 
man we should expect, but in his will he is described 
as of Northam, not of Borough. David Borough’s son, 
John Borough, born in 1539, had predeceased his father 
three years, leaving children to whom David Borough 
leaves a small legacy ; but David seems to have been in 
a small way, he owned a small vessel in partnership with 
Thomas Zelie, apparently his son-in-law, to whom he left 
his share ; his younger brother Peter, who is described 
as Peter Borough of Northam, gentleman, seems to have 
been in a much better position, both socially and financially 
—he was a widower at the time of his death in 1586, and 
left most of his property and plate to his brother-in-law, 
John Hernaman, and his sons. Among others mentioned 
in Peter Borough’s will were the three sons of John Giffard 
of Hallsbury, who was one of the overseers of the will, 
together with Thomas Leigh of Northam, gentleman, who 
had married his youngest sister, Agnes Borough. And in 
Northam Church there is, I believe, still existing a stone 
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with the inscription, “ Here lyeth the body of William 
Leigh and Thomas his son, and William Leigh son of the 
said Thomas Leigh all of Burrough Esquires.” The stone 
is now covered with woodwork and no longer visible, and 
it only dates from 1663 ; but if its inscription is accurate, 
Borough must have been bought by the first William Leigh 
and not have come to the Leighs by the marriage of 
Thomas Leigh with Agnes, daughter and executor of John 
Borough of Borough, as has been generally accepted. On 
the whole I consider that what evidence we have goes in 
favour of it having passed by sale and purchase, and so 
this brings us to the Leighs of Borough.

Although the Leigh pedigree begins strictly speaking 
with Thomas Leigh of Southmolton, cloth merchant, I feel 
no doubt in saying that they were originally an Hartland 
and later a Northam family ; a Thomas Leigh occurs 
among those who were on the Bede roll of Hartland Church, 
and the name frequently occurs in Hartland records—and 
some Leighs are also mentioned in Northam, as among 
the early Chancery Proceedings (332, 61) there is a petition 
addressed to the Right Rev. Father in God William, 
Archbishop of Canterbury and Chancellor of England, of 
which the following is an extract:—

“ Meekly beseeching your good and gracious lordship 
your daily orator and bedeman Symon Ligh the youngest 
son of one Thomas Ligh that whereas the said Thomas 
was seized of and in two tenements with four acres of 
meadow, in Northam in the County of Devon which 
Northam is ancient demesne and the custom of the said 
manor is and hath been time out of mind is, that the 
youngest son shall inherit such lands as his father hath in 
the said Northam next after his death after the custom of 
the said manor. And so the said Thomas thereof being 
seized died seized after whose death the premise descended 
and of very right ought to descend to your said Orator 
after the custom of the said manor.” And then goes on 
to state that possession of it had been taken by one William 
Ligh, of whom the said orator had often and many times 
required possession, which he doth deny and at all times 
refused. I need not go on with this document, but it is 
clear evidence that there were Leighs in Northam before 
William Leigh, the young and only son of the Southmolton 
clothier, migrated there after his father’s death in 1527, 
whether the custom of Borough English or Cradle land, 
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as it was commonly called in North Devon, prevailed in 
Northam or not. South Molton certainly could have had 
no attraction for him. His three elder sisters were all 
married, one to Philip Rashleigh, another to Richard 
Honye, a third to John Hodge, all three of whom were 
connected with the Molton cloth trade ; his father’s house 
had only been left to him for life, with the condition that 
he should keep dirige and mass for his father and father’s 
friends, and after his death it was to go to the Wardens of 
the Store of the High Cross at Molton to keep his father’s 
obit. I think he must have been glad to escape from the 
supervision of Sir William Blackgrave, the chaplain, Sir 
Richard Major, styled by his father “ my curate,” and 
others appointed by his father to be his guardians and to 
settle at Northam, the ancestral home, and I don’t wonder 
at finding the next generation had developed rather puri
tanical tendencies. Anyhow to Northam he came, and 
there he married Anne or Annys, widow of Richard Chappel 
of Northam—the exact date I am unable to give, as the 
Northam Register for Marriages does not begin till 1606, 
but the date would have been probably about 1546 or 1547, 
as his only son was baptized at Northam on the 16th of 
September, 1548 (the first Leigh entry in Northam Parish 
Register). Like all Northam folk he turned to the sea, 
had a barque called the Toby, and was a prosperous 
merchant, and when his son Thomas married Agnes, 
youngest daughter and executor of John Borough of 
Borough, he probably purchased Borough and settled it 
on them. I do not think he ever lived at Borough, for in 
his will he is described as of Northam ; but as on the stone 
in the church he is described as of Borough he probably 
owned it. He was buried at Northam, 20 May, 1589, just 
a year after the Armada, his wife having predeceased him 
five years. His will shows us he was a wealthy man for 
the times, as after considerable legacies to all his relatives 
at South Molton, and those of his wife by her former 
marriage, he leaves to each of his three grandchildren, 
William Leigh, Mary Leigh, and Agnes Leigh, £100 each, 
and to their father, Thomas Leigh, his only child, the 
residue and made him sole executor.

With Thomas Leigh of Borough or Burrough, as it then 
began to be spelt, we come to the first Leigh who certainly 
lived there, and the one who rebuilt the old house, I 
just remember, as on the porch of it was the date 1589; 
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also the one who lifted the family on to the ranks of the 
county gentry not merely by his wealth, but by the alli
ances of his three children : his only son William married 
first Marie, daughter of Hugh Fortescue of Wear Gifford, 
Esq., before 1599 ; and, secondly, 15 June, 1607, Joan, 
third daughter of Balthazar Boteler of Stone in Parkham, 
Esq. ; his daughter Mary married Arthur Lippincott of 
Webbery, Esq. ; his daughter Agnes married Arthur 
Giffard of Brightley, and the old clothier of Molton’s money 
was laid out in the purchase of lands in Northam, Abbots
ham, Frithelstock, Witheridge, Thelbridge, and Barnstaple ; 
and on August 8, 1607, he purchased the manor of Northam 
for a term of 2000 years from Sir G. Cary and a third part 
of the Rectory ; and so he took his place among the 
Landed Gentry. Yet at the same time the merchant blood 
prompted him not only to retain the merchant ships, but 
to add to them, for he speaks in his will of all his ships, 
barques, and boats. In 1609 Thomas Leigh of Borough 
slept with his fathers and lies buried in Northam, and 
William, his only son, reigned in his stead ; in his will, 
after bequests to the poorest of his kindred dwelling in 
Northam and South Molton and all his nearer relations, he 
leaves the residue to his loving wife Agnes and his son 
William ; he desires them to live together, but his wife 
to have for life my dwelling house called “ Borowe ” and 
my windmill and tenement called Lane, which my cosen 
Richard French holdeth in right of his wife. She survived 
him nine years and was buried at Northam 30 April, 
1620.

With William Leigh, their only son, we come to the last 
of the Leighs of Borough. Vivian, in his Devonshire 
Pedigrees, calls him Sir William Leigh, but in this state
ment he is certainly in error, for knight he never was, 
though for over fifty years he was one of the most promin
ent men of the Bideford district, and though of the Puritan 
school he was one of the staunchest of Royalists and 
Churchmen. In 1648 he was described as a notorious 
delinquent. Of his life there is much that may be said, 
but as it belongs to North Devon rather than to Borough 
I must pass it by. His marriages I have already noticed ; 
his only son Thomas, born in 1610, died without issue and 
was buried in Northam Church, 26 January, 163 2/3 ; his 
wife Joan was buried at Northam, 19th July, 1655 ; his 
two daughters, Agnes and Mary, had both married : 
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Agnes, the 13 April, 1629, to Arthur Bassett of Umber- 
leigh, Esq. ; and Mary, the 15 December, 1630, to John 
Berry of Eastleigh in Westleigh, Esq. ; and both daughters 
had predeceased him, so William Leigh was the last of the 
Leighs of Borough, when full of years and full of honours 
he died on the 25th May, 1662, and two days after was 
laid in Northam Church, just living to see Church and 
King for whom he had so long and valiantly striven come 
to their own again.

The connection of the Leighs with Borough lasted just 
eighty years. No visible memorial now exists in the 
church to mark this connection, for the utilitarian spirit 
and want of the sense of beauty of the Victorian Age which 
marked the restorations of the Church during the incum
bencies of Vicars Gossett and Dimond Churchward, buried 
or swept away many of the ancient memorials and melted 
down its ancient plate ; but we trust the present authorities 
will seek out and restore to sight the Leigh monument if 
it still exists. Just a few weeks before his death, William 
Leigh drew up a will and codicil which he signed but did 
not seal, and it had no witnesses, but was, however, 
admitted to Probate at Torrington, 3 October, 1663, which 
provided for the future of Borough and the rest of his 
estate, of which the following is a brief abstract :—

Legacies for the repair of the Church, £20 for the poor 
of Northam, to his cousin Agnes Wyot daughter of his 
cousin Hugh Wyot. To Grace Risdon, Priscilla Beard 
John Hamlin Edward Drew Ebbott Holman and the rest 
of my servants dwelling in my house. To my grandson 
Thomas Berry a moiety of all my goods as well real and 
personal, and as to the other moiety it was to be divided 
among to the children of his deceased grandson John 
Basset, the eldest John Bassett to have one half of the 
moiety, the rest to be divided between Arthur and Francis 
Bassett the two youngest sons and by a codicil he refers 
to a settlement made 19th Aug. 1651 between him and 
John Giffard of Brightley Esq. and George Beare of 
Tawstock and says, that if his son Bassett did not confirm 
the said leases the moiety given to the Bassets should 
remain unto his grandson Thomas Berry.

Under the settlement mentioned above the next pos
sessor of Burrough was John Berry of Eastleigh, father of 
Thomas Berry mentioned in the will, who had married, in 
1630, Mary, younger daughter of William Leigh. The 
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Berrys of Eastleigh in Westleigh were one of the great clan 
of Berry springing from the Berrys of Berrynarbor, which 
at that time were settled in Berrynarbor, Lobb in Braun
ton, Westleigh, Instow, Chittlehampton, West Buckland, 
Swymbridge, and many other parts of North Devon. 
It is one of the families classed by Lysons as ancient 
families of which the principal branches are extinct, yet 
some of the descendants remain in the county, though the 
only one he could give in 1822 was a Thomas Berry of 
Crediton, but in 1663 they were still a widespread and 
numerous family.

John Berry of Eastleigh was the eldest son of Ralph 
Berry of Eastleigh, Esq., by Cecilie, daughter of Achilles 
Giffard of Instow, gent., born in 1610. He had been 
scarcely twenty when he married Mary Leigh, and was 
fifty-three when he came into the Borough estate, “ Jure 
uxoris,” his early life after his marriage must have been 
spent at Northam, as all but one of his thirteen children 
were baptized there. He had succeeded his father in the 
Eastleigh estate eleven years before, but I can find no 
evidence of his having gone there to reside. His eldest son 
William, named after his grandfather Leigh, had matricu
lated at Oxford and been a student at the Middle Temple 
in 1652, but had died before his grandfather ; the next 
son Thomas, also with a Leigh Christian name and one 
never before given to an Eastleigh Berry and who had 
become William Leigh’s heir, had adopted a military 
career, and was later lieutenant to Sir Philip Honeywood, 
Governor of Portsmouth and commanding the Duke of 
York’s own company of Guards ; his eldest daughter 
Honor had married Henry Downe (M.A. Oxon., 1637 ; 
M.D. Cam., 1647) and had a family of seven children and 
was living at Barnstaple, and being left a widow two years 
after her grandfather’s death, found herself taken over 
with her husband’s practice by Dr. William Barbor, by 
whom she had later one daughter. I need not mention all 
his other children by Mary Leigh ; two of his daughters 
married very soon after William Leigh’s death—Cecily 
to Abel French of Otterham, Joan to Capt. Thomas Dennis 
of Barnstaple, a well-known Royalist, and, secondly, to 
Thomas Melhuish of Watertown in Northam, of whom I 
shall have more to say later.

Of John Berry’s life at Burrough there is little to say, 
his position was somewhat anomalous, as although he 
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owned Eastleigh and Borough, his son Thomas as the heir 
of his grandfather quite overshadowed him, for he had 
received the honour of knighthood at Plymouth on the 
18th July, 1671 ; all I can record of him is the entry in 
Northam Register: “John Berry of Eastleigh and of 
Burrough, Esq. departed this life the last of February 
between the hours of nine and ten atte night and was 
interred the third of March 1674.”

With Sir Thomas Berry the glories of Burrough seemed 
to have revived; he had married Mary, daughter of 
William Martin of Lindridge, who died without issue, 
and of the family of thirteen children of his father and 
mother only two sisters had any children, Honor Downe 
and Cecily French, whom I have already mentioned, so 
with no child of his own he seems to have kept up a large 
establishment, lived and spent freely. Northam at that 
time had all its chief houses occupied by his relatives, at 
Churchame lived his nephew, John Downe, who, after 
coming down from Oxford where he took his B.A. in 1674 
and M.A. in 1677, had married, in 1679, Anne, daughter 
of Sir John Chichester of Raleigh, their only child, Henry 
Downe, was later the heir of Sir Thomas. At Watertown 
lived Thomas Melhuish, who had just married as his third 
wife, Sir Thomas’ sister Joan, widow of Capt. Dennis, 
whom I have before mentioned, and her son Roger, who 
later married Frances Vigures, daughter of the curious 
old lady who claimed to be Sir Thomas Berry’s second wife ; 
at Knapp lived the “ old cousin Benson ” with his son, 
John Benson, who in later years married a Melhuish and 
was the father of the famous Thomas Benson, M.P. for 
Barnstaple, whose story is one of the romances of Northam. 
He died an outlaw in Portugal, but this is not part of my 
story.

Truly the gentry of Northam were at this time a big 
family party for whom Sir Thomas Berry called the tune ; 
for himself he seems to have outrun the constable as we say, 
for I find that on the 3rd April, 1692, he sold the Manor 
of Northam to his brother-in-law, Thomas Melhuish of 
Watertown. And at this time there appeared on the 
scene Sir Thomas’ cousin, Anne Vigures, the widow of 
the Rev. Bartholomew Vigures of Parkham, with her 
daughter Frances. I have not been able to ascertain 
Anne Vigures’ maiden name, but believe she was a daughter 
of Robert Boteler of Parkham. Her idea in coming to 
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Northam appears to have been to comfortably settle her
self and her daughter in life. For herself she determined 
to marry Sir Thomas, now a widower, for her daughter she 
fixed on Roger Melhuish, son and heir of Thomas Melhuish 
of Watertown. The steps by which she proceeded I have 
gathered mainly from a bill exhibited in Chancery in 1747 
by Grace Buck, formerly Grace Melhuish, in which various 
inhabitants of Northam gave evidence. Now did Anne 
Vigures succeed in her scheme and marry Sir Thomas, 
she said she did ; she certainly obtained a marriage licence 
on 1 July, 1696, and after his death set up a monument to 
Sir Thomas in Northam Church, on which she describes 
herself as “ Domina Anna Berryconjux,” and in her will 
which is a very lengthy document she is called Dame Ann 
Berry, and seems to be in possession of his personal belong
ings.

On the other hand, in the Chancery proceedings Grace 
Buck, her granddaughter, says : Ann Vigures, her grand
mother, assumed the title of Lady Berry though never 
married ; another witness say I did not know that Dame 
Ann Berry was his wife—having heard Sir Thomas declare 
she was not his wife. And Sir Thomas in his will which 
is dated 28th April, 1697, and a codicil dated 17 June, 
1698, one a year the other two years after the date of the 
marriage licence calls her “ my cosen Ann Vigures,” and 
in the codicil, “ Anne, late the wife of Balthazar Vigures, 
deceased,” and there is no mention of any such marriage 
at Northam or anywhere else that I know of, so on the 
whole we may conclude she was a lady of much assurance 
and carried out her deception very thoroughly. In the 
Chancery proceedings she is also alluded to in very scathing 
terms as regards her relation to the Melhuishes, “ a very 
artful and cunning woman who took all opportunities of 
imposing on the said Roger Melhuish.” After Sir Thomas’ 
death we are told Lady A. Berry lived with Roger Mel
huish, and knowing his temptation to drink one day when 
intoxicated got him to sign various deeds in favour of her 
granddaughter, so with this I will bid her farewell.

Sir Thomas Berry died 3 November, 1698, and was 
buried 10 November, and by the settlement Burrough 
passed to his great nephew, Henry Downe (his father, 
John Downe of Churchame, having died two years before), 
who immediately took up his residence at Burrough. He 
was then in his nineteenth year, having been baptized at 
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Barnstaple, 5 January, 1680/1 ; he had matriculated at 
Exeter College, Oxford, in March, 1697/8, and also entered 
as a student of the Inner Temple to qualify himself for 
the life of a country gentleman. His mother had two 
years before her son succeeded remarried—her second 
husband being John French of Smalehill in Otterham, her 
first husband’s cousin. But Henry Downe of Burrough, 
Esq., found himself in a very different position to that of 
Sir Thomas ; Burrough had, indeed, come to him by the 
entail, but not much else in fact, only the Manor of Rose 
Ash. Sir Thomas had felt that the old Berry property 
must go to a Berry, and very difficult he found it to dis
cover who would be his right heir, for though he was one 
of thirteen children, and his father one of eight, he had 
to go back to his great-great-great-grandfather’s descen
dants by a second marriage before he could find a male 
Berry relative ; the Berrys of Eastleigh, of Westleigh, and 
of Instow had all died out, and his nearest kinsman was 
George Berry of Lobb-in-Braunton, and although he took 
infinite pains to declare in his will who were the second, 
third, fourth, and fifth in remainder if there was a failure, 
we do not wonder that in after years there was litigation as 
to the succession. The main legatees were Anne Vigures, 
alias Lady Anne Berry, and her daughter, Frances Mel- 
huish. The old lady certainly got round Sir Thomas even 
if she did not succeed in making him marry her. Joan 
Melhuish, Sir Thomas’ sister, also as they say got off very 
well, so with his death the leading position at Northam 
was held no longer by the owner and occupier of Burrough, 
but by the Melhuishes of Watertown.

With Henry Downe of Burrough, Esq., we come to a 
new line : the Downes were an old Barnstaple family, 
probably an offshoot of the Downes of Pilton, who claimed 
to be the representatives of the ancient family of Downe 
of East Downe, which by the marriage of an heiress had 
passed to the Pynes ; though the connections cannot be 
traced. Henry Downe’s great-grandfather was the learned 
divine, the Rev. John Downe, Vicar of Instow. His 
grandfather and father I have already referred to ; although 
he became owner of Borough so young his reign was not 
a long one ; he married first Elizabeth, daughter of Daniel 
Phillips of Cornwall, by whom he had five sons ; and, 
secondly, his cousin Frances, daughter of the Rev. Thomas 
Colley, Rector of Georgeham, by Mary, daughter of Sir 
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Thomas Stucley, and seems to have lived an uneventful life. 
His will dated 23 August, 1718, he leaves a bequest to the 
poor of Northam, and mentions his dearly beloved kins
woman, Mrs. Dorothy Docton. He left to his mother an 
annuity out of his barton of Lane in Woolfardisworthy, 
£1000 between his sons, and the estates in trust for his 
eldest son, and appoints Roger Melhuish, William Page 
of Fremington, William Docton of Appledore, and George 
Newell of Barnstaple, guardians of his children, who 
he enjoined were to be brought up in the Church of England. 
John Downe, now of Burrough, Esq., his eldest son, suc
ceeded him ; he was just over sixteen, and in 1721 matricu
lated at Trinity College, Oxford. Of him there is nothing 
to relate except his marriage in 1733 to Jane, daughter 
of William Cleveland of Tapeley, and with his son, Henry 
Downe, I come to the last of the Downes of Burrough. As 
my extracts from the parish registers and wills fail me at 
this time, I cannot give exact dates or particulars.

Henry Downe of Burrough, Esq., the last of the Downes 
of Burrough, followed a military career in the 5th Regiment 
of Foot, and later in life became Colonel of the North 
Devon Volunteers, a regiment raised to meet the possible 
invasion in the French revolutionary wars and the threats 
of Napoleon ; my grandfather, John Chanter, who resided 
for some years at Bideford as a partner in the Private Bank 
called Robert Hamlyn John Chanter and Co., held a 
commission as captain in the same regiment. Colonel 
Henry Downe married Elizabeth, daughter of the Rev. 
George Gregory, Rector of Combemartin, by his wife 
Thomasine, daughter of William Reynolds of Barnstaple, 
M.D., by whom he had an only daughter and heiress, 
Anna Maria, baptized at Northam 28 September, 1766, 
who married at Northam 31 October, 1786, Captain Robert 
Barton, R.N., afterwards Vice-Admiral of the Red.

Colonel Henry Downe died at Burrough 26 January, 
1805, aged sixty-three ; his wife who survived him died 
at Exeter in 1831, aged eighty-eight.

Admiral Robert Barton, who became in right of his 
wife the owner of Burrough in 1805, was the fourth son 
of the Rev. Charles Barton, Rector of S. Andrew’s, Holborn, 
and of Rownhams, Co. Southampton, was baptized 
26 October, 1753. His career is written in our naval 
annals ; perhaps his most distinguished service was in 
the West Indies, where, when in command of the Lapwing 



206 BOROUGH, OR BURROUGH, IN NORTHAM

of thirty-four guns, he received intelligence that a French 
force was attacking Anguilla ; he hastened to the spot, 
but adverse winds prevented him from reaching it before 
the invaders had pillaged the town ; he, however, cut off 
their retreat, destroying the French vessels Le Decies and 
La Valiante, with 186 seamen and 400 troops, with the 
loss of only one man killed and seven wounded, and in the 
course of the ensuing year captured eight French vessels 
carrying 58 guns and 363 men. I need not follow his 
further career, except to state that he afterwards com
manded the Goliath in 1805 and the York of 74 guns in 
1807. He reached the rank of Rear-Admiral in 1812. His 
sea life seems to link him up with the earlier inhabitants 
of Burrough, the Boroughs and Leighs ; they do not, 
however, appear to have resided much there, as Mrs. 
Barton predeceased her mother, and Admiral Barton only 
survived Mrs. Downe a few months, and was buried at 
Meavy 23rd December, 1831 ; they had three sons and 
three daughters—the eldest son, Robert Cutts Barton, 
baptized at Northam 1788, succeeded to Burrough ; the 
second died young ; the third, Henry Downe Barton, died 
at Exeter in 1872. All the daughters married ; the 
youngest, Delitia, baptized at Northam 1794, married at 
S. Sidwell, Exeter, 27 May, 1820, Thomas Wren, Major in 
the Honourable East India Company’s service, whose 
descendants inhabit Burrough at the present time. Robert 
Cutts Barton, like his father, heard the call of the sea 
and had the distinction of being with Admiral Lord Nelson 
on the Victory at the Battle of Trafalgar. The letter he 
wrote home after it is still extant in the care of his descen
dants. It is dated Victory, off Cadiz, October 27th, 1805, 
and begins : “ Well I know the state of anxiety you must 
all be in after the news of the glorious action of the 21st 
in which it graciously pleased the Almighty to keep me 
free from harm and likewise to bless His Majesty’s Fleet 
with one of the greatest victories ever achieved. . . . 
We have suffered most severely having at one time the 
fire of ten ships on us, and had the truly melancholy sight 
of seeing our beloved and ever to be regretted commander 
fall early in the conflict from a musket shot and he just 
lived to hear the victory was complete.” This letter was, 
I believe, printed in the Devon and Exeter Gazette some 
few years ago, and so I need not quote it further, except 
the postscript which has a reminiscence of the Trafalgar 
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signal, “ Love and duty to all.” He married Rebecca, 
daughter of Francis Lopes, by whom he had a son, Henry 
Charles Benyon Barton, and two daughters, the elder, 
Elizabeth, born in 1823, died unmarried in 1841 ; the 
younger, Katherine Frances, married William Rennel 
Coleridge of Salston, Ottery S. Mary. Captain R. C. 
Barton made Burrough his residence, and was the last of 
the family to do so. Miss Delitia Wren, his niece, who 
still survives at the patriarchal age of over ninety, can 
remember playing with her cousins in the gardens of 
old Burrough house that has long since been pulled, 
down.

Captain Robert Barton died in 1827, and was buried 
in Salisbury Cathedral, where his tomb may still be 
seen.

His son, Henry Benyon Barton, the last Barton of 
Burrough, resided at Cheltenham, where he married, in 
1841, Mary Anne O. Neil; he found Burrough unsuitable 
for occupation and sold it, and so the old place which for 
six hundred years and more had descended through sons 
or daughters, went out of the family. The purchaser of 
the house and estate was Mr. Frederick Thorold, who soon 
after sold it to Mr. W. Yeo of Appledore, who, in 1868, 
pulled down the old manor house and built two semi
detached houses on its site, some of the old outbuildings 
being utilised for farm purposes. The property passed to 
Mr. Yeo’s daughter, Mrs. Fussell, and from her to her 
daughter, the wife of Dr. Openshaw of Cheddar ; during 
this later period the farm part was rented by Mr. Bartholo
mew Pickard, and his family lived there for fifty years. 
In 1890 Mrs. Openshaw sold Burrough ; one house with 
a paddock was purchased by Major Edward Conway Wren 
of the Devonshire Regiment, and so it came back once 
again to a descendant of the Boroughs, the Leighs, the 
Berrys, the Downs, and the Bartons, who lived and loved 
there through so many centuries, and some of the family 
are still living on the very spot where their forbears resided 
more than six hundred years ago, the senior representa
tive of the family being a member of a well-known Devon 
house, Major Rennel Coleridge of Salston, Ottery S. Mary, 
who still cherishes a picture of old Burrough. And so I 
bring my Chronicles of Burrough to a close.

But before doing so must acknowledge the kind assistance 
for the later part that I have received from Miss Evelyn 
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Wren and Major Rennel Coleridge, and, above all, to my 
friend, Sir Oswyn Murray, whose marvellous knowledge 
of Devonshire pedigrees and wills has guided me through 
every step of the earlier periods, and is a pledge of the 
accuracy of almost every genealogical detail given in this 
paper.


