How did Cliffords Mesne get its name?
The short answer
Cliffords Mesne (pronounced ‘meen’) derives its name from a family called Clifford who
were based at Frampton on Severn. They also owned Boulsdon Manor. The land that now
forms the village was known as ‘the mynd’ (pronounced ‘meen’). It was not suitable for
medieval ploughs and this ‘waste ground’ was used as a common resource by the lords
and tenants of the manor for grazing animals and gathering firewood . Encroachment onto
‘the common’ by squatters from the late 18th century onwards led to the formation of a
settlement. In what might well have been an example of successful early 19 th century
boosterism, this settlement on Cliffords mynd was given the rather more posh, AngloNorman spelling of Clifford’s Mesne. The apostrophe has recently been dropped.
The whole story
A good place to start any historical enquiry is The Doomsday Book. I like what the AngloSaxon Chronicle has to say about the origin of this tax assessment.
“Then, at the midwinter [1085], was the king in Gloucester with his council ... . After
this had the king a large meeting, and very deep consultation with his council, about
this land; how it was occupied, and by what sort of men. Then sent he his men over
all England into each shire; commissioning them to find out "How many hundreds of
hides were in the shire, what land the king himself had, and what stock upon the
land; or, what dues he ought to have by the year from the shire.” 1
There are six entries in the Domesday Book for places called Clifford. One is in Yorkshire;
another, Clifford Chambers, is on the Gloucestershire and Warwickshire border; Clifford
Minor, subsequently known as Ruin Clifford, is in Warwickshire; East and West Clifford are
in Devonshire. The entry that is relevant to Cliffords Mesne is:
“Ralf de Toeni holds Clifford Castle. Earl William built it
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Clifford Castle, now a ruin, is some 40 miles from Cliffords Mesne. However, there is a
connection between Ralf de Toeni, Earl William and modern day Cliffords Mesne.
William fitz Osbern (c. 1020 - 1071) was a relative and counsellor of William the Conqueror
and fought at the Battle of Hastings. In 1067 he was created Earl of Hereford. He is the
Earl William referred to in Domesday as having built Clifford Castle. The name Clifford
simply describes a location. The castle was build on a cliff overlooking a ford across the
Wye
William fitz Osbern died fighting in France in 1071. The Earldom, and the castle, then
passed to his son, Roger de Breteuil. We will return to this Roger later. For the moment,
the important thing about Earl William is that, before coming to England, he had founded
an abbey at Cormeilles in Normandy.
The nearest town to Cliffords Mesne, Newent, gets two mentions in the Domesday Book.
The first says that before the Conquest, King Edward (‘The Confessor’) had an estate at
Westbury on Severn which included land at Newent, and that in 1070 King William granted
the manor of Newent to William fitz Osbern.
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The Anglo Saxon Chronicle, translated by Giles, J. A. and Ingram, J. Project Gutenberg. 1996.
Collectanea Cliffordiana p.108, by Arthur Clifford, Paris 1817

This paper will talk a lot about manors. So, before going any further, a definition might be helpful. In
law a ‘manor’ is an estate in land that includes the right to hold a manorial court. The lord of the
manor, through the manorial court, had jurisdiction, for certain matters, over those who lived within
the lands of the manor. In practice, a manor was akin to the modern firm or business. It was a
productive unit which required physical capital, in the form of land, buildings, equipment and
ploughing oxen and labour in the form of day-to-day management and a workforce. It was further
similar in that its ownership could be transferred. The administration was self-contained and the new
lord needed only to collect its net revenues to form his or her return on investment. A stylised map of
a medieval manor is shown in Appendix 1
The second Domesday entry for Newent manor is very specific as to its capital and labour.
I quote it in full for the light it throws on the structure of feudal society.
“The Land of Sainte-Marie of Cormeilles in Botloe Hundred.
The Church of Sainte-Marie of Cormeilles holds Newent. King Edward held it. 6 hides 3
there did not pay geld4. Earl Roger gave it to this church for the soul of his father with the
consent of King William. In demesne5 are 3 ploughs6 and 9 villans7 and 9 bordars8 and 12
ploughs. There is a reeve9 with ½ villans and 5 bordars. Among them all they have 5
ploughs, and a mill rendering 20d. There are 2 slaves 10 and 2 mills rendering 6s 8d. From
the woodland, 30d.
Of this land Durand holds one hide of the abbot and has there one plough and 5 bordars
and 2 slaves with 2 ploughs. There are 2 enclosures of which the king has seizen
[possession]. The whole manor was worth 4l TRE11 now 100s. Durand’s hide [is worth]
12s. Of the land of this manor William fitzBaderon holds 1 virgate 12 by force13
From this we learn that Roger de Breteuil, now Earl of Herefordshire, had granted the
manor of Newent, or rather the income that could be obtained from Newent, to the church
his father had founded in Normandy. Before preceding with Roger de Breteuil’s story there
are three points in the last entry that are worth noting.
Nulle terre sans seigneur” (“ No land without a lord”, or more accurately, no land without an
obligation to a lord) was the legal maxim underpinning the possession of land in feudal
society. The King, who in theory owned all lands, was lord paramount. In the case of
Newent Manor, the Abbot of Cormeilles was tenant in chief, or tenant in capite. “Durand
holds one hide of the abbot”. In other words Durand [who was Sherrif of Gloucester] had
received a grant of land from the abbot. Durand, or anyone else to whom the abbot might
grant land, could carve out new and distinct tenures by ‘alienating’ (subletting or selling) a
part of their lands to others - a process known as subinfeudation.
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A ‘hide’ was a unit of land measurement originally intended to represent the amount of land sufficient to support a
household. It was traditionally taken to be 120 acres
Anglo-Saxon land tax continued by the Normans. It was assessed on the number of hides.
Part of the manor either kept by the lord in his own hands or farmed for his own profit.
When Domesday refers to number of ploughs it is referring to the taxable amount of land that can be ploughed by a
team of eight oxen.
An unfree peasant who owed his lord labour services (two or three days per week) but who also farmed land for
himself. Villans were the wealthiest and most numerous of unfree peasants. Also called villains or villeins.
Unfree peasant with less land than villans.
A man of lower rank, appointed as manager of the manor and overseer of the peasants
Man or woman who was the property of his or her lord and had no lands.
Means “worth £4 in the time of King Edward”, i.e. before the conquest
A virgate was a quarter of a hide.
National Archives E31/2/1/6455

Durand, if he had subdivided the land further, would have become a middle tenant, or
mesne-lord, with regard to those holding land from him. And his subinfeudated estate
would be known as a ‘mesne-estate’. This process could be repeated by Durand’s tenants.
In feudal society the possession of land carried with it an obligation to provide service –
military for the lords and labour for the lower orders. Subinfeudation overly complicated
this relationship between possession and service. Accordingly, in 1290, a statute,Quia
Emptores, was passed. Under this law nobody could sell any of their land and still retain
any feudal rights over it. The seller had to relinquish all rights and duties to the new buyer,
and retained nothing. This was the end of subinfeudation.
The significance of this for us is that, after 1290, the transfer of land was a completely
commercial transaction. Mesne-lords and mesne-estates could no longer come into
existence. We shall consider this further when looking at the relationship between
Boulsdon and Newent manor.
The second point to note is that “William fitz Baderon holds 1 virgate by force”. William fitz
Balderon was, among other things, Lord of Huntley and Longhope. As we shall see later,
not all landholdings in this area were strictly legal.
Thirdly, the first Domesday entry for Newent has William fitz Osborn holding land, though
he had been dead for many years. The second entry has his son, Roger, granting Newent
to the Abbey of Cormeilles. However, the Abbey’s records credit their grant of Newent
Manor to Roger’s father, William. If this is correct, it would make the second Domesday
entry incorrect. But such inconsistencies are, as we will see, the stuff of historical records.
The origin of the surname Clifford
Surnames had not developed when Domesday was written. Fitz means ‘son of’. Identifying which
nobleman one was referring to could become difficult - leading to names like Walter fitz Richard fitz
Pons. Gradually a simpler system of identifying nobles by the location of their principal landholding
developed - hence ‘de’ meaning ‘of’. Over time the ‘de’ was dropped, leaving the location based
surnames we have today.
Roger de Breteuil’s hold on Clifford Castle was short-lived. He forfeited his possessions in 1075
following his part in the Rebellion of the Earls. Clifford Castle was then granted to Ralpn de Toeni
(the man mentioned in the Domesday Book), who was married to William fitz Osbern’s sister.
Their daughter, Margaret, married a Walter fitz Richard fitz Pons, whose father held, among other
lands, the Manor of Frampton. After his marriage, this Walter fitz etc changed his name to reflect
his principal landholding and simply called himself Walter de Clifford. After his father’s death he also
became lord of the Manor of Frampton.
Walter and Margaret had five sons and three daughters. The eldest boy, Walter de Clifford,
inherited Clifford Castle; the second, Richard de Clifford, became Lord of Frampton.
Women don’t get much of a mention in history. But the story of their eldest daughter, Fair
Rosamund, and Henry 11 has passed into legend. Appendix 2 gives a sample of these.
The main branch of the Cliffords, Walter’s, moved north to Westmorland at the end of the
13th century and went on to greatness. They do not concern us.
The junior branch, Richard’s, remained at Frampton. It is from these Cliffords that this
village derives its name.

Newent Manor
The Domesday Book entry gives a description of Newent manor, written from a tax
inspector’s viewpoint. A fuller description of the extent of the manor can be seen in the
Abbey’s record of its holdings. I have not been able to find a copy of the original grant of
land, but the grant was confirmed in the Bull of Pope Alexander 111, dated 26 April 1168.
The section relevant to modern day Cliffords Mesne says:
“In England, the Manor of Newent, with all its Appurtenances, to wit, five Hides of Land
and the church with all Tithes, Oblations, Meadows, Mills and the Woods of
Yarclesdune….with the new plowed Grounds which belong to …..Bulesdon” 14
The phrase ‘which belong to Bulesdon’ suggests that Bulesdon already constituted a sub-division of
Newent at the time of the original grant to the abbey. If that is the case, then Bulesdon is probably
the hide that Domesday records as being held by Durand.
Over time the name Yarclesdune has changed to Yartleton, and more recently to its current name,
May Hill. Bulesdon has, with various changes of spelling, become Boulsdon. The map below shows
Newent parish in 1882.

Fig 1

Newent Parish in 1882

14 The History of the Antient Abbeys Monasteries Hospitals Catherdral and Collegiate Churches. John Stevens 1722

The subdivisions, or tythings, of Compton, Malswick, Cugley, Boulsdon and Kilcot are based on the
five hides recorded in Domesday. Apart from the manor of Boulsdon, manors also formed around
Carswalls in Compton; Conigree in Kilcot; and Southerns in Cugley; there were also three estates at
Ocle in Malswick, including the moated Ocle Clifford.
The Boulsdon Clifford connection
The Conigree, and the manorial rights of Kilcot, were offered for sale in 1896 and bought by Edward
Conder FSA. He died in 1910. His solicitors deposited a collection of his papers with Gloucester
Archives in 1949.
The collection includes handwritten notes made by Conder “from an old document in my
possession”. We have no information as to the nature of that document. In these notes Conder says
that Boulsdon “was constituted a ‘mesne-manor’ by subinfeudation previous to the statute of Quia
Emptores some time in the 13th century, probably in favour of Roger de Clifford a grandson of
Walter de Clifford.” In a note in the margin he surmises that this would have been around 1250. No
evidence is referenced to support these assertions and in my opinion they have to be treated
cautiously. Conder wanted Kilcot to be accepted as an authentic mesne-manor, and himself as its
lord. If Boulsdon wasn’t a mesne-manor, then Kilcot certainly wasn’t.
Conder’s notes go on to say that in 1300 a John Attewode, who held six acres from William of
Boulsdon, was hanged for a felony. Again he provides no reference. Fortunately though, the
incident is recorded by Fosbrooke in his ‘Abstract of Records’ for the year 1291.
“John Attewode, hanged for felony, held a messuage [house] and 6 acres of William de
Bolesdon”.15
This William of Bolesdon is significant to us because, again thanks to the accuracy of taxation
records, we can identify him as one of the Frampton Cliffords.
In feudal society custom permitted the king at times of exceptionally heavy expenditure, to take an
‘aid’ (auxilium) from his tenants-in-chief; a lord, similarly, could exact an aid from his tenants. There
was continual conflict about the occasions and amounts of such aids. Magna Carta (1215) limited
the occasions to three: the knighting of the eldest son; the marriage of the eldest daughter (once);
and the payment of a ransom for release from captivity.
Many examples of feudal aids survive. This one, from 1316 includes William of Bolesdon.16
“Villa de FROMPTON, et sunt domini ejusdem ville Isabella, que fuit uxor, Roberti filli Pagani, et
Willelmus de Bolesdon”
From this we can see that the Lordship of the Manor of Frampton was held jointly by Isabella [de
Clifford], the widow of Robert fitz Payne [who had died the previous year] and William of Boulsdon.
There can be no doubt that William was a member of the Clifford family and that he had taken as
his surname the name of his Boulsdon estate. Maybe Conder is right and the Cliffords had acquired
the manor in the middle of the 13th century, but we can be certain that the Frampton branch of the
Clifford family had possession of Boulsdon by the century’s end.

15 Esch. 19 Ed.1 No 66 Quoted in“Abstracts of Records and Manuscripts respecting the County of Gloucester,
formed into a history correcting the very erroneous accounts and supplying numerous deficiencies in Sir Robert
Atkins and subsequent writers.” Volume 2. p. 218 by Thomas Dudley Fosbrooke FSA 1807
16 Inquisitions and Assessments Relating to Feudal Aids, with Other Analogous Documents Preserved in the Public
Record Office, A.D. 1284-1431 (1899–1920) volume ii, page 266

A younger son of a junior branch
Land was the primary source of wealth in this period and, by way of digression, and before going on
to the later history of Newent and Boulsdon Manors, I think we should spare a thought for the
younger sons of landed proprietors. The eldest son if there was one, inherited. The second might
get something. Those born later had to shift for themselves.
One such scion from these junior branches was the James Clifford of Frampton who was an
Member of Parliament, briefly, in 1404. This is what he did to acquire some land.
“Members of the Clifford family had lived at Frampton-on-Severn since the Norman
Conquest, but it was the main line (represented by James’s cousin John Clifford) which held
the manor of Frampton Court, and James himself inherited only small landed properties
situated in the same area of Gloucestershire in the Severn valley. To these he added over the
years the manor of Stowelle, Fretherne near Frampton and Hampnett as well as property in
the suburbs of Gloucester, all of which, apart from Stowelle which he acquired through his
first marriage, he seems to have purchased. There is room for doubt, however, that all his
lands were obtained by strictly legal means, for Clifford was a violent, temperamental man
who often made league with other lawless individuals of the county with a view to preying
upon their weaker neighbours, his method being to seize property at an opportune moment
and then by force and fraud to thwart any legal processes started against him. His life was a
turbulent series of disputes and brawls, beginning, sometime before November 1385, with
his manslaughter of John Taylor, the chaplain who served the chapel of Saul near
Fretherne.17
The following are National Archives summaries of two petitions to Parliament regarding this James
Clifford’s acquisitions of land.
“John atte Wode and Alice his wife, of Gloucestershire, state that they have
previously petitioned the king, complaining that Anselm Gyse, in conspiracy with
James Clifford and others, had John atte Wode indicted of felony and imprisoned for
three and a half years, and in the meantime seized his lands and tenements. The
king granted a commission to enquire into this, but James and Anselm procured a
biased jury, which the petitioners successfully challenged; however, another inquest
was later taken, by the same people, by Robert Poyns and Robert Whityngton, two
of the original commissioners. John Berkele and Richard Ruyal, also members of
the commission, are in London and can attest to this, and the petitioners ask the
lords and commons to summon them before them in parliament, and question them
on this matter, and to ordain a remedy for the petitioners.” 18
“William Fayrok, parson of the church of Fretherne, in the diocese of Worcester,
states that James Clifford, who had purchased the manor of Fretherne, expelled him
from the church and had him falsely indicted for felony and rape. Afterwards, despite
letters patent from Richard II, and the support of the Bishop of Worcester and the
Archbishop of York, he could not recover the church, but James' power and threats
have kept him out of it since 10 Richard II [1387]; and James has taken the petty
tithes, the lands and all the profits. William requests that he might be restored to his
church and its profits”.19
In fairness to James, we have to note that these were only allegations as the outcome of
these petitions is unknown.
17 The History of Parliament: the House of Commons 1386-1421, ed. J.S. Roskell, L. Clark, C. Rawcliffe., 1993
18 National Archives SC 8/22/1082A
19 National Archives SC 8/22/1084

Later history of Newent Manor
While James Clifford was trying to build up his property portfolio, the Hundred Years War (13371453) between England and France was grinding along. The payment of rents to ‘Alien Priories’, of
which the Abbey of Cormeilles was one, became a contentious issue and in 1411 Henry IV
dispossessed Cormeilles Abbey and granted all its possessions to his new foundation of the
collegiate church of Fotheringhay.
This royal college consisted of a master, twelve chaplains, eight clerks and thirteen choristers. The
chief duty of the members of the college was to pray for the royal family. Henry IV’s endowment
charter granted the college a yearly charge of £67 6s. 8d. from the manor of Newent.20
While the destination of the rents might have changed, the land holdings remained relatively stable.
“Boulesden…. was alienated for a short time to Richard Heyward, who held a fee under
Humphrey de Bohun [a descendant of Durand], by some family arrangement, but it reverted
to Thomas Bustledon or Bullesdon, who died seized of the Manor, held of Thomas Buxhall,
Master of the College of Fotheringhay”21
Buxhall was Master of Fotheringhay College between 1461 and 1480 and, over 150 years later,
Boulsdon Manor was still in the possession of one of William of Boulsdon’s descendants.
Dissolution
The college’s days were numbered however. Unlike similar institutions at Eton and Winchester,
Fotheringhay College was included in Henry VIII’s dissolution of the monasteries. It was
surrendered to the crown in 1539, but allowed to continue until 1548 when the college was
dissolved and the building pulled down. Very little trace of the college’s ownership of Newent Manor
remains, though the woods on the right-hand side of the road to Glasshouse were once known as
College Woods.
After the College’s dissolution, Newent manor was granted to Sir Richard Lee, a military engineer in
the service of Henry VIII and Edward IV.22 After he sold it in 1555 the manor passed through
numerous hands. It was confiscated briefly by Parliament during the Civil War before being bought,
in 1659, by the wealthy ironmaster Thomas Foley.23 The Foley family retained Newent manor until
its sale and break-up at the beginning of the 20th century.
But what of Boulsdon during this period?
In 1598 Boulsdon manor is recorded as being held, still directly from Newent manor, by Sir Thomas
Porter.24 His grandfather, Roger, had leased part of Boulsdon manor from the Cliffords. He must
have purchased this portion for he subsequently appears as the Lord of the Manor in Great
Boulsdon.25 It is possible that the male line of the Boulsdon Cliffords had died out and Roger Porter
then purchased the lordship together with the land he was leasing. Whatever may have happened,
the Frampton Cliffords’ retained possession of land at Boulsdon and in 1613 James Clifford of
Frampton amalgamated his Boulsdon and Frampton estates.26. The male line of the Frampton
Cliffords died out with John Clifford, Esq, in 1684. His eldest daughter married a Nathan
Clutterbuck27. And the Clifford family name disappears from our story.
20 Pat. 13 Hen. IV. pt. 1, m. 14. Cited in full in Nichol, Bibliotheca Topographica Britannica vol. iv. No.40, pp. 82–7.
21 Esc 14 Ed IV. No 16. Fosbrooke op.cit. Volume 2. p. 218
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Calendar of the Patent Rolls preserved in the Public Record Office(H.M.S.O. 1891-1986) 1547–8, 107–9
Herefordshire Records Office E 12/G/16
National Archives C 142/253/97
Two Sixteenth Century Gloucestershire Men, Nancy Lockwood, pp 17-28 Gloucestershire History No. 18 (2004)
National Archives C 142/339/181
Collectanea Cliffordiana op cit p 160.

In 1614 The Porter family sold “The manor or purported manor of Bullesdon” to Edward Latton of
the Middle Temple.28 A Deed, written in May 1788, records the subsequent sales and bequests29
In 1625 Edward Latton sold the “manor of Boulsden, alias Bolesden” to Richard Estcourt. In 1629
he sold it to Walter Nourse. This deed of sale sets out details of Boulsdon manor and includes a
reference to waste land “as called the mynd”. As far as I am aware, this is the first written reference
to this place’s name. The 1677 entry is more specific and refers to “ also those waste or waste
grounds called Cliffords Mynde. The 1761 entry refers to Cliffords Mynd. The 1784 entry mentions
“gardens and house being or lying on or near Cliffords Meand.
A separate land transfer, dated July 1800 refers to ½ acre in Clifford's Meend, Newent.30
The 1831 Ordnance Survey Map, reproduced below, shows the place name Cliffords Mine

Fig 2

1831 Ordnance Survey Map

These variations of spelling do not convey how the word was pronounced. I think a better rendering
was given in the 1842 notice of the sale of Boulsdon manner, which we will come to, which spelt it
Mein
Before discussing the meaning (and pronunciation) of Mynd/Mynde/Meend a further entry in the
Edward Conder collection has to be addressed.
28 Gloucester Archives 332/T6
29 Gloucester Archives 332/T5
30 Copy Settlement (by Lease and Release) 7- 8 July 1800 Gloucester Archives D3117/430

The Conder collection includes a typed copy, dated 1900, of Walter Nourse’s “History of Newent”
said to have been written around 1715-1725 . This Walter was the grandson of the Walter Nourse
who purchased Boulsdon Manor in 1629 Conder’s copy was made from a manuscript which was
then in the possession of Mrs Elizabeth Parlour of Cliffords Mesne (she was a descendant of
Nourse). The original manuscript has since been lost.31 Conder’s typed copy has the following
interesting entry:
“Boulsdon Division, the Lordship of Walter Nourse, it is said formerly to belong to Lord Clifford or
Lord Beauchamp, for there is a Mesne still called Cliffords Mesne”32
There is something very curious about this entry, Why would Nourse have been uncertain about
whether a Beauchamp or a Clifford had previously owned Boulsdon and then gone on to say, as if
he were providing evidence, that it was a Clifford.
I can’t see why Nourse, writing around 1700, would have mentioned a Lord Beauchamp at all. The
title, Lord Beauchamp, had expired in 1502 with the death of the second Baron. He had held land in
Gloucestershire, but not near Newent. On his death, his three daughters became his co-heirs. One
of them, Anne, married Thomas Lygon of Madresfield Worcestershire. The title, Lord Beauchamp
was not revived until 1806, when it was given to a William Lygon. He did buy Dymock manor and
his family’s connection to the area lives on in the name of the village pub. His descendants were
building up their large estate in the area at the same time Conder was writing (and somewhat
before Evelyn Waugh reimagined the Lygons as the Marchmains of Brideshead Revisited), but well
after the time Nourse was writing his history.
Curiously, Dymock Manor had been held by Walter de Clifford (from the main branch of the Clifford
family) in 121633. It later passed out of the Clifford hands and in 1375 a Roger Beauchamp acquired
a portion of the manor34.
While all these connections and co-incidences are interesting (at least to me), the main question
remains: was this place known as Cliffords Mesne in 1707 or has Conder falsified the historical
record. In the absence of the original manuscript we cannot be certain but, on balance, I think
Nourse’s entry has been altered.
The earliest references I have found to Cliffords Mesne date from the 1840’s such as the following
entry in the 1849 Littledean Gaol register for James Wood, aged 27
“Residence at time of crime or place crime committed: Newent ; place of birth: Cliffords
Mesne; status or occupation: Labourer; crime: poaching; sentence in Littledean Gaol: 2
months”.35
Prior to then, variations of the words Mynd, Mine, Mein or Meend were used. It is of course
possible that Walter Nourse wrote Mesne, but it’s unlikely he would write that when lawyers had
described the area as the mynd or Cliffords Mynde in his title deeds for Boulsdon manor.
The pronunciation might have been the same, but there was a world of difference in meaning. We
should bear in mind that when Conder was typing these notes Cliffords Mesne was an up and
coming place. Philip Reginald Cocks, later Baron Somers, had purchased the manorial rights of
Boulsdon and, styling himself a ‘Mesne-Lord’, had built Clifford Manor. I don’t think Conder could
bring himself to say that Cocks, or Parlour,were living in a place that had ever been anything but
Mesne.
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What is a Mynd
To help understand the meaning and origins of Mynd, Mynde, Meand and Meend, I have copied
the following extracts from “The distribution and origin of meends in the Forest of Dean” by Ben
Lennon36, published by the Forest Local History Society.
“Meend is a common place-name or toponym in and around the Forest of Dean. It is a
name that is familiar to most people in the locality, and the majority of these could probably
describe the principal characteristics of a meend. These would usually include an open
character, uncultivated and accessible for informal recreational use. The word is often used
in association with “forest waste”. These areas lay outside the forest plantation inclosures
and were historically exploited by local communities for grazing and as a source of bracken,
gorse and brushwood. These practices have declined over the last half century. Most
meends that still exist have one or more of these attributes. However, many more have
been lost over the years, and exist only as distant memories, have had their names
corrupted or absorbed, or appear only as forgotten names on modern maps….Meend as a
field name can be found spelt thus in a number of locations….The highest incidence of the
name is unquestionably around the edges of the Forest of Dean” (Fig 3).

Fig 3
Meend names around the Forest of Dean
36 Published in The New Regard 2015

“About thirty three true meend names appear to have survived through to modern
times. At least another nine have been lost, mostly during the nineteenth
century...There are sporadic mentions of meend names throughout the middle
ages, but the most comprehensive record is found in the 1608 map that covers the
western fringes of the forest....The map is particularly valuable due to the presence
of meend names around the fringes of the forest and for the consistency of the
spelling. The word here is rendered myne…. We might speculate that this was a
locally encountered word and indicates a pronunciation more akin to meen.”
In considering the origin of the word meend, Lennon considers two options. The first,
favoured by Professor Albert Smith,37 had meend deriving from Old Welsh minid, meaning
mountain or ridge. This opinion was not shared by the second authority, Welbore St Clair
Baddeley.38 In his view, not a single instance of minid was to be found in the Forest of
Dean, where the application of meend was to common land among the woodland.
Baddeley suggested that its origin lay in the Anglo Saxon word ‘gemæne’ - something that
was held in common or joint possession.
While a ridge does feature in the topography of Cliffords Mesne, I, like Lennon, am
persuaded by Baddeley’s argument. It is not difficult to see how ge-mæne could become
“the meen”. Lennon also noted that meends were nearly always situated on poorer quality
land on the forest side of the manor – as was the case with Boulsdon manor.
“The evidence suggests that these areas were probably never cultivated but were
used as a common pool resource….This would likely be rough grazing, but possibly
also transportable materials such as timber, bracken, brushwood and gorse.
Sustained grazing and vegetation removals would gradually lead to the type of
landscape that has defined the character of meends over the last hundred years;
that of predominantly open grassland with bracken and gorse. Over recent years,
many of these have gradually reverted to woodland following lapses in grazing and
the reduction of cutting of gorse and bracken as subsistence practices.”
Right of Common
The ‘common’ was an integral part of the manorial system. All the land of the manor
belonged to the lord, but in order to maintain a sustainable community some of the
resources had to be shared. This sharing of the land might be restricted by time, i.e. only
at certain times of the year, or restricted to tenancies of particular plots of land. Some
rights of common were ‘in gross’ i.e. unconnected with tenure of land.
Throughout the period we have been looking at, most settlement was in solitary
farmsteads and the exercise of their rights to the common would have been of vital
importance to these tenants. The manorial court would set out in detail the rights of
common allowed to manorial tenants, e.g. how many, of each sort of animal, could be
turned out to graze on the common. It also arbitrated disputes over how these rights were
being exercised. Some disputes, however, were outside its jurisdiction, such as this
judgement from 1283 regarding a dispute between lords over what now would probably be
called Bogo de Knovill’s planning application:

37 Smith, A.H., (1964) The Place-names of Gloucestershire. Part III. English Place-name Society. Volume XL.
Cambridge University Press.
38 St Clair Baddeley, W. (1913) Place-names of Gloucestershire; A Handbook, John Bellows, Gloucester.

“It was found that if the king granted to Bogo de Knovill to cut down his great oaks
in his whole wood of Killecote, and make advantage of them, the king would lose
10s a year by it on account of the attachment of the sergents and other servants of
the above forest; and that it would also injure the rector of the church of Aston, for
the time being, who had common when pannage 39 happened, to the amount of 5s,
and also of 5s, each to William de Aston and Thomas de Bolesdon, who had
common there likewise.”40
It is unclear who submitted this petition to prevent Bogo from clearing his land. I suspect
that it was the last mentioned William and Thomas. It reads as if to bolster their chances of
success, they first pointed out the loss to the king; and if a 10s loss was not thought likely
to bother a king followed that up with an appeal to support religion and then; almost as an
afterthought, mentioned their loss. To be able to put such a precise figure on their potential
loss, it is likely that they were letting out their right of common to others.
As there was a Thomas de Bolesden in 1283, I think we can conclude that Boulsdon was a
manor before Quia Emptores. It was a mesne-estate and on the estate was a common
called the mynd. Confusingly, or conveniently, these words sounded the same.
The other interesting thing about this judgement is that it concerns a dispute between
people from different manors about the exercise of their rights of common. I believe that a
similar process, only this time involving commoners, may have led to this area being
described as Cliffords Mynd.41 For tenants seeking to exercise their rights of common on
open tracts of land, where the boundary between one manor’s common and another’s was
indistinct, the issue of who owned a particular piece of land was of paramount importance
– their entitlement, and maybe their means of subsistence, depended on it.
Boulsdon tenants using the common resource would, in all probability, have simply called it
the mynd. This was what it was called in the 1629 deed of sale 42. And, as we shall see, this
was also what it was called in the newspaper advertisement of the 1842 sale. Disputes
over rights on and to the common would inevitably arise and people using the common
needed clarity on which parts they did - and others didn’t - have rights over. While disputes
about how tenants of the manor were using the mynd would be settled in the manorial
court, disputes with people who didn’t live within the manor about their encroachment onto
the mynd, would focus on who was entitled to use Cliffords Mynd. In short, while I can’t
see a Clifford feeling the need to name a piece of waste ground after themselves. I can
see, when precision was called for, tenants invoking the fact that this was Cliffords mynd to
emphasise their own, and other’s lack of, right of common.
39 Pannage is the right of feeding pigs or other animals in a wood.
40 Esch. 11 Ed.1 No 68 Fosbrooke op.cit. Volume 1. pp 84-5
41 For a study about the coining of place-names in South Oxfordshire by ordinary inhabitants, rather than lords or

42

clergy, see S. Mileson, Beyond the Dots: Mapping Meaning in the Later Medieval Landscape, in The Later
Medieval Inquisitions Post Mortem - Mapping the Medieval Countryside and Rural Society, ed M. Hicks (Boydell
2016) 84-100
The first recorded mention of the ‘Mynde’ being called ‘Cliffords’ is in the sale of 1677. The Clifford family had
relinquished Boulsdon manor more than fifty years previously. It is unlikely that the area would have been given
the family’s name after they were no longer owners. Assuming that the area had been known as Cliffords Mynd,
prior to 1677, why does the 1625 sale simply refer to the area as ‘the mynd’? Possibly there was a lack of precision
on the part of the lawyer drafting the deed, but given the careful wording of the rest of the document that seems
unlikely. My preferred explanation for the missing ‘Cliffords’ is that the vendor, Latton, did not want to confuse
matters by implying a continuing proprietorial interest on the part of its previous owners, who while no longer
lords of the manor, as far as I am aware, still possessed other land in the vicinity.

That raises the question, why wasn’t it just called Boulsdon Mynd? The answer, I think, lies
in the fact that, while the lords of the manor took the surname Boulsdon, or Bolesden and
did so for over three hundred years, that surname has ceased to exist. 43 This suggests
that, though the lord took the name of their manor, the rest of the family retained their
connection to, and membership of, the Clifford family. In other words, while the manor
might be called Boulsdon, everyone knew that the land belonged to the powerful Cliffords.
Changes to the common
The Agricultural Revolution which began in the 17 th century put an end to medieval openfield farming practices. Land became more productive and initially by agreements,
holdings were consolidated into individually-owned or rented fields. From the 1750s
however, enclosure by Act of Parliament became the norm. Over 5,200 Enclosure Bills
were enacted by Parliament. These related to just over a fifth of the total area of England,
amounting to some 6.8 million acres. Productive commons and waste-land disappeared.
As agriculture became more productive, unenclosed areas, such as the mynd, became
less used, as their importance for people’s livelihoods declined. Timothy Nourse, a relative
of the Walter Nourses we have already met, was an agricultural and religious writer from
Newent. He was an advocate of the new agricultural methods and no friend of the
commons. His testimony is, therefore, not impartial. But that doesn't mean his
observations, made at the beginning of the 18 th century, weren’t accurate.
He characterised both commoners and their beasts as exemplars of a:
“starv’d, scabby and rascally race” and the common as “ Nothing but a Naked
Theater of Poverty, both as to Men and Beasts, where all things appear horrid and
uncultivated and [which] may be term’d, not improperly, the very abstract of
Degenerated Nature”.44
As the importance of the mynd as a common resource declined, people began to encroach
onto the common and make homes for themselves. The 1784 deed of sale of Boulsdon
manor mentions “gardens and house being or lying on or near Cliffords Meand.” This
house would have been included in the sale of the estate because the encroacher and the
lord of the manor had entered into a tenant and landlord relationship.
This process of encroachment and settlement onto the common continued, as can be
seen from the 23rd September 1842 Notice of Sale in the Gloucester Journal
To be sold by auction at the George Inn, in the town of Newent, on Friday 14 th
October next at three o’clock in the afternoon.
Lot 1. The Manor or Lordship, or reputed Manor or Lordship, of Boulsdon,
otherwise Bullesden...extending nearly from the town of Newent to May Hill and
over the Commons or Wastes known as Clifford’s Mesne or Mein.....and including
within its boundary certain estates called
43 The Oxford Dictionary of Family Names in Britain and Ireland edited by Patrick Hanks, Richard Coates, Peter
McClure, Oxford University Press 2016

44 Campania Foelix, Or, a Discourse of the Benefits and Improvements of Husbandry Containing Directions for All
Manner of Tillage, Pasturage, and Plantation : As Also for the Making of Cyder and Perry by Timothy Nourse
1700

Great Boulsdon, the Little Boulsdons, Raven’s Hill, Hudge More, parts of the Briery
Hill and Common Field estates, with others, and comprising also all those mines
and quarries of good building and limestone, now in full work, and situate on
Clifford’s Mein, in the occupation of Enos Harris, as yearly tenant ,at a rent of £10.
Also all that piece or parcel of pasture land, or ground, containing 31 perches, or
thereabouts situate on the Mein in the occupation of Mr Thomas Morse or his under
tenant.
Also all that pleck, piece or parcel of arable land or orcharding containing about a
quarter of an acre or thereabouts, being near the Wood Bar, in the occupation of
George Apperley, as yearly tenant.
Also all that pleck, piece or parcel of arable land also situate on the Mein in the
occupation of Henry Davis, as yearly tenant, at a small reserved rent.
And also all that cottage and garden, with the two plecks of land thereto adjoining
and belonging, containing together by estimation half an acre or thereabouts also
situate on the Mein in the occupation of Thomas Yeomans at a small reserved rent.
Readers may be able to recognise family names, or identify houses, from among those
included in the remainder of the sale.
Lot 3. All those two freehold cottages (under one roof), with the garden and three
pieces or parcels of land or orcharding belonging and adjoining thereto, situate on
the Mein in the occupations of Charles Sterry and Elizabeth Smith, as tenants
thereof at the yearly rent of £10 (together) containing by admeasurement in the
whole, more or less: 2 acres, 1 rood and 12 perches.
Lot 4. All that freehold cottage with the garden and pleck of ground thereto
adjoining and belonging, being on the Mein aforesaid in the occupation of Robert
Colwell, as yearly tenant at the rent of £4 and containing by admeasurement, more
or less: 1 acre, 2 roods and 37 perches.
Lot 5. All that freehold cottage and garden with the barn and shed attached thereto
with three pieces or parcels of arable and pasture land or orcharding adjoining,
situate on the Mein being in the occupation of John Philpotts at the yearly rent of
£7 10s and containing together by admeasurement, more or less: 2 acres, 2 roods
and 16 perches.
Lot 6. All that freehold cottage and garden situate at a place called Horsley Grove
on the Mein aforesaid, with about ¾ of an acre of arable land adjoining and
belonging in the occupation of – Lyes, as yearly tenant at the rent of £4 and
containing in the whole by admeasurement, more or less: 1 acre, 1 rood and 7
perches.
Lot 7. All that freehold cottage and garden with three pieces or parcels of land
adjoining and near thereto and planted with fruit trees situate at a place called the
Acorn Wood Gate on the Mein aforesaid and in the occupation of Joseph Saysell
and his under tenant at a yearly rent of £8 together and containing in the whole by
admeasurement, more or less: 3 acres, 1 rood and 20 perches.

Lot 8. All that freehold cottage and garden, with the two closes, pieces or parcels of
pasture land or orcharding and other hereditaments thereto, also adjoining and
belonging in the occupation of John Hale, at a yearly rent of £4 containing in the
whole by admeasurement, more or less: 2 acres, 1 rood and 0 perches.
Lot 9. And also all those two freehold cottages and gardens adjoining each other
called Wood Bar situate on the Mein aforesaid and in the occupation of George
Apperley and Hannah Dew, as tenants thereof and adjoining the Great Boulsdon
estate belonging to Edmund Rudge Esq.
All the above Estates, Lands, Hereditaments and Premises are situate in the parish
of Newent aforesaid, are planted with Fruit trees, now in their prime and the several
houses and buildings are in tenantable repair
For the purposes of this paper, the interesting thing to note is the uncertainty, in 1842, as
to whether the place name was Mesne or Mein. It reads as if the vendors and their solicitor
wanted to use Mesne, but couldn’t help falling back repeatedly onto the colloquial, ‘the
Mein’.
Ben Lennon in his study of Meend names in the Forest of Dean, made the following
observation:
“Priors Myne (had also been noted as Priors Mynde in 1565.) It does not seem to
correspond to any known priory record and may relate to a surname. On Isaac
Taylor’s map of 1777 it is shown as Prior Meend. The meend element changed to
mesne in the early twentieth century possibly as an aspirational shift on the part of
the owner of Priors Lodge to distinguish between the prosaic meend of the forest
and align with the more elegant Anglo-Norman demesne. This also seems to have
occurred at Cliffords Mesne.
I don’t think that’s quite right. Llanthony Priory was given permission to clear an area of the
forest. It is on this land that Priors Lodge was built 45. Whatever aspirations the early 20th
century owners of Priors Lodge might have had, they would hardly have been shared by
the squatters settling on Cliffords Mynd in the early 19 th. They would not have been
pressing for their settlement to be upgraded to Mesne. We must look elsewhere for who
might have gained. One of the striking things about the 1842 sale of Boulsdon manor was
how little monetary value the ‘lordship’ had. The mesne-estate had gone – the estates
named as being within the boundary of Boulsdon manor had all been sold off in the
previous century. The only land that remained was the mynd and the only income, aside
from the quarry, was that which could be obtained from squatters. The snob value of being
‘lord of the manor’ trumped any financial advantage to be gained. In these circumstances,
with the words sounding conveniently the same, the advantage to the vendors of eliding
‘mein’ with ‘mesne’ is obvious. The parish baptismal records, which from the early 1800’s
had recorded Cliffords Mein or Cliffords Mynde as the place of residence changed this to
Cliffords Mesne in 1848. This change coincided with the arrival of a new curate. We can
assume that the newcomer was not encumbered by his aged predecessor’s memories,
and more willing to take things as he found them. It would also seem that whoever bought
the ‘lordship’ had been assiduous in promoting their new ‘mesne-estate’ in the meantime.
45 From: 'Lydney', A History of the County of Gloucester: Volume 5: Bledisloe Hundred, St. Briavels Hundred, The
Forest of Dean (1996), pp. 46-84.

An attempt to enclose the Mynd
Philip Reginald Cocks built Clifford Manor in 1882. He succeeded to the title, Baron
Somers, in 1883 and the following year purchased the lordship of the manor of Boulsdon.
Styling himself as ‘lord of the manor of Cliffords Mesne’ he set about trying to build up an
estate by enclosing the remaining common land. His methods were controversial and the
Gloucester Citizen published a critical letter by a Gloucester solicitor, Joseph Hollis Yates.
The sorry tale of Mr Yates’ subsequent career is set out in Appendix 3.
However, Baron Somers also had his defenders and the Gloucester Citizen promptly
published a reply from a Newent solicitor on 14 December 1885. I think it’s one of the
great ‘letters to the editor’ and reproduce it in full below.
“Right of Common
Sir, In your issue of the 10th inst. Mr J Hollis Yates publishes a letter on the above subject.
Had he done as he says “made extensive enquiries” I cannot but think he would have
been referred to me as knowing perhaps more of the facts than anyone. I live close to the
Mesne and I owned the Manor of Boulsden (within which is Clifford’s Mesne) from the year
1872 to 1884, consequently I know every inch of the ground. The Mesne was many years
ago a waste, with a few small freehold homesteads dotted about. During the last 100
years or so small enclosures have been made by squatters principally and by some of the
freeholds. From time to time the Lord of the Manor took attornments 46 from the
encroachers and at one time leases for 99 years or so at annual rents were granted to the
attorners. Some people did not attorn and contrived to hold their enclosures until the
Statute of Limitations prevented their being ejected. Within my recollection enclosures of
two to four acres have been made by squatters, a few square yards only being worked,
the rest remaining in its original state, all scrub, heather and loose stone grubbed about in
small hillocks. As for pasturage there was none, but here and there a few patches of
inferior turf. The only animals I have seen turned out on the Mesne were not worth owning
and belonged to people who were trespassers.
About the year 1882 Lord Somers – then Col Cocks – conceived the charitable idea of
improving the locality and set about buying up the little holdings, which he did at rates
ranging from 50 to 150 per cent above the value. I then offered him the manor, which he at
once bought of me. Having acquired the freehold of nearly all Clifford’s Mesne he has
during the past two years spent many hundreds of pounds making roads, straightening
fences and the like, employing the inhabitants of the place, and I do not hesitate to say,
thereby keeping many families from the guardians of the poor.
With the exception of small corners, one or two disused lanes and patches, the enclosures
were made by trespassers, the people now complaining, whom Lord Somers has
extravagantly remunerated for their imaginary rights and labour! As an instance there is a
man now living in a small hut he put up himself and enclosed ground around which he has
tilled into a garden. This I made him attorn tenant to me for. He is now yearly tenant to
Lord Somers, yet his Lordship has offered the man nearly double the freehold value of the
lot, and he refuses it. This is probably one of Mr Yates’ wronged poor men!
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In this instance, attornment refers to an acknowledgment, by the encroacher, that the land belongs to someone

Since Mr Yates gave his gratuitous and illegal advice to pull up fences, the ungrateful
boors have taken courage, commenced to put it into operation and threaten further
depredation if Lord Somers’ foreman will not find them work.
I don’t know if Lord Somers will suspend his charitable work at Clifford’s Mesne this winter;
if he does it is but natural and the people will have to thank their Radical friend and adviser
Mr Yates. I am credited with being a Liberal, but actions such as Mr Yates’ advising
lawlessness and attempting to hold up an honourable and charitable nobleman to public
contempt on false data are sufficient to turn all honest men Conservatives.
Yours &c
J Edwards Price, Solicitor. Newent
Baron Somers died in 1899 and the estate was bought by Theodore Grimké - Drayton. in
1912 the ‘Clifford Manor’ estate (which seemed to comprise over half the dwellings in
the village and most of the farms) was sold off lot by lot. Each lot was purchased
separately, thereby dissolving the estate.
The re-emergence of the Mynd
In 1968 a group of villagers sought to have three sites within the village registered as
common land. Unfortunately one site had had houses recently built on it. The legal
dispute that ensued, known as ‘The Matter of Tump Common’ was resolved at a hearing in
November 1972. The application to register this site as being common land was
unsuccessful. When the Grimké- Drayton estate was sold in 1912, the land in question
was being used for industrial purposes as a quarry, clay pit and brickworks. Before the
houses were built the site had been derelict for a number of years In dismissing the
application to register, the commissioner concluded:
To make a finding that the use made before 1949 of the [area] for grazing and
taking sticks as above described was in exercise of rights of common, I must have
evidence on which I can specify, at least in a general way, whether the rights were
annexed to any lands or building, or held in gross, what kind of animals could be
grazed in exercise of those rights, how the number of animals at any time grazing
was determinable, whether such rights were under a premises grant, or the custom
of a manor or otherwise, and so forth. I had no such evidence. My conclusion is
that the use made of the [area] for grazing or taking sticks as above described
was not in the exercise of any right of common, but amounted to no more than the
sort of use which any owner of unmarketable former industrial land might tolerate
pending the discovery of some profitable use for it.”
The largest piece of common land that was registered is now called Church Common. It is
the site of the recently revived Village Summer Fete. Or, to put it another way, the place
where, once a year, Mynd and Mesne get together.
Tom Conwell
April 2020

Appendix 1

Theoretical example of a stereotypical medieval parish of the AngloNorman manorial system in England (Shepherd 1923).

Appendix 2
Rosamund Clifford ( before 1150 – c 1166) was the mistress of Henry the Second. But as
she never wrote her story, how much say she had in that is anyone’s guess. All we have
are the legends that grew up around her and which later men put into their his-stories. The
legends, depending on the inclination of the writer, are about romance, revenge,
saintliness, or semi-divine retribution.
The following are taken from Collectanea Cliffordiana, written by Arthur Clifford and printed
in Paris 1817. Clifford begins by quoting from A discourse about Fair Rosamund and the
nunnery of Godstow written by Thomas Hearne in 1718
“It is well known that Rosamund Clifford is reported to have been the mistress of
King Henry the Second, a prince of very great virtues; who, as he was naturally
inclined to an immoderate love of women, so he could not resist the charms of this
admirable young lady, who is said to have been the masterpiece of nature, and the
most complete beauty of that age.”
Hearne, whose account says more about him and his time than it does about Rosamund,
then quotes what John Stow (1525-1605) - who clearly liked the story of the
Minataur - had to say in his Annales of England
“Rosamund, the fayre daughter of Walter, Lord Clifford, concubine to Henry the
Second, poisoned by Queen Elinor, as some thought, dying A.D.1177 at
Woodstocke, where King Henry had made for her a house of wonderful working, so
that no man or woman might come to her but he that was instructed by the king, or
such as were right secret with him touching the matter. This house, according to
some, was named Labyrinthus, or Dedalus worke, which was thought to be a house
wrought like unto a knot in a garden called a maze; but it was commonly said, that
lastly the queen came to her by a clew of thredde, or silke, and so dealt with her that
she lived not long after, but when she was dead, she was buried at Godstow, in a
house of nunnes.”
Rosamund didn’t get much peace though. Stow picks up the story 14 years later, with the
visit to Godstow of the Bishop of Lincoln
“Hugh, Byshop of Loncolne came an. 1191 to the abbey of nunnes, called Godstow,
between Oxford and Woodstocke, and when he had entered the church to pray, he
saw a tombe in the middle of the quire, covered with a pall of silke, and set about
with lights of waxe. And demanding whose tombe it was, he was answered that it
was the tombe of Rosamund, that was sometime Lemman to Henry the Second,
King of England, who for the love of her had done much good to that church. Then
quote the bishop, take her out of this place and bury her without the church.”
According to Hearne, when the nuns removed the body, they enclosed the bones in a
perfumed leather bag, which they afterwards enclosed in a leaden coffin.
Or as John Leland (1503 – 1552) put it
“Her bones were closid in lede, and within that in ledder. When it was opened there
was a very swete smell came owt of it”.

However, that ending does not correspond with what we find in Dives et Pauper, printed in
1493, and thought to have been written by a Franciscan friar
“We rede that in Englonde was a king that had a concubyne, whose name was
Rose, and for hyr greate bewte he cleped hir Rose amound, Rosa mundi, that is to
say, Rose of the worlde. For him thought that she passed all wymen in bewtye. It
bifel that she died, and was buried whyle the kynge was absent. And whanne he
cam ayen for grete love that he had to hyr, he wolde se the body in the grave. And
whanne the grave was openned, there sate an orrible tode upon hir breaste, and a
foule adder begirt hir body about in the middle. And she stank so that the kyng, ne
non other might stonde to se that orryble sight. Thanne the kynge dyde shutte ayen
the grave and dyde wryte the two veersis upon y e grave:
Hic jacet in tumba Rosa mundi, non rosa munda
Non redolet, sed olet, quae redolere solet”
Here in the tomb lies the rose of the world, not a pure rose;
she who used to smell sweet, still smells—but not sweet.

So there we have it: a teenager, quite possibly pimped by her father, transformed into a
seductress; the love of Henry’s life; murdered by another woman (who, in actuality, was
herself imprisoned during this period); her dead body thrown out of a church by a priest;
and finally, a warning about the way of all flesh.

Appendix 3
From the Teesdale Mercury 26 May 1897
At the Liverpool Assizes the judge said that Joseph Hollis Yates, aged 36 “had been
convicted of a series of frauds, unexampled in his (the judge’s) somewhat long experience.
The prisoner had laid his hands upon the property of people who were almost always of a
poor and ignorant class. He had stolen their money, and in order to prevent being called
upon to account for it had committed wholesale forgeries, while perjury seemed to have
been the atmosphere in which he lived….there seemed indeed to have been no limit to his
wickedness and under these circumstances it was his lordship’s plain duty to pass upon
him the heaviest sentence that the law allowed, which was that he be held in penal
servitude for the term of his natural life.”
The following has been compiled from newspaper articles of the time.
Hollis Yates was a native of Gloucester, where he was born in 1861. After attending
Oxford, he trained as a solicitor, qualifying in 1888. He immediately opened his own
practice and soon afterwards borrowed £50 from a youth named Williams. When Williams
pressed for re-payment, Yates arranged that the debt be settled by Williams’ father in
exchange for an I.O.U. When this became due it was presented for payment, upon which
Hollis Yates repudiated his own signature, and prosecuted the youth and his father, the
one for forging and the other for uttering a forged bill. The father and son were tried at
Gloucester Assizes in 1890 and acquitted. The Judge expressly disallowed Yates' claim for
costs. Having been bankrupted by the case Yates left Gloucester and went first to Leeds
and then to Wigan. Following his discharge from bankruptcy Yates moved to Liverpool in
1892 and again set up as a solicitor.
The story which led to Yates’ eventual downfall began in 1810, when an English military
officer on service in Ireland fell in love and eloped with an Irish woman, the daughter of a
couple in a very humble rank of life. The couple later married. The husband predeceased
his wife, leaving her his fortune, which was of a very considerable amount. In 1876 the
widow, who then lived in London, died intestate leaving no family. In 1883, as no person
had established a claim as next-of-kin, the estate became the property of the Queen..
In 1891, following an advert in the newspapers, the matter was revived and 10 people, all
of Irish origin, came forward claiming to be heirs of the deceased woman. The Crown
prepared to contest the claim, and the claimants did not take the matter any further.
That was the position at the end of 1896 when Hollis Yates appears to have first learned
something of the circumstances of the case, and to have come to the conclusion that
scope was offered for the exercise of his peculiar talents. He obtained the papers in the
case, placed himself in communication with the claimants, and possibly without their
authority, set out to promote their cause.
Perceiving the gaps in the claimants’ story, he set himself to manufacture missing links of
evidence. He went over to Ireland, interviewed people and took statements. An old family
Bible seemed a desirable adjunct to the case. He obtained a Bible, dated 1800, and
sketched out a draft of the history of the family which he said should be inscribed upon
the fly-leaf. It seemed further fitting that a silver watch bearing an inscription showing it to
be a gift from the deceased widow to one of her nephews should be produced.
He bought a watch, and had it suitably inscribed by a Liverpool engraver.

Then, collating all the evidence he had gathered, Yates requested counsel’s opinion on the
claim’s prospects of success. Receiving a favourable response, he then resorted to a
clever device for raising money to carry out his scheme. He advertised for financial help to
prosecute the claim, and quoted counsel's opinion as a guarantee of its success. He
received £350 from three different people.
How the wheels came off this scheme was not reported. Maybe the police also read his
newspaper advertisement and took an interest, or maybe one of his investors asked for
their money back. In any event he was arrested.
The newspapers reported that the failure of his scheme seemed to cause Yates infinite
regret. Apparently he seemed to regard it with an artist's eye. He had plans to produce
further evidence in the nature of inscriptions on tombstones and coffin plates. When
arrested, Yates is reported to have remarked sorrowfully to the police “ Ah, if only I had
had a few more months." The total sum recovered from the Crown, had the scheme been
successfully carried through, would have been little short of £200,000.

