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THE English Inns are intimately bound up 
with the history of the English people. Most 
writers of fiction, of any note, utilise the Inn 
largely as a medium for adventure, for 
unexpected meetings, and for tragedy. They 
have been effectively used also to describe 
the gathering together of quiet folk in 
villages and in country towns, where politics, 
local affairs, the crops and the weather, 
coming marriages and past deaths, and the 
whole stingless gossip of a country-side, 
were discussed, debated, and pondered. 
Charles Dickens was a master in describing 
Inn-life ; so also was Henry Fielding. Who, 
either, can ever forget George Eliot's match- 
less descriptions in Silas Marner* of the long 
and solemn evening chats at the Rainbow Inn 
in the little village of Raveloe ? The slow and 
intermittent conversation when the company 
first assembled ; the gradual thawing, never 
to be hurried.'The pipes began to be puffed in a 
silence which had an air of severity ; the more 
important customers, who drank spirits and sat 
nearest the fire, staring at each other as if a bet 
were depending on the first man who winked ; 
while the beer drinkers, chiefly men in fustian 
jackets and smock-frocks, kept their eye- lids down 
and rubbed their hands across their mouths, as if 
their draughts of beer were a funereal duty 
attended with embarrassing sadness. At last Mr. 
Snell, the landlord, a man of a neutral disposition, 
accust-omed to stand aloof from human 
differences as those of beings who were all alike in 
need of liquor, broke silence, by saying in a 
doubtful tone to his cousin the butcher,

“ ‘Some folks 'ud say that was a fine beast you 
druv in yesterday, Bob?'

"The butcher, a jolly, smiling, red-haired man, 
was not disposed to answer rashly. He gave a few 
puffs before he spat and replied, ' And they 
wouldn't be fur wrong, John.'

"After this feeble, delusive thaw, the silence set 
in as severely as before."

The Rainbow however, was an insignificant 
village Inn, far from the haunts of crowds or 
of coaches, where the merest modicum of 
news rarely strayed, and where the company 
was limited to the simple folk of a thinly 
populated agricultural district. George Eliot's 
description would not apply to towns, or to 
Inns where coach-travellers stopped.

It was, as has been seen already, greatly 
feared that Inns would suffer by reason of 
the introduction of coaches. Such Inns as the 
coaches stopped at, of course, would benefit ; 
others, it was thought, would be harmed. 
However this may have been, it is 
undeniable that the Inns from which the 

coaches started, at which they stopped at the 
end of their journey, and upon which they 
called en route  became famous places in 
every way. They were the rendezvous for all 
the neighbour-hood ; they grew to be large 
and stately houses, fitted well with every 
accommdation both for man and beast. Many 
of them still remain, dotted about here and 
there along the old coach roads. But their 
ancient glory has gone ; they are too large for 
modern needs, and some of them have 
passed out of being, or have been 
transformed to other uses. Long after the old 
coaches ceased to run they carried on a 
struggling existence, but they could not 
permanently withstand the changed habits 
which came in with the introduction of the 
railroads, and so they shrank into quiet 
houses of entertainment, just fitted to supply 
the local needs. After a time the former hosts 
and hostesses died, and a new generation 
arose, which knew not the glamour and the 
prosperity of the coaching days.

As long as two hundred years ago some of 
the English Inns were suspected of 
connivance at many of the robberies which 
occurred in them. A late seventeenth-century 
writer (one Harrison) wrote : " I believe not 
that chapman or traveller in England is robbed by 
the waie without the knowledge of some of them, 
for when he commeth into the inne, and alighteth 
from his horse, the hostler forthwith is verie busie 
to take downe his budget or capcase in the yard 
from his saddle-bow, which he poiseth slilie in his 
hand to feele the weight thereof; or if he misse of 
this pitch, when the guest hath taken up his 
chamber, the chamberlaine that looketh to the 
making of the beds will be sure to remove it from 
the place where the owner hath set it, as if it were 
to set it more convenientlie some where else, 
whereby he getteth an inkling whether it be monie 
or other short wares, and whereof giveth warning 
to such od guests as hant the house, and are of his 
confederacie, to the better undoing of many an 
honest yeoman as he journieth by the waie."

Another book of similar date confirms the 
statement already made. "It is as common a 
custom, as a cunning policie in thieves, to place 
chamberlains in such great innes where cloathiers 
and graziers do lye ; and by their large bribes to 
infect others, who were not of their own prefer-
ring; who noting your purses when you draw 
them, they'l gripe your cloak- bags, and feel the 
weight, and so inform the master thieves of what 
they think, and not those alone, but the Host 
himself is often as base as they, if it be left in 
charge with them all night ; he to his roaring 
guests either gives item, or shews the purse itself, 
who spend liberally, in hope of a speedie recruit."*
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As time passed on these suspicions faded 
away, simply because there was little or 
nothing to cause them to arise. There were, of 
course, other dangers on the road, which 
have been well — probably too well — 
chronicled. Highwaymen abounded, though 
not to the extent which has been supposed. 
The career of a highwayman had in it just 
that dash of romance, of dare-devil valour 
and of bold horsemanship, which was 
sufficient to captivate readers and hearers of 
these stories. They were exaggerated in 
detail, and they were multiplied in instance. 
They existed, and great losses occurred at 
times. But the greater vigilance of the 
authorities, and strict dealing with those who 
offended, did its good work in time. 
Travellers, moreover, ever since men have 
travelled at all, have always run risks. 
Probably this will be so, so long as travelling 
lasts. Even to-day there are railway robberies, 
not of very infrequent recurrence. Yet no one, 
so far as is known, accuses the railway 
authorities of connivance in these evil deeds. 
It is obviously easier to steal valuables when 
they are in transit than when they are safely 
stowed away in the bank, or at home. 
Conveyance of things by road, rail, or sea has 
ever been, and must ever be, the thieves' 
opportunity.

The great London Coaching Inns were 
splendid places, admirably conducted and 
well managed. The Bell and Crown, Holborn ; 
the Old White Horse Cellar, and White Bear, 
Piccadilly ; the Swan with two Necks, Lad 
Lane; the Spread Eagle, Piccadilly ; the Bull and 
Mouth, St. Martin's le grand ; the Saracen's 
Head, Snow Hill ; the White Horse, Fetter 
Lane; the George and Blue Boar, Holborn ; the 
Bull, Aldgate ; the Golden Cross, Charing 
Cross ; the Cross Keys, Wood Street, and 
many another great Coaching House, were as 
well known to our people of the West, 
seventy or eighty years ago, as the Clarence 
and the Bristol Arms are in Bridgwater to-day. 
From these, and other great Inns, the Coaches 
for the West started, or called at them just 
after starting. All these Inns were no doubt 
the favourite meeting-places for West-
country people, who went up to them, stayed 
in them, came home from them, and knew 
their hosts, their ways, and their servants 
thoroughly well. Probably the Bell and Crown, 
Holborn, to which the Swiftsure Coach 
travelled, may have been the most favourite 
Inn of all for Bridgwater travellers.

Some of the Country Inns on the various 
ways to the West were also noted places. One 
can only name a few of them. Among them 

were the Castle, Marlborough ; the Bear 
Hungerford ; the Pelican, close to Newbury ; 
the King's Head, Thatcham ; the Angel, 
Woolhampton ; the Bear, Maidenhead ; the 
Windmill, Salt Hill ; the King's Arms, Salis- 
bury ; the George, Amesbury ; the George, 
Shepton Mallet ; the George, Frome ; the 
George, Ilminster ; the Greyhound, Wells ; and 
the well-known Piper's Inn, which was the 
first stage out of Bridgwater. Their number 
could, of course, be very largely added to. 
Bath and Bristol possessed famous Coach- 
ing Inns of their own. Bristol had the Bush, 
the White Lion, the Plume of Feathers, and the 
famous Rummer. It was from the latter Inn 
that the coaches to Bridgwater ran. Bath 
claimed the York House, the White Hart, the 
Lion, the Angel, and the Castle and Ball, from 
which last house the Bridgwater coaches 
started. These were only the leading Inns ; 
others also, of course, abounded.

When Bridgwater and its Inns come to be 
reckoned with the task is by no means an 
easy one. It is not the purpose of this chapter 
to search out for old Inns which once existed 
in the Town, and now have ceased to be. The 
names, and even the very existence of some 
of them, are entirely forgotten now. Among 
many which now have ceased to be in use are 
the following: The Rising Sun, in Friarn Street; 
the White Horse, the Royal George, the 
Mariner's Compass, and the Albion, all in St. 
Mary's Street ; the Crown and Sceptre, the 
Greyhound, the Alexandra, from West Street ; 
the Plough, from Angel Crescent ; the Crown, 
from Halswell Lane ; the Three Tuns, from 
Penel Orlieu ; the Salmon, from Salmon 
Parade. From Eastover the Bath Arms, the 
Moulders’ Arms, the George, and the Globe 
have all gone. The Seven Stars, a noted house 
at election times, it was said, is no more. The 
Castle, the Artillery Arms, the Grape-Vine, the 
Griffin, the Noahs Ark, the Rainbow, and the 
Albert are also extinct. Of course there are 
many others which have passed away, time 
out of mind. The famous old Swan, one of the 
most noted Inns in the West of England, long 
ago was pulled down, or, at least, was made 
into shops. Many are the plots that were 
hatched therein ; many the dinners held ; 
many the roaring Jacobite songs sung, to be 
drowned, no doubt, in boisterous loyalist 
toasts. There was formerly an Inn named the 
Bear, on the Cornhill, nearly two centuries 
ago. A later small Inn named the Swan 
afterwards came into being in Friarn Street, 
but it has now disappeared.

A list of the existing Hotels, Inns, and 
Licensed Houses now in Bridgwater must be 
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given, if only for the perusal of any one who 
may chance to read it, say, a hundred years 
hence, when fashion in these things may 
possibly have altered. The Royal Clarence 
owes its name, presumably, to a visit of some 
member of the Royal Family early in the last 
century. The site of this Hotel was formerly 
occupied by two Inns, the old Crown, facing 
the Cornhill, and the Angel, at the back. The 
Angel must either have given its name to, or 
taken it from Angel Crescent, leading to the 
old North Gate. The Bristol Arms clearly took 
its name from the noted seaport which is, 
and has long been, one of the greatest towns 
in England, and a famous centre of sea-
trading.

The following evidently take their 
designations from sea -going occupations. 
The Anchor, the British Flag, Compass, Dolphin, 
Hope and Anchor , Mariner's Arms, the North 
Pole, River Parret (formerly the Whale), the 
Ship-Aground, Ship Afloat, Steam Packet, 
Sailor's Return, Sailor's Home, the Salmon (St. 
John's Street, formerly the Exeter), and the 
Shipwright's Arms (formerly Cross Keys, and 
Ring of Bells). The Fleur-de-Lis (a very 
favourite old English sign). Golden Ball, 
Golden Lion, Green Dragon, Three Crowns, 
White Lion, and Star are derived, probably, 
from old heraldic bearings. The Beaufort Arms, 
Tynte Arms (formerly the Blue Boar), 
Devonshire Arms, Barclay Arms, and Blake 
Arms (formerly Duke of Wellington) come 
from family armorial bearings. The King's 
Head, King's Arms, Queen's Head, the Queen, 
Royal Oak, the Alexandra (formerly the 
Crown), and the Crown (St. John's Street) 
sufficiently explain themselves. Next come 
some signs connected with trade. The 
Mason's Arms (formerly the Fighting-Cocks), 
Baker's Arms, Malt Shovel, Hatter's Arms 
(formerly Britannia), the Limekiln, Old Cheese 
House, Sheep Market, and Vintner's Arms take 
their names from the respective trades 
indicated.

Some varied signs succeed to these. There 
are the Globe (formerly the Sloop), the London, 
New Inn, Nag's Head, Rose and Crown, 
Fountain, Bell, Cock, Beehive, Hope, Somerset, 
Waterloo House, Old First and Last, the 
Commercial in Wellington Place, and another 
Commercial, the Crowpill, the Cottage in North 
Street, and also one in Albert Street, Caledonia 
Tavern, Horse and Jockey, Halswell House, 
Foresters’ Arms, Punch Bowl, Cardiff Arms, and 
Volunteer Arms. The old White Hart still re- 
mains, and the Market House. The Railway 
Hotel and the Bristol and Exeter sufficiently 
record the coming of railroads to the Town. 

The Old Oak may possibly indicate a love for 
the Stuarts ; the Cross Rifles is distinctly 
military; the Bird - in - Hand, Bath Bridge, 
Bridgwater Arms, Bunch of Grapes, and Mansion 
House call for no special description. There 
remain still three Inns, the Cow and Butcher, 
the Bull and Butcher, and the Duke of 
Monmouth. The two first are situate near to 
where the old shambles, or butchers' stalls, 
used to be, close by where the group of 
houses known as the Island stood. This may 
account for the names of the signs. But Bull 
and Butcher is interpreted in two ways; as 
"Boleyn Butcher," referring to the reproach 
cast upon Henry VIII in regard to his second 
wife ; and also “ Boulogne Butcher,” meaning 
Napoleon Buonaparte, the great giant or 
butcher who was believed to be coming over 
from Boulogne to kill all the English people. 
The reader must decide. There still remains 
the Duke of Monmouth, a fine old house, 
formerly known as the Lamb. Its sign has 
been changed only in modern times.

This makes a total of eighty-three licensed 
houses, the population being, probably, 
somewhere near to sixteen thousand, or 
possibly more. This equals a ratio of one 
licensed house to about every two hundred 
of the people. It seems to be a large 
proportion.

In the year 1822 the Crown, the Angel, the 
Globe, the George, and the London are 
recorded as being the Bridgwater Coaching 
Inns. The waggons and vans started, in the 
same year, from the Valiant Soldier, the Globe, 
the Rose and Crown, the Three Saddles, the 
Duke of Wellington, and from the ware- 
houses of Giles and Hooper,* and of Brown 
and Brice.

A few years later, by 1839, changes had 
come in the town. The old Crown and the 
Angel were no more, the Royal Clarence had 
taken their place. The coaching houses then 
were the Clarence, the Albion, the George, the 
Rose and Crown, the Bristol Arms, the Globe, 
and the New Inn. In addition to these the 
following Inns were all connected with the 
waggon and carrying trade, and were 
starting-places or houses of call for these 
vehicles : the White Horse, Ship - Aground, 
White Hart, Three Crowns, Star, Marquis of 
Wellington, Valiant Soldier, Salmon, Lamb, and 
the Fleur-de-Lis . Brice's waggon office in 
Dampiet Street was also a starting-place.

A notice written in one of the business 
directories of that period, when so many 
changes were coming, may be of interest.      
”The principal streets of the town,” says the 
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writer, ''are lighted with gas, oil lamps being still 
in use in the back streets. The town is well paved 
and supplied with excellent water : the streets 
generally are wide and regular. The river is 
navigable up to the quay for vessels of 200 tons 
burden. There is a communication with Taunton 
and Chard by means of the Taunton and 
Bridgwater Canal, which is now in course of 
being extended to a considerable distance lower 
down the river, terminating at its junction 
therewith in a spacious floating dock, and a basin 
communicating with the river by means of two 
locks, one a large lock, the other large enough to 
admit vessels of from 200 to 300 tons burden. The 
dock is intended to contain a depth of 22 feet of 
water, and will float vessels of 500 or 600 tons. 
There will be also warehouses and wharves for the 
storing and landing goods.

A canal is in contemplation from this dock to 
Combwich, a distance of about four miles, for 
ships of 500 or 600 tons, which, should it take 
place, will, no doubt — in conjunction with the 
Bristol and Exeter Railway, which is not yet 
completed, but the works of which are proceeding 
with energy — make Bridgwater a still more 
lively and bustling town than it now is ; as it may 
be expected that many large ships which are now 
obliged to go up to Bristol will take advantage of 
the facilities offered, and land their cargoes here, 
thereby saving a great expense to the consumer in 
land carriage, besides avoiding the delay of 
proceeding up to the Bristol Docks. The 
Combwich Canal was never made, and the 
joyful hope that Bridgwater might capture 
some of the Bristol shipping trade has not 
been fulfilled.

"The number of vessels registered in this 
port," continues the chronicler of 1839, 
''averages fifty in number and seventy in tons 
burden. These vessels trade with North America, 
the West Indies, the ports of the Baltic, the 
Mediterranean, Ireland, Wales, and other places. 
The coal and iron trades with Wales predominate. 
The humbler inhabitants are chiefly employed in 
making common bricks, and tiles, and bricks for 
the purpose of scouring ; the materials for the 
latter are dug out of the bed of the river." Then 
follows a paragraph which is, for the purpose 
of this chapter, very much ad rem, The hotels 
and commercial inns of Bridgwater are 
commodious and respectable, and replete with 
every convenience. The writer places in the first 
rank the Clarence, the George, the Bristol Arms, 
the Globe, and the Albion. Such were the 
position and the reputation of Bridgwater 
Inns seventy years ago.

Four other London Inns ought to be 
named (in addition to what have already 
been mentioned) as being in almost daily 

touch with Bridgwater through the waggon 
traffic. They were the King's Arms, Snow Hill; 
the Castle and Falcon, Aldersgate Street ; the 
Elephant, Fore Street, Cripplegate ; and the 
Saracen's Head, Friday Street. A very poor 
person who could not afford the expense of a 
fast coach might travel to London by 
waggon, and would be set down at one of 
these Inns.

With the disappearance of coaches the 
Hotels and Inns, of course, changed their 
ways. Like all other institutions, they had to 
adapt themselves to the new needs of a 
newer day. The modern Inn needs neither 
description nor panegyric. It meets a want 
which is as old as history, and which is with 
us still. The famous Inns of England are one 
of many pleasant links with the past, and 
they are of exceeding interest. Scattered up 
and down in Bridgwater are some funny, 
quaint little corners in quaint little Inn rooms, 
which, could they but speak, might have 
many a story to tell. Yet, if walls have ears, 
they have no tongue, and so they wisely keep 
their secrets to themselves.

P 1
* Silas Marer was written in 1861. It is 

descriptive of rural life at the beginning of 
the nineteenth century.

p.2
*A brief yet notable Discovery of 

Housebreakers, etc., 1659.
*P.3
Giles and Hooper must have had an 

enormous business. In 1840 they were 
advertised to carry goods to Barnstaple, 
Bradford, Bruton, Cheltenham, Devizes, 
Exeter, Falmouth, Frome, Gloucester, 
Hereford, Marlborough, Mere, Monmouth, 
Newbury, Plymouth, Reading, Swindon, 
Taunton, Tiverton, Wells, Warminster, Win- 
canton, Winscomb, and Yeovil. They had a 
large business place in Bridgwater.
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