
Worfield’s Bleak House
In the seventeenth century, Worfield’s own version of Bleak 

House was playing out. Like Dickens’ novel, the case probably 
entertained those who were not involved as much as it caused grief 
and concern to those who were. Worfield’s Bleak House were the 
Rectory and Vicarage of Worfield and the Wyken Estate. The 
protagonists of Davenport and Talbott having failed to resolve 
matters in the Manor Court of Worfield fought their corners in the 
Chancery Court over certain rather large discrepancies in what Henry 
Davenport thought he had bought when he purchased the Rectory 
and Wyken and what George Talbott claimed he had sold. 

Before I explain what the case is, let me say that Chancery Court 
cases are incredibly difficult to read, which is probably one of the 
very sensible reasons why historians tend to give them a wide berth. 
The size of these documents, often more than eighteen inches across 
and closely handwritten, makes them very hard to read. It is easy to 
stray from one line to the next as you move across the page and the 
flamboyant style makes the sense very hard to follow.  

And this defendant knoweth not how the fee farm rent became due 
nor that it was incumbent on the said estate for that the complainant 
hath never yet delivered him the old deeds relating to the said estate 
though often requested as also neither hath he delivered the court 
rolls belonging to the said estate and manor although often 
demanded of him and his steward nor hath or had this defendant any 
allowance or abatement for the fee farm rent 

I am not trained in law, seventeenth century or any other for that 
matter; indentures, trusts, bargains and sale, and similar legal terms, 
frankly make my head spin. Dickens managed to cut through all the 
legalistic jargon and present the human side of the Bleak House case 
and I will try to do the same for Worfield’s case of Davenport versus 
Talbott and Rydley. 

The date is 1696 and Henry Davenport has brought a case to be 
presented to the Lord Chancellor, Sir John Somers, Keeper of the 
Great Seal of England. Henry has a complaint against George Talbott 
from whom he has bought various properties in Worfield, including 
the Rectory, the Vicarage, Wyken, Worfield Mill, several other plots 
of land including a garden adjoining the Rectory, the advowson of 
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the Church and the rectoral tithes. He also thought he was buying an 
estate free from rent and debt. 

How wrong he was! Not only was he buying property which was 
mortgaged and which had been used as security for loans, there were 
also a number of annuities to be paid. The total amount owing on the 
whole was £1,777 5s 10d, ‘or thereabouts’, as George Talbott put it. 
In today’s money that would amount to around £350,000 - quite a 
shock no matter  how little you had paid for the property and how 
wealthy one might have been. There is mention of Henry Davenport 
paying £1400 but he paid more for Wyken and some ‘extras,’ an 
overpayment Henry reckons of £1400. 

Realisation of how bad things were came slowly to Henry 
Davenport. There wasn’t one bombshell but a succession of them. 
Henry Davenport perhaps smelt a rat when having paid for the 
properties he received no title deeds. George Talbott searched long 
and hard, so he said, but failed to find them, in spite of Henry 
Davenport’s repeated requests to be given them, and George proved 
to be a slippery character to pin down. Living in Ireland made it 
difficult to contact him and when he came to England he usually 
stayed in London. 

It was during one of George Talbott’s visits to London that he 
offered to hand the deeds over. Henry Davenport must have been 
relieved, but then Talbott said he would only hand them over to his 
solicitor,Mr Gattaker, who would have to go to London to collect 
them. That never happened. Seven years went by and still no deeds 
appeared nor any court rolls showing when various transfers of 
property had taken place. At one time Henry sent George Talbott a 
letter which George refused to accept so it had to return to Henry 
unanswered. On another occasion, Henry Davenport asked to see 
some documents which were presented to him having been chewed 
by rodents. Apparently mice had got into the box in which the 
documents were stored. Or was the mouse deliberately added to the 
box to make sure little would remain? One document was readable 
and George Talbott felt he had met his obligations. Henry Davenport 
must have been tearing his hair out. 

Almost every aspect of the purchase was fraught with problems. 
Wyken, which Henry thought he had bought without any rental 
obligation, was subject to a rent to be paid to the Dean and Chapter 
of Lichfield.  



Worfield’s Bleak House
George Talbott seemed happy to accept the purchase money and 

then told Henry Davenport of the problems. Ah, some of the property 
was mortgaged, some was subject to trusts, and the tithes which 
Henry Davenport had thought would bring him a good income were 
apparently not all his. Some of the townships were not included in 
the purchase, nor the right to tithe hay and clover. The tithes of 
Ackleton had been owned by Anne Copley who had been very 
heavy-handed with the inhabitants, threatening them with eviction if 
they didn’t pay. When Henry did eventually get the rights to the 
tithes of Ackleton the inhabitants would only pay in kind. I believe 
this is why there was a tithe barn near Rowley, on the side of the 
main road from Ackleton, which has always seemed a very strange 
location. Another piece in the Worfield jigsaw, perhaps. 

The Rectory had a 500 year lease on it to Thomas Kinnersley and 
even the garden attached to the Rectory belonged to the poor of the 
parish. Henry’s right to the vicarage was safe as long as Francis 
Barney the incumbent was living but when Francis Barney died it 
would revert to Magdalene Talbott and Richard Rydley. 

It must have seemed like one of the longest nightmares Henry 
Davenport had ever had. The loans, not even considering the 
annuities, were as follows: 
… Sarmon in the County of Gloucester for which there is a mortgage 
by Thomas Talbott on land in Bagworth, Gloucestershire - £300 
Rebecca Batch of Akelton -£106 
Thomas Sheppard of Harvington, Worcestershire £60 
John Sanders of Claverley £50 
John Hickmay of Alveley 320 
George Pendrell of Hednesford by bond £30 
John Thomason of Roton £21.4s 
Thomas Child son of Sir William Child of Kinlet £500 
Thomas Kempson of Great Saredon £339 1s 9d 

So having considered Henry Davenport’s side of things, is there 
anything to be said On George Talbott’s behalf? Why, I wondered, 
were the Talbotts so short of money? As I read through the list of 
people to whom money was owed, I noticed a name which you will 
know, that of George Pendrell. When King Charles II escaped from 
the Battle of Worcester in 1651, it was the Pendrell brothers who 
protected him at Whiteladies and saw that the King had safe passage 
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to Moseley Old Hall. It led me to wonder if some of the money 
problems the Talbotts had were due to the Civil War. As staunch 
Royalists they had probably spent more money in the support of this 
cause than they could afford. On the other hand this may not have 
been the whole story. Had they had spent more on building the 
Rectory a hundred years earlier than they should have, or was 
Thomas Talbott (George’s father) a spendthrift, as Henry Davenport 
suggests? Whatever the reasons for the Talbott’s poverty it marks a 
decline in old wealth and the rise of the new, in the shape of 
merchant money.

Reference: 
Chancery Case Henry Davenport versus George Talbott & Richard 
Rydley (C7/95/51 National Archives)


