[bookmark: _GoBack]East Coker Parish
History / Heritage

Location and Context

The village of East Coker forms one of a cluster of communities within the Civil Parish of East Coker. It lies a few kilometres to the west of the A37 Roman Yeovil to Dorchester Road and also is in close proximity to the Somerset/Dorset County boundary and the Dorset AONB. 

East Coker is bounded to the south by the Coker Ridge line and historic Coker Court parkland. To the north of the village is open farm land at Coker Moor, the flood plain of the River Odd and beyond the land rises towards the crest of the Coker dip-slope at Keyford. 

To the northwest, and almost contiguous, is the settlement of North Coker, a strong relationship exists and villagers consider it as one community.

Historic Development

The village has been known as ‘Cochra’, ‘Cocre’ and ‘Cocker’.  In the language of the Early Britons ‘Cochra’ may have meant red arable land. It can be assumed settlements developed due to a good water source, high quality soil and a nearby forest for hunting. Roman influence is strong with the remains of two nationally designated Roman Villa monuments; a Roman track ran over Back Lane to Coker Wood. A Manor of Cochra is evidenced in the Exeter Doomsday Book. Early post Roman development appears to be based on agriculture and ownership of the manor of ‘Cochra’ by members of Saxon Royal Families. St Michael’s Church dates from about 1276 it is located on previous Saxon foundations and possibly an earlier Roman Temple stood on the site. Many of the current listed buildings relate to the 16th and 17th centuries and growth has been predominantly within the confines of the village.      

History

The starting point for many visitors to East Coker is the Helyar Arms, which is named after Archdeacon Helyar, Elizabeth I’s chaplain who bought the manor of East Coker from Henry VIII in the mid 16th century. Helyar was a contemporary of Water Raleigh, who bought Sherborne Castle, only some miles from Coker,
from Elizabeth I some years later. Helyar and his descendants at the manor house Coker Court were also contemporaries and near neighbours of Sir Ralph Horsey of Clifton Maybank, who was involved in Raleigh’s projects in the West Indies.

The Helyar family established a plantation in Jamaica, to which a young William Dampier was sent from East Coker by Squre Helyar the Archdeacon’s grandson, as an “accountant-reporter”, in 1675. The Helyar family knew first hand the Elizabethan adventuring and early colonisation projects. The Helyar
family held the estate until the 19th century and built the alms houses on the path up to St Michael’s Church between 1640 and 1660.

Grade 1 listed Coker Court seen to the right of St Michael’s Church was the capital house of the East Coker manor built by the de Courtenay family, the Earls of Devon, in the mid 15th century, and has views that extend right across the Coker valley. The manorial house in East Coker had previously been at Nash, according to Hutton. The de Courtenay family were the feudal holders of the East and West Coker manors from the 13th to the 16th centuries, which were the first of the properties in their South West power base approached from London.

The de Courtenay family were close royal blood relations, military supporters and courtiers, in particular of Edward III, Richard II, Henry IV, Henry V and Henry VIII. Several were Admiral of the West Seas, and responsible for the defence of England’s coasts between London and the Bristol Channel. Their
royal blood, from the houses of Plantagenet, Lancaster and latterly York, made their status and power threatening to a series of monarchs during the royal dynastic upheavals of this time.

In St Michael’s church the chapel on the south side was the site of the chantry for the souls of the de Courtenay family that was endowed by them at Nash in 1342. The wooden altar from the chantry chapel at Naish, from the early 16th century, has been placed in the chantry chapel in St Michael’s below original
14th century stained glass showing the de Courtenay arms. Naish itself, being the chantry house for the de Courtenay family was expanded in the 1390s, when owned by a younger de Courtenay son, William, who was Archbishop of Canterbury in the reign of Richard II. William’s mother, Lady Margaret de Bohun, was very influential and a granddaughter of Edward I, and her family was one of the leading patrons of illuminated manuscripts in the 14th and 15th centuries. She is buried with her husband Hugh, earl of Devon, in pride of place in Exeter Cathedral, having spent her dowager years in Coker.

Having been one of the most powerful families in England in the 14th and early 15th centuries, especially under Edward III when the young heir to the Earl of Devon, Hugh, was a founder member of Edward’s Order of the Garter and a favourite of Queen Phillippa, succeeding generations of de Courtenay heirs
were either killed in battle, or feared and faced attainder and beheading or rehabilitation and insecurity, during the Wars of the Roses and their aftermath. One of the last was uncle to Henry VIII, and crowned him, only to be regarded as a threat a few years later and executed. The last of the main de Courtenay
line, having spent his youth in the Tower of London, was restored to his title, but died childless without his lands, in exile in Italy in 1556, having been favoured first for marriage to Queen Mary then for Princess Elizabeth, but was exiled after supporting the rebellion in favour of Lady Jane Grey.

The Coker manors had been Saxon royal properties, held by Gytha, King Harald’s mother, before the Norman invasion. This status derived from their worth as highly flexible and fertile agricultural properties and position at the cross roads of the main North South and East West land routes in South West
England. The farm at Cokerford, or “Keyford”, alongside the Dorchester road, was held by Harding, King Harald’s father Eodnoth’s “Staller”, the manager of his household cavalry. The Harding family was the one of the only aristocratic Anglo-Saxon families to retain lands and status under the Normans, and Robert
FitzHarding endowed the Abbey of St Augustine at Bristol, which became Bristol Cathedral, soon after the Norman invasion. His son Nicholas FitzHarding endowed that Abbey with the farm at Keyford in the 12th Century.

In early Roman times, two villas were established at East and West Coker, directly on the route between the Roman Road from Dorchester and the military camp at Ham Hill, one of the first Roman invasion routes and defensive lines. Their agricultural units were the origin of the two manors of East and West Coker. The villas are positioned unusually close together, and form one of very  few remaining close double villa complexes in Britain. Directly between them on  a permanent spring of water is Naish Priory, and the area of this ancient Roman route is highly prospective for further archaeological discovery.

William the Conqueror assumed the Coker manors in his name after his Norman invasion. They passed to the de Courtenay family in the late 13th century by marriage to a female heir of the de Mandeville family. The Norman de Mandevilles had held the manors from the crown since William Rufus’ time, and St Michael’s Church was established under their auspices. A de Mandeville crusader is buried in one of the weathered tombs in the churchyard of St. Michael’s.

T.S. Eliot visited East Coker in the 1930s, in search of his ancestor Andrew Eliot who emigrated from there to Massachusetts in 1660. A Henry Elyott was a tenant of the Helyars’ East Coker estate in the 16th century. Eliot learnt about the history of the place from his friend Sir Mathew Nathan, who was particularly interested in the de Courtenay heritage of his house, West Coker Manor. West Coker Manor had been the home from 1377 of the powerful Dowager Countess of Devon, Margaret de Bohun de Courtenay. The house she knew burnt down after her death, in the early 15th century, and the main part of the house that
stands today replaced hers in around 1440, and was then extended by the Portman family in the 17th century.

Eliot twice visited East Coker and stayed with his friend Sir Matthew Nathan, a charismatic man who had thrown himself into full time research of the history and archaeology of the Cokers, after a distinguished international career of colonial government service (he was Governor of the Gold Coast, Natal, Hong Kong and Queensland, as well as Under Secretary in Ireland during the Easter Uprising) and chairmanship of many government committees. Matthew Nathan died nine days after Easter 1939, and Eliot produced his poem East Coker over the course of the next year, in large part as an Easter poem. Eliot had written to Sir Matthew expressing his disappointment at not being able to find the specific house in which his East Coker ancestor had lived. Sir Matthew’s extensive and detailed historical work, the Annals of West Coker, to which this piece is greatly indebted, was published posthumously in 1957. Eliot identified with another English forbear, who lived in the time of Henry VIII.

Sir Thomas Elyot, a scholar, writer and diplomat, was commissioned by Henry VIII among other things to make one of the first Latin to English dictionaries, enabling some of the reading and translation that went into the English Enlightenment. Not only did he share T.S. Eliot’s Christian name, words were his stock and trade, and Eliot quotes and versifies his ancestor’s book, The Governour, in his poem East Coker, when describing the “daunsinge” and “matrimonie” of the village forbears. Thus he poetically incorporates this familial inspiration from the past within the tradition and blood line of which Eliot felt part
and wrote.

T.S. Eliot chose to have his ashes interred in St Michael’s Church in East Coker. He remains a towering figure in world literature, voted Britain’s favourite poet and memorialised in Poet’s Corner in Westminster Abbey. Sir Andrew Motion recently said at the memorial service to Ted Hughes in Westminster
Abbey that a place in Poets' Corner offers "recognition that the nation feels admiring of this person and is likely to go on feeling admiring of them for all  time." Many of the poems in the book that made Ted Hughes famous, The Hawk In The Rain, take direct inspiration from T.S. Eliot’s East Coker. The Dean of Westminster said at Ted Hughes’ memorial in Poet’sCorner: “Now the name of Ted Hughes is to be found here too, his ledger stone at the foot of TS Eliot's, his hero and champion. Thus we honour the memory of one of the greatest English poets.”

In his poem East Coker, Eliot uses specific imagery from Shakespeare’s plays about the Wars of the Roses, which were a large part of the backdrop of the history in East Coker, in which Matthew Nathan was a particular expert. The imagery is drawn especially from Richard III, Richard II and Henry VI Part I, as
well as the Sonnet 146, to evoke the pattern and fabric of history, and the human condition and its meaning. In it the “Houses” that “rise and fall, crumble, are extended, removed, destroyed, restored” are a multi-layered metaphor originating in Shakespeare, which Eliot extends to comprise allusion to human
bodies, familial blood lines (including his own), and poems, with words as the stones, generating and being recycled through time. Eliot succeeds in making this a modernist metaphysical poetic conceit, in the tradition of Shakespeare, Donne and Marvell, a poetic achievement with which he had been preoccupied for many years. The metaphor stood in part for what was worth fighting for in English culture and history, at the difficult time faced by Britain at the start of the Second World War.

Indeed as Jim McCue has pointed out, Eliot referred to this poem, and the last three of his Four Quartets, as war poems, and they were therefore part of his personal war effort. This was particularly significant because he was an American writing East Coker before America had been drawn into the war, at the time of some of Churchill’s most rousing speeches about sacrifice and what was at stake. His audience was a Britain that was conscious of the hardship that it had endured prior to American involvement in the First World War, and an America that needed to know why it should become involved.

The poem East Coker also shows respect, even excitement, that Eliot’s intended last resting place would be near the memorial in St. Michael’s Church to William Dampier, the writer, explorer and navigator, and the seafaring history of the village. The Poet Laureate John Masefield had published an edition of
Dampier’s works describing his voyages, in 1906, which went some way to reviving interest in and popularity for Dampier. Masefield was well known to Eliot, as no doubt was his poem, Sea Fever (1902), one of the most famous and popular English poems, and his 1909 edition of William Defoe. Eliot uses the “gull” and “whale” from Masefield’s Sea Fever reverie but replaces them with “porpoise” and “petrel” for East Coker, two words which Dampier brought into the English language. He thus extends and deepens Masefield’s theme of the sea and sea voyaging being an influence and inspiration to the English people and humanity.

The memorial plaque to William Dampier, erected in 1908 only a few short years after Masefield’s rehabilitation of him, is found on the south wall of St Michael’s Church. No doubt the plaque would have piqued Eliot’s interest when he visited the church.  In the words of Dampier’s recent editor, Gerald Norris, Dampier’s “reputation has risen steadily over three centuries, with a growing recognition of the magnitude of his accomplishments. His three books have retained their immediacy and fascination. But they rank as more than superlative travel literature: they also have scientific importance. “His object, he said was ‘to see all countries and observe the works of Nature’. He was insatiably curious about every facet of the physical world, and dozens of his descriptions – of avocado pears, breadfruit, cochineal, flamingos, typhoons,
yams – passed straight into dictionaries and encyclopaedias. A high proportion of these proved so accurate that scientists continue to quote them in scholarly journals. The insects, fishes and plants named after him testify to the regard in which he is held. “He is acknowledged as a pioneer of scientific exploration, commemorated in the Dampier Archipelago in the Indian Ocean, Dampier Strait in Papua New Guinea and the port of Dampier in Western Australia. In hydrography his influence has been enormous. A Discourse of Winds, in Voyages and Descriptions, was praised by Cook and Nelson and is now viewed as a classic exposition of the system of winds, tides and currents in the Southern Hemisphere. A hundred years elapsed before it needed modifications. ‘As a continual investigator of hydrography and of the variation of the compass, of winds and the many minutiae of navigation, he is fundamental to all future
discovery,’ wrote J.C. Beaglehole. 

In 1948 the Royal Navy commissioned the 1,600 ton survey vessel HMS Dampier to mark his contribution to hydrography. “In literature his writings influenced Defoe and Swift. Defoe relied heavily on Dampier not just for Robinson Crusoe, but in A General History of the Pirates and A New Voyage Round the World, by a Course Never Sailed Before. Swift, in the introduction to Gulliver’s Travels, has Lemuel Gulliver refer to ‘my cousin Dampier’. Coleridge called him a ‘man of exquisite mind’ and drew on him for The Ancient Mariner.”
Dampier circumnavigated the world three times and was the first Englishman to set foot in Australia. He was also the first to visit and describe the Galapagos Islands. As Diana and Michael Preston say in their biography: “Another example of Dampier’s lasting influence is that when Charles Darwin complied his reading list of well over 150 books and authors for his work on species, he included only Aristotle and four others published before 1700: Plinius, John Ray for his monumental work on plants, John Evelyn for Sylvan (which Darwin later dismissed as ‘stupid’), and Dampier. Interestingly he did not include Cook or Joseph Banks from the eighteenth century. The vast majority of works were contemporary.

“Charles Darwin certainly valued Dampier. He believed the secret of his own success was ‘patient observance.’ This very quality was Dampier’s greatest legacy to so many areas in which he worked, especially natural history. Dampier identified the importance of location to the development of animals such as turtles, birds and boobies, and plants and trees such as the lime and nutmeg. He was the first to recognize different degrees of relationship between living things, as his use of the words sub-species and species indicate. In so doing, he was the first to foreshadow modern, systematic, worldwide biogeographic studies. He was also a leader in the understanding of migration. His detailed, accurate recording of what he saw and the comparisons he drew between the observations in different places, both familiar and exotic, provided descriptive data for others to develop.”

William Dampier was born at Hymerford House, previously known in Dampier’s time as Grove Farm or Manor Farm House, in 1651. This was the main managerial farm house on the Helyar’s East Coker estate, and close to the various mills that worked on the Coker Water between East and West Coker, producing flax and hemp products, including “Coker canvas” and rope that were used in south coast shipping and the navy from the time of the de Courtenays right through to Nelson and Melville. These mill areas, and Grade 1 listed Hymerford House, can be seen as one walks towards the northern part of the village.

Dampier’s father died in 1658, leaving his boy William £100 worth of farm land, and guardians were appointed, including his grandmother’s brother John Giles, who is shown as holding land as a tenant of the Helyar’s East Coker estate in Wraxhill in the estate survey of 1614. Another Giles relative held land in Burton. At this time also the Helyar’s East Coker estate included Nash and Nash Farm, comprising most of the northern part of the parish, and Pavyotts Manor,Mill and farm,in the east and north east with more than 60 acres. Both these key estate farms were let to important absentee holders, Sir Robert Phelips and William Portman respectively, who were both leading national political figures in the 17th century, the one before and the other after the execution of Charles I. 

Robert Phelips was son of Edward Phelips who built Montacute House, and
was the leading member of parliament who brought grievances against King Charles in the 1620s.
Dampier wrote of his experience and inspiration for observation as a boy on the farms and lands of East Coker and their tenants, within a description of what he found in Sumatra in his Journal of 1689: “The mold [topsoil] of this continent is different according to the natural position of it. The mountains are rocky, especially those towards the west coast, yet most that I have seen seems to have a superficial covering of earth, naturally producing shrubs, small trees, or pretty good grass. The small hills are most of them clothed with woods, the trees whereof seem by their growth to spring from a fruitful soil: the champion [level and open] land, such as I have seen, is some black, some grey, some reddish, and all of a deep mold.
“But to be very particular about these things, especially in all my travels, is no more than I can pretend to: though it may be I took as much notice of the difference of the soil as I met with it, as most travellers have done, having been bred in my youth in Somersetshire, at a place called East Coker near Yeovil or Evil: in which parish there is as great a variety of soil, as I have ordinarily met with anywhere, viz. black, red, yellow, sandy, stony, clay, morass or swampy, & c.

“I had the more reason to take notice of this, because this village in great measure is let out in small leases for lives of 20, 30, 40, or 50 pound per an. under Col. Helyar, the Lord of the Manor: and most if not all of these tenants had their own land scattering in small pieces, up and down several sorts of land in the parish: so that every one had some piece of every sort of land; his black ground, his sandy, clay, & c., some of 20, 30 or 40 shillings an acre , for some uses, and others not worth 10 groats an acre. My mother being possessed of one of these leases, and having of all these sorts of land, I became acquainted with them all, and knew what each sort would produce, (viz.) wheat, barley, maslin, rice, beans, peas, oats, vetches, flax, or hemp: in all which I had a more than usual knowledge for one so young; taking a particular delight in observing it.”

Squire Helyar took particular interest in this clever orphan who helped with his estate, and paid for his education at Kings School Bruton after he showed academic promise at local grammar schools in Yeovil and, some say, Crewkerne, and helped him find places in his first sea voyages. We know from a late 17th century catalogue of the books in Helyar’s library at Coker Court, which is in the Somerset Heritage Centre, that his library was extensive and contained many Latin authors as well as treatise in English of law and philosophy. There was also a copy of a Liber de Herbis which may have been one by Manfredus de Monte Imperiali from the 14th century, an illustrated Latin catalogue of plants from the Italian renaissance, or a similar renaissance Dioscurides. It is quite possible that Dampier at some point had access to it which inspired his format of descriptive writing with illustrations. An extensive catalogue of plants is also found in Helyar’s library, with specimen numbers listed, so it is evident at the very least that Helyar was deeply interested in plants and books.

In the North Western part of the parish of East Coker, within the Nash estates of the manor under Helyar, which Dampier would have known and visited, are three fields whose names are curious. They are Culliver’s Grave, Doggen Sheet and Guiana, and can be found on the way through the sandy lanes towards the West Coker Roman villa, across the road from that villa towards Nash. Guiana was the colonial enterprise of Sir Walter Raleigh, of Sherborne Lodge and Castle, in the 1590s,assisted by Sir Ralph Horsey of Clifton Maybank. Culliver’s Grave could perhaps refer to a wandering spirit of one John Culliver who was lost at sea in a vessel named “Course” in 1658. Further fields between here and West Coker Manor, in the parish of West Coker, were known as South Sea and Great South Sea.

On the route between Hymerford House and Culliver’s Grave are North Coker House and Burton, the latter having been part of the Helyar estate and farmed by Dampier’s relative. North Coker House was built in the 18th century by the Bullock family, who farmed much of the northern part of the parish, including Naish Priory, which they restored, at the beginning of the 20th century. Edward Troyte-Bullock was Lieutenant Colonel of the Dorset Yeomanry in the First World War, commanding the Dorset Yeomanry during its early months in Gallipoli, for which action he was awarded the CMG. Having personally led his battalion during the Dorset Yeomanry's forlorn hope attack on Scimitar Hill, and being the only officer of his battalion to survive unscathed, his account of the action which forms part of the regimental history is a unique part of the British history of Gallipoli. He was also High Sheriff of Dorset in the 1930s, the same period in which Sir Matthew Nathan was High Sheriff of Somerset.

Walking east from the “maritime” fields at Culliver’s Grave, the ancient sandy lanes that were Roman ways lead through the Nash farm that had been part of Helyar’s East Coker estate, known to Dampier, towards the Wrax Hill area that was farmed by Dampier’s relative and which also formed part of the Helyar
estate, and first come to Naish Priory.   Naish Priory, previously known as Nash Manor, is Grade 1 listed. Its buildings as seen have their origin in the chantry of the de Courtenay family which was endowed by Huw de Courtenay, Earl of Devon, in 1342, with the grange house and farm at “L’Aisshe”. The western end of the building with its diagonal buttresses is from that time. The eastern end with its gatehouse and first floor chapel with gothic perpendicular architecture and great east window showing corbelled heads of Henry IV and his second wife Joanna of Navarre, previously Queen of France, was built between 1390 and 1402.

This late 14th century expansion of the chantry foundation, into a “College of Secular Canons” was supervised by Archbishop William de Courtenay, who had the farm at Nash, and the Burrell’s Mill estate, from his bother Sir Peter de Courtenay, in 1390, and was probably executed by William Wynford, who was at the time working on St John’s Church in Yeovil. A cloister between the two ends of Naish was converted to make the consistent two and three storey structure seen today, in early Victorian times, in the gothic style. Views from the upper floors of old ends of Naish Priory extend up to Inglemount and Garden Hill at Wraxhill to the north west and north east, and through Redlands farm to the Dorset Hills to the south east and south.

Prior to 1750 at Naish there was a great hall and set of apartments which had formed another two courtyards to the south, towards the series of natural spring ponds known in ancient times as Peter’s Hole, in what is now the garden of Naish Priory. These structures are said to have crumbled in the 17th or 18th century, and elements of them were used in the building of West Coker Hall and the extension of West Coker Manor.

Moving further east we head along the route from Nash towards Yeovil through the fields that were part of the Helyar estate that Dampier and his relatives would have known and farmed. Before heading up Garden Hill to where the right of way intersects with Plackets Lane, the deep sandy Roman cart track that forms the edge of the Wraxhill part of East Coker, we can look back and see one of the key approaches to Naish that walkers from Yeovil can experience.

After heading south east on Plackets Lane and turning left to skirt through and along the edge of the 1960s Wraxhill development in East Coker, the entrance to Tarratts Lane is apparent a couple of hundred yards on the right, before the hospice. Tarratts Lane forms part of the Monarch’sWay, which is the route taken by Charles II and his supporters while trying to find safe passage to France after the execution of his father. Monarch’s Way runs down past Pavyott’s Mill and along the bottom of the Coker valley through Coker Moor and then up the hill behind Coker Court, and is a national walking route which is a key way that visitors on foot experience East Coker. 

On the right from Tarratts Lane there are fine views across the valley to St Michael’s Church and Coker Court, and the fields to left and right are part of the Pavyotts farm that was part of the Helyar estate in the environs of his guardian’s farm at Wraxhill that Dampier would have known. Pavyotts itself is viewed for the first time from the bottom of Tarratts Lane as it meets the Roman route from the Dorchester road, as is Key Farm on the left, with its royal Saxon roots, which is also listed Grade 2*.

Pavyotts Manor House, Mill and Farm were in the hands of William Portman as tenant of the Helyar estate in 1614. The young William Portman was eventually to inherit the Portman baronetcy and estate. In the later 17th century he was a key national political figure and was instrumental in supporting James II against the Monmouth Rebellion, even capturing Monmouth in Dorset and personally delivering him to the Tower, and thereafter supporting and accompanying William of Orange in 1688 as he landed in the West country and travelled up towards London to the Glorious Revolution. Portman was also a very early member of the Royal Society, from which Dampier later received acclaim and sponsorship. The current house at Pavyotts dates from the 17th century, and is listed Grade 2*.

Pavyotts had been an important property, for at least some hundreds of years, but possibly also back to Roman times. It was held by the de Montacute family, Barons of Montacute, in the late 13th century, and was the birth place of Sir William de Montacute the first Earl of Salisbury, who like Huw de Courtenay was a close friend and key supporter of Edward III.

The fields to the north and east of Pavyott’s were known as Ash Walk which suggests there may have been groves of ash trees on the site in bronze age and Roman times, which were particularly sacred and suggest there may be important further Roman and bronze age archaeological interest in the area. North of Pavyotts is the site of the East Coker Roman villa, whose deer huntingmotif mosaic floor holds pride of place in the Somerset County Museum in Taunton. The site of this villa and its setting above Patch Lake, which has variously been a body of water and at one stage a water cress farm, with views through Redlands farm to the east and up to the Coker ridge to the North and north East where there were Roman look out and signalling points that connected with Ham Hill and beyond to the north, is part of an extremely important and unusual complex of Roman remains running from the DorchesterRoad to Ham Hill. It has not been dug since the 18th century and what has been dug is only a small, fenced off area, accessible from Dunnocks Lane.

Proceeding from the East Coker villa down to Pavyotts, a closer view of the house and garden can be had from the right of way that runs along the bottom of the valley by turning left, or east, along it for a short distance at the bottom, alongside the garden, to the bottom of Pavyotts Lane. In the other direction the
Monarch’s Way leads back towards the Helyar Arms and church hamlet of East Coker. To the left there are fields under which an abandoned burgage village from the 12th and 13th centuries is buried. The path leads through the marshy area that Dampier described, and which no doubt was a rich source of flora and fauna that instilled natural wonder in the growing boy.

Coming in along the marsh and through the fields towards the church hamlet of East Coker, in the field beside the small laying out chapel on the road between the hamlets, there is an ancient elm of great size which managed to escape the ravages of Dutch Elm Disease. A superb specimen of the Narrow-leafed (or
Smooth-leafed) Elm Ulmus minor subsp. minor , measured in 2008, it was > 30 m in height, with a d.b.h. of 85 cm. Almost certainly planted as one of many ornamentals by the Helyar dynasty, the tree is a TROBI UK Champion, and has been adjudged the finest freestanding specimen in Europe.

Business History

Over the last seventy years the businesses in our Parish have changed greatly, farming being one that has
changed the most.  In the 1950’s farms were sold to the tenants from the Henage/Heylar Estate to pay for death duties, which if not paid would have resulted in bankruptcy, thus enabling farmers wealth in the good years of farming after the war.

Farms in the Parish were small and mixed, all of them having a dairy herd.  There were twelve farms in the Parish, now there are only four working farms, two diary/mixed and two subletting land for crops and pasture.

The two main businesses in the Parish were East Coker Saw Mills and Drakes Twine Works, who employed a high percentage of people who lived in the Village.  They would all have cycled or walked to work.  The Twine Works closed in the 90’s and the Saw Mills in the 80’s.  The Twin Works now has a housing estate (Drakes Meadow) built in its place and the Saw Mills is now a premises for small units, housing 15 businesses today.
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