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Changing Rooms: Comparing contents and functions in seventeenth-century Somerset and Massachusetts houses
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In the spring of 1630 people across England embarked on an epic journey.  They were bound for the North American colonies to establish a new life for themselves away from the economic, religious, and political troubles in England.  This was the beginning of the Great Migration that lasted for about ten years and resulted in 20,000 people leaving their home country for the wilderness of New England.  Included in this number was a party from the West Country, known as the Dorchester Group.  They left primarily from Somerset, Dorset and Devon, and settled the town of Dorchester in the Massachusetts Bay Colony.  This paper focuses on those emigrants who originated in the southern part of Somerset.  

The late-sixteenth and early-seventeenth century was a time of great change throughout England.  Population rose dramatically, causing economic and social problems.  Though many people suffered from the effects of increased prices and competition for land and jobs, the fortunate few – yeomen, minor gentry and the like – were able to capitalise on the situation by raising rents and obtaining higher prices for their produce.  The 1620s and 1630s were particularly difficult times, which affected all levels of society.  Some of those who benefited from rising prices were embroiled in religious and political unrest.  Many viewed Archbishop Laud’s reforms as an attempt to reintroduce popish practices within the Church of England, while Charles I ruled without a parliament and issued repeated requests for ship money.  For those of humbler means, economic depressions, exacerbated by recurring harvest failures, caused considerable hardship.  For some, migration across the Atlantic Ocean seemed a way out of their troubles:  New England held the promises of religious freedom, political security, and economic advancement.

One way to determine whether the colonists were able to achieve their goals is through their material culture.  The objects that people surrounded themselves with (and  occupied) reflected the nature of their standing in society.  In his book on housing culture, Matthew Johnson encourages this type of investigation, stating that, “the structure and layout of domestic architecture relate not only to functional and economic considerations, but also to the cultural and mental life of its users.”
  The move to New England was a chance for people to express their status through their material possessions and to realise their cultural aspirations.  Moving to a new land did not necessarily mean that they gave up their native customs or their cultural heritage: on the whole they maintained their identity as English men and women.  But to what extent did the emigrants to New England continue to express the cultural norms to which they were accustomed in the Old World?  

The research for this project is based on probate inventories, which in spite of their inherent shortcomings, provide valuable documentary evidence for the transference and possible transformation of material culture which took place in the move.  By using two linked datasets from the regions being studied it is possible to make direct comparisons and trace continuity and change over time.  Many studies have been carried out using inventories to show change in the domestic environment, including Lorna Weatherhill’s groundbreaking study into luxury goods in late-seventeenth and early-eighteenth century England.  However, few studies have “employed [inventories] to quantify the characteristics of early modern households” as Mark Overton and his team did in their 2004 study of production and consumption.
  This project aims to follow his lead.  To aid the analysis of the 322 documents used in this research, a relational database has been created.  Unlike other projects, which have used inventories to study material culture, this project is interested in all of the items that were found in the home and how they were used to define internal space.  The findings from the analysis of the database will be put into context using WG Hoskins theory of the great rebuilding which took place in England during the late-sixteenth and early-seventeenth centuries.


There is evidence that by the time the emigrants began leaving for New England in 1630 elements of the Great Rebuilding had reached southern Somerset.  One of the most evident ways this can be seen through the inventories is the presence of first floor rooms.  The flooring over the hall was one of the major changes that took place during the great rebuilding, creating separate living rooms on the ground floor with private bedchambers above.  Throughout the seventeenth century, 43% of location descriptors, including outside spaces, refer to rooms that include the world “chamber” or “above”.  Note, however, that not all chambers were upstairs rooms, as, for example, references to a chamber next to the hall, a chamber within the hall and a chamber over the hall chamber.  For this reason, a hall chamber and a chamber over the hall are listed separately.  Nonetheless, a minimum of 65% of all the Somerset inventories mention rooms not on the ground floor.


With 76% of the pre-1650 inventories listing a hall, this room was still the heart of the household in southern Somerset and the site for such activities as food preparation and eating, sitting, storage, and work.  Cooking and eating were still taking place there, shown by eleven of the twenty-six halls containing hearths and cooking implements.  The hall of husbandman, William Hutchings, in 1640 was certainly used in this way with the presence of a table board and various seating, “one furnis panne, fower brasse panes, two kittles, two brase crockes, one posnet, one skillet” and a variety of iron hearth tools.   Halls, which occur in 87% of the post-1660 inventories, fulfilled the same functions as before.  Some were still used as a place to prepare and eat food, though others were being transformed into a living room type space where the family could gather.  One such example is the comfortable room of the yeoman Bernard Fry.  In 1665 his hall contained, “one table board, one form, one chest, three chairs, one carpet and six cushions” as well as, “a pair of andirons, a fire pan, a pair of tongs and a pair of bellows.”

Another key element of the great rebuilding was the increase in the number of rooms per house, leading to specialisation of function.  An example of this trend was the insertion of a kitchen.  Between 1628 and 1648, 26% of the inventories contained a kitchen, as compared to 62% from 1660 to 1700.  For the earlier period, this specialised role was limited to wealthier households, such as those of the yeomen Clement Caswell and Christopher Dunham in 1633 and 1634 respectively.  Their kitchens contained hearths and a full range of iron implements such as spits, andirons and firedogs and cooking vessels of brass, as well as storage space for the household pewter, and apparatus for brewing and making cheese.
  The two inventories of husbandmen, which list kitchens indicate their use as a storage area and a place to sit (and possibly work) more than anything else.  These rooms were also unheated.
  By the end of the period it was rare for a kitchen not to contain fire implements as well as cooking vessels.  For the majority of inventories, food preparation was becoming more of a kitchen-based task.

In addition to the specialisation of the kitchen, upstairs chambers became rooms solely devoted to sleeping.  In the whole of the Somerset sample, there are only two references to sleeping in a ground floor room, besides that of the best bed in the parlour.  Of the twenty-four early inventories listing first floor rooms, twenty-one contain one room or more, which functioned primarily as a bedchamber.  These rooms also doubled as storage for foodstuffs, harvested crops, and work supplies.  In the post-1660 period, forty-three out of fifty-five inventories, which list upstairs rooms include first floor rooms that are used as bedchambers.

While the hall was having something of an identity crisis in its transformation from the medieval to the early modern, the use and furnishing of the parlour remained the same.  This room is sometimes difficult to spot in the inventories because of the variety of names used to describe it, including ‘chamber within the hall’, ‘chamber next to the hall’ and ‘inner chamber’.  Often seen as the best room in the house, the parlours of southern Somerset in the seventeenth century continued to serve as the best bedroom.  While none of the parlours in this sample are heated, they still contained quality items which made them stand out from other rooms.  The value of goods in Robert Grobham’s parlour in 1640 came to over £8, including his standing and truckle bedsteads, “two chests, one table board, one box, one chair with the wainscot”.  If a feather bed or bolster was to be found in a house, its probable location was in the parlour, as in the case of the husbandman William Hutchings in 1640.  His parlour contained, “one feather bed, one feather bolster, [and] two feather pillows.” The rest of the bedding in the house is made from inferior dust filling.
   The parlour also maintained its role as a place to sit and entertain guests.  All but one of the early parlours contains seating furniture including joined stools, chairs and forms.  Chests, coffers and boxes are also present, usually for the storage of precious household linens.  These roles had not changed by the end of the period, with sleeping, storage of quality items, and sitting still common activities in parlours.

With an understanding of how rooms and contents were organised in Somerset throughout the seventeenth century, it is now possible to examine how the emigrants to New England organised their domestic surroundings in relation to what they had left behind.  The inventories from Dorchester, Massachusetts offer many similarities to as well as differences from the Somerset sample.  As in England, Massachusetts appraisers listed all of the goods the person owned inside the house.  In addition, they recorded all the land and buildings, often including the house itself.  Unfortunately, they were less likely to list items by rooms.  Of the eighty-seven inventories from 1635 to 1693, 39% contain room names, compared with 51% in the Somerset sample.  Even so, it is still possible to discern whether or not the housing culture of the colonists diverged from that they had known in England.

The inventories which list room names provide an indication of the types of housing that the migrants built.  With the establishment of any new settlement the first dwellings were simply fashioned out of the materials available: indeed, many lived in wigwams or boarded holes in the ground.  Once the initial phrase had passed, the settlers could get on with the job of creating a home for themselves, utilising the plentiful supply of wood close at hand.  Each family was responsible for itself, so many migrants began their new life in just one- or two-room dwellings.  This must have cramped the style of yeomen and well-off craftsmen who had left substantial houses back in Somerset.  However, from these humble beginnings, we can begin to see the emergence of a distinct housing culture in Dorchester.

From the very beginning of the colony, elements of the great rebuilding were apparent in Dorchester, as revealed in the six pre-1660 inventories with named rooms.  Robert Pond’s 1637 inventory lists the “chamber or the parlour”, taken to mean chamber over the parlour recorded in the document.  John Pope, a weaver, possessed a similar room in 1646.  In 1658, Richard Hawes’s estate included a chamber probably located above the inner room or parlour.
  So, even from as early as 1637, houses in the seven year old colony possessed first floor rooms.  In the post-1660 period, 33% of located rooms, including those outside, refer to upstairs chambers.  The most obviously reason for this low number is the fact that it is difficult to ascertain the location of some of the rooms, as a trend developed in Massachusetts for naming rooms by their position: examples include “another room”, “east chamber”, “west chamber”, “low” or “lower room”, and “new room”.  With this in mind, it is still possible to say that the notion of first floor rooms had made its way to the colony.

The hall, however, all but disappeared in the transference to Massachusetts.  In the entire Dorchester sample that specific term appears only three times.  For George Weekes in 1650 and Joseph Farnworth in 1659, their halls, or ‘out fyre rooms’ functioned as a social space with tables, seating, and fire implements.
  The 1684 inventory of Nehemiah Clap shows a humble 3-room dwelling in which the hall retained the older function of the place to cook, as well as to sit and read.
  Possible replacements for the term hall, especially in the post-1660 period, include rooms called the great chamber.  Hopestill Foster’s 1676 inventory lists such a room which is full of various items including weapons, the best bed, linen, an assortment of seating including leather chairs, books, fire implements and a clock.  This is clearly the most important room in the house, but space is still made for sugar, honey and cheese worth over ₤1.

For the pre-1660 period, there are only two kitchens listed in the inventories.  John Pope’s kitchen in 1646 contained the usual cooking implements such as brass kettles, pans and skillets, one great copper kettle, and pewter of all sorts.  Also found in this room was a bed, bolster and coverlet.
  The second belonged to George Weekes in 1650.  His kitchen was full pewter and brass, pots and iron fire tools, as well as two spinning wheels.
  It seems that while cooking was taking place in the kitchen, other activities were also located there.  Of the post-1660 inventories with room names, 52% list a kitchen.  On the whole, these later kitchens possessed items that relate solely to the preparation and eating of food, with the exception of a few husbandry tools, and the small bed in Thomas Jones’s 1667 inventory.

In the absence of a hall, the parlour rose in importance as a main living space for the family in the colonies.  This room maintained its function as the best bedroom but also served as an all-purpose meeting room with seating and tables.  In the early period, three inventories list parlours, which contain all of the usual items including the best bed and furniture such as tables and chests.  In addition to this is Richard Hawes’s “inner roome” in 1650, which is furnished in the same way, and complements his “fire room” or hall.
  The post-1660 period reveals that 52% of inventories with named rooms list a parlour.  The activities in these rooms remains unchanged throughout the period, with common items found there including bed and bedding, storage, such as chests and presses, and furniture including tables, chairs and stools.

The comparison of these two sets of probate inventories allows insight into how the housing culture of southern Somerset was transferred to the New England colonies.  The emigrants left behind houses in which the process of the great rebuilding had begun.  But how similar were the functions of rooms by the end of the seventeenth century?  The residents of Dorchester had clearly continued with some of the traditions they had known in the old world, such as first floor rooms, kitchens as the primary place to cook, and the parlour as the best bedroom.  However, the colonists practically eliminated the idea of the hall as the central space for the family.  The data presented here clearly shows that while the housing culture of southern Somerset provided a starting point for the colonists’ first houses, by the end of the seventeenth century they were beginning to reorder and redefine their internal space.  
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