The Will of Thomas Croucher (c. 1751-1822)

Observations on Information in the Will

The key issue in the Will and two Codicils all drawn up in 1822 is the relationship between the testator Thomas Croucher and the nephew William Croucher. This document is a rich source of information about this family from the period 1750 through to 1822. 

In addition to this document the following sources are all used to interpret the will and to piece together a picture of what was happening in this family at the time:

· The summary of the trial of William Croucher on 23rd October 1822

· The 1841 Census of England

· The will of a George Croucher in 1841 and his wife Martha Croucher in 1847

· The 1851 Census of England

· The IGI Parish records provided by the Mormon Church

The Origins of Croucher Families

The IGI is the International Geneaological Index and has been compiled by the Mormon Church based on the English Parish Records that have survived and were handed over to them. As from 1537 it was required of English Parishes to record Births, Deaths and Marriages. Despite the fact that the IGI includes very County in England; up until 1600 the name Croucher only appears in Hampshire, Kent, Surrey and Sussex (or what the English call the ‘Home Counties’). After 1600 there was a steady increase of Crouchers in London and a very small drift into neighbouring counties. As these counties were Saxon territory from the 6th Century who were later conquered and ruled by the Normans in 1066 we can assume that Crouchers are Saxon in the basic ethnic origin.

Migration Towards London

With the development of the Steam Engine during the 18th century England led Europe in the Agricultural Revolution and the Industrial Revolution. One major result was the loss of Agricultural jobs in Rural England and a huge increase in building trades and factory jobs to accommodate the industrial expansion in England’s major cities. So from 1750 onwards the births and marriages for Crouchers in the IGI shows an increased migration from Hampshire, Surrey and Kent into London.

The family of Thomas Croucher may be part of this movement. There are 3,200 records in my birth, death and marriage database for Crouchers in England, and the earliest records are all in the counties of Hampshire, Kent Surrey and Sussex. London entries do not appear in any significant quantities until 1725. If Thomas and John Croucher of Froyle (in Hampshire) are cousins then this may indicate that the family originated near Froyle, which is 70km South West of London. Thomas’ father lived in Isleworth (17km SW of London), he was a gardener and he was also named Thomas. Thomas’ brothers and sisters, when married, lived in towns that were a similar distance from London. In 1765 Thomas became an Apprentice Glazier and from the early 1780’s was living in London and apparently creating a very sizable fortune.

The proof is not overwhelming, but it does seem reasonable to presume that Thomas’ family began moving from the rural areas of Hampshire before 1765 along with many others seeking work in the industrial areas of England.

The Family of Thomas Croucher, Gardener, of Isleworth

As Thomas regularly mentioned his siblings in the same order in the Will I will assume that this represents a chronological order and summarise what we know about each member of the family.

Thomas Croucher

In his Will Thomas Croucher is describes himself as a Glazier of Queen Street in Cheapside (London), and he expresses the desire to be buried in the family plot at Isleworth. So this suggests that the family have spent some time there, and it may be the burial place of his wife and son (as mentioned in his Will) and also of his parents. In any case Isleworth figures strongly in his sentiments.

We know from London’s Apprenticeship records that in November 1765 Thomas was apprenticed to Richard Hoar who was a Glazier. His father was Thomas Croucher, a gardener, of Isleworth. Unless the Richard Hoar lived close to Thomas’ parents it probably meant that Thomas left home and lived with his master. From this information we can assume the following:

· Thomas was born in or near to 1751, as boys were usually apprenticed at the age of 14;

· Thomas was perhaps the oldest son, as his name is the same as his father’s name;

· His father was probably born around 1725;

· His father’s occupation suggests a rural origin;

· 1765 may have been the year when Thomas moved into London.

Thomas would have finished his Apprenticeship in 1772, as apprenticeships were usually for 7 years, and he would have worked for a few years before he too would be accepted as a Master Glazier and started training Apprentices. The Apprenticeship Records for London have the following records for boys apprenticed to Thomas:

· In 1779 Anthony Woodland who was apprenticed to Thomas was ‘turned over’ to Benjamin Stringfellow, a Glazier

· Thomas Burgess, of Westminster in 1783

· William Jones, of Lewisham, in 1787

· John Williams, of Wapping, in 1794

· John Hilditch, of Holborn, in 1797

It is interesting that the last three of these boys come from suburbs very close to Thomas’ home in Cheapside, which is 1 km east of the centre of the city of London. The ‘turning over’ of Anthony Woodland to another Master in 1779 may be for a variety of reasons; but it may be a pointer to one of two major events in Thomas’ life:

· It might have occurred because Thomas moved a considerable distance to his new home in Cheapside;

· It might be that this is when Thomas’ wife or child died.

As Thomas mentions in his Will a deceased wife, a deceased son (also named Thomas), and the desire to be buried in the family grave in Isleworth it would seem that he had considerable emotional attachment to that town. The Will mention’s his son’s book of Common Prayer which suggests that Thomas did not die as an infant, which means that 1779  (when Thomas was 28) would be to soon for him to have a son who would be confirmed in the Anglican Church (and thus having a Prayer Book). Thus it seems more likely that Thomas’ wife died in 1779 (perhaps during childbirth) and was buried in Isleworth, prompting Thomas to leave Isleworth. His son may have died a few years later and was also buried in Isleworth.

From the magnitude of his Will we can safely assume that Thomas became a very successful businessman. In his Will he left the following property to his family, friends and faithful servants:

· In excess of £150 cash to various people

· £5,000 invested in Bank Annuities to various people

· His tools and stock to William, the Glazier

· 26 freehold tenements to various people

· 6 leasehold tenements to various people

· Shares in the Albion and Atlas Fire and Life Company

· Shares in the Hope Fire Company

· A house full of furniture

· Assorted books, pictures and clothing.

A conservative estimate of the worth of this estate, in today’s terms, would put the value at $15,000,000. Around the 1800 period a tradesman’s weekly salary was about £1, whereas the equivalent today is about $800. So the £20 legacies are equivalent to 20 weeks salary, or $16,000. By any measure Thomas was clearly a successful and wealthy man. This is also reflected by the size of his house. He lived in Cheapside, close to the centre of London, and only a block or two from the Thames River. He employed at least 5 servants, some of whom must have remained with him for a long time, and some of them lived in the house. In addition his nephew William the Glazier lived there with his wife and 10 children.

Sarah Croucher

Sarah may be the elder of the three sisters (as she is consistently mentioned first) and her date of birth may have been circa 1753. Sarah married Thomas Court in 1801, and in 1822 they were living in Woolwich, 12kms East of London. Her marriage at the age of 48 would mean that there were no children and this is supported by Thomas not leaving any inheritance to any children of Sarah.

A George and Martha Croucher who married about 1822 had two children named Sarah Court Croucher and Thomas Court Croucher. This suggests that for this George Croucher, Sarah was perhaps a favourite aunty and he named his children in honour of her and her husband. He may have done so because she had no children of her own.

George Croucher

On 19/7/1794 a George Croucher married a Mary Lane in Wimbledon (17km SW of London). This couple live in Westminster and had the following children all christened at St Clement Dane in Westminster;


Sarah,

christened 18/6/1795


George,
christened 15/1/1797, and died shortly after


Deborah,
christened 20/5/1798


George,
christened 30/3/1800

I believe that this George and Mary are the parents of William Croucher the convict who married Elizabeth Hayman. At his trial in 1822 William’s father gave evidence and gave his name as George Croucher of Castle Court, The Strand (a suburb between Westminster and the City of London). His occupation was ‘mangler and porter’ while he indicated that William had just finished his apprenticeship with an uncle. The fact that we do not have William’s christening details does not weaken this argument as the IGI data is very incomplete, and parents in London regularly moved and changed Church as a result.

I also believe that this George is the brother of Thomas, as the George and Thomas in the will have sisters Sarah, Deborah and Mary and the George of Westminster names his daughters Sarah and Deborah. This would not be a strong argument if it weren’t for the fact that Deborah Croucher is such a rare name. In the 3,200 records in my Croucher database for England there are only three Deborah’s; one who was a hundred years earlier and the two mentioned above.

There can be no doubt that our William is the nephew of Thomas because at William’s trial, in 1822, his father is George Croucher of Castle Court, The Strand; and in Thomas’ Will (in the same year) he names his brother as George Croucher of the same address.

Deborah Croucher

Deborah is the second daughter and may have been born circa 1755. In 1775 a Deborah Croucher married James Pitman in Hanwell, a town just 5kms North of Isleworth. The reasons that I suspect that this is the sister of Thomas is that in his will he leaves 2 leasehold tenements to his nephew John Pitman; and as mentioned earlier the name Deborah Croucher is a very rare name.

If this is the case then at some stage after the death of James Pitman, Deborah married John Austin. In 1822 they were living in Richmond, in Surrey, only 16km SW of London, and quite close to Isleworth. Again it is notable that Thomas does not leave any inheritance to the children of Deborah and John; suggesting that the John Pitman is Deborah’s son.

William Croucher

Thomas regularly refers to his brother William of Isleworth. The Parish registers of All Saints Isleworth list the following children for a William and Elizabeth Croucher;


William,
christened 22/2/1784 Isleworth, and died 18/9/1784


Martha,
christened 7/8/1785 Isleworth


William,
christened 3/6/1787 Isleworth


John,

christened 3/7/1791 Isleworth


George,
christened 5/1/1794 Isleworth

From the date of his marriage we might assume that William was born about 1760, and was one of the younger ones in the family. According to Thomas’ Will his brother William was still in Isleworth in 1822. It is William’s third son (William) who later becomes the centre of attention in the Will.

Mary Croucher

Assuming that Mary was the youngest of the 6 children she was probably born circa 1762. Mary married James Pool, a Gardener of Hampton, 5kms south of Isleworth. Mary is the mother of Thomas James Pool who receives an inheritance from Thomas. I have not found any record of her marriage or the birth of her children.

The Nephews of Thomas Croucher

William the Glazier

William was born in Isleworth in 1787, the son of William Croucher, and nephew of Thomas Croucher. The facts later in his life indicate to me that he is the William Croucher who is the chief beneficiary of Thomas’ Will.

There is no evidence to support the construction of William’s life between 1787 and 1814, it is an assumption made to explain later facts. In 1801 at the age of 14 William apprenticed to Thomas, and left Isleworth to live with Thomas at 23 Queen Street. Living with Thomas for a full 7 years apparently endeared William to his uncle, and he may have become like a son to Thomas.

Round about 1808 William completed his apprenticeship. At some stage Thomas lent him £350 (equivalent to $280,000). As William appears to have lived with Thomas the loan (which was cancelled in the Will) may have been to enable William to set up his own business.

At some time around 1812, when he was 25 years old, William married a lady named Ann. The birth of their children is recorded over a period of 16 years at two parish churches, less then 1 kilometre from Thomas’ home in Queen Street. Their children are:

· Ann, christened at St Mary the Virgin, in Aldermary in 1814

· Eleanor, christened St Mary the Virgin, in Aldermary in 1815

· Thomas, christened St Mary the Virgin, in Aldermary in 1817

· William, christened in Budge Row in 1818

· Sarah, christened in Budge Row in 1821

· William James, christened in Budge Row in 1823

· Emma, christened in Budge Row in 1825

· Eliza, christened in Budge Row in 1827

· Caroline Elizabeth, christened in Budge Row in 1830

In the 1822 Will Thomas indicates that William was still living with him at 23 Queen Street. Both the 1841 and 1851 Censuses show that William was still living in this same house. The 1851 census gives William’s occupation as Painter and Glazier; and his age on both occasions gives his year of birth as 1787. The children in the house in both Censuses also match the children of a William and Ann in the IGI. So there can be no doubt that the William living in the house after Thomas’ death was the William who was the son of Thomas’ brother William.

The information above shows not only a long term and close contact with his uncle Thomas, but also a long term occupation of Thomas’ home of 23 Queen Street. William’s fondness for his uncle may have been demonstrated by naming his first son Thomas, in 1817. This Thomas was the child who was left the items that had belonged to Thomas’ own son.

So it makes sense to me that Thomas would leave a large portion of his estate to this William, and that is why the enheritance of William the Glazier was totally unaffected by the argument between Thomas and his brother George and by the arrest, conviction and transportation to NSW of George’s son William otherwise known as William the Convict.

William the Convict

William was born early in 1801, and perhaps while his parents were living at the Strand, about 1km west of the centre of London. He was the youngest son of George and Mary Croucher who had their own home, with boarders, and George had his own business.

In 1815, at the age of 14, William left his father’s home in Castle Court, in the Strand to live with his uncle, Thomas Croucher, and to become an Apprentice Glazier. Thomas lived at 23 Queen Street, Cheapside, only one block away from the Thames and a couple of blocks east of the centre of London. Thomas’s wife and son were dead, and William’s cousin, William the Glazier, also lived there with his wife and the first two of his 10 children.

The Dramatic Events of 1822

In June1822, just as the 7 years apprenticeship was completed, William and Thomas parted company after a dispute. William returned to his parents’ home and worked for himself as a Glazier and also worked for his father when he did not have any work.

In July 1822 Thomas drew up a will. He was clearly very wealthy by this time, owning 26 freehold properties and 6 leasehold tenement homes. He also had about 5 thousand pounds (equivalent to $4 million) invested in bank annuities as well as unspecified amounts of shares in various companies. In his own home he had 5 servants. In the Will Thomas left the bulk of his estate to his nephew William the Glazier; his brother George; his brother William and 3 sisters, and then selected nephews. It appears to he did not mention any of the children of his brother George, perhaps because he was leaving a significant inheritance to George, who would in turn look after his two sons.

Then comes October and William’s totally inexplicable behaviour. For two days William stood on a street corner dressed as a milkman for the apparent purpose of observing the comings and goings of the residents, while they and the local milkman were observing William and his friend. On Wednesday 2nd October 1822 William and Charles Hennington broke into the residence of William Smith and stole a coat valued at 50 shillings, cash worth 26 shillings and a few minor items (silk handkerchiefs, a shawl, a pin and 8 spoons); while leaving behind the milkcan that they carried with them for several mornings. All this when his father was only month away from inheriting 4 freehold properties and a huge sum of shares; as Thomas died in November 1822.

The only explanation I can find is that William wanted to be caught, as his actions are consistent with a man who wanted to be caught and who wanted to be transported to NSW. Historians have observed the rise in petty crimes in England after 1815 and concluded that a significant proportion of these were committed intentionally to obtain free passage to NSW and a land grant once the sentence was served. Letters from ex-convicts to their families in England actually encouraged this when settlers described their land grants and living conditions to relatives in England who had no opportunity to own land or to eat as well as the ex-convicts in NSW. Remember that when William Yardley (the grandfather of William’s future wife) arrived on the 2nd Fleet in 1790, with a 14 years sentence, he was 33 and had nothing. Fourteen years later he owned 30 acres at Toongabbie, 130 acres at Lower Portland, employed convict labourers and owned a boat for transporting his grain to the Government stores.

On 12th October Thomas wrote his 1st Codicil in which he reduced the inheritance of his brother George. Perhaps the dispute which caused the parting of William and Thomas had caused a greater rift between Thomas and George, or perhaps Thomas so disapproved of the behaviour of George’s son that he punished George accordingly.

On 23rd William was found guilty and sentenced to death. Upon appeal this sentence was reduced to transportation for life to NSW. Such reductions were almost a formality as the Governors of NSW continued to request this form of cheap labour for NSW.

On 1st November Thomas made another Codicil. As he made no change to the inheritance of his nephew William, this strengthens the argument that the nephew William that he refers to throughout the will was the son of his brother William and not the William (our convict) who was the son of George. Thomas died later that same month.

The Bit That Does Not Make Sense

The only bit of information that does not fill all of the available information is the regular reference Thomas makes of his nephews Thomas and George (sons of his brother William). The Parish records of Isleworth show William having three surviving sons; William in 1787, John in 1791 and George in 1794. So I cannot account for the nephew Thomas. He is always mentioned before George so we must assume that he was older than George.

There are several possibilities:

· Thomas was born in the 4 year gap between William and John, and was baptised elsewhere;

· Thomas was christened John, but grew up to be known as Thomas.

In either case the rest of the facts fit so well, that this one small problem is not sufficient for me to doubt that we have the correct interpretation of events in this family.

Related Material

In 1841 a George Croucher of Walworth died leaving his estate to his wife Martha. This George and Martha were married in 1824 and two of their children were named Thomas Court Croucher and Sarah Court Croucher, an obvious reference to Thomas’s sister Sarah who married a Thomas Court in 1801, and who may have had no children of their own. George’s will indicated that he was formerly of Castle Court in the Strand.

The Walworth address is interesting as it may be one of the homes owned by Thomas; one was left to William the Glazier and another was in a group of tenements whose rent and profits were left to Thomas’s brother William and his three sisters.

On this basis there are three contenders for who this George may be; it could be:

· George the brother of Thomas who would have been about 65 years old when Thomas died, 67 years in1824 and 84 in 1841;

· George the son of the George above (and the older brother of William the convict), who was 22 when Thomas died, 24 at the wedding and 41 in the will;

· George the son of Thomas’ brother William, who was 28 when Thomas died, 30 at the wedding and 47 in the 1841 will.

As the person in the will was formerly of ‘The Strand’ and marrying in 1824 I believe that this George is the older brother of William the convict, and who was born in 1800.

So How Does My Family Fit In ?

There is nothing in the preceding information to suggest that my Croucher family is directly descended from Thomas Croucher or his immediate family. But there are some connections suggesting that they at least knew each other, and hence may have been connected a generation or two before 1750.

I am descended from a William Croucher who was a carpenter. He was born in Tooting in 1780, the oldest of 4 children. His parents were George and Ann Croucher, and we have not been able to find a marriage for them or a birth record for George who we suspect was born in 1750, as a George died in Tooting in 1802, aged 52. Tooting is 10km south of London and 11km East of Isleworth.

William’s oldest child George Charles Croucher (my gggGrandfather) was born in 1813 and baptised at St Mary’s Church in Aldermanbury, which is a kilometre from the home of Thomas Croucher and only a few blocks away from the Church where the children of William the Glazier were baptised. So my ancestor William would almost certainly have known William the Glazier, who was 7 years younger than him.

After the birth of his first child William moved to Mitcham, which is 14kn south of London, and he and Elizabeth had 4 more children; named William, Charles, John and Elizabeth. His children and grandchildren mostly worked in the south of London (Lambeth, Kennington and Battersea) as carpenters and builders. By coincidence the parents of John, Thomas and Amy from Froyle (mentioned in the will) were George and Ann Croucher; but as the families occurred at the same time and Froyle is 90km from Tooting I do not think that they are the same family.

George Charles Croucher had three sons, and the younger two (John and Alfred) moved to Sydney, Australia, shortly after George died around 1882. In 1884 John Croucher moved into a home in Norton Street Leichhardt (in Sydney) which was previously the home of John Bute Croucher, a son of William the convict. John Bute Croucher moved to Kogarah where he opened a butcher shop. A few years later John Croucher’s son William became an apprentice butcher at Kogarah.

From this I would think that the two families were well known to each other and both had come from a more rural origin to end up in London. For them to be related it would have to be one or two generations prior to 1750. Maybe something will turn up soon.

