
Early Travellers in Somerset 
 
Tolls and Turnpikes: Library Volunteers have researched conditions for early travellers in 
Somerset, and have a display on the topic in the Library. Travellers frequently, then as now, 
bemoaned the state of the roads they used.  Certainly, there was much to complain about. 
 
The Problem: The roads, which barely deserved the name, were often very neglected, and 
degraded into impassable muddy tracks flanked by overflowing ditches. Museum archive 
documents mention many problems such as broken bridges and dangerous ditches afflicting 
the roads. The 18th century workers tried to avoid the tradition of labourers ‘owing’ a number 
of days’ free labour for highway works, and preferred the more modern notion of being paid 
for a days’ work.  The landowners, however, resented having to pay a Parish rate towards the 
upkeep of the highways. Road users also posed problems: several documented instances 
exist where riders were fined for ‘furious driving’ and farmers in charge of a horse and cart at 
night, being fined either for ‘not being in control’ –i.e. often drunk – or, for ‘having no lights’.   
 
The Solution: The Turnpike Trusts, started in the late C17th and 18th were intended to 
overcome the problems by taking on the cost of repairs and being contracted to improve 
conditions. A contract, shown in the display, even specifies the size (4oz) of stones to be 
used for the road surface, which would have given a fine and smooth surface - but probably 
rarely achieved. As with current ‘privatisation’, it didn’t 
always benefit users. For example, fights and scuffles 
often would break out at Toll Gates amongst hostile locals 
trying to avoid paying, with damage being incurred and 
arms broken. The Museum’s crime records have several 
references detailing such behaviour. Some aspects did 
improve with books of routes, times, toll charges, and inns 
where horses could be changed or accommodation found 
for the weary traveller.  The display shows some of these 
– with photos of listed inns or toll houses. 

   Tor Hill toll house built 1764 
 

Horse-back travellers such as 
Celia Fiennes in the 1690s 
and Daniel Defoe in the 
1720s both had good things 
to say about Somerset - its 
farming, beauty, famous 
sights, and “Cheddar Cheese 
– the greatest and the best”  
Roads were not just for ease 
of travel - they were also 
used for propaganda 
purposes. Travellers might 

pass gallows where offenders were hung, and gibbets where bodies of offenders were left 
swinging - often at cross-roads where more people would pass by… and Be Warned! 
 
The display, prepared by Library Volunteers, includes copies of several old maps e.g. a ‘strip 
map’ and map of turnpike roads, which link to a new book ‘Somerset Mapped’ available in the 
Museum shop.  


