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Introduction
I started researching my family history after my Dad died in 1987 when I received a 
La Roche family tree from a distant cousin. La Roche is my paternal grandmother’s 
family.

After 30 years of research and discovering over 1,800 ancestors, this will be an 
attempt to write an interesting book, rather than the usual names, dates and places.

The Sad Case of Douglass Little
My six times great grandmother, Douglass Little, fell foul of the law when she was 
subject to a removal order in the winter of 1716. These days, Douglas is a male only 
name, but in the 17th c. Douglass was being used as a Christian name for girls as 
well as boys. Various spellings found, Douglass, Dugliss, Duglis, Dorglis, Dorgila.

In the mid 17th Century, for at least two previous generations, the LITTLE family 
were living in the Bedfordshire village of Pavenham on the meandering river Great 
Ouse. Pavenham is mentioned in the Domesday book and as with most English 
villages, the church is was an important part of village life and first mentioned the 
13th century as only a nave and chancel. In the 14th and 15th century a tower, spire 
and north chancel added but by 1578 the Churchwardens report Trinity College for 
letting the Church fall into disrepair. In 1665 the Great Plague hit England and what 
is now called the Old Yew Tree in Pavenham, was believed to have been planted 
that year.

Douglass, named after her grandmother, was the fifth of seven children born to 
Abraham and Sibyl. The first child Abraham, who died just four weeks old, was 
baptised in Pavenham. One must conclude the family moved to Stevington, just two 
and a half miles away, as the next four children were baptised there between 1685 
and 1692, then back to Pavenham for the last two baptisms.

From the late Middle Ages, the houses of Stevington were built of wood and have 
largely vanished. With increased prosperity based upon the grain trade and wool 
production in the early 17th century saw the rebuilding of the Village in stone. Maybe 
the grain and wool trade attracted Abraham to move here with an increased chance 
of work. 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Beddff 
                      To the church wardens & overseers 
                      of ye poor of the parish of Pavenham 
                      in ye said county and also to the 
                      churchwardens & overseers of the 
                      poor of ye parish of Sharnbrook in 
                      ye said county. 
              Whereas upon ye complaint of these 
              churchwardens & overseers of the poor 
R Aston  of ye said parish of Pavenham unto and 
              whose names are here unto published two 
              of His Majesties justices of the peace for ye 
              said county of Bedford (Quorum Unno) that 
              Douglass Little came lately to dwell in 
              the said parish of Pavenham not having 
              gained a legal settlement here according 
              to the lawe in that case made & provided 
Ri Orlebar nor produced a certificate to them owning 
              her to be settled elsewhere ; And that she 
              the said Douglass Little is likely to become 
              chargeable to your said parish of Pavenham 
              Wee upon examination thereof and of 
              the said Douglass Little do adjudge the 
              same to be true and that the last legal 
              place of her settlement was at Sharnbrook 
              aforsaid Wee do therefore require you to 
              remove the said Douglass Little from ye 
              said parish of Pavenham to the parish of 
              Sharnbrook aforsaid and wee do also 
              hereby require you ye said church wardens 
              & overseers of ye poor of ye said parish 
              of Sharnbrook to receive and provide  
              for her as an inhabitant thereof given 
              under our hand & seals this one and 
              thirtyeth day of December Anno Dni~  1716 

Why Douglass was “ likely to become chargeable to your said parish of Pavenham “ 
and became subject to a removal order is still a mystery. Also why her “ last legal 
place of her settlement was at Sharnbrook “, when she was born in Stevington, is 
also a puzzle. Her family moved back to Pavenham before Douglass was two years 
old, so I guess that is why she thought she could remain there.

The 1662 Law of Settlement and Removal meant that overseers were only able to 
remove anyone from the parish if they actually became a burden on the parish. 
Settlement examinations were held in order to ascertain to which parish a person 
belonged. When settlement was established, a certificate was issued. Some 
settlement certificates stated that the originating parish would pay the new parish for 
any disbursement needed. A certificate had to be produced when a new parish was 
entered. If a person could not prove settlement and needed assistance, then they 
were removed. 
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Having been arrested and 
taken to the court, one 
cannot imagine what a poor, 
single, twenty four year old 
woman was imagining would 
happen in the frightening 
experience being faced with 
two Justices of the Peace. 
Lord of the Manor Sir 
Rowland Aston and a landed 
gentleman, Richard Orlebar, 
as well as the church 
wardens and overseers of 
the poor of Pavenham and 
Sharnbrook. 
 

Even worse, Sir Rowland was a notorious 
and colourful person and was not popular 
locally and became a member of 
parliament only because no better 
candidate was available. He entered 
folklore as “the wicked Sir Rowland” and 
it was widely believed that he had sold 
his soul to the devil. Drink enraged a 
naturally rumbustious individual. 

Once the judgement had been made, she 
would have been escorted back, the 
more than three miles, to Sharnbrook. 
The route north would pass through 
Felmersham and across the river Great 
Ouse. This was winter and several times 
a year the area between Felmersham 
and Sharnbrook suffers regular flooding, 
cutting off the village from the 
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surrounding area. A bridge over the Great Ouse 
was not built until 1818, before that there was just 
a ford, but it was not suitable for wheeled traffic. So 
even if Douglass had been lucky enough to be in a 
horse and cart thus far, crossing the river and 
possibly flooded area on foot, would have been 
treacherous. The area in question is known as the 
causeway and today the road is built up above the 
field level and a raised boardwalk is along side that 
and even higher. 

So now Douglass has arrived back in Sharnbrook, still single and still needing 
support from the parish, so her life would not have been easy. Three years later in 
1720, her illegitimate son Thomas was baptised. Could he have been born earlier 
and was she pregnant with him in 1716? Was this the reason for the removal order? 

Living in Sharnbrook, she met John 
Headland who, in 1714, had married 
Ann Dennis in nearby Risley. John and 
Ann had four children in Sharnbrook 
before Ann died in the summer of 1725 
and was buried there on 11th June 
along with Rebecca, her daughter, who 
does not have a baptism record so it is 
probable Ann died in childbirth.    

Just five months later, on 30th 
November 1725, John Headland 
married Douglass Little in St. Peter’s 
Church, Sharnbrook. Was this 
because he was the father of 
Douglass’ illegitimate son Thomas, or 
was he just wanting a wife to look after 
his surviving three children? One 
hopes it was love. 

John and Douglass went on to have 
two sons together, William in 1726 and 
John in 1731. Unfortunately John 
senior died and was buried on 20th March 1731, just 3 weeks before the birth of their 
second son John. Douglass lived another forty-four years and died at the age of 83 
and was buried in Sharnbrook, unfortunately listed as “poor” in the Bishops 
Transcript records and no gravestone is recorded in the churchyard. 

Genealogical Research was conducted 1987-1990 at Bedford County Record Office, 
using parish record transcriptions by F.G.Emmison. 
Source: Bdf CRO; Beds Parish Reg; 1602-1812 
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