
John Cocks; Early Years in Great Torrington  1783 - 1807

Grammar does all the Art and Knowledge teach,
According to the Use of every Speech,

How we our Thoughts most justly may express,
In Words together join'd in Sentences.

O wondrous Blessing! yet on Terms so cheap,
That lowest Stations shall th' Advantage reap;
The meanest Britons in this Prize may share
Our Albion be what Rome and Athens were.

An English Education!  Glorious Prize!
Fame claps her Wings, and sounds it to the Skies:

Tells 'em, the suff'ring Muses are referr'd
To be by Theirs and Britain's Guardians heard:

Whose Judgement Awes at once, and Charms Mankind,
Can silence Slander, and strike Envy blind. 

John Brightland's Grammar  (8th Edition, 1759) 

Cock was a common surname in Devon, and John himself added an “s,” for reasons unknown. Our Cock 
family, from the seventeenth century, lived 200 miles away from London at St Giles in the Wood, in Devon. 
St Giles-in-the-Wood (so called to distinguish it from St. Giles-in-the-Heath, which lies on the borders of 
Cornwall) lies to the east of Great Torrington, in which the church of St. Giles was originally a chapel. 

 
The History and Topography of Devonshire, published in 1895 says; Considering the antiquity and early 
importance of Torrington, and the large number of important families resident in the neighbourhood, it may 
seem ... singular that Torrington should not have had a more prominent place in the national life ... Two 
causes ... contributed to this ... it lay in an isolated part of the country, outside the run of ordinary traffic; ...
in 1368 [it] rid itself of the burden of sending burgesses to Parliament, on the score of its poverty. 
 
John's father, Roger Cock (1731-1805) was a Stone Mason who was still a parishioner at St Giles at the time
of his marriage, but he moved to Great Torrington soon afterwards.  John's great uncle, James Cock (1697-
1760) whose son Hugh (1728-84) succeeded him, were Parish Clerks at St Giles.  Masonry seems to have 
been the main family occupation, and John's father's apprenticeship, from about 1745 until 1752, was 
probably arranged within the family.  Another cousin, Hugh Cock, Mason, took an apprentice called William 
Downing in 1798.  Four mansions within St Giles parish (owned by the important families mentioned above) 
must have ensured plenty of building work.  Dodscott, seat of the Chafe family, Way Barton of the Pollards, 
Winscott of the Risdons, and largest of all, Stevenstone, the seat of the Rolle family.  John Rolle (1712-79) 
was Recorder of Torrington 1739-79 and his brother Denys (1720-97) was Mayor twice and Recorder 1781-
97.  Both were great benefactors to Torrington.  

In 1651 and earlier Roger Cock married Anne Upton at St
Giles in the Wood

1755 The marriage of Hugh Cock (Mason) and Eleanor
Braund at St Giles was witnessed by Walter Browne
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John's mother was Rebecca (1739-91) daughter of Walter Browne, the Master of the Torrington Bluecoat 
School (endowed by Denis Rolle in 1709) and his wife Rebecca Senior (nee Radford). They arrived in 
Torrington from Newton St Cyres when Rebecca Junior was in her teens.  As well as running the school, 
which was in Well Street, Walter was Parish Clerk and, in that capacity, he witnessed many Torrington and 
St Giles marriages in the 1750s and 1760s (see above).  

Roger and Rebecca were married at St Michael's Great Torrington by the Rector Henry Younge on 3rd 
October 1762 (by banns) Bride and Groom both signed the register, and the witnesses were Henry Langdon 
& James Grant.  It was the second year of the reign of George III, and in that same year Dr Samuel Johnson
(then 63) visited John Palmer, three times Mayor of Torrington, with his friend Sir Joshua Reynolds, Mrs 
Palmer's brother. 

Their first Cock child, Rebecca, was christened at St Michael's on 24th August 1763.  In November the same 
year Roger bought the lease of Butler's House very ruinous and great part of them fallen down for the lives 
of himself, his wife Rebecca and their daughter Rebecca for 6s:4d per annum.  

After Rebecca came Rachel (1765), James (1768), Roger (1771), Philippa (1773), Walter (1775), William 
(1779) and Frances (1780).  Another tenement in Mill Street, with a garden and plot of ground adjoining 
was let to Roger Cock for 3 lives; himself, and James and Roger his sons (reversion to Sarah Cornish nee 
Merrill, widow). For the year Michaelmas 1782-83 Roger Cocks paid £2:14s rent for land “late Merrills” which
was collected by Torrington Almshouses.  The buyer of a leasehold property acquired the right to remain in 
occupation for a specific time as an assured tenant paying an agreed rent to the owner (who kept the 
reversion).  Throughout the eighteenth century leases for three specified lives were in fairly widespread use,
and tenants often named young relatives to try to lengthen their tenancy.  

Finally on 12th October 1783, John, the eighth and last child of Roger Cock and Rebecca (then aged 44) was
born just after the Peace of Paris ended the American War of Independence.  John wasn't christened until 
he was four months old, but the 1780s were a very cold decade, the winter of 1783/84 being particularly 
cold, so possibly either baby or mother, was too fragile to go out.  Both Browne grandparents, and his Cock 
grandmother, died before John was born, and his grandfather in St Giles died when he was 2.   

By 1788, when he was 5, John probably started lessons with his mother or his youngest sister Philippa (15). 
They may well have used John Brightland's popular Grammar (1711, but in its eighth edition by 1760) or 
James Greenwood's Essay towards a Practical English Grammar, for people without Latin background, 
including the fair sex and children.  

Financially John's family were reasonably comfortable, and the girls married into middling local families. The 
family building firm was well established and set to thrive under Walter, who rebuilt the church tower in 
1832, and is still commemorated by his initials WBC in the church path.  In 1798 Roger was paying £1 1s to 
the Owners the Feoffees of Great Torrington for his house. 

John's only unmarried sister, Rachel died in 1787 when he was four, and his eldest sister Rebecca died in 
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1790, leaving her husband with 4 small children.  On 23rd May 1791 23 John's mother died aged only 52.  
She died four days after her married daughter Philippa (aged only eighteen) who died in childbirth. The 
burial registers for St Andrew's Torrington don't show unusually many deaths in that month, but perhaps 
mother and daughter succumbed to something infectious.   His mother's death left a household of men; 
father Roger,  James, 23, and Walter 15, both masons, and Roger, 18, a scrivener (possibly apprenticed to 
Robert Wilson who was working in Torrington before moving to Bideford in 1807)   John later recorded all  
his sisters' deaths in his bible, which indicates how bereft he must have felt about losing them.   

Seven months after Rebecca's death, his father Roger (60) not surprisingly, in a household of men, married 
again.  His second wife was a spinster, Mary Chapman, who already lived in Torrington, but no more can be 
discovered about her, except that she had an illegitimate son of her own, James, christened in Torrington in 
September 1783.  Thus she brought John a step-brother almost his own age, and keeping house for her 
husband, four stepsons and her own child, must have kept Mary very busy.  No wonder that fifty nine years 
later, John's obituary read “his mother died when he was very young, and he seems to have had little 
instruction or restraint”.   Maybe John disliked his stepmother and her son, or maybe the two small boys got 
up to mischief together? 

In about 1793, around the age of ten, John was probably sent to the Castle Grammar School, temporarily in 
the Oak Room at the Town Hall while renovations were carried out at the Castle, where the Master was 
Revd George Wickey.

Boys of John's age that almost certainly went to school with him included:- 

Thomas (b.1782) son of Revd. Thomas Moore Vicar of Bishop's Tawton
James and Thomas (b. 1780 and 1782) sons of Torrington Surgeon Thomas Colby 
John (born 1783) son of John Mortemore, another Surgeon.  
Henry (born 1783) son of William Cock, Mason, a cousin
John Harper (born 1786) son of the Bluecoat Master
John son of Jonas Clarkson, Innkeeper
George son of George Toms, Blacksmith
John son of John Judd, Mason
George son of Thomas Davies, Butcher
He may also have known Richard son of Richard Greening Esq. who was sent away to Blundell's School at 
Tiverton in 1794. 

English Grammar schools were altering their curriculum during the 18th century. As well as teaching Latin 
and Greek, they were adding "English" subjects (Reading, Writing, Arithmetic) and in a few cases "Modern" 
ones (Mathematics, History, Geography, French) or "Technical" ones (Bookkeeping, Surveying, Navigation).  
It's hard to find any accounts of school life, but here are extracts from the memoirs of Alexander Graydon, 
who spent 6 years aged 8 to 14 in the 1770s at the Philadelphia Academy which had been founded by 
Benjamin Franklin as an “English” school. 

The task of the younger boys ... consisted in learning to read and to write their mother tongue
grammatically; and one day in the week, I think Friday, was set apart for the recitation of 
select passages in poetry and prose. After Aesop's fables, and an abridgment of the Roman 
history, Telemachus was put into our hands.  With respect to my progress and that of the class 
to which I belonged, it was reputable and perhaps laudable for the first two years. From a 
pretty close application we were well grounded in grammar, and had passed through the 
elementary books, much to the approbation of our teachers. 

During his last four years Graydon (like John) became possessed with the demon of liberty and idleness but 
even so, when he left school at 14 he had read Ovid, Virgil, Caesar and Sallust.  But probably John managed
to pick up a good basic foundation before he left school to begin his apprenticeship around 1797. 

No record of his apprenticeship has been found.  Either shoe making was his own choice, or the family firm 
couldn't support another mason.  It might have been in London, since his obituary records that after a 
dissipated youth, he left home for London.  A record has been found for a John “Cook” apprenticed to 
William Lusher in May 1798 in Holborn., but in the 1790s fewer than 20% of London apprentices to the 
cordwainers came from distant counties, so it is more likely that he was apprenticed in Devon and went to 
London afterwards.   His father knew everyone in Torrington; his master might have been his stepmother's 
relation, Cordwainer Michael Chapman (1756-1828) who was listed as a Bootmaker in the 1793 Torrington 
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Directory, or any of the dozen or so other shoemakers in the town, or perhaps in Bideford or Barnstaple. 

English shoe shop 1813

In those days almost all shoes were handmade.  Shoemakers (or Cordwainers) had to understand the sizes, 
measurements, and preferences of their customers, and keep accounts, so needed to read, write and 
calculate accurately. The capital outlay on tools was quite small, but it was a surprisingly well-respected 
trade. A shoemaker, working (and selling) from home, in his own way and at his own speed, could be very 
independent. It was a good choice of trade for a man who wanted time and opportunity to study, while also 
earning at least a subsistence wage, say £25 a year, similar to that of a labourer.

John, however dissipated, must have finished his 7 year apprenticeship (c.1797-1804) as a Cordwainer 
successfully, because he earned a living afterwards as a shoemaker for more than ten years, supporting his 
growing family for the last few of them.  

So it was probably around 1804 that he was fully qualified, aged 21, that:- 

 He became acquainted with some pious young men [In London] by whom he was invited to 
hear Dr. Jenkins, at Orange Street Chapel, and under his ministry he was convinced of his sinful
state, and of the need of salvation by Jesus Christ.”  

Dr Joseph Jenkins (1743–1819) was a particular baptist from Wrexham who preached in London from 1798 
until his death in 1819. It is impossible to discover who John's pious young  friends were, but the dissipation
of John’s youth was probably exaggerated with hindsight. Nonconformists liked to explain their departure 
from the established church as a dramatic enlightenment which followed sinfulness in their early years.  

John's enlightenment didn't just make him reform his own ways, but triggered the wish to spread the word 
of God to other sinners. The difficulties involved in that wish were described in a letter to the Baptist 
Magazine of 1810 about the duty of the Church towards young men who wanted to become pastors.  

So great are the difficulties .. dangers ... disappointments and ... self denial, accompanying the 
Christian ministry, that he who feels not strongly of this desire, will not continue therein. He 
must give himself wholly to the things of God, or as the Apostles phrase is, be in them. No 
heights of piety, no exactness in moral conduct, no amiable tempers, no metaphysical acumen, 
no splendour of genius, no depth of learning, will compensate ...  for the want of this desire. 

Preaching required a deep and through knowledge of the bible and the answer all sorts of questions from 
audiences that contained hecklers as well as the incredulous.  John must have studied a great deal in the 
evenings, when the availability not only of books, but of supervision would have been hard to find except in 
London.  In 1793 Torrington didn't have subscription reading rooms until 1840, although in 1793 William 
Squance, was printing and selling stationary there, so he may also have been able to obtain or even lend 
books.  But supervision from a sympathetic and experienced minister was probably only available (since 
John didn't go to Exeter or to Bristol) in London. 

John didn't leave any record of his studies, but they must have been like earlier Baptist Ministers who 
started their lives in trade before settling as pastors, and studied on their own. Samuel Taylor said in his 
book, published in 1786 (price one guinea) that pupils who began with six or seven lessons from him found 
that they could use it very well after two or three weeks practising on their own.   
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John Bunyan (1628-88) son a Tinker in Bedfordshire, had some schooling, then joined the Parliamentary 
army at 16 during the first stage of the English Civil War. After three years in the army he returned home 
and took up his father's trade.  He then became interested in religion and, after his marriage, went first to 
the parish church and then joined the Bedford Meeting where he began preaching.  

Baptist Richard Morris (1747-1817) Minister at Amersham also served in the army. He described his 
education to friends at the end of his life as follows:-  There was nothing remarkable in my early life, except 
that, being the youngest child, and at a distance from any school, my education was, for several years, 
neglected. I had strong convictions respecting Death -Eternity - and Judgment to come - which obliged me 
to conclude that at some future lime I would amend my life; and this was all I then knew about religion.  In 
1771 or 1772 his cavalry troop took up their quarters at Hemel Hempstead, where I had an opportunity of 
hearing my valuable friend Mr. Jones, afterwards Dr. Jones of Hammersmith.  [He] believing that God had 
designed me for the ministry, spared no pains to instruct me in what he thought would be useful to me in 
future life. 

Baptist John Paul Porter (1759-1832) Minister in Bath was, as a child, impressed with the remark that no 
one could go to heaven without a change of heart.  He was sent to the village school, where he received a 
common education suited to that sphere of life [skilled artisan] in which it appeared he was destined to 
move.  At thirteen he was bound apprentice to a wheelwright in Mortlake, but [enjoyed] a more than 
ordinary degree of folly, irregularity, and general dissipation.  After his apprenticeship ended in about 1780 
he moved to London, but felt an invincible desire to indulge in all the sinful pleasures of a depraved heart.  
After a year he went home again, and one Sunday evening, in the month of October 1783, he attended his 
first Dissenters Meeting.  Finding it interesting, he carried on, and in 1784, and at the age of twenty-six he 
married ... a lady of decided piety  ... Mr. Porter now began to feel and deeply to lament the want of an 
education suited to the ministerial office. Possessing great force of character, he was enabled to surmount 
many difficulties, and to supply many deficiencies occasioned by the want of early culture. But his age now 
trembled on the verge of thirty - a time of life too late to commence a course of classical studies -with any 
reasonable prospect of great success. The elements of Greek and Latin are seldom or ever firmly rooted in 
the mind unless imbibed during the period of childhood or of early youth. He now applied himself with all 
diligence to the study of the Bible, and of some of the best English authors. The deficiencies of his own 
library were supplied with borrowed books, from which he made copious extracts, and laboured hard to 
mark, learn, and inwardly digest.  He made himself master ... of Gurney's system of short hand, and found 
altogether great pleasure in the pursuit and acquirement of general knowledge. He lamented however the 
want of a living tutor, and being a married man, was ineligible for a dissenting academy, where his studies 
might have been properly directed, and his progress greatly facilitated.

Baptist Thomas Uppadine (1769-1836) Minister in Hammersmith, was the son of a Buckle Maker in the 
Midlands.   Aged 12 he attended a religious examination class run on Monday mornings by Mr Ryland in 
Birmingham. Thomas was so hard working that his teacher said One day, my boy, you will be a preacher of 
the gospel and gave him a bible. Uppadine later carried that same bible into the pulpit with him, his own 
short hand notes tucked into it.  Needing to support his widowed mother by his trade, when he realised the 
disadvantages of the neglect of his education ... he studied at night, allowing himself only three hours sleep.
He made himself acquainted with the best English writers, gained a considerable share of knowledge on 
general subjects, and an acquaintance not to be despised with the Greek and Latin languages. As was to be 
expected, the works of the older divines engrossed much of his reading and reflection ; some he purchased,
some he borrowed, all he read and digested. Baxter, Alleine, Charnock, and Owen were then, and ever 
continued to be his especial favourites.

John Cocks too must have acquired the sort of rigorous scholarship needed for his job.   There is no 
surviving evidence of his studies, or if he used shorthand (although Taylor's book had reduced in price to 3s 
by 1800).  His busy ministry probably left him no time to exhibit it, until in Amersham in 1846 he was able to
write a few articles for the Baptist Reporter, which were questioned by .****  and his very understandable 
reaction in print was that he was NOT just an ignorant scribbler of church history! And his surviving family 
letters are elegantly phrased with meticulously correct spelling! 

Later in his life John's ministry was greatly helped by two Baptist mentors; Exeter Minister Samuel Kilpin 
(1774 - 1830) and Bath Brewer Opie Smith (1751 -1836).  Kilpin lived in Leominster until 1812 when he 
moved to Exeter, and certainly knew John by 1817, but perhaps not much earlier.  Opie Smith visited 
Cornwall in 1801 and 1802, but Torrington wouldn't have been on his route, so he probably didn't meet John
until 1821 when he was helping to fund a new chapel in Crediton.   
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So it is possible that John's apprenticeship and his subsequent studies were in the London area, and he may 
even have met his future wife there, although she was a Bideford girl. But his obituary stated that a some 
time after his London enlightenment he “returned home in order to commence preaching at his native 
place.”  

On 20th March 1805 John's father died (aged 68) and was buried on 23rd March in Torrington  He died 
intestate, and administration of his estate (for which records were lost in Exeter in 1942) was probably 
granted to his second wife Mary, who survived him until 1812.  John, the youngest of four surviving sons, 
may have inherited a share of his father's estate.  His elder brothers were James (1768-1845) a Mason living
in Calf Street and married with a baby, Roger (1773-1812) a Scrivener, newly married, and Walter (1776-
1840) another Mason, married with two small girls.   Sadly, three daughters had died before their father; 
Rebecca (who married William Goman but died aged 26) Rachel (who died unmarried aged 22) and Philippa 
(who married John Pinscent, but died a year later in child-bed aged 19)    

So it may have been after his father's death, perhaps having inherited some small bequest, that John moved
back to Devon.  Village preaching was growing fast in North Devon.  Just over ten years earlier, in 1792, the
Baptist Missionary Society had been founded, and in 1796 the society had paid for an itinerant preaching 
tour to dark villages in Cornwall by Mr Steadman of Hampshire and Mr Saffery of Salisbury.  In 1797 a 
Baptist society for the Encouragement and Support of Itinerant and Village Preaching" was formed by the 
London churches, who said “let suitable persons for the itinerant ministry be engaged: and let stated pastors
in the country, according to their abilities and opportunities, employ themselves in village preaching." 

While learning the skills of a preacher John supported himself by working as a Shoemaker, and it must have 
taken a good deal of energy and persistence because, like his namesake, John the Baptist, he “met with 
much opposition.”  

The opposition was caused by the fact that in Torrington many property leases forbade residents to hold 
religious meetings in their homes, and even outdoor meetings were fraught with legal difficulties.  The 
Conventical Act on 1670 laid down that “any person who attended a conventicle (i.e. any religious assembly 
other than the Church of England) of five shillings for the first offence and ten shillings for a second offence.
Any preacher or person who allowed their house to be used as a meeting house for such an assembly could 
be fined 20 shillings and 40 shillings for a second offence.” 

Torrington Independent Church, established before 1763, was struggling after 1775 and not revived until 
Ephraim Jackson was appointed Minister in 1806.  Bideford Methodist Circuit appointed preachers for the 
area between 1782 and 1784, but Torrington's first Baptist Church was not formed until 1820.  

At that time there were no Baptist churches in North Devon and few other Independent ones. Itinerant 
preachers were the main access to people who wanted to hear more immediately relevant evangelical ideas 
than they could in the established church.  Samuel Wesley was Master of Tiverton Grammar School; John 
Wesley preached at Barnstaple in 1745 and at Bideford in 1757, and Charles Wesley preached at Barnstaple 
in 1758.

In his article (in the Baptist Quarterly 1979) about Baptist Itinerant Preachers during the late 18th and early 
19th Centuries, Derek Lovegrove began:-

Dissenting Itinerancy [was] a part of the popular evangelicalism that was such a prominent and
universal social phenomenon during the ... early decades of the nineteenth century ... 
[although] more exciting  .... overseas missions tend to steal the limelight, this work on the 
domestic front by hundreds of largely unremarkable men effected the transformation in English 
Dissent that ... laid the foundation of ... the social and political influence of Victorian 
Nonconformity. 

John was both determined and courageous, continuing his labours without shrinking, and with some 
success.  Soon after launching himself with difficulty as a preacher he met his future wife Mary, who 
lived in Bideford. 
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Mary was six and a half years older than John, a young but childless widow, who, years later, was described 
as your prudent wife.  Her father was a Coastal Mariner with a grocer's shop, sailing to Bristol with pottery 
and returning with spices. Her first husband worked exporting cutlery from Sheffield to America, who 
probably perished at sea, because no record of his death can be found.

They were married in 1807 and for forty-three years she supported him through many moves, difficulties 
and sadnesses.  In 1849, when Mary was 72, he was to write to his daughter (in June) Your dear Mother is 
just as usual, sometimes pretty well and often languid and in pain, but we have cause to be thankful  ... 
[she] unites with me in love to all. (and in December)Through the Divine Mercy we, at present, are in a 
good degree of health, but we have both been very ill.  was laid aside a few weeks, and just able to get 
down when your Mother was confined to her bed. We desire to be thankful we have been able to wait on 
each other. 

It was Mary who gave John the sturdy backing which founded his career as a Soldier of Christ. Together 
they founded a loving family whose story continues in the next chapter.
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