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Anyone familiar with Ham House in Surrey will be 
aware of the remarkable series of inventories which 
underpins research into its furnishings in the 17th and 
18th centuries. Inventory-keeping must have been 
something of a family obsession, for the Tollemache 
family, who acquired Ham in 1648, also owned 
Helmingham Hall in Suffolk, from where these equally 
rich inventories have emerged. They are dated 1597, 
1626, 1708 and 1741, covering a period when the 
Tollemaches rose from country gentry to Bails of 
Dysart, and the consequent changes in the building and 
its household were recorded in minute detail in each 
successive inventory.



This is not a large book, but it is packed with 
information. While the inventories, transcribed and 
published here in full for the first time, are sufficient in 
themselves to constitute an important primary record of 
the domestic culture of the period, the most impressive 
aspect of this book is the editorial input. Moira Coleman 
has done a fantastic job, beginning with her introduction 
to the family history of the Tollemaches and their houses 
which, among other things, addresses the key questions 
of why the inventories were compiled and what 
functions they subsequently served. The inventories 
themselves are minutely footnoted and each listed item is 
separately numbered (there are more than 4,500 items in 
total). The numbers are cross-referenced to a glossary 
and index covering 115 pages, so that any term 
occurring in the inventories can instantly be found by its 
reference number. Furthermore, if one wanted to plot, 
for instance, the decline in the use of trenchers in the 
Tollemache household, one can discover in the glossary 
that they were listed in dozens in 1597 and 162.6 but only 
nine were left in 1708 and none in 1741. Cane chairs, on 
the other hand, enjoyed a very brief vogue, being listed 
only in 1708. For the time-poor or lazy researcher this 
glossary is a godsend.

There are two further appendices. One relates the 
inventories to the development of Helmingham Hall 
itself. Much of the building history of the house is 
obscure, but the inventories throw light both on its 
planning and its internal organisation, as well as on 
changes of use over the years. It is intriguing to know, 
for instance, that in 1626 the house had a ‘brushing 
gallery’ where outerwear and armour were cleaned 
before storage. The other appendix discusses the 
Tollemache family’s activities at another house, 
‘Lugdons’ at Fakenham Magna, Suffolk, where they 
spent much time in the mid-ryth century. The reason for 
its inclusion is that the 1626 inventory makes such 
frequent mention of the Fakenham house that the two 
households were for a time inextricably intermixed.

This is not a book for rhe casual reader. It is dense 
with information, uncompromising in its scholarship 
and closely focussed, but for the historian it is a resource 
of the first importance. And at £35 it is very good value.

Adam Bowett


