LEGASSICKE
v.  BETTY
Who Told The Truth?
Retelling an extraordinary case that was heard in 1611 at the Court of the Star Chamber in London, concerning the “marriage” of Henry LEGASSICKE the younger, originally of Ermington, Devon, and Thomasine BETTY, the daughter of Henry Betty, farmer of St. Issey, Cornwall.  
Richard G. Grylls
LEGASSICKE V. BETTY – WHO TOLD THE TRUTH?
In the summer of 1611 an extraordinary case was heard at the Court of the Star Chamber in London, concerning the “marriage” of Henry LEGASSICKE the younger, originally of Ermington, Devon, and Thomasine BETTY, the daughter of Henry Betty, farmer of St. Issey, Cornwall.  The tale seems worth re-telling, firstly because it’s an intriguing and scandalous yarn, the details of which provide a good picture of the period.  Secondly, the surviving documents about the case enabled the author to compile a family tree that initially, because of lost parish registers, had seemed an impossible task.  The sources he found and used may help others to fill gaps in their ancestry.
The complainant in the case was Margery Legassicke of Ermington, the widowed mother of Henry the younger.  The story, as she told it, was this.  Her late husband John Legassicke, who had died four years previously [1606], had been the owner of a property called Legosick in the parish of St. Issey.  This property had passed to her eldest son, Henry, then aged about nine.  Since Henry was a minor, Margery Legassicke ‘took into her custody and governance the said Henry Legassicke the younger and for three years did carefully provide for the education and instruction of her said son, maintaining him at school ..... ’.  In 1609 Margery had taken up an offer from Henry Betty, who was the tenant farmer at Legosick in St. Issey.  He could place young Henry Legassicke in the excellent school near his home run by John RICHARDS, B.A., Oxford.   So, Henry Legassicke the younger became Henry Betty’s ward, and went to live in St. Issey.  
In her complaint – here greatly abridged and updated in spelling – Margery accused Henry Betty of having hatched an elaborate plot, he ‘having a great desire to match the said ward [Henry Legassicke] with one Thomasine Betty [his daughter] in marriage, and knowing that he could not by any direct means compass and effect the same as well in respect of the inequality of years between the said ward and of his daughter, Henry Legassicke being twelve years of age and Thomasine above twenty years, as also in the great difference between their degrees, education and livelihood, the said ward being a very comely child, liberally endowed with natural endowments of good descent and parentage, very gentlemanlike brought up and instructed, and of fair estate and means to maintain the same, and Thomasine contrarywise aged, not adorned either with beauty of body or mind, brought up as a country servant, and he [Henry Betty] himself of very slender means or ability to bestow on her any portion or advancement ............ ’.  

Margery went on to describe how she had learned of Henry Betty’s plan to marry off his daughter to her son, and had promptly sent her daughter Elizabeth and a servant to fetch young Henry back home.  They arrived in St. Issey on Saturday, 13 July 1610.  Margery then alleged that the Betty family had conspired to make private conversation between brother and sister impossible, and that tactics had been used to delay young Henry’s departure, using a trumped up excuse that young Henry had requested to be taken to the annual Camelford Fair held on St. Swithin’s Day, which fell on the following Monday.  This trip did indeed take place.  Elizabeth Legassicke and the servant had remained in St. Issey with Thomasine Betty.  
On the return journey from Camelford Henry Betty, his brother John Betty and a cousin (also named John Betty), Henry Legassicke the younger and Thomasine Betty – who had slipped away from St. Issey ‘on an errand’ – had all met up at Little Petherick Church at about 5 o’clock in the evening, where, with the church doors barred on the inside, the curate of Lanivet, Matthew NICHOLLS, married the young pair illegally, no licence having been acquired and no banns having been called.  Henry Betty, Margery alleged, had persuaded Henry Legassicke to go through with the marriage by saying that the boy would from then onwards be his own master, ‘would be spared the rod’ and would not have to go to school any longer, but could go hawking and learn other gentlemanly pursuits, and would be given free board and lodging with the Betty family for the next seven years.  Margery then went on to describe how, on their return from Little Petherick to the Betty house in St. Issey, no mention of the marriage had been made to Elizabeth Legassicke or the servant, healths had been drunk, and afterwards young Henry Legassicke had retired to bed.  A bit later still Thomasine had been ‘conveyed to Henry’s bed’ by her father and uncle.  There she ‘endeavoured to provoke him to unkindly lust, which nothing in that kind moved the young youth, and yet he feared to arise or make any stir in the house ...............’.

The next morning Henry Legassicke the younger travelled home to Ermington with his sister and the servant, and had been there ever since.  Henry must have revealed to his mother what had happened at Little Petherick Church, he by then ‘utterly disagreeing and disassenting unto the said pretended marriage’.  When some time later the Betty family began to publicise the marriage, Margery Legassicke determined to take them to court.  

What a ghastly, conniving lot the Betty family must have been to ensnare a twelve year old lad into a marriage with a member of their own family in order to get their hands on a piece of property!  However, Henry Betty, in his answer to the complaint, put up a spirited defence of his actions, which certainly makes one question Margery Legassicke’s motives in disclaiming the marriage of her son with Thomasine Betty. 
To start with Henry Betty pointed out that Legosick in St. Issey still actually belonged to Henry Legassicke the elder, grandfather of young Henry and father of Margery’s deceased husband, and had in fact been promised to young Henry’s younger brother Andrew.    Furthermore he claimed that Henry Legassicke the elder was not only keen on the match between young Henry and Thomasine, but had been the chief instigator that young Henry should become Henry Betty’s ward, telling him that he preferred that his grandson be ‘brought up away from his mother whose known levity of disposition and other badges of notorious evil conversation’ were not to his liking.  Henry Betty was also convinced that young Henry Legassicke was at least fourteen years old, and at the time of the marriage ‘was of extraordinary stature, forwardness and tallness’.  Interestingly, in another document concerning the case (not in the Star Chamber collection) it was said that the Ermington register (now lost) showed that young Henry had been baptised there on 14 July 1596.  Thus, he was actually aged fourteen and a day or more when he was married, fourteen then being the age of legal consent.  Needless to say Henry Betty claimed that his daughter Thomasine was ‘of good and comely personage’, and nineteen years old at the most.  Furthermore he believed that ‘the beauty of his daughter was the first and greatest notice which inclined Henry Legassicke the younger to effect her for his wife’.
Henry Betty was convinced that the young couple were very fond of each other, and said he had only arranged the marriage at their request, and that the love between them had been publicly observed for quarter of a year, and a marriage between them talked of for a similar length of time.  Furthermore he had managed to get a licence for the marriage after the event. [Evidence of this certainly exists among the list of licences issued by the Bishop of Exeter’s Court, Henry Legassicke the younger being described as ‘gent. of St. Issey.’  The licence was ante-dated to 13 July 1610.]  Yes, said Henry Betty, the young pair had gone to bed together, as befitted a man and his wife, but Thomasine had not been taken to young Henry’s room in ‘the rude and uncivil manner’ suggested by Margery in her complaint.
There is more detail in Henry Betty’s answer, much of it accusing Margery of further fabrications in her complaint.  Then to cap his case he claimed that Margery had recently offered to ‘compound’ the whole affair [i.e. allow the marriage] if he paid her £150.  He refused to do this unless she would make some suitable financial provision for her new daughter-in-law.

The Star Chamber Court compiled a list of 17 detailed questions that were to be addressed to sundry witnesses, including Matthew Nicholls, the two John Bettys and Thomasine herself.  Their various answers have survived.  They reveal a few extra details not given by Henry Betty, but all of them essentially backed up his story, though his brother John did say that he knew nothing about the marriage ‘till the morning before’.  
Presumably before the case went to the Star Chamber, it had been heard at the Bishop’s Court in Exeter.  A certain Miss Moger indexed and made abstracts of many papers emanating from this court.  These abstracts – under the title Testamentary Causes – are now held at the Devon Record Office in Exeter.  The original court papers are at DRO too.  The evidence given in this case mostly concerned the recording of Henry Legassicke’s baptism in the Ermington register.  William WILLING of Ermington, who had lived with John Legassicke for a time and knew the family well, stated in his evidence that, ‘After the marriage at Little Petherick he had heard Henry Legassicke the younger say he would never live with Thomasine Betty his pretended wife and that he did disclaim the marriage’.  Another witness, Thomas THOMASIUS, described young Henry Legassicke ‘by reason of his tender years and his imbecility ....... to be a weak boy and not capable to perform the rites of marriage’.
Who should one believe?  And what did the Court of the Star Chamber decide?  Sadly, papers relating to the decisions of that court were all lost during the Civil War.  However, it would appear that the marriage was in fact annulled, despite the fact that young Henry Legassicke was probably just over fourteen at the time and that the marriage may possibly have been ‘consummated’.  Young Henry married ‘again’ in Brixton in 1619, and then settled in Little Hempston, near Totnes, where he owned land and was described as a gentleman.  His son William proved to be a total wastrel.  The Chancery Court cases arising from William’s debts mention the inheritance of the property Legosick in St. Issey several times.  
The earliest surviving parish register of Ermington commences in 1603, while the register of Little Hempston commences much earlier but is missing between 1603 and 1653.  Putting together family trees of the various Legassicke families in these two parishes would have been impossible were it not for the Star Chamber and Chancery cases that family members were involved in.  The Moger abstracts mentioned above led to the finding of further useful genealogical detail.  The Legassicke v. Betty Star Chamber documents are in STAC 3/9/68 & 111, STAC 7/25/12 and STAC 8/195/12, all at The National Archives, Kew. 

Richard Grylls, having spent many years researching his paternal ancestry, has now turned to his maternal ancestry, which includes the Legassicke family.  He is the author of ‘A Cornish Shopkeeper’s Diary, 1843’, ‘The 1710 Pollbook for Cornwall’, ‘Branwell and Bramble – a brief History of a West Cornwall Clan’, and ‘Grylls and Grills – the History of a Cornish Clan’.  He lives in Tring, Herts.
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