
BETH’S TALE

Draw near and listen to my story. I am Beth...a mother, and the wife of Jed Tulley. In this year of 

1798 our home is the black flint cottage close by the north road out from Bexhill village. We have a 

small plot of land beside, with a few fowl and a pig, so there is just enough bread, herbs and eggs 

for the table...sometimes a chicken for the pot or a fish for the pan. But our children grow quickly 

and are often hungry, so I fear should disease or disaster strike, they may not survive. If that 

happens, may it please God to take me before my dear Samuel or Elsa.

       My husband works with our horse and cart ‘til his body aches. He loads and takes sacks of 

grain for milling...or moves stones or earth if needed. He labours in the coppice cutting and carrying 

wood for building and fencing. If he pleases the farmer we may take small logs for winter fuel. Oft 

times he joins a fishing crew if there is a run of herring or cod, for we live near the sea shore. 

Samuel now goes out on the boats with Jed, and this way our son learns trades and skills from the 

other men. And on those long evenings I wait at home and pray there be no storms or swelling tides.

        But my husband provides for our needs in another manner. On certain nights boats sail in close 

to the beach. They carry cargoes of tea, tobacco, silk cloth or fiery brandy from France, which I am 

told is not many miles from our land. Rich people will pay high prices for these luxuries, but our 

King and government want a portion of the profit to pay for the war against Napoleon...for ships, 

soldiers and weapons. So people break the law... smuggling and selling the goods in the big cities 

themselves. The boats unload when they are warned the riding officer is away, and our village men 

gather in the darkness, keeping well hidden until the lookout gives the signal. Then all labour 

quickly and quietly together...lugging the heavy bales and barrels across the beach and through the 

unlit alleyways to waiting carts, with the drivers who will ride in a wagon train to London. At 

Hawkhurst the gang pay the men, allowing for the share which has been stowed in the village.
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           I have no time to dream of wearing gowns made of French silk though I am told it is the 

softest cloth against the skin...but this work keeps my husband away from our home tonight. Now, 

as the children sleep in the back room, I wait for his safe return, for smuggling is dangerous... 

against the law of the land. A man if caught may be imprisoned, or transported to a foreign country, 

or even hanged. The officers alone cannot catch the smugglers for the gangs are practised and well 

armed, but they say dragoons are hiding in quiet parts of the countryside these nights, ready to 

ambush the carts passing on the road. Hush!...What’s that?...Someone’s outside.

          “Mam! Mam!”

           “Oh my God Samuel...you frightened me. I thought you were a’bed. Why are you out in this 

night? Why are you shaking so, child?”

           “It’s my father! He’s hurt! The cart train was passing the church and I was hiding behind a 

headstone in the graveyard so as to see it. Suddenly soldiers jumped over the wall...there were 

hundreds of them all running from behind St Peters. They were shouting and cheering...firing with 

their guns. Some had swords...some had horses. They were everywhere! Oh Mam...they shot at our 

father... and he fell to the ground in front of my eyes. I wanted to go to him, but I feared they would 

shoot me if they saw me. So I stayed in my dark place and pushed my hand into my mouth lest I 

make a sound.”

               “Oh please God...no! Come close child...wrap your arms around me. You are safe now.

          I must be strong for him, for what I have feared is now upon us. My poor husband was only 

providing for his family. Our King is cruel, but I must say this quietly lest I am punished too. There 

may be some in the village who have been paid by the soldiers, but it is we who pay the awful price. 

I can hear voices. Quick...the door!
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                “Beth Tully! Be swift...we have your husband. Get a bed ready for him. He lives but has 

been shot in the knee and bleeds badly. We have wrapped the wound but you must get herbs and 

clean cloths. Take care woman, for the soldiers are still searching in the fields and village.”

          My body is weak like water and I feel to weep as I struggle to understand this, but I take a 

candle and look at my husband. Mercifully he is drowsy but moans with pain. His knee is a black 

hole oozing with blood and I see the pieces of broken bone and sinew. I know he will not walk with 

it again. I use cloth to soak up the blood and make a thick bandage around. Samuel runs to beg 

Master Pocock the butcher to come and help me. I tell him to ask his wife if she will send a little 

wine and honey to dress the wound, and white linen for wrapping. I will pay what I can later. I ask 

the men to stay for I know that they will be needed to hold Jed while the butcher cuts.

           God hears my prayers and good people come to help me. They must work quickly and 

silently so none outside know what we are about. I watch while Master Pocock prepares my 

husband in a chair, binds the top of his leg tightly and places a piece of wood  between his teeth. He  

pushes his fingers into the wound and the shot is pulled out and the curved knife readied. I turn 

away while I know that now flesh and bone must be cut. Samuel is brave and takes me to a chair by 

the hearth. I push my hands tight against my ears and close my eyes...for this I cannot bear. But I  

still hear Jed’s screams and the butcher’s urgent instructions. It is rough, swift work but seems to 

take an age. I am instructed to come and see the flap of skin stitched over the raw wound and told to 

hold the wine ready to clean it, and the cloths to wrap around. My hands shake but I do as I am told. 

The men give Jed strong rum to ease the pain and make him sleep. The butcher gathers his tools and 

steps away into the darkness wrapping his coat around him. My husband will survive only with 

God’s blessing. 

        It is Autumn and the shortening days remind me we will soon need a constant fire for warmth. 

I tend Jed steadfastly, sitting by him through the night. He is a little better, but thin, and eats 
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sparingly...groaning and ranting in his dreams while I use cloths to soak up the sweat. I care for his 

wound as best I can and soon Mistress Pocock will help me to check for badness and wrap it with 

new linen. I pray that one day Jed may be strong enough to move with a stump or crutch. Now I am 

afraid for my son as his father can no longer guide him. He goes out at night and I feel sure he is 

learning the work of smuggling.

       The winter approaches with wet, biting winds and I must tell of the most lamentable day of my 

life. Samuel has been caught by the militia and my fears are proven. He was loading bales of french 

silk but could not escape as cleverly as the men. The magistrate condemns him as he would a 

common thief. He declares that as he is young, he will be sentenced harshly so that he will not 

become a criminal when older. He asks him why he has taken up with such wicked, dishonest 

occupation. 

          “I wanted to give my mother the golden silk for a gown”.

         When I hear this I sob with pity. I look to him and see tears on his cheek, but he wipes at them 

for he wants to be a man. I call out his name and he tries to turn but they pull him to the goal with 

chains on his feet. He will soon be put on a ship and sent to a far away land called Australia. I know 

I will never see my son again, but I pray with all my heart that God will watch over him on the long 

journey and when he starts his new life.         
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