
George Henry Minter and Rebecca Steed 

   If there is any such thing as the ñfamily villainò in our family ancestry, then maternal great grandfather George Henry Minter comes 

close to being its epitome. For my own mother, her grandfather is the ñbad manò whose involvement in illegal gambling at his village 

pub the Compasses in Dedham, Essex where he was landlord had cost him not  only his tenancy but was to force himself, his wife and 

young family, to move to London in abject disgrace. He was, furthermore the bad man who subjected his long suffering wife to a 

ñhard lifeò and was the bad man who had attempted to bribe her mother against marrying her own father. For other family members 

he was the man who had alienated a disapproving family circle with his controversial second marriage in later life to an actress. 

However, as far as can be ascertained no living family member has ever met the errant publican with the passage of over sixty years 

since his death and, with a large proportion of this information coming down through the family orally, the man is furthermore unable 

to defend himself.  

Birth Certificate of George Henry Minter 

   The first task for the family historian is one essentially of an evaluation of his life through the medium of investigation of 

contemporary records to see to just what extent the claims the family have of his notoriety are justified and it is no simple task. What 

is certain, however, is that almost a hundred years after the doors of the Compasses were closed for the last time George Henry Minter 

still strikes a sense of revulsion into the hearts of a number of his descendants: are his misdeeds merely family myths or does more 

than a grain of truth lie present in their claims? 

   The first concrete fact that can be gleaned about this controversial man is 

that he was born in the small Essex village of Feering, near Coggeshall, Essex 

on February 1
st
, 1878, the eldest legitimate offspring of George Henry Minter 

and Ellen Allen. At the time of his birth his father was employed as an 

agricultural labourer who had served time in the army and was still listed on 

the military reserve. As has been seen, the third quarter of the nineteenth 

century was certainly not a fortunate time to be one due to the agricultural 

depression which took hold:  as such the young George is to be found moving 

house with his family on a regular basis as his father sought the meagre work 

as it became available. From Feering the Minters soon moved to Great Tey, a 

village four miles distant then migrated to London for a time before moving 

back to rural Essex to Langham, which must have caused some disruption in 

the young Georgeôs life. He began employment here at the tender age of just 13 

when he followed in the footsteps of his father and grandfather before him as 

an agricultural labourer and six years later the family moved to Dedham when 

his father set up business as a general dealer. However, by the turn of the new 

century George had himself obtained employment with the Peninsular and 

Oriental (P&O) steamship service as a steward on passenger steamships 

conveying emigrants to a new life in Australia. He is found on the lists of five 

voyages to Sydney which took on average around three months. He is first 

enumerated on board the Australia which reached Sydney on 22 March 1901, 

and is back there on 19
 
September that year on the China which accounts for 

his absence on the 1901census in England. 

     In February 1903 George is again at Sydney aboard the Oceana, considered 

one of the more luxurious vessels of its time, measuring 141 metres in length with a 

capacity of 400 passengers; it was aboard this ship that the Indian nationalist leader 

Mahatma Gandhi sailed upon to his homeland from London in 1891. Yet the Oceana was destined to end its life in dire circumstances 

indeed: on 16 March 1912 whilst sailing off the coast of Eastbourne it was accidently ran into by a German boat and sunk; one of the 

lifeboats capsized killing nine passengers and this tragedy took place a month to the day before the most famous shipwreck of all 

time, that of the HMS Titanic. Another of Georgeôs ships, the Australia also met an ignominious end, running aground off Port Philip 

near Melbourne, demonstrating that shipping at this time was far from being the relatively safe venture it is considered today. 

 

Carte de visite photograph of George Henry 
Minter c 1900 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   Georgeôs final two known voyages were aboard the China, arriving in Sydney on November 11 1904 and arriving back in England 

on March 16 1905. What exactly his role on these steamships was is, as ever, elusive:  As a general rule stewards on steamships were 

involved in a large number of tasks over a long working day; their primary mission would have been to wait upon those passengers 

destined for the antipodes. Whilst the surviving archives listing Georgeôs voyages show him as being employed in the pursersô 

department it is possible part of his job involved working in the saloon serving drinks. A substantial proportion of his wage would 

have depended upon gratuities by passengers. 

 

Marriage certificate of George Henry Minter and Rebecca Steed 

   Upon his return from his final voyage as a steward he soon after married local girl Rebecca Steed on October 5 at St Maryôs church, 

Dedham and opted for a change of profession. Whilst his marriage certificate shows he was still nominally working as a steward it 

was an occupation not suited to married life, involving spending months away from home at a time.  

   Born in the Suffolk village of Aldham on May 27, 1880 Rebecca Steed was the eldest child of agricultural labourer William Steed 

and his second wife Gertrude Mary Rolfe; in common with George her formative years had been spent relocating on a regular basis, 

again due in all probability to the agricultural depression: before settling in Dedham in the late 1880s the family had made both 

Aldham, Hadleigh and Layham their home. By her marriage in 1905 Rebeccaôs family had moved yet again to the village of 

Langham; with wages of the typical agricultural labourer being pitiful in this age - typically Ã1 per week (around Ã60 in todayôs 

terms) - Rebeccaôs mother ran a laundry business from home in order to supplement the familyôs income, with both Rebecca and step 

sister Laura assisting in this enterprise.  
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Birth Certificate of Rebecca Steed 



   In common with George, Rebecca was part of a large family ï her 

parents produced another seven children, many of whom died young, 

and her two brothers William and Arthur were army men stationed at 

barracks by the turn of the century, the former having obtained the rank 

of bombardier by the age of 20. Fate was to dictate Rebecca was 

destined to play the role of publicanôs wife through thick and thin 

lacking any insight into the challenges which awaited her new family as 

the country moved into the modern age. 

   It was in his new occupation as a publican that George opted to trade 

for the rest of his life, and one which had eluded his father. When the 

jingle of wedding bells had faded into the mists of time the couple 

subsequently moved to Offton, just over the Suffolk border where he set 

about the business of both becoming the landlord of The Greyhound and 

beginning to raise a family: the newly married coupleôs first child 

Dorothy Helen, subsequently known in family circles as ñDollyò duly 

arrived on November 6, 1906 followed by a son, George William, born 

on 21 June 1908. Why George subsequently left the Greyhound within a 

few years is unknown. A vacancy in Dedham where several members of 

his family lived or the pubôs closure are two possibilities although rate 

books survive for the Greyhound for the year 1909 providing evidence it 

still served as a public house up until this time. Whatever the reason 

behind the move George became landlord of the Compasses for the following two years.The Compasses, a Cobbold pub, was the 

oldest in Dedham, dating from the 16
th
 century and in 1965 attained the status of a grade II listed building by National Heritage and 

had been trading as a pub since at least the eighteenth century and had been privy to a somewhat chequered past: during the early 

years of the nineteenth century this had been a venue on occasion for vestry meetings, the forerunner to todayôs village council, and it 

was here that in the 1830s a Mr Tollis, a baker, unsuccessfully attempted to commit suicide. In 1855 two London forgers were 

discovered hiding out here by the authorities with ñloaded pistols by their side.ò When the Compasses final landlord commenced his 

tenancy the building itself was no stranger to notoriety. Within a year of arriving at Dedham Georgeôs second daughter, Ella Mildred 

ï my grandmother ï was born there on May 11 1910. 

Dedham was a substantial village with a population of around 2500 at this 

time and it can be immediately ascertained George was faced with some 

degree of competition for business: the Anchor (where his father had faced a 

drunk and disorderly charge by local magistrates in 1900), The Gun, The 

Lamb, The Marlborough Head, the Prince of Wales, Sun and Rose and 

Crown all traded in the village during Georgeôs tenure.     It is somewhat 

fortuitous that today a sale catalogue survives for when the Compasses was 

sold at the end of Georgeôs two year tenancy. It lists the cellar, the location 

of his alleged gambling, along with a ground floor consisting of ñfront 

room, 16ft by 19ft, the old bar 16ft by 16ft, passage with pantry, scullery 

(fitted with range and sink) and large room 17ft 6in by 15 ft 6inò. On the 

first floor, access was provided by two staircases with a landing and five 

rooms, with a further two attic bedrooms on the second floor. In addition, 

outside was a ñyard, with folding doors to road, in which a two stall stable, 

with loft over, partitioned off from which is a small shop, with window to 

the street: a pantile roof cart shed, with partitioned off harness shed; a timber 

and iron roof lean to shed, with folding doors and cement floor; two W.C.s 

and urinal. There is also a timber and pantile slaughter house, fitted with 

boiling copper and furnace, refuse bin & cò.  

Birth Certificate of Dorothy Helen Minter 
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The compasses, Dedham as it appears today 

 



   Yet for all the apparent success of George in raising a young family and bettering himself from the drudgery and toil on the land on 

November 19 1910 his father died of bronchopneumonia and heart failure in Dedham leaving his widow and unmarried children to 

effectively fend for themselves in an age where self sufficiency was essential to avoid the degradation and stigma of the dreaded 

workhouse although, for a time at least they appear to have thrived with Georgeôs mother and brother taking over both their small 

farm and dealing business. George himself, for his part, it would appear at this time decided to immerse himself into the seedy world 

of illegal gambling in the cellar of his own pub if family sources can be taken at face value and the family anecdote relates he was 

soon to fall foul of the local authorities, raided and caught red handed and suffered the ignominy of surrendering his licence. Yet first 

the question must be posed: does any documentary evidence exist for this assertion? 

    1911 Census entry for the Minter family 

  

 

 

  

Preliminary research on the gambling story discovered sources relating to the closure of the Compasses in 1911 although none name 

the reason or mentioned George by name: both the Victoria County History of Essex and Dedham, Flatford and East Bergholt: A 

pictorial history (Yearsley, Ian Phillmore, 1996) note the Compasses was ñclosed downò and ñlost its licenseò in 1911 or 1912 

respectively with a footnote to the former publication giving its source as a publication entitled Dedham Described. This local book, 

alas, was originally published by a local clergyman in 1934 and is now out of print. What only added to this mystery, however, is the 

very real knowledge that gambling was seen as a real problem by the local police at this time: in the same year a pub in nearby 

Colchester was raided and closed for ñunlicensed gamblingò and another, this time in Dedham itself, mysteriously had its ñlicense 

surrenderedò to the authorities at the same time as the Compasses However, recently a number of documents have come to light 

which sheds a new light on events, some proving numerous pubs were closed at this time, others of which relate to George during his 

advertisement for young female domestic and barmaid from the Chelmsford Chronicle, 24 March 1911 


