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The careers of a th ree  generational 
succession of Dover's Tbwn Clerks from 

1797 un til 1935 all really  started  w ith 
William Knocker (1761 -  1847) upon w hom  
this second essay will focus. The family 
needs little introduction, stem m ing back in 
Dover to the 1670s, their original trade 
being that of barbers and periwig m akers 
through their progenitor, William's father, 
John  Knocker (1721/2-1793), la ter Steward 
to Sir John  Hale of Hackington, Canterbury, 
his story already having been  detailed in 
m y first essay “The Knockers of Dover".

William, out of a total of n ine children, 
seven of w hom  died in early infancy from 
two marriages, was John Knocker's only 
surviving son, born  to him  at the age of 
forty years, by  the second of h is two 
marriages. A daughter of the first marriage, 
Susanna, born  in Dover June 1748 also 
survived into marriage to Stephen Kennett, 
cooper of Folkestone, and a family of her 
own who died in 1798. It was William who 
first came to local prom inence in  Dover's 
affairs. From him  descended the family 
trad ition  of legal service as solicitors, 
freem en of the borough and town officials 
through son num ber eight Edward (1804- 
1884).

William Knocker was born  on 20th March 
1761 and baptised at Dover St. Mary's on 
29th March 1761, the son of John  and Mary, 
nee Styles. It is not know n alas where they 
then  lived. Where he was schooled also 
cannot be traced bu t it was very possibly in 
Canterbury. W hat is know n how ever is that 
at the age of sixteen he took articles of 
clerkship for five years on 2nd May 1777 
w ith William Slodden, solicitor of that city,
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his father no doubt having good connexions 
there through his stewardship to Sir John 
Hale. From about 1786, and by then  a 
Freem an of the Borough of Dover since 
1782 at his tw enty first b irthday “by birth", 
William Knocker, qualified as a solicitor, set 
him self up in legal practice in  Dover and is 
recorded as having a fine house on the 
Esplanade or Ropewalk. On 25th September 
1787 at the age of tw enty six years he was 
m arried at St Mary's to Ann West King (then 
only tw enty years of age), the daughter of 
sh ipbuilder T hom as King, of a locally 
prom inent family whose num ber included 
William King, twice m ayor of Dover. Thus 
he embarked, no doubt with the help that 
his wife's m onied background brought him, 
on his legal career in  Dover, surely gaining 
privy through his m arriage and by his own 
exertions, to all the covert m achinations of 
local governance. From 1811 his business 
was know n as “W S' T Knocker" in  
partnership w ith his eldest son Thom as 
(who died in  1830). By so doing he was 
m ade Mayor of Dover four tim es betw een 
1792 and 1817 and again in 1832 (aged 
seventy years). It was said that during his 
m ayoralty the m ayor's seat in St Mary's 
Church was never em pty during Sunday 
services.
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During his first m ayoralty in 1798 the m en 
of Dover were formed into eight volunteer 
com panies and it was William Knocker who 
was captain of one of them . He thereby 
actively engaged in  prom oting the 
efficiency of the volunteer corps at Dover 
all the while the arm ies of France were 
m ustering in  1804 on the opposite coast and 
preparing for invasion. He also had the 
captaincy of Archcliffe Fort whose guns 
were often actively em ployed in repelling 
the attacks of French privateers. Thus he 
came to the fore locally. In about 1820 
William Knocker had sold his house on the 
Esplanade and bought the existing Bushy 
Ruff paper m ill at Tem ple Ewell. He 
subsequently  developed this w ith great 
endeavour by  a program m e of works 
including the construction of a canal to 
form a working enterprise producing brown 
and white paper. He also had constructed a 
very fine colonial style m ansion nearby 
(w hich alas now  is derelict after a 
subsequent checkered history) whereto he 
moved w ith his wife Ann in about 1825. 
Ann Knocker died at Bushy Ruff House on 
5th July 1830 aged 63 years.

W illiam Knocker had  fathered  th irteen  
children by his wife Ann, m any of whom  
w ent on to illustrious futures. For example 
second son John  Bedingfield Knocker 
(1793-1861) becam e a Royal Naval 
Com m ander based at Harwich later in the 
Indian Army, Madras and lastly m anager of 
the London Bank in  Snargate Street (now 
the M asonic Hall). He was the  great 
grandfather of William Robert Knocker who 
is the m odern day source of m any of these 
notes. John  and his family are buried  in  one 
of the large vaults at the top of Cowgate 
Cem etery (now repaired after desecration 
during the 1980s).

No doubt how ever m uch to everyone’s 
surprise and dismay not least to his three 
old m aid daughters still a t hom e who

prom ptly moved out, William Knocker took 
off, at the age of seventy two years, w ith his 
"housekeeper” Sarah Tyson aged tw enty 
years (baptised at Dover St Jam es on 12th 
September 1813, daughter of M atthew Me 
Cormack Tyson, of Dolphin Lane, paper 
hanger). He m arried her out of the public 
eye three years after his first wife's death, at 
Chislehurst on 13th September 1833. Why 
Chislehurst rem ains a m ystery bu t by  its 
distance probably a purposeful disguise 
from local awareness bearing in m ind the 
great difference of ages of the two parties.

As a final incredible twist in his life, by 
Sarah, William Knocker fathered his last 
and fourteenth child Frederic on 25th June 
1835 w hen seventy four years of age and his 
wife still b u t tw en ty  one. Frederic 
subsequently left Bushy Ruff at the age of 
twelve w ith his young m other upon his 
father's death in 1847 w hen the mill was 
sold and the big house given up. He was 
educated at King's School Canterbury, then  
w ent on to a career as a railway clerk at St 
Pancras raising a London based family 
am ong w hom  was F rederick W illiam 
Knocker, one tim e m useum  curator at 
Penang, Straits Settlem ents and latterly the 
last curator (and also last Knocker of Dover) 
of the old Dover Corporation M useum  until 
1939 (he died long tim e widowed and 
descendentless unlam ented at a hospice in 
Uckfield, Sussex in  1944). Frederic in 
retirem en t had  re tu rned  to Bushy Ruff 
Cottage (not to be confused with the House) 
where he died in  1915 aged 79 years and 
was also buried  like his father in Alkham 
churchyard, along w ith his first of two wives 
Janet (nee Hawkes). Their grave alas now 
subsum ed in  undergrow th  b u t its 
inscrip tion  fortunate ly  on record, h is 
m o ther having died in  d istress after 
com mission some years earlier to Colney 
Hatch Asylum, Hertfordshire in 1889 aged 
75 years. This branch and their descendants 
were very m uch the forgotten Knockers,



perhaps consciously so.

William Knocker died "at his cottage" at 
Bushy Ruff on 23rd February 1847 aged 
eighty five years as a result of having 
dislocated his right shoulder an d /o r broke 
his right arm, and even his leg, some two 
m onths earlier after walking in his sleep 
one night and having fallen downstairs. He 
was apparen tly  in  the hab it of every 
m orning before breakfast walking up the 
hill to Ewell Minnis (the high ridge behind 
Bushy Ruff) and probably was in a daze in 
the dark w hen the accident occurred.

According to his obituary in  a contem porary 
edition of the Dover Tfelegraph he died "a 
lam ented gentleman", "a bright example to 
his fellow tow nsm en” and "conspicuous in 
using his influence and exertions in the 
prom otion of every benevolent and pious 
institution". F urther po ignantly  noting 
"when retired, from public life, the village 
schools becam e the objects of his care; and, 
he was often seen surrounded w ith a group 
of little children attentively listening to his 
kind and impressive advice”. Apart from 
them , he certainly knew  how to father a 
veritable school of children of his own into 
great age w ith an eye to two wives m arried 
at tw enty to help him!

His railed grave site and flat tomb together 
with his first wife Ann, their unm arried  son 
George Wigzell Knocker (1800-1863) 
form erly of the H onourable East India 
Com pany and three spinster daughters, 
Elizabeth Styles (1791-1880) Anne Wellard 
(1797-1873) and Jane (1808-1847), m ay be 
seen to this day. It is barely identifiable, 
badly  eroded and subsum ed by  
undergrowth to the left of the path  leading 
through the churchyard from the lychgate 
to the church door at Alkham. A full 
transcription of the m em orial inscriptions 
of this grave site are thankfully on record. 
W ithin the church m ay also be seen a wall

plaque to their m em ory. There is as yet no 
know n depiction of the m an himself.

The will of William Knocker is a subject of 
special note. A full copy of this will and its 
four codicils, the last of which was drawn up 
on his deathbed, typed  w ith  narrow  
spacing, requires eight sheets of foolscap 
and a fu rthe r five sim ilar sheets are 
required to cover the contents of affidavits 
by  the young widow, some executors and 
some witnesses. These were largely due to 
apparent alterations or errors in the original 
manuscripts. It could be said that the whole 
might be considered as a good example of 
why a solicitor should never be allowed to 
draw up his own will!

The will itself was drawn up shortly after 
the death of his first wife, the first codicil 
after his remarriage, the second on the birth  
of his youngest and only child by his second 
wife and the third and the fourth, the last of 
which he had been  unable to actually sign 
eleven days before his death, to amplify 
provisions for his wife and eleven year old 
son. All these docum ents except the last 
codicil were kept in a locked drawer of a 
cabinet in William Knocker's bedroom, to 
which Sarah Knocker had kept the key. She 
had frequently been  rem inded about the 
contents of the locked drawer bu t professed 
no know ledge of the natu re  of the 
docum ents themselves. Shortly before his 
death William Knocker had told his oldest 
son and one of the executors John  
Bedingfield Knocker about the whereabouts 
of his will and the key bu t that the drawer 
should no t be opened  u n til after the 
funeral. This request was complied w ith 
and only then  were the will and three 
codicils found in the drawer in  a sealed 
envelope.

Codicil num ber three dated 22nd May 1841 
is worth reading for conjugal interest "I give 
and beq u eath  unto  m y wife Sarah in
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addition to w hat I have given her by  m y 
other codicils the bed w hereon we sleep 
and such of the furniture and m aterials in 
the cham ber w herein we lie as she m ay 
th ink proper to choose also I give to m y son 
Frederic m y gold watch chains and seal so 
soon as he is of age to take care of them"

W illiam Knocker's w ill was proved in  
London on 7th August 1847 w hereby his 
estate was basically  and com plicatedly 
distributed am ong his surviving children 
and provision m ade for his young wife and 
son and his education and also for the 
upkeep of his parents' grave at St Stephen's, 
Hackington, Canterbury. The winding up of 
the estate and distribution of possessions, 
chattels etc. took years and not w ithout very 
evident contention. This is clear from a 
handw ritten  m em orandum  w ritten on 4th 
M arch 1847 by two of the executors, sons 
John  Bedingfield Knocker and W illiam 
Knocker ju n io r (1795-1882 Royal Naval 
C om m ander and M erchant Navy Captain) 
in  which it is recorded "We deeply lam ent 
the unseem ly conduct during the projected 
arrangem ents for the in te rm en t of the 
rem ains of our late father and the niece of 
the elder of the undersigned Knockers, and 
the occurrences at the very grave itself, and 
seeing w hat occurred on such occasion we 
can have no confidence tha t the m ost 
unlooked for and unreasonable proceedings 
m ay not on a m uch less solem n occasion 
present themselves, and we hereby wish 
our Edward Knocker (brother) as co
executor and an attorney to understand it is 
our w ish he carries out the intentions of the 
will in  their plain literal m eaning w ithout 
favour or affection and w ithout reference to 
the rela tionsh ip  betw een  our father's 
children. The moveable property in the 
house at Bushy Ruff and elsewhere over 
w hich it is our duty as executors to exercise 
control and no th ing  will be rem oved 
w ithout the m utual concurrence of all”. 
Clearly in such a large family all was not

sweetness and light. William Knocker had 
altogether fourteen  children, eight 
surviving at his death (five sons and three 
daughters). He had no less than  sixty-five 
grandchildren although twenty-one were 
bo rn  to h im  posthum ously. All w ere 
children of his sons who m arried (none of 
the daughters married), thirty  four out of 
the sixty five being sons. In spite of this 
solid m ale foundation m odern  m ale 
descendants are bu t num bered and m y next 
essay "A Succession of Tbwn Clerks" will 
reveal that the Dover Knockers were as 
unprolific as their progenitors had been  the 
opposite. It was once suggested that "the 
Knockers b red  like flies bu t it would be bu t 
a few generations hence that all who started 
from one will be again back to square one" 
William Knocker’s children were as follows:

By Ann West King -
1. John (1789-1790). Buried St James.
2. Thomas (1790-1830) Solicitor. Buried St 

James.
3. Elizabeth (1791-1798). Buried St James.
4. John Bedingfield (1793-1861) RN 

Commander, Indian Army Madras & 
Banker. Buried Cowgate.

5. Mary (1794 -1812). Buried St James.
6. William (1795-1882) RN Commander & 

Merchant Navy Captain. Buried 
Boulogne.

7. Ann Wellard (1797-1873). Buried Alkham.
8. Henry (1798 -1820). Buried St James.
9. George Wigzell (1800 -1863) East India 

Company. Buried Alkham.
10. Sidney Herbert (1802- 1831) Lieutenant 

R.E. Buried Tbbago, West Indies.
11. Edward (1804-1884) Solicitor, Tbwn Clerk. 

Buried Tbrquay.
12. Elizabeth Styles (1806-1880). Buried 

Alkham.
13. Jane (1808-1847). Buried Alkham.

By Sarah Tyson -
14. Frederic (1835-1915) Railway Clerk. 

Buried Alkham.


