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From the Chair 

 

 

Welcome to the August 2024 edition of Devon History News.  I hope that it 

provides some interesting reading for late summer, whether you are browsing 

it on one of our beautiful beaches or prefer to seek the shade indoors.  

If you are lucky enough to have a garden, perhaps you will find some time for a reading break 

between the weeding, pruning and mowing.  We are no strangers to rain in the south west but 

this year seems to have been exceptionally wet, with the result that our gardens are lush to the 

point of rampaging.  Whether you are a seasoned horticulturalist, a novice gardener or simply 

enjoy house plants, I highly recommend joining us at Exeter Library on 12
th
 October to learn 

about a Devon company’s role in the exotic plant mania that swept Britain in the nineteenth cen-

tury. The talk at this year’s AGM will focus on Veitch Nurseries, whose intrepid plant hunters 

helped it become one of the biggest nurseries in Europe.  Full details are on page 20. 

In recent years, the horticultural world has wrestled with how to interpret this era of exploration, 

with its ‘discoveries’ and taking of plants by Europeans from other parts of the globe.  This is a 

small part of a much larger reckoning with the period, which in Britain is indivisible from Empire.  

From page 4 to page 6 Todd Gray explores how professional and amateur historians should ap-

proach the British Empire in a time of passionate public debate.  

As Britain’s imperial grip began to loosen in the 1920s, life in Devon was modernising after the 

trauma of the First World War.  On page 11 Julia Neville gives us an update on the brilliant work 

of the Devon in the 1920s project, including a call for volunteers to investigate Torquay in the 

twenties, using the fantastic resource of the newly available Cary archive collection.  It’s a great 

autumn project for anyone with some spare time and a love of research.  

In the meantime, I hope you enjoy the last days of summer, especially the fruits of your or oth-
ers’ gardening efforts, however successful.  As one of the most loved English authors of the 
1920s, AA Milne, said: ‘Weeds are flowers, too, once you get to know them’.  

Katherine Findlay 

 

Editorial 

 

 

 

Wherever you go, and whatever you’re doing, history surrounds you.  I recently 
spent a few days in Sedbergh, a village among beautiful Cumbrian fells which 
is both physically and metaphorically dominated by a public school which was 
founded in 1525.  Ostensibly I was there to watch cricket – and very enjoyable 
it was too – but on one of my walks around the streets lined with secondhand 
bookshops (‘England’s Book Town’, the signs say) I caught sight of the headquarters of the Sed-
bergh and District History Society.  It was a room – or possibly a number of rooms – above the 
Tourist Information Centre (which doubles as a bookshop).  I didn’t go in, but it reminded me that 
in all kinds of places throughout Britain, such societies exist and thrive. 
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A week or so later I was in Crediton and looked in at Crediton Museum, a volunteer run establish-

ment which provides a physical focus for the Crediton Area History and Museum Society and re-

flects the life and times of a Devon town whose rich past illuminates its less storied present.  I’ve 

also visited Fairlynch Museum in Budleigh Salterton on a couple of occasions recently, and Sal-

combe Maritime Museum, the focal point of this year’s Society Showcase, is mentioned else-

where in this edition.  In my professional life, as part of which I have regularly visited Torre Abbey 

over recent years to bring documents to the people of Torbay, I have been given valuable sup-

port by the Galmpton and Churston Ferrers Local History Group.  And, over the last year, I have 

given talks to local societies in Whimple, Colyton and Cullompton.  

I wouldn’t be surprised if this type of museum, and the societies which often accompany them, 
are more numerous in Devon than in many other parts of Britain.  Devon is a large and topo-
graphically diverse county, with a population that contains many retired people of the type who 
tend to be members of local history societies, whether they wish to simply attend talks or under-
take research. 

Of course, it is a native Devonian, William George Hoskins, who has often been characterised as 
the ‘father’ of English local history as a result of his pioneering work in popularising landscape 
history and his involvement in the creation of the Department of English Local History at Leicester 
University, which helped bring academic respectability to the study of history from a regional per-
spective. 

On page 21 you will find details of an afternoon of readings from Hoskins’ works which has been 
organised by the Devonshire Association to celebrate the 70th anniversary of the publication of 
Hoskins’ Devon.  The event takes place at the Mint Methodist Church in Exeter on Thursday 7

th
 

November, and is open to all.  As a devotee of Hoskins’ work, I will be there, and I hope to see 
many other DHS members there too. 

Brian Carpenter 

 

 

Exeter & The British Empire 

 

Has Devon’s role in the British Empire been ignored because of embarrassment or has it been 
avoided, like Brexit, because it has become yet another divisive topic? Irrespective of the reason 
(s), where does this leave those of us interested in Devon’s history?  

This has been the focus of conversations with some DHS members at recent history events. I re-
cently finished a study of Exeter’s role in the empire (the fourth and fifth in a series of similarly 
themed books) and the discussions followed a brief survey I undertook to discover attitudes to-
wards imperialism. Nearly all felt that the topic had been ignored for too long and deplored the 
politicisation of history. One group feels this is a proud history which should not be disparaged. 
Another believes the empire was immoral and is ashamed of this 400+ year-old history. A third 
group expressed ambivalence or were conflicted. 

In respect to Exeter’s involvement, what surprised me most was that there were firm views de-
spite a lack of research. There is scant coverage of empire in any history of Devon and one has 
to look hard for original research. Kishanda Fulford’s The Spite of Fortune: The Fabulous Story of 
an Eighteenth-Century Heiress is a recent example of important work and the county’s family his-
torians are continually chronicling ancestors who emigrated to the colonies.  
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But there is no work which examines how imperialism in Devon, or places within it, compares 
with other parts of Britain. 

I explored empire through the lives of several hundred men and women from or in Exeter who 
visited, lived or worked in the colonies and focused on those individuals whose words were rec-
orded. Not surprisingly, I found, as with all history, that there were unexpected, tragic and fasci-
nating elements. The vastness of the empire presents its own challenges, as does the language 
which was used. The views expressed by or about these colonists are essential in understanding 
the past but their very inclusion will disturb some: a substantial portion of the evidence concerns 
brutal and violent events and will not sit easily with some. But can we afford to ignore this history 
because it makes us feel uncomfortable? 

Some examples concern colonial words or food and the impact of imperialism on the buildings of 
Exeter is also addressed. In many ways, it is through the ordinary or mundane that we can most 
easily see how empire permeated society. 

I have tried to limit myself to light context for each example in order to allow the evidence to 
speak as independently as possible. For example, there is an account of a soldier in one of the 
South African wars (‘I can candidly say that when I have done these six years, I shall have had 
enough of a soldier's life. If I had had any of my brothers lying on that wretched field [Isandlwana] 
I should have gone mad. The savages cut off the legs and arms of our dead, and even ripped 
open their abdomens. The three little boys we had in our company were served in the same horri-
ble manner; their heads were stuck on bamboos, while their still quivering bodies were hung to 
some trees adjoining the road we had to pass.’) and there is another written by a traveller in Port 
Said (‘Next, we visited the Casino, an El Dorado on a larger scale. Once the band played God 
save the Queen and immediately, to the astonishment of the Germans and Dutch, all the English 
in the room rose and stood uncovered while it was in progress. But the Germans wanted their 
turn, and one of them shouted for a polka. The band played one, and directly it commenced the 
German passengers rose, each taking a partner, and at ten o'clock in the morning they were 
whirling around the room in all the enjoyment of the dance in a perspiring temperature. This time 
the English were astonished, too much so to follow so attractive an example.’). 

These texts provide a multi-layered and complex history, revealing contradictions and contested 
opinions. Nearly all of them appear in the book for the first time and challenge the reader to form 
his or her own opinion. Enthusiasm and pride run through many accounts, dismay, disparage-
ment and even disgust through others. There are also the words of the subjected who came to 
Exeter alongside those of Exonians speaking or writing of their own lives. Some extracts have a 
direct resonance with modern society such as that of the Zionist in the inter-war years (‘For vari-
ous reasons, however, the local Arab population was at the present time very hostile to the 
scheme, and had sent a delegation to London to protest against the British policy as set forth in 
the mandate. There was reason to believe that the delegation was not representative of the ma-
jority of the Palestine Arabs who desired to live at peace with their Jewish neighbours the same 
way as they had before the war. Some people might know that 40 or 50 years ago Jews began to 
settle as agriculturists on the land in Palestine and were very successful. About 50 small settle-
ments or colonies were established on tracts of sandy desert and now formed remarkable and 
refreshing contrast to the waste land that surrounded them, and to the Arab villages, consisting 
chiefly of mud huts.’) or that of a Northern Ireland Unionist in 1914 (‘The successful and progres-
sive portion of the people are British by race, with your British ideas and ideals; the Celtic portion 
are not builders-up but grumblers and destroyers everywhere they are. And while we not ask for 
change, being content to be as you are, under the same local government and imperial laws, yet 
if you will, to please a hostile people, cut up your country, for Heaven's sake leave us alone in Ul-
ster, for we could not, we cannot, we will not, become subservient to clerical rule and the loss of 
our civil liberties. The yoke would be unbearable.’). 

Not surprisingly, Exeter had early connections with Ireland, New England and Newfoundland but 
as those ties diminished, the city did not develop the extraordinary economic links enjoyed by 
leading cities such as Manchester (cotton), Dundee (jute) or Sheffield (steel). The difficulty is 
teasing out the main features of Exeter’s associations which were, naturally, different from other 
places such as Plymouth where the Royal Navy dominated.  



 6 

Likewise, the role of Devon’s seaside resorts appears to have been principally to act as a haven 
for retired colonials whereas for the rural parishes in the 1800s it was to provide settlers for the 
empire. Exeter had its own imperial character with some distinctive connections which arose 
from its status as a regional centre, cathedral city and university ‘town’. 

What is the responsibility of the historian in this? Can we disregard parts of the past which socie-
ty finds uneasy? The history of the Second World War is a point in fact; it has been treated differ-
ently in Germany than it has been in Japan, France or in the Channel Islands. In this the fair and 
objective use of historical evidence should be paramount. However, more important has been 
societal reluctance to engage honestly and openly with the past. This has limited the historian’s 
role in helping society understand itself. 

The subject of the British Empire also attracts strong opinions and varied assumptions which 
have developed from the lack of research. In order to be effective, historians need to be honest 
brokers in what they write. It is my belief that any individual who writes or lectures on history, ei-
ther as their profession or when it is enjoyed as a leisure interest, has a responsibility in admit-
ting when their primary aim is not objective research. If an individual freely censors evidence or 
deliberately misuses it in order to project their personal viewpoint, he or she must be open and 
transparent.   

In recent years I have introduced difficult subjects in Devon such as political extremism, looting 
in the Second World War, race, enslavement and, as DHS members have recently seen, child 
abuse. The consequence is that I have been shouted at during and after lectures and have re-
ceived hostile and intimidating emails and letters. In each and every instance there was an un-
willingness to accept the historical evidence because it did not accord with an assumption held 
about the past. 

There are aspects of what would otherwise be regarded as ‘easier’ history which also presents 
problems: a study I published last year of the loss of historical buildings in Exeter revealed the 
key role of political and religious leaders in unnecessarily destroying scores of buildings. This 
makes for uncomfortable reading for their successors but it cannot be right that subjects are 
avoided in order to cultivate popularity nor should any historian misrepresent the past merely to 
placate powerful individuals. In each of these subjects it is the evidence, and the treatment of it, 
which is paramount. 

The empire is a thorny, complex and dense history and of course my work is only a single step in 
understanding Imperial Exeter – a history which involved thirteen generations, hundreds of mil-
lions of people and a quarter of the world. The empire was one of the most powerful forces in re-
cent British history and it continues to be part of modern society. Is this the time when we can 
finally begin to openly recognize it or is society not yet ready to open this large can of worms? 

Dr Todd Gray MBE 

Voices of Empire in Exeter, 1575-1996, in two parts, will be published on 7
th
 September 2024 

and will be available from any bookseller or direct through www.stevensbooks.co.uk.  

 

http://www.stevensbooks.co.uk
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Woodlands in Ottery St Mary 
 
 
By far the greater part of the 10,000 acres of land in Ottery St Mary today is in agricultural use, 
as it has been since the making of the parish a millennium ago (and probably long before too). 
Only at its extremities - along the top edge of East Hill, and at a few scattered locations west of 
the river does the parish landscape offer any continuous woodland cover, and even this is some-
times of quite recent 'industrial' origin, which would seldom have been recognised by Ottregians 
of earlier generations as 'woodlands'. Such intrusions are called 'Plantations' to distinguish them 
from the real thing, and prior to their arrival, woodlands proper had been the primary source for 
energy, building and artisanal manufacturing in societies around the planet. We learn from Oliver 
Rackham the historic importance of carefully managed and conserved woodlands that existed in 
every English village (1). So where are (or were) Ottery's woodlands? 
 
In the tithe schedule (1840s) there are 100 plots in Ottery including the term Planta-
tion' (occupying 407 acres). These are unlikely to be of any great age. There are 18 plots named 
'wood' (occupying 55 acres) which are drawn on the tithe map as mixed woodlands. There are 
also 393 plot names with 'orchard' (460 acres), which would have supplied some specialist tim-
ber requirements alongside its more prominent food and drink role (2). If we omit the loss of or-
chards, and the addition of 'Plantations', the areas of woodland shown on the modern OS 
1:50,000 maps are little changed from the 1840s (3). 
 
Prior to the tithe documents, John Norden's survey of the Duchy of Cornwall lands in Devon 
completed in 1615 has quite a lot to say about trees in Ottery among the preamble to the survey 
data (4). First among the notes is the statement concerning an area of wood known as Grego-
ry’s Beare: 'there is only one Woode Within this Manor belonging to the Lord thereof called Gre-
gories Beare now in the occupacion of Robert Haidon Esquire. Wherein many trees of late have 
been felled, but by Whome or What warrant we knowe not' (5). This was somewhere near 
Cadhay Bog, but the exact location is indeterminate. The other holdings in Norden are listed one 
after the other in article 44 of the preamble (6). In summary, 63 named tenants have between 
them 7,250 trees of which 598 are rated as timber: '...all which trees', says Norden, 'are fewe 
enough for the maintaynaunce of all the said Tenementes for howsebote, ploughbote, foldbote 
and Firebote, as we suppose', - a remark we must assume comes from Norden's experience of 
arrangement more generally, since the benefits he mentions have never appeared in Ottery ten-
ancy agreements. Norden also remarks that a number of tenants have felled trees (31 in total) 
'...all of which several trees were taken down or caused to be taken down by the Bailiefe of the 
Manor, or his deputy for the time being and imploied uppon the Kings Land as we do sup-
pose' (7). This suggests that the felling of any timber may still have required consent of the own-
er of the manor. As our court records are not yet transcribed and translated, it remains to be 
seen if this was the case.  
 
Apart from Gregories Beare it is uncertain where all these trees were. Doubtless, some are con-
gregated into woods: for example the list of trees starts with John Gooding, whose tenancy of 
'Rookwoode and Chettishold' was clearly the modern Woods Farm at the southernmost tip of 
Ottery parish, right next to the very extensive Harpford Woods in the neighbouring parish (8). 
Humphrey Eveleigh's 700 trees, by far the largest amount, are all counted on his modest (34 
acre) tenancy somewhere in the Alfington/Woodford Barton area and presumably they occupied 
the cliffs beside the river there. A few tenancies are named, which helps a bit in placing them. 
Family names in the list might offer further clues, but we must also remember that many trees 
would have been embedded in hedgerows in Norden's time, a practice notably in decline from 
c1750 onwards. Today, tree loss in our hedgerows has been ramped up by disease (elm and 
ash especially), and mechanical flailing of hedges is widespread.  
 
Also striking is the number of trees mentioned in the town itself, pointing clearly to a more open 
urban landscape with many more green spaces, gaps between the houses, herbacious road-
sides and broad hedgerows. Several of John Constable's landscape paintings show how large a 
presence trees enjoyed in the rural landscape. 
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Small trees, pollards and woods without trees suitable for timber are also mentioned. Much of the 
fuel for fires or smaller scale fabrication could be found in scrubland and heath where coppicing 
would have produced regular crops of suitable materials for domestic use - firewood, hurdles, tool 
handles and similar. West Hill and Gosford both had in the past more extensive unenclosed 
heathlands where these resources would have been available. 
 
In answer to our initial question, we might suggest that Ottery had perhaps a few more acres of 
fully mature mixed woodland than it does today, mostly in the south of the parish. But it had a 
great many more trees in marginal locations around the parish - in hedgerows particularly and 
alongside the river. There was also considerably more 'wild' heath and scrub woodland. So the 
modern landscape has far fewer trees on view than it did in Ottery's pre-reformation heyday. 
 
Chris Wakefield 
 
 
Notes 
 
1 The History of the Countryside, Oliver Rackham, London, 1986; pp.64 et seq. 
2  Among other things, the teeth on the cogs of mill machinery were frequently fashioned from 
applewood. 
3 Ottery St Mary Tithe map and schedule are available on the Devon County Council website  
https://www.devon.gov.uk/historicenvironment/tithe-map/ottery-st-mary-1/ 
4 The Norden Survey is now available online thanks to FoDA's work to make it accessible: 
https://devon-cat.swheritage.org.uk/records/NS/1 Edited by Desmond Atkinson and also pub-
lished on paper as Friends of Devon Archives Occasional Publication 6, 2023. 
5 Norden p.268 
6 Norden pp.278-281 
7 Norden pp.274-5 
8 Norden pp.379 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
John Constable, Stamford Mill, 1820. Trees were a major feature in the English landscape prior 
to the 19

th
 century (Wiki Creative Commons CC BY-NC-SA 4.0). 

 

https://www.devon.gov.uk/historicenvironment/tithe-map/ottery-st-mary-1/
https://devon-cat.swheritage.org.uk/records/NS/1


 11 

 

Devon in the 1920s Project Update 

 

It’s been a busy few months since the publication of the last edition of Devon History News in 
February!  We have held the last two events in our research phase – one jointly with the South 
West Maritime History Society on Devon’s Maritime History in the 1920s, and one in partnership 
with the South West Heritage Trust about Dartington and the Dartington Archive. 

Secondly, the process of proof-reading and copy-editing the research essays is well under way 
so that we are ready to archive them this autumn.  There are still one or two contributions for 
which I have extended the deadline.  People completing these know who they are and probably 
don’t need me reminding them again about their deadlines – but I’m going to do it anyway. 

We continue to make preparations for celebrating Devon’s history 100 years ago in a festival of 
linked and cross-promoted events.  We have support from local organisations, many affiliated to 
DHS, and also from other county organizations such as the Dartmoor National Park, museums 
such as RAMM and Exmouth, the Devon Gardens Trust, and National Trust properties at Arling-
ton Court, Castle Drogo, Coleton Fishacre and Killerton. It should be a truly engaging pro-
gramme, and we are busy seeking funds to underpin it. 

In June the Friends of Devon’s Archives proposal for a ‘Torquay in the Twenties’ project, building 
on their earlier work on the Cary Archive was awarded funding from Torbay Council.  The project, 
run in association with the Devon in the 1920s project, is actively recruiting people interested in 
exploring the 1920s’ Cary estate, housing and slum clearance, and entertainment and leisure.  If 
you know of anyone interested in joining when the project starts its work in September, please 
contact Abi Gray, fodamembers@outlook.com for more information. 

Julia Neville 

 j.f.neville@btinternet.com  

 

Torre Abbey. One of the Devon ‘stately homes’ whose owners could no longer afford to live there 
in the 1920s (Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 2.0, Paul Anderson).  

mailto:fodamembers@outlook.com
mailto:j.f.neville@btinternet.com
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Do you recognize the location of this Ravilious photograph? 

 

The February 2024 edition of Devon History News included an item about identifying one of the 
old County Library logos still visible on the school at Sidbury, and we asked if anyone knew of 
any more.  Now William Mearns, whom I met recently at Crediton Library where he was talking 
about 100 years of the Devon Rural Library Service, has spotted another picture of the library 
sign.  It’s not a modern one, but one in the Beaford Archive of James Ravilious photographs.  
Sadly there’s no clue to where it was taken, but perhaps a DHS member or Devon History News 
reader knows?   

Take a look at this photo (published by kind permission of the Beaford Archive) and if you know 
the whereabouts of that post box, wall and gateway, let me (Julia Neville) know, 

j.f.neville@btinternet.com 

mailto:j.f.neville@btinternet.com
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Society Showcase, 2024 

 

On Saturday 29
th
 June eighteen members of the society travelled to Salcombe in the South 

Hams from such widely dispersed parts of Devon as Lustleigh, Lynton, Newton Poppleford and 

Okehampton, for the annual ’Society Showcase’.  This year’s event comprised an introduction to 

the Salcombe Maritime Museum and a detailed survey of the town’s history from the museum’s 

curator Roger Barrett, followed after lunch by a walking tour of the town.  

The museum, which is celebrating its fiftieth anniversary in 2024, has recently received nearly 

£35,000 from the National Lottery Heritage Fund to enable it to run a ‘Dynamic Collections Pro-

ject’ to bring the museum’s collections, and the stories from Salcombe’s maritime past which they 

tell, to wider attention. 

Abi Gray, the museum’s Engagement Project Officer and, as many will know, the person respon-

sible for liaising with the DHS’s affiliated societies, talked about the way the project is evolving, 

and the considerable success it has already achieved in encouraging many children from local 

schools to visit the museum. 

The weather was glorious, and it was a pleasure to visit Salcombe, in my case for the first time 

after living in Devon for more than thirty years.  It was easy to see why the town has become so 

popular as a holiday and leisure destination, although that has brought the type of concomitant 

social changes which will be familiar to similar places, both in the south west and other parts of 

Britain.  However, the modern vista of expensive boats and fashionable eating places, accompa-

nied by huge numbers of visitors, is only part of Salcombe’s story. 

Everywhere has a history, and Salcombe Maritime Museum, like so many of Devon’s other com-

munity museums, does the job of recording and telling that history exceptionally well. 

Brian Carpenter  
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In 2023 the Friends of Hoar Oak Cottage published a new book, The Women of Hoar Oak Cot-
tage.  It tells the ‘untold’ history of the ordinary women who once lived, worked, had babies, 
raised children, looked after sheep and the shepherd, nursed aged parents and ‘coped’ in this 
remote setting high on the beautiful and bleak Exmoor hills of North Devon.  Researched and 
written by two descendants of the Hoar Oak women, the book aims to tell their story – not an 
easy task when so much of ordinary women’s history is lost or not recorded.  Authors Nicky 
Rowberry and Bette Baldwin were inspired by Hallie Rubenhold’s book The Five which told the 
story of the five women killed by Jack the Ripper.  Rubenhold aimed to find those women’s true 
stories – not the stories which simply reflected on them as wives, daughters, mothers or women 
who got in themselves murdered.  How women are talked about and how history records them 
is as important now in 2024 as it was in the time of the Women of Hoar Oak Cottage.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This new publication has formed the basis of the Friends of Hoar Oak Cottage’s travelling exhi-
bition for 2024 which is being hosted across North Devon.  Details about where and when are 
given below.  If anyone out there would like to host the exhibition it will be available from around 
November 2024 onwards. It comprises exhibition boards and artefacts and the books are avail-
able to purchase at the exhibitions.  

If you would like to find out more about Hoar Oak Cottage and The Friends charity go to the 
website or follow @hoaroakcottage on Facebook, Instagram and X (Twitter)  

http://www.hoaroakottage.org
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Devon Archives and Local Studies Service 

 

Over the past six months, the archive service has continued to receive a range of substantial and 

interesting additions to its collections, while assisting existing projects and planning for future 

ones. 

Among the deposits received have been deeds, papers and photographs relating to the Nation 

family of Exeter, 1785-1959, which were found in an attic (Reference ZBKO).  Two diaries, cover-

ing 1887-1892 and 1915-1937, of farmer and cider maker Henry William (William) Batting of 

Langford, Newton St. Cyres, and from 1934 of Forth, near Ulverstone, Tasmania, Australia, with 

typed copies of notes based on the diaries, including a description of the diaries, their prove-

nance, and transcripts (ZBKR).  We also received signed minutes of the Devon County War Agri-

cultural Executive Committee for Honiton District, and its successors, dating from 1942 to 1957 

(ZBLF).  These contain a lot of information about East Devon farms and farmers during World 

War Two and after, as well as on agricultural policy and practices.  Lastly, an addition to our hold-

ings relating to the south of the county were accounts of rents received by John Seale of Dart-

mouth for 1779-1798 and 1798-1823, together with rent ledgers covering 1823-1845 and 1852-

1872, and an abstract of monies paid and received at Mount Boone between 1829 and1844 

(Accession 2024/71). 

The North Devon Record Office made a valuable contribution to RailFest 2024, a celebration of 

the 170
th
 anniversary of the opening of the Barnstaple to Exeter railway line, now known as the 

Tarka Line.  Events were held at various locations in Barnstaple, and the record office, in associ-

ation with the North Devon Athenaeum and Barnstaple Town Council contributed a range of 

items to an exhibition in Barnstaple Guildhall. 

As mentioned in Julia Neville’s report on page 11, in June the Devon Heritage Centre hosted a 

study day about the Dartington Hall Trust Archive in association with the Devon in the 1920s pro-

ject.  Speakers included Anna Neima, author of Practical Utopia: The Many Lives of Dartington 

Hall and Simonetta Taylor, librarian at Dartington.  The day gave participants an opportunity to 

learn more about the archive, which has been held by the Devon Heritage Centre since 2012, 

about Dartington itself, and to compare notes about their research into various aspects of 1920s 

Devon.  In a separate development, archivist Stuart Tyler has been working with Simonetta Tay-

lor to update and clarify the catalogue of the Dartington collection, and its storage.  This will make 

access to the collection easier for both researchers and staff. 

We have recently submitted an application to the National Lottery Heritage Fund for a grant to 

enable us to digitise, catalogue and make available the Isca Photographic Collection, which was 

developed and owned until his death in 2020 by the Exeter photographer and collector Peter 

Thomas.  The collection consists of approximately 24,000 acetate negatives depicting the social 

and industrial life of Exeter and its citizens between 1920 and 1960, mostly taken by commercial 

photographer Henry Wykes.  Alongside the negatives are contemporaneous glass plate nega-

tives, photographic prints and associated business registers.  

The collection includes a particularly rich visual record of the destruction caused by the Exeter 

Blitz and the post-war reconstruction of the bomb-damaged city.  

We are grateful to the Devon History Society for its support for our application, and, if we are suc-

cessful, we look forward to bringing this valuable collection to the awareness of new and varied 

audiences.   
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NEW BOOKS 

 

Laura Beckwith, Archaeology Guide to the Sid Valley and East Devon (Sidmouth: Sid Vale 

Association, 2024), 60 pages, colour illustrations, map. Softback. ISBN: 978-1-9162134-8-7. 

£5.00. 

Nigel Hyman, Sidmouth and the Sid Valley: Notable Buildings (Sidmouth: Sid Vale Associa-

tion, 2024), 72 pages, colour illustrations, maps. Softback. ISBN: 978-1-9162134-9-4. £6.00. 

The Sid Vale Association has a long history of producing well researched and attractively format-

ted publications, and these two booklets are no exception. 

Laura Beckwith, the Curator of Archaeology at Sidmouth Museum, has produced a guide to 22 

prehistoric monuments within easy reach of Sidmouth, ranging from Holcombe Romano-British 

Villa and Membury Castle in the east to Woodbury Castle and Hembury Hillfort in the west.  She 

begins her study with a reminder of the importance of the Sidmouth antiquarian Peter Orlando 

Hutchinson (1810-1897), and how his diaries recorded many prehistorical monuments as they 

were 150 or more years ago. To place the monuments and sites in context, she gives us ‘An ar-

chaeological timeline of Devon’ from the Early Stone Age, 10,000+ years ago to the Roman Peri-

od which ended at the beginning of the fifth century.  

Each entry follows a similar pattern: a grid reference and brief description, then ‘What can I See’, 

‘How do I Get There’, and ‘What is the History of the Site’, illustrated by colour photographs and 

a sketch map of the site.  The settlements include prehistoric and iron age hillforts, burial cairns 

and barrows, larger areas of settlement (High Peak, Mutter’s Moor) and one Roman site, the villa 

at Holcombe.  The booklet concludes with a description of the artefacts which can be seen in 

Sidmouth Museum, or in the Royal Albert Memorial Museum in Exeter (including the hoard of 

Roman coins discovered near Seaton in 2013), with the highlight being a rare Iron Age bronze 

mirror from Holcombe, where the original is in the British Museum, with a replica on display at 

Sidmouth Museum. 

The second booklet has been written by Nigel Hyman, the Curator of Sidmouth Museum, and 

gives a description with photographs (mostly colour) of 46 buildings or groups of buildings in Sid-

mouth proper, and eighteen outside the town, mainly in Sidford, Sidbury, and Salcombe Regis, 

with a few in outlying villages. The author begins with an introduction to the Regency style 

(roughly from 1790 to 1830), for which Sidmouth is justly famous, and then describes the exterior 

of each individual building with its history, starting (in Sidmouth) with All Saints Church and fin-

ishing with Woolcombe House, and then moving outside the town. All buildings are dated where 

possible, the majority in Sidmouth being private houses and hotels, but there are examples there 

of a public house, a toll house, cemetery chapels of rest, a school, a department store, solicitors’ 

offices, a subscription library and printing works, a nonconformist meeting house, a post office, a 

railway station, a cinema, and a lodge.  Further afield there are examples of a village hall, a bak-

ery, a farmhouse, a packhorse bridge, a pump house, and a war memorial. So, within a small 

compass, the book is able to illustrate not only a wide variety of different types of building (but, 

interestingly, no factories, industrial constructions or mills), but also a wide variety of dates, from 

the sixteenth century to the twentieth century, some of the latter illustrating the work of local ar-

chitects, R.W. Sampson and P.E. Steadman. 

These two books are typical of the high quality publications of the Sid Vale Association, and pro-
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provide a great deal of valuable and interesting information in an attractive and inexpensive form. 

Paul Auchterlonie 

 

‘Merchants and Mayors, the Chappell Family in Tudor Exeter’ 

by Margaret A. Rice 

 

During this year’s Heritage Open Days week, the Incorporation of Weavers, Fullers and Shear-

men will be hosting talks and book signings at Tuckers Hall in Fore Street, Exeter.  On Friday 13
th
 

September, the author will give an illustrated talk about her latest book, which will be published 

on September 12
th
.  There will be two sessions, between 11.30 am and 12.30 pm and 2 pm and 3 

pm.  Entry is free of charge.  

Discover life in 16
th
 century Exeter with the story of a successful merchant family, who were 

members of the Company of Merchant Adventurers and the early cloth Guilds, who through cour-

age and adversity became Exeter’s leading citizens and mayors of the city. The lives and times of 

brothers, William and Thomas and their cousin John Chappell have been brought to life using the 

rich records and archives of the city. Their family life is also described, including the houses 

where they lived, where they paid their taxes and the valuable inheritance they left to their chil-

dren. 

There are also stories of the next generation and their connections to other merchant families; 

one grandson of Thomas, Henry Bagwell, who left England in 1609, on the Sea Venture, with the 

fleet taking urgent supplies to Jamestown, survived a shipwreck and became a successful civic 

personality in early Virginia. 

Merchants and Mayors, the Chappell Family in Tudor Exeter, will be published by Blue Poppy 

Publishing of Ilfracombe 

The Henry Bagwell Story, English Adventurer, Virginia Planter, also by Margaret A. Rice, is pub-

lished by Secant Publishing 
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West of England and South Wales Women’s History Network 

 

Autumn Conference 

Women and Fashion: A Historical Perspective 

Saturday 12th October  

 

This year’s WE & SW Women’s History Network Annual Conference takes place on Saturday 12
th
 

October at the Bath Royal Literary and Scientific Institution, Bath, BA1 2HN. 

 

The keynote speaker is Dr Serena Dyer, Associate Professor of Fashion History and Material 
Culture at De Montfort University, who will be speaking on Making Historical Fashion: Women, 
Creativity and the Crafting of Fashion’s Past. 

 

Session themes during the day cover Making and Manufacturing; Fashion and Ideology; Fashion 
and National Identity; Fashion and Politics; and Reform and Reformers. 

 

For more information and to book, visit http://weswwomenshistorynetwork.co.uk/  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Fashion Behind but not Behind the Fashion: 1829 – T’is Thus to Follow the Mode, William 
Heath (‘Paul Pry’). (Metropolitan Museum of Art, Public Domain) 

http://weswwomenshistorynetwork.co.uk/


 20 

Annual General Meeting 

 

The AGM of the Devon History Society takes place on Saturday 12
th
 October and includes a talk 

on the famous Veitch nurseries of Exeter. The AGM is free for everyone to attend; the talk is free 

to DHS members and costs £4 for non-members. You are welcome to attend the whole event, 

just the AGM or just the talk - different options for this event are available in the tickets listing. 

Refreshments will be available at the library cafe. 

10.30 to 11.00 Devon History Society's AGM 

11.00 to 11.15 Break 

11.15 to 12.30 Talk: Caradoc Doy, ‘Exotic plants and intrepid collectors: Veitch, the Devon 
years’ by Caradoc Doy 
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A Celebration of W.G. Hoskins’ Devon 

 

An afternoon of talks organised by the History Section of the Devonshire Association 

at the Mint Methodist Church Centre, Fore Street, Exeter, EX4 3AT 

2 pm to 4.45 pm, Thursday 7
th
 November 2024 

Open to All 

 

Tickets: £5 (to include tea and biscuits) + £0.39 booking fee.  

Advance booking essential via TicketSource  

 

2024 is the 70
th
 anniversary of the publication of W.G. Hoskins’ landmark book, Devon. Born in 

Exeter, Professor Hoskins (the Devonshire Association’s President in 1978) had a deep love for 
and profound knowledge of our county. In writing his Devon he visited every one of our county’s 
parishes and his book is still essential reading today for anyone interested in discovering the his-
tory of our county.   

To mark this anniversary and Professor Hoskins’ pioneering research into Devon’s history, the 
Devonshire Association is hosting an afternoon of short talks by a panel of Devon archaeologists 
and historians. They will be sharing their appreciation of W.G. Hoskins’ work by reading 
their favourite passages from his Devon. 

 

Programme 

2.00 Welcome, Simon Timms, DA President, 2024/5 

2.10 Introduction to W.G. Hoskins and his Devon, Peter Beacham, DA Past President 

2.35 Readings from Devon 

3.10 Tea Break 

3.35 Readings from Devon                                                       

4.25 Contributions from the audience  

4.40 Closing Remarks  
 

Readers 

John Allan, DA Past President 

Sue Andrew, Chair of the DA’s History Section 

Bridget Gillard, DA Executive Secretary 

Todd Gray, DA Past President                                 

Stephen Rippon, Professor of Landscape Archaeology, Exeter University  

Photograph of WG Hoskins © Peter Jones  
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St John’s Hospital Educational Foundation, Exeter 
 

 
Would you be interested in helping us to research our history? 
 
We know (or think we know) that Exeter’s St. John’s Hospital has been around since the 12

th
 

Century; that it was the largest and grandest hospital in the south west; that it was suppressed by 
Henry VIII at the Dissolution; that it was reconstituted early in the 17

th
 Century; that its lovely old 

buildings on Exeter’s High Street were demolished in 1880 to make way for the new Post Office 
and the Eastgate Arcade; that its focus became increasingly educational and that it gave rise to a 
number of Exeter’s schools; and that the Educational Foundation which bears its name is still go-
ing strong, supporting education in the city and the surrounding area.  
 
We are keen now to fill in the gaps in that history so that we can tell the hospital’s story from its 
inception until today.  We are seeking to produce a monograph of thirty pages or so, drawing on 
the information we have to hand, but also on research into what else is out there.  We intend that 
this will be shared through our website, but also made available more generally to those with an 
interest in Exeter’s history. 
 
So, we are looking for someone with the knowledge, experience and interest to help us with this 
task. We know that there will be a cost to this which we will endeavour to meet. If you fit the bill, 
then do please let me know. 
 
David McGahey 
 
Chair of the Governors of the St John’s Hospital Educational Foundation 
 
davidmcgahey@btinternet.com 
 
07788 582449 
 
 

mailto:davidmcgahey@btinternet.com
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NEWS FROM AFFILIATED SOCIETIES 

 

The Story of the Exeter Book 

At Leonardo Hotel, Exeter 

Thursday 12
th

 September, 7 pm 

with Emma Laws, Cathedral Librarian 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Written around 970 AD, the Exeter Book is the earliest of only four surviving books of Anglo-
Saxon literature anywhere in the world. Much admired for its beautiful writing and the quality of its 
verse, this collection of poetry has been at Exeter Cathedral since Leofric, the first Bishop of Exe-

ter, gave it to his church in 1072. Within its pages are some 40 poems including The Wanderer 
and The Seafarer, and nearly 100 poetic riddles. 

  

Emma Laws, Cathedral Librarian, will tell the story of this extraordinary manuscript and what 
makes it special:  its poetry, history and survival.  
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HOLSWORTHY HISTORY SOCIETY 

 
 
Holsworthy History Society is a friendly group who meet in the evening of the second Thursday of 

the month.  We welcome visitors to our meetings and hope that they might wish to become mem-

bers. 

 
Our programme for the Autumn of 2024 is: 

 
12

th
 September Drinking in Shebbear Through the Ages by Paul Watts 

 
10

th
 October     Winston Churchill, The Parliamentarian by David Kendrick 

 
14

th
 November   A Brief History of Bee Keeping             by Christopher Smith 

 
We do not meet in January or February, so our 2025 programme commences on 

13
th
 March with David Kendrick giving his third talk on Winston Churchill, this time on ‘The Later 

Years’. 

 
Meetings are in the Manor Suite, which is situated behind the Memorial Hall in Holsworthy; they 

commence at 7 pm. 

 
For more information: 

 
Website: www.holsworthyhistorysociety.co.uk 

 
Email: holsworthyhistorysociety@gmail.com 

 
Contact: Julia Warren (07938 833425) 

 

http://www.holsworthyhistorysociety.co.uk
mailto:holsworthyhistorysociety@gmail.com
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THE LUSTLEIGH SOCIETY 

 

Wednesday 25
th

 September 

Cries from the Workhouse Steps John Ellis 

From 1836 to the 1940s, the welfare and social care of Lustleigh’s most vulnerable was provided 

by Newton Abbot Workhouse, eventually part of the second largest Poor Law Union west of Bris-

tol. John explains how this worked.  

 

Wednesday 30
th

 October  

‘To charm the eye and captivate the soul’ Rosemary Yallop 

John Nash, Humphrey Repton and the Architecture of the Picturesque in Devon. Our county’s 

role in the Picturesque, England’s special contribution to landscape and architecture in the dec-

ades around 1800. 

 

Wednesday 27
th

 November  

AGM followed by refreshments and entertainment (to be confirmed nearer the date) 

The AGM is free and open to all.  Please join us and enjoy a festive drink on us! 

 

Way of the Wharves 

 

Progress continues with the heritage harbour project for Bideford and the River Torridge, 
launched in January 2024.  

In May 2024, working with The Burton at Bideford, we published a self guided walk map ‘Walk the 
Quays’.  The walk takes about an hour, features no steep hills or steps, and takes in nineteen 
points of interest around the town.  

In the following month a map and brochure for maritime heritage along the River Torridge was 
published.  This pulls together information on the range of heritage sites and organisations along 
the river, from Appledore at the mouth to Rosemoor Gardens, Torrington, where the Rolle Canal 
terminates. This is the historic navigable extent of the waterway.  

We were very happy to welcome the paddle steamer Waverley back to Bideford for her first visit 
since the 1980s, and handed out welcome packs of the maps to visitors. Over the summer we 
continue to work with heritage partners and attend local events.  

Bideford and River Torridge Heritage Harbour website: https://barthh.org/ 

Michael Teare 

mike.teare@gmail.com 

 

https://barthh.org/
mailto:mike.teare@gmail.com
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Bayard’s Cove, Dartmouth, © Sue Andrew 

 

 


