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Royalists, Planters and English Gentry:
The Walronds of Barbados, Antigua  

and Devon

PETER BARTON

In the aftermath of the English Civil Wars many Royalist landowners were 

forced to compound for their delinquency and in so doing lost their estates. 

One such was Col. Humphrey Walrond who was born about 1601.1 He was 

a descendant of the Walronds of Bradfield in Uffculme, Devon, through the 

marriage of Osmond Walrond with Emily Buckthought about the year 1500. 

Their eldest son, Humphrey (d.1580), was recorded as a Master in Chancery.2 

Next in line was Henry Walrond of Sea (d.1616) named in the will (1586) 

of his cousin Humphrey Walrond of Bradfield. Henry’s son was another 

Humphrey (d.1621) and he in turn was father of the Col. Humphrey Walrond, 

who is central to this account.

The First English Civil War 1642–1646

It is possible that Humphrey Walrond’s early military experience was gained 

in the Thirty Years War (1618–1648) between Spain and the Dutch in the 

Netherlands in which many English Catholics supported Spain. Humphrey 

was created Marquis de Vallado, Conde de Parma and Valderonda and a 

Grandee of Spain of the First Class by King Philip of Spain on 5 August 1653 

 ¹ Vere Langford Oliver, The History of the Island of Antigua, Vol. III (London: Mitchell & 
Hughes, 1899), 180.
 ² J. L.Vivian, The Visitations of the County of Devon (Exeter: H. S. Eland, 1895), 768–770.
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in recognition of his earlier support for the Spanish troops in the Netherlands.3 

This experience may have enabled Humphrey to qualify as a colonel in the 

Royal Army in the first English Civil War (1642–1646). Whether he served 

in the battles of Marston Moor, Naseby or Langport is unknown, but it is 

clear that he was at Bridgwater when it was attacked by the army led by Sir 

Thomas Fairfax with Oliver Cromwell as second in command. The town 

was eventually overwhelmed by the Parliamentarians on 22 July 1645 and 

Humphrey Walrond was one of six hostages held.4 

After the surrender, Walrond was incarcerated in the Gatehouse Prison 

at Westminster. On 28 October 1645 he compounded for his delinquency 

in going to Bridgwater whereupon his goods were seized and his estates 

sequestered. In June 1646 he was fined £350, calculated as one twentieth of 

his total worth. It appears however that he had not paid the fine by March 

1649, but had sold his estates to a William Hilliard. At this time, emigration 

to Barbados became a recognized course of action for many unrepentant 

Royalists, and he most likely sailed by the trade wind passage in October or 

November 1648. 

Barbados  

Barbados was first settled shortly after 1625 when an English ship found 

the island uninhabited and took possession of it in the King’s name. Soon 

the King granted a patent to the Earl of Carlisle to form a colony there, 

whereupon settlers arrived to clear the land mainly in order to grow cotton 

and tobacco. From the earliest times the island was under a large measure of 

local governance. The administrative structure comprised the Governor and 

his Council together with an Assembly made up of elected representatives of 

the parishes and with its own Speaker. The Governor and Council acted as 

the Executive while the Assembly functioned as a local parliament. Also of 

considerable influence were the London merchants with their concern for the 

protection of their trading rights while the planters themselves were usually in 

favour of free trade, especially at various times with the Dutch and with the 

American colonies.

When Col. Walrond arrived on the island in 1648 or 1649 he brought 

with him both his strong Royalist principles and the proceeds of the sale of 

 ³ Marquis de Ruvigny (ed.), The Nobilities of Europe (London: Melville & Co., 1909), 10, 
167, 232. The title was claimed by successive generations down to the 10th Marquis, Henry 
Ernest Walrond (d.1972).
 4 Sir John Heale, Sir Hugh Windham, Master Waldron, Master Warre, Major Sidenham and 
Master Speake (Charles Worthy, Devonshire Wills (London: Bemrose & Sons, 1896), 454).
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his estates in England, which enabled him to purchase land bordering the 

sea in the parish of St Philip on the south-east corner of the island. This 

estate was probably part of that which had been acquired a decade earlier by 

William Hilliard who, now wishing to retire to England, sold half his 500 

acres to Thomas Modiford5 and the remaining 250 acres to Walrond.6 With 

Humphrey came his brother Edward, a lawyer of the Middle Temple, whose 

legal training was to be of great value in negotiating the family’s policies 

thereafter.

By the time of the Walronds’ arrival sugar plantations were replacing 

cotton and tobacco, being a more profitable venture for export. The brothers 

brought with them their lifelong commitment to the Royalist cause which 

they unceasingly attempted to impose on the other immigrant planters, who 

were previously of mainly moderate Parliamentary sympathy. In 1649 the 

Walronds, in order to alarm other Barbadian Royalists, attempted to spread 

false rumours of a plot to oust all Royalists from the island. They next declared 

the Governor, Philip Bell, to be a Roundhead and published pamphlets to 

that effect, posting them around the island. For a while the conflict became 

more heated but was eventually resolved when a truce was agreed on 1 May 

1650. In this, the Royalists gained the upper hand, and two days later Charles 

Stuart was proclaimed in Barbados as the rightful King.

Although, at this stage the Walronds appeared to have won the battle, the 

seeds of discontent had already been sown by the arrival of Lord Willoughby 

on 29 April 1650 exhibiting his commission from the exiled king appointing 

him as the new Governor of Barbados. The Walronds now faced a dilemma 

- they could not acknowledge subservience to the royal designate and at 

the same time retain supreme power for themselves on the island. They 

managed to postpone Willoughby’s appointment for three months while they 

themselves remained in control. The new Governor, however, had his own 

strategy and arranged a free trade agreement with the mother country to the 

considerable advantage of the moderate planters, hence gaining their support 

for his authority and effectively displacing Walrond’s power base. 

The scene now shifted to the Parliament in England where the 

Commonwealth (1649–1653) was in the ascendancy. Under Cromwell’s 

 5 The son of a mayor of Exeter. For an interesting account of his (and Walrond’s) 
involvement in Barbados, see Gillian Allen’s Three Devon men and their role in the early 
development of the slave plantation system in the Americas, accessible online at https://
www.globalcentredevon.org.uk/images/LDSG_Modyford_story_11_03_21.pdf 
 6 R. S. Dunn, Sugar and Slaves: the rise of the planter class in the English West Indies 
1624-1713 (New York: Norton & Co., 1973), 51. See Ligon’s map c.1648 on p.63 showing 
Hilliard’s large estate in Christ Church, afterwards Walrond’s.  
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influence it was enacted that Barbados should trade only with the mother 

country, denying the settlers the right of free trade, and this was to be enforced 

by a naval blockade. After much negotiation the island’s militia and courts 

were reorganized on a Commonwealth basis and the Walronds were banished 

for one year, and later forbidden to return at all without permission.

At the end of May 1660 news of the Restoration reached Barbados and 

many of those who had supported Parliament up to that point now reverted 

to the monarchy. The banished Royalists quickly returned and Humphrey 

Walrond, with the support of six of his nominees, was elected President of the 

Council. The main issue they faced was to convince the Assembly that they 

would be better off under Willoughby’s governorship than under direct control 

by the Crown. This was no easy task as the planters were mostly concerned 

to retain the privileges they had already acquired. At the next election for 

the Assembly Walrond’s party was heavily defeated. Subsequently the King 

assumed the proprietorship with Willoughby acting as Governor. Late in 1662 

the island’s representatives, desirous of further independence, asked to be able 

to hold their land in common socage under the Crown.  W a l r o n d ’ s 

high-handed approach now proved to be his undoing. He was approached 

by Spanish merchants to sell Barbadian slaves, but, despite the refusal of the 

Assembly to this proposal, he continued with the sale, awarding himself a 

commission of eleven pieces of eight for each slave sold. The following year 

Walrond indulged in a trick to avoid paying his debts by inventing a story of 

crop failure, but the ploy was discovered and, failing to garner support for 

his actions, he left the island and sailed for England, hoping to plead his case 

there before the King. Despite his lifelong commitment to the House of Stuart 

his reception in London was not what he expected, and when his plea was 

heard by the Privy Council on 6 May 1664 he was sent to the Fleet Prison 

for his contempt of Lord Willoughby’s commands and for leaving the island 

without the Governor’s permission. There is no record of his ever returning 

again to Barbados. The last we hear of him was as a witness to the will of Sir 

James Smith, proved 21 October 1681,7 by which time Humphrey must have 

been around 80 years of age.

Despite his departure from the Caribbean Humphrey Walrond’s legacy in 

the affairs of Barbados barely diminished: his four sons George, Henry senior, 

John and Thomas, and at least three of his grandsons, Theodore, Alexander 

senior and Henry junior, appear to have held property on the island. Their 

family’s estates in St Philip’s, St John’s and Christ Church parishes appear on 

 7 Smith (or Smyth) was MP for Exeter (1661-79) and Camelford (1679-81).
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Richard Ford’s map of 1674.8 In the following decade, the 137ac estate in St 

John’s parish, known as Moncrieff (later Lightfoot St John), was in the hands 

of Henry junior, whereas Henry senior held over 400ac in the same parish, of 

which 150ac was on the estate known as Friendship St John. The 380ac owned 

by Thomas Walrond in Christ Church parish was often called Walrond’s, and 

later, named after a subsequent planter, Adams Castle. These men continued 

to wield great influence. Henry Walrond senior is recorded as Lieutenant-

General in command of the militia and Chief Justice of the Austens Court of 

Common Pleas in 1673.9 Thomas Walrond was a Colonel in the army and a 

member of the Governor’s Council and had married Frances, a daughter of Sir 

Robert Hackett. Both brothers were designated as ‘big planters’.10 In March 

1676 both Henry Walrond senior and junior were elected to the Assembly for 

the parish of St John’s.

Richard Ligon’s Account

Richard Ligon, an English author and a Royalist, who had lost his fortune as 

a result of the Civil Wars, sailed for Barbados on the Achilles on 16 June 1647 

when he was destitute ‘as a result of a barbarous riot’. He wrote extensively 

about all aspects of life on the island. He was imprisoned on his return to 

England in 1653 and sent his book to the Bishop of Salisbury in an effort to 

draw his plight to the attention of potential supporters.11 

Ligon seems to have stayed with Col. Walrond for some time as he writes 

in detail about his estate there. We learn that Walrond’s plantation was on the 

edge of the sea and 

Colonel Humphrey Walrond has the advantage of all the Planters on the 

Island; for having a Plantation near the Sea, he hath his own servants and 

slaves put out to Sea, and, twice or thrice a week, bring home all sorts of such 

small and great fishes, as are near the shore; amongst which, some are very 

large and excellently well tasted. For he being a Gentleman, that hath been 

bred with much freedom, liberty and plenty, in England, could not set his 

 8 Dunn, Sugar and Slaves, 94.
 9 Oliver, The History of the Island of Antigua,180.
 10 Dunn, Sugar and Slaves, 95, 99.
 11 Richard Ligon, A True and Exact History of the Island of Barbados… (London: for 
Hunphrey Moseley, 1657). This is accessible online at https://quod.lib.umich.edu/e/eebo/
A48447.0001.001. A modern edition (Indianapolis; Hackett, 2011) has an excellent 
introduction by Karen Ordahl Kupperman. The page numbers of the extracts are from the 
original edition.
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mind so earnestly upon his profit, as to forget his accustomed lawful pleasure, 

but would have his Table well furnished with all sorts of good meat the Land 

and Sea afforded; and as freely bid his friends welcome to it.12

Unfortunately, Ligon’s graphic map of the island does not show the location 

of the Walrond estate but we learn that it was near Carlisle Bay (now 

Bridgetown) and very close to the sea. The name Walrond does appear on 

Ford’s 1754 map in this location. This must have been the estate in Christ 

Church purchased from William Hilliard who was still on the island at this 

stage. Here Walrond’s personality is shown in a quite different light. Ligon 

wrote:

Collonell Walrond seeing his servants when they came home toyled with their 

labour and wet through with their sweating, thought that shifting of their 

linen not sufficient refreshing, nor warmth for their bodies, their pores being 

much opened by their sweating and therefore resolved to send into England 

for rug Gownes such as poor people wear in Hospitals, that so when they 

had shifted themselves, they might put on those Gowns, and lie down and 

rest them in their Hamocks. For the Hamocks being but thin and they having 

nothing on but shirts and drawers, when they awaked out of their sleeps, they 

found themselves very cold, and a cold taken there is harder to be recovered, 

than in England, by how much the body is enfeebled by the great toyle, and 

the Sun’s heat, which cannot but very much exhaust the spirits of the bodies 

unaccustomed to it. But this care and charity of Collonell Walrond’s lost 

him nothing in the conclusion, for he got such love of his servants, as they 

thought all too little they could do for him, and the love of the servants there, 

is of much concernment to the Masters, not only in their diligent and painful 

labour, but in fore seeing and preventing mischiefs that often happen by the 

carelessness and slothfulness of retchless servants; sometimes by laying fire 

so negligently, as whole lands of canes and Houses too are burnt down and 

consumed, to the utter ruin and undoing of their Masters.13

This description is in stark contrast to the harsh and cruel treatment meted 

out by some of the masters as witnessed by Ligon elsewhere on the island, so 

that Walrond’s compassion for his servants stands out as a credit to him. 

 12 Ibid., 35.
 13 Ibid., 44-45.
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From Barbados to Antigua

The introduction of sugar planting between 1640 and 1643 proved to be an 

economic boon to the planters of Barbados, outperforming the earlier limited 

profitability of tobacco and cotton. 

Consequently, prices of land increased strikingly and both the established 

and the new owners saw a worthwhile investment in plant for grinding and 

processing and refining the cane for export. This period of prosperity lasted 

for nearly forty years, but by 1680 the industry was in depression, due to 

a combination of factors. Enterprising owners began to look elsewhere 

especially to Jamaica and Antigua, which could offer larger and more efficient 

sugar plantations.

The Governor of Antigua from 1671 to 1675 was Col. Philip Warner, 

whose father, Capt. Thomas Warner, had founded the first European 

settlement on the island of St Kitts in 1624 and was Governor there until 

his death in 1649. Thomas’s son, Edward, Philip’s stepbrother, became the 

first Governor of Antigua in 1632. In 1684 Philip’s son, another Thomas, 

married Jane Walrond, daughter of Henry Walrond senior and this appears to 

reflect an early interest of the Walronds in Antigua. As a result of this family 

connection Jane’s brother Edward was named as the executor of her husband’s 

will on his early death in 1695.14 By that time Edward himself was living in 

the parish of St Philip’s, Antigua, and presumably had already acquired land 

there, to be known later as Upper and Lower Walronds (Nonsuch Division).15 

Theodore Walrond, a great grandson of Humphrey and grandson of George, 

also had interests on the island: in 1726 he purchased lands called Main 

Swete in the parish of St Paul’s,16 adjacent to St Philip’s, and was buried on 

this estate in 1750.

Resettlement in Devon

Despite the difficulties and dangers of transatlantic sailings, contacts 

between the island colonies and the home country were quite frequent. 

 14 The widow, Jane, returned to Barbados, where she married Richard Lightfoot, the owner 
of the former Walrond estate of Moncrieff (https://www.wikitree.com/wiki/Walrond-9).
 15 Agnes Meeker & Donald Dery, Plantations of Antigua: The Sweet Success of Sugar, vol.3, 
(Bloomington: Authorhouse, 2020). Large scale maps in this volume show the locations of all 
three Walrond estates, Upper and Lower Walronds (nos. 116/117), and Swetes (no.140), with 
useful notes on their history. 
 16 Ibid., Swetes Village was formed by emancipated slaves after 1834, named after Captain 
Main Swete a former owner of the plantation. In 1748 the plantation was owned by Main 
Swete Walrond.
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Many landowners in the islands sent their sons to be educated in England, 

often attending university, notably at Oxford.17 Some remained to take up 

professions in the motherland, while others, usually the eldest sons, returned 

to take charge of their Caribbean estates. Although many of the plantation 

owners ended their lives in the Caribbean it seems that there was always an 

ambition to return to the home country to enjoy the wealth and status that 

they regarded as the fruits of their endeavours abroad.18 For example, John 

and Catherine Lyons (née Walrond)19 retired to England in 1782 where they 

had a large family and resided on a substantial estate in the New Forest at St 

Austin’s near Lymington.

Another member of the family prominent in this respect was Catherine’s 

brother, Joseph Lyons Walrond, born in Antigua c. 1752. He was educated 

at St John’s College, Oxford, matriculating 6 July 1770 and, returning to 

Antigua, he became manager of the large Codrington’s Betty’s Hope estate 

and was attorney to Sir William Codrington. Later, he married Caroline, 

daughter of Admiral Sir Edward Codrington,20 and set up house in Grosvenor 

Square, London. Requiring also a country house he purchased Montrath 

House in the parish of Broadhembury, Devon, after the death in March 1802 

of Charles Henry Coote, last Earl of Montrath, and renamed it Dulford 

House, acquiring adjoining land from the Drewes of Grange. Significantly, 

this magnificent property was only a few miles from that of his distant 

cousins, the senior branch of the Walronds at Bradfield House in Uffculme, 

with whom the newcomers might vie for prestige in the community. Further 

evidence of Joseph’s concern for status among the gentry families was his 

claim to have succeeded to the ancestral title of Marquis of Vallado and his 

rather fruitless attempt to reinstate the abeyant Barony of Wells which had 

twice passed through female co-heirs in the distant past. He died a wealthy 

man on 13 January 1815 and his will shows that he was heavily invested in 

stock to the value of at least £30,000. He was also able to provide a generous 

annuity for his wife Caroline from the income of his estates in Antigua. The 

combined inheritance should have passed to their eldest son, Lyons Walrond, 

but he died in his minority and eventually it was a younger son, Bethell 

 17 Such as Henry Lyons (the great-grandfather of the John Lyons mentioned later), who, in 
his will of 1714 insisted that his six sons be educated in England.
 18 Todd Gray, Devon’s Last Slave-Owners, Plantations, Compensation and the Enslaved, 
1834 (Exeter: Mint Press, 2021) gives many examples of returning families including the 
Walronds. This is a detailed and sympathetic analysis of slavery and slave-owners in the 
Caribbean.  
 19 The daughter of Maine Swete Walrond.
 20 MP for Devonport, also a large plantation owner; see Gray, Devon’s Last Slave-Owners, 
171-173.
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Walrond, who inherited.21 

On 10 November 1829 Bethell married Lady Janet St Clair Erskine, 

daughter of James St Clair Erskine, 2nd Earl of Rosslyn, and they had two 

surviving children, Henry and Harriet. He served in the Life Guards from 

1818–1821, but then abandoned a military career in favour of a political 

role. As a Whig, Bethell served as MP for Sudbury in Suffolk from 1826 to 

1831, and for Saltash in Cornwall from 1831 to 1832. His life in politics was 

unremarkable: he made no major speeches in the House, voted inconsistently 

and was frequently absent.22 Locally, he served as a magistrate. Bethell, like 

his father, was obviously very concerned to establish his status in society. 

He entered his pedigree at the College of Arms in 1829, claimed his Spanish 

Marquisate, and, following his father, petitioned the King as a descendant 

of the co-heir to the titular Barony of Wells, though he too was eventually 

unsuccessful in this regard. He displayed the Walrond family arms of three 

bulls heads cabossed, sable, armed, or. In Devon he lived at Dulford House, 

where he owned about 3,000ac, and in London he resided at his house off 

Bond Street, and he held a number of burgages in Saltash. Before 1853 he 

built a keeper’s house on the Honiton Road, which later became the Four 

Horse Shoes Inn and is now the Keepers Cottage Inn. He also held part of 

Pirzwell Manor in nearby Kentisbeare.23 

Although Bethell Walrond himself does not appear to have ever been to 

the Caribbean he retained the family interest there in the estates in St Philip’s 

parish in Antigua. These were Upper Walronds of 222ac and Lower Walronds 

of 154ac and the estate called Rooms - all managed by a paid overseer. In 

1829 there were 246 slaves on these plantations, and after the passing of 

the Abolition of Slavery Act in 1833 former slave owners were able to claim 

considerable compensation while the freed slaves got nothing. However, 

Walrond’s claim of £3,626 12s 1d was contested by his wife’s father, the 

Earl of Rosslyn, under the marriage settlement, and the Earl prevailed in the 

judgement.24 Walrond did however receive a third share of the £2,588  6s  6d 

paid in compensation for his freed slaves on the Rooms estate together with 

members of his mother’s family, Anna Maria Bethell and Admiral St Edward 

 21 TNA PROB 11/1569/31.
 22 https://www.historyofparliamentonline.org/volume/1820-1832/member/walrond-
bethell-1801-1876  accessed July 2022.
 23 E. S. Chalk, ‘Name Index to the towns, village, manors and church of Kentisbeare’, TDA, 
42 (1910), 278-345.
 24 The University College, London’s website Legacies of British Slavery has excellent coverage 
of this issue, with much background information, accessed on https://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/ ; 
The Times, 5 Jun 1851, 10; 15 Nov 1858, 8.
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Codrington. He retained the Upper and Lower Walronds estates until after 

1843. 

As for personal qualities, Bethell Walrond was eccentric, avaricious and 

cruel to his own family.25 When his daughter Augusta died he had her body 

brought back to Dulford House where he kept it in a room in the house. He 

strongly believed in the immortality of dogs and was convinced that Augusta’s 

spirit resided in his pet dog ‘Bob’. While travelling on the continent with his 

family, he fell into dispute with his wife over her diamonds, jewellery and 

other possessions, and abandoned her and a second daughter, Harriet, in 

Frankfurt. Returning to Devon with his son Henry he drafted a will in favour 

of the latter, excluding both his wife and daughter. Later, disapproving of his 

son’s marriage plans, he disinherited even him, leaving his whole estate to a 

distant relative, one Forster McGeachy Alleyne. After Bethell’s death Henry 

contested the will in court and, by providing graphic description of a number 

of incidents, was eventually able to establish his father’s mental instability. An 

out-of-court settlement followed.

Other of the returnees entered the professions. Charles Wills Walrond 

(1754–1795), son of Main Swete Walrond (d.1790), was educated at the 

Merchant Taylors’ School and went on to study medicine at Edinburgh. His 

son, Theodore Walrond (d.1864), became the senior partner in Walrond, Ellis 

and Co., a successful company of importers of sugar, based in Glasgow, as 

well as Walrond Johnstone and Co. and Walrond Browne and Co. He was 

probably born in Barbados as he had four sisters living there. Theodore 

married Jane, daughter of Sir Charles Holland Hastings, and purchased for 

his country residence Calder Park, Lanarkshire. He was for many years one 

of the most respected members of his community, being described as ‘a fine 

old gentleman’ and ‘one of the finest specimens of a Glasgow merchant of the 

olden time’. 

Theodore Walrond’s second son, also Theodore (d.1887), had a remarkable 

career as a civil servant. At an early age he became a pupil of Dr Arnold at 

Rugby and later exhibited a brilliant academic profile. As a Secretary to the 

Civil Service Commission he was responsible for the selection and supervision 

of examiners and in 1875 was himself made one of the three Commissioners. 

He edited the volume Letters and Journals of James, 8th Earl of Elgin,26 and 

wrote the entry ‘Thomas Arnold (1795–1842)’ for the Dictionary of National 

 25 Philippe Planel, ‘Fear and Loathing in mid-Devon: the troubled history of Dulford House’, 
TDH, 79 (2010), 51–58.
 26 T. Walrond (ed.), Letters and Journals of James, 8th Earl of Elgin (London: J. Murray, 
1872). 
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Biography. As a Fellow of Balliol College he was described as ‘a man of sound 

and high principle, having great power of application, strong sense and sound 

judgement and remarkable firmness and presence of mind’.27 

Another cousin who entered the professions was Main Swete Walrond 

(d.1847 in Liverpool), who qualified to practise medicine in the city of 

Hereford. A son of Main Swete Walrond of Manadon, Devon, (d.1817), he 

married Antoinetta Louisa Sandberg in 1807 on the island of St Croix (at that 

time part of the Danish West Indies), where her father was Chief Justice. They 

had a son, Charles Sandberg Walrond (d.1876), described as a merchant, who 

in June 1836 was awarded a third part of the compensation of £364 55s 1d 

for 6 slaves in Trinidad.28 

Dr Peter Barton BSc., PhD., is a retired teacher and lives in Welshpool, 

Powys. He has been editor of the Montgomeryshire Collections, the journal 

of the Powysland Club, the oldest county historical society in Wales, and has 

written and lectured on many aspects of Powys’s history.

 27 Richard A. Chapman, Civil Service Commission 1885–1991, a Bureau Biography 
(London: Routledge, 2004), 18.
 28 https://www.ucl.ac.uk/lbs/ ; J. Burke  Genealogical and Heraldic History of the Landed 
Gentry, vol. 2, 5th ed., (London: Harrison, 1875), ‘Walrond’, 1459-61.
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Beat-Burning in Northern Devon:
Evidence from the Tithe Survey of 

c.1840

JOHN BRADBEER

Robin Stanes, in his work on Devon farming in past years, frequently noted 

how distinctive it was but also how its characteristics were often misunderstood 

by outside agricultural writers.1 Chief among these characteristics was the 

practice of Devonshiring, or beat-burning.  It is not clear how widespread the 

practice was by the turn of the nineteenth century but it had by then come 

under the critical gaze of William Marshall and Charles Vancouver, neither 

of whom was particularly complimentary.2 A principal aim of this paper is 

to see what evidence can be gleaned of its extent by examining the Tithe 

Apportionments from 1836 to 1848.  The data come from transcriptions 

made of the parishes within the modern local government districts of North 

Devon and Torridge and which have been previously analysed.3 

 ¹ Robin Stanes, The Old Farm (Exeter: Devon Books, 1990); Robin Stanes Old Farming 
Days: Life on the Land in Devon and Cornwall (Wellington, Somerset: Halsgrove, 2005); 
Robin Stanes, The Husbandry of Devon and Cornwall (Exeter: Privately Published, 2008).  
 ² William Marshall, The Rural Economy of the West of England (London: Board of 
Agriculture, 1796); Charles Vancouver, General View of the Agriculture of the County of 
Devon (London: Board of Agriculture, 1806.)
 ³ John Bradbeer, ‘Early Victorian Farming in Northern Devon: Evidence from the Tithe 
Survey (1837-1846), TDA, 152, 31-52 (2020).

© 2022 The Devon History Society
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Beat-burning

Beat-burning was the practice of paring off the sward and burning it prior 

to sowing cereals to be grown in two, or at most three, successive years.  

The alternative name of Devonshiring suggests a strong association with the 

county and Robin Stanes commented that the practice had been known in 

Devon from at least the sixteenth century and was most probably medieval in 

inception.4 The top layer of the sward was cut away using either a mattock; a 

breast plough pushed through it by human effort; or by a special plough, the 

veiling plough with a wide, shallow blade and pulled by horse.  The parings 

were turned and left to dry before then being harrowed with a horse at the 

trot, which was intended to break up the turves and to shake the soil from 

them.  When dry, the turves were gathered into heaps, by rakes or a horse-

drawn harrow and then set alight.  It was usual to lay the hedges of fields 

to be beat-burned prior to preparation, as newly laid hedges were not stock 

proof, but this would be less of a problem with the fields down to cereals.  At 

least some of the woody material from hedge-laying would not be cast up on 

to the hedge bank but used to provide kindling for the burning of the turves.  

The ashes from the fires would then be spread on the soil with any manure 

and sea-sand that might be to hand.  Some of the burning would be anaerobic 

and this would help to make phosphorous more available in the soil.  The last 

crop of cereals would be oats and the land left to revert to a rough pasture 

until the cycle would be repeated in perhaps fifteen to twenty five years’ time.5  

William Marshall described three ways of separating the sward, which he 

noted was locally called the spine, from the soil using either a beating axe, 

a large adze some 4 to 5 inches (10-13 cm) wide; a special sort of spade with 

a mould board, the breast plough, which was pushed through the sward; 

and ploughing by horse, which was either right through the sward, veiling, 

or partly through, skirting.  He also commented that it had become usual 

for lime to be mixed with the ashes over the last thirty years (since c.1765).6 

Charles Vancouver described the practice in much the same way but added 

the detail that ploughing was usually done in autumn and that the gathering 

up of sward was not done for up to 30 days to allow it to dry out, with the 

harrowing being done both up and down and across the field.7 He also stated 

that the ashes would be mixed with up to 80 Winchester bushels of lime per 

 4 Stanes, The Husbandry, 12.
 5 Ibid, 12.
 6 Marshall, The Rural Economy, 141-146.
 7 Vancouver, General View, 158.
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acre before being spread on the field. (c. 5 tons per hectare).8 What does not 

seem to have been noted is the exact state of fields prior to beat-burning and 

whether gorse (Ulex spp.) or rushes (Carex spp.) were widespread as certainly 

now is the case for many fields presumed to have been beat-burned in the past.

Beat-burning and Its Critics

William Marshall was in general not impressed with Devon or its farming but 

he did seem to admit grudgingly that beat-burning was beneficial when well 

done and carefully managed and he perhaps tacitly admitted that this was not 

often the case.9 Charles Vancouver likewise conceded that beat-burning had 

some benefits but was strongly critical of the then current application of the 

practice.

However the practice of paring and burning may be admitted under certain 

circumstances of restraint and limitation, and even recommended as a safe 

and effectual means of bringing coarse, moory land, when effectually drained, 

into a state of profitable cultivation, still its pernicious consequences on the 

sound, dry, stapled lands in this county, are such as can never be repaired 

but by the total abandonment of a system so generally practised in this 

county, and which is fraught with the means of producing such incalculable 

mischief.10  

The Norfolk four-course system was seen at the start of the nineteenth century 

as the best husbandry for arable land, and Devon’s traditional convertible 

husbandry was regarded as old-fashioned and ought to be superseded by 

Norfolk practice.  Beat-burning, which was very much a part of the traditional 

convertible husbandry, had no place in the Norfolk system and was proof 

of the backwardness of Devonian agriculture in the eyes of agricultural 

improvers such as Vancouver.  Robin Stanes noted that at least some of the 

county’s landlords during the eighteenth century took to stipulating in the 

terms of leases and tenancy agreements how the land was to be managed 

and including the minimum level of applications of manure to be acceptable 

and restrictions, if not prohibitions, on beat-burning.11 Beat-burning would 

appear to be one traditional Devonshire farming practice that did not last 

 8 Ibid, 143.
 9 Marshall, The Rural Economy, 146.
 10 Vancouver, General View, 310.
 11 Robin Stanes ‘Landlord and Tenant and Husbandry Covenants in Eighteenth Century 
Devon’, pp. 86-105, in Stanes, The Husbandry, 93-95.
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long, if at all, in to the period of ‘High Farming’ from 1850 to 1870.

The Tithe Survey as a Source of Data

The Tithe Survey followed the 1836 Commutation of Tithe Act and provides 

data on land ownership and tenure and land-use for parishes where the 

tithe still existed.  The background to the Act and organisation of the 

Tithe Commission are given by Hugh Prince and by Roger Kain and Hugh 

Prince.12 The Tithe Commission laid down the various classes of land-

use to be recorded but then allowed the local men employed as surveyor-

valuers to employ considerable discretion in their application and many of 

them used this to draw further distinctions, most notably among pasture, 

with coarse, moory, rough and rushy being frequently used adjectives.  For 

arable parcels, sometimes a second land-use, such as pasture or furze (gorse, 

Ulex spp) was recorded and in a few cases, the land use is given as ‘arable 

occasionally’.  Given that dual use is recorded, this can only mean that the 

parcel in question was not in regular arable rotation but was beat-burned. 

One serious limitation of the Tithe Survey as a source to identify beat-burning 

is that ‘arable occasionally’ was a land-use category chosen at the discretion 

of the local surveyor-valuer, and it is clear that not all of them chose to do 

this, but whether this was because there was no beat-burning to record or 

that they simply did not feel that it was worth doing so, is not now apparent.  

Given that land-use was used to calculate the money value of the tithe, then 

it would be presumed that land ‘arable occasionally’ would not be as highly 

valued as land in regular arable rotation, so recipients of the tithe would see 

their income reduced by its classification, but equally those liable to make the 

cash payment in lieu of the tithe would pay more.  The Tithe Survey process 

allowed interested parties to disagree with the proposed assessment and an 

Assistant Tithe Commissioner would then hold a local meeting, hear evidence 

and make a legally binding award.  However, there is no clear association 

between parishes where the surveyor-valuer used ‘arable occasionally’ and 

those where the Tithe was Awarded, rather than Agreed.13   Nonetheless, 

seven of the surveyor-valuers of the 33 engaged, did use the category ‘arable 

occasionally’ and it has to be presumed that, if they surveyed a parish and 

 12 Hugh Prince, ‘The Tithe Surveys of the Mid-Nineteenth Century’, pp14-26, Agricultural 
History Review, 7(1) (1959); Roger J. P. Kain and Hugh Prince, The Tithe Surveys of England 
and Wales (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985).  
 13 Of the 130 parishes in the modern North Devon and Torridge local government districts, 
71 saw agreements and 59 had awards.  In the 23 parishes where ‘arable occasionally’ was 
recorded, 10 had agreements but 13 had awards.
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Table 1. Surveyor-valuers recording ‘arable occasionally’ and the parishes in 

which they worked.  Note - John Mallett and William Routley jointly worked in 

Thornbury.

Surveyor
(Home parish)

Parishes beat-burned Parishes not beat-burned

Henry Badcock
(St Stephens, 
Launceston)

Ashwater, Bishops Tawton, 
Bradford, Hollacombe, 
Luffincott, Pyworthy, 
Winkleigh

Bradworthy, Monkleigh, 
Sheepwash, West Anstey

Robert Badcock
(St Stephens, 
Launceston)

Clawton, Cookbury, 
Halwill, 

None

Thomas Bishop

(Tintagel)
Bridgerule None

Charles Cutcliffe
(South Molton)

Molland

Bishops Nympton, 
Chittlehampton, George 
Nympton, High Bickington, 
Lynton, Kings Nympton, 
Knowstone, Mariansleigh, 
Romansleigh, Rose Ash, 
Satterleigh, Warkleigh 

John Mallett
(Meeth)

Buckland Brewer, 
Bulkworthy, East Putford

Beaford, Dolton, Great 
Torrington, Landkey, 
Martinhoe, St Giles in the 
Wood, Thornbury, West 
Down, Woolsery

George Northcote
(Barnstaple)

Hartland, Pancrasweek

Atherington, Berrynarbor, 
Challacombe, Fremington, 
Heanton Punchardon, 
Holsworthy, Kentisbury, 
Knowstone, West Worlington

William Routley
(Kilkhampton)

Abbots Bickington, 
Black Torrington, Milton 
Damerel, Peters Marland, 
Sutcombe, West Putford

Langtree, Thornbury

returned no parcels as ‘arable occasionally’, then here there was no beat-

burning and 36 parishes therefore had no beat-burning (Table 1).
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Results

Figure 1 shows the distribution of the 23 parishes where ‘arable occasionally’ 

was recorded for some of the parcels.  It can be seen that the major 

concentration of these parishes was on the Culm Measures to the south and 

west of Bideford, with outliers in Bishops Tawton and Winkleigh, also on the 

Culm Measures, and in Molland, which straddles the geological boundary 

between the Devonian to the north and the Culm Measures to the south.  In 

Molland all the holdings which had fields that were beat-burned lay on the 

Devonian rocks, but none of the other parishes on the Devonian had any, 

although, Charles Cutcliffe, the surveyor-valuer for Molland, worked in no 

other parishes on the Devonian and few of these parishes employed men 

who found beat-burning on the Culm.  Figure 2 shows the total acreage that 

was beat-burned in each parish.  Black Torrington, with 2,895 acres had the 

greatest area and five other parishes had over 750 acres.  Nine parishes had 

fewer than 100 acres and, in Pancrasweek, the 2.5 acres represented only a 

single field.     

Figure 1. Percentage share of the parish arable acreage beat-burned. 

nd: Tetcott no land-use data in the Apportionment; Bd: Bideford; Be: Barnstaple; 

GT: Great Torrington; H: Holsworthy; SM: South Molton 
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Figure 2. Total acreage beat-burned.

Figure 3. Percentage of the arable area beat-burned.
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Figure 3 shows that in five parishes, Black Torrington, Bridgerule, Halwill, 

Cookbury, and Milton Damerel, at least a quarter of the parish arable was 

beat-burned and these may be fairly regarded as lying at the geographical 

heart of the practice.  In nine parishes, less than 10% was beat-burned and in 

three of these, Hartland, Pancrasweek, and Molland it was under 1%.  These 

figures seem to suggest that in a few parishes many occupiers still saw benefits 

from the practice but in the majority of the other parishes where beat-burning 

was still found only a handful of occupiers perhaps clung on to ways which 

had been more familiar to their grandparents.  

This supposition is supported by the data in Table 2 which show the 
number of holdings where beat-burning was recorded.  The greatest 
number of holdings was found in Black Torrington and in Pyworthy 
and Milton Damerel there were also more than 50 holdings.  Bishops 
Tawton also had 50 holdings with beat-burning but here the share of 
the parish arable area so treated was only 8.7% and thus most holdings 
were only beat-burning one or two fields, unlike in Black Torrington, 
Halwill, Pyworthy, and Milton Damerel.  The share of each holding’s 
arable beat-burned in these parishes is shown in Table 3.  Black 
Torrington was rather different to the other three parishes in that on 
holdings where beat-burning was practiced the clear majority were 
treating more than 30% of the arable area.  However, it can be seen 
that in these parishes considerable numbers of holdings still beat-burned 
over 50% of their arable area. It is also perhaps significant that a great 
many of the parcels beat-burned in Black Torrington and Halwill were 
taken over in the twentieth century by the Forestry Commission and 

Table 2. The number of holdings per parish with parcels returned as beat-burned.

No. of holdings No. of parishes

>70 1

60-69 1

50-59 2

40-49 2

30-39 2

20-29 3

10-19 2

5-9 4

1-4 6
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planted with Sitka spruce (Picea sitchensis) and now form the heart of 
Halwill and Cookbury Forests. 

Beat-burning might be considered to be a more extensive form of arable 

and thus would be more likely to have been practiced on larger holdings.  The 

data for the parishes with a substantial area beat-burned do not bear this out.  

The practice was found on holdings right across the size range and seems to be 

more related to presumed soil conditions than size of holding.  Table 4 shows 

the distribution in Black Torrington, Cookbury, Halwill, Milton Damerel and 

Pyworthy. This raises the question of how the practice was integrated into 

the husbandry on smaller holdings and with beat-burned fields being sown 

to cereals for a couple of years perhaps at most twice in a generation, it must 

be concluded that their contribution was seen as more of a bonus rather than 

central to the farm economy.  Of course, such fields when in the more usual 

state of coarse, and probably wet, pasture would offer grazing to livestock 

and in drought years might come into their own in offering a reliable, if not 

high quality, source of fodder.     

Table 3. Numbers of holdings and their share of the holding arable area beat-burned for 

Black Torrington, Halwill, Milton Damerel, and Pyworthy.

% of the 
holding arable 
beat-burned

No. of holdings

Black       
Torrington

Cookbury Halwill Milton 
Damerel

Pyworthy

>90 29 6 3   6   4

80-89.9   4 0 1   3   1

70-79.9   6 0 2   2   1

60-69.9   9 2 3   4   2

50-59.9   4 1 0   4   1

40-49.9   5 4 3   4   6

30-30.9 11 8 0   7   9

20-29.9   2 7 4   8 12

10-19.9   1 2 6 10 15

5-9.9   1 0 5   5 11

0.1-4.9   0 0 2   3   6

Total no. of 
holdings with 
beat-burning

72 30 29 56 68
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Given that Robin Stanes noted that some landlords had started by the 
late eighteenth century to include prohibitions or at least restrictions 
on the practice of beat-burning, it might be expected that holdings 
tenanted might be less likely to have beat-burning.14 Table 5 shows the 
break-down in land-tenure type for holdings which had beat-burning in 
the five core parishes of Black Torrington, Cookbury, Halwill, Milton 
Damerel, and Pyworthy.  It is evident that there was no particular 
concentration of the practice on holdings which were in owner-
occupation and many of the land-owners in these parishes, such as Lord 
Ashburton, Lord Rolle, Sir William Molesworth and the Revd William 
Coham, were among the larger land-owners in northern Devon but yet 
had tenanted holdings where there was beat burning, and in some cases 
quite extensively, and others where it did not occur.  The breakdown 
between tenanted and owner-occupied holdings where beat-burning 
was practiced was more or less the same as for those where it was not. 
It is also worth noting that Cookbury Commons and Cookbury Wick 
Commons as parish commons with communal ownership also saw a 
very high percentage of the arable within them being beat-burned and 
are treated as owner-occupied in Table 5. 

 14 Robin Stanes, ‘Landlord and Tenant’, 93-95.

Table 4. The size of holdings where beat-burning was recorded in Black Torrington, 

Cookbury, Halwill, Milton Damerel and Pyworthy.

Size of  holding 
where beat- 

burning 
recorded
(acres)

Number of holdings

Black 
Torrington

Cookbury Halwill Milton 
Damerel

Pyworthy

>300   0   2   1   1   0

   150-<200 13   2   4   4   4

100-<150   9   2   4   5 11

50-<100 14   7 11 11 16

20-<50 19 10   5 20 16

5-<20 15   4   4 12 19

0-<5   3   3   0   3   3

Total 73 30 29 56 69



22 The Devon Historian, vol. 92, 2022

Conclusions

Beat-burning or Devonshiring was one of the more distinctive 
characteristics of farming in Devon, although it had attracted the wrath 
of agricultural improvers by the turn of the nineteenth century.  The 
Tithe Survey of 1836-1845 allows some tantalising glimpses of this 
practice, almost certainly in its last days.  Some of the surveyor-valuers 
used the term ‘arable occasionally’ to describe land-use for certain 
parcels.  Not all did, so the Tithe Survey may possibly underestimate 
the geographical extent of the practice.  The data presented in this 
paper show that the practice was almost entirely confined to the Culm 
Measures and within this area, primarily in the area south and west 
of Bideford.  Five parishes, Black Torrington, Cookbury, Halwill, 
Milton Damerel and Pyworthy can be regarded as forming the core. In 
Black Torrington, where two-thirds of the parish arable area was beat-
burned, the practice appeared to be the norm and in the other four core 
parishes many of the holdings employed it on  at least a quarter of the 
arable area.  In many other parishes, beat-burning appeared to be in 
terminal decline with either few holdings employing it or where more 
did it, this appeared to be confined to one or two fields.  Beat-burning 
was found on holdings right across the size range and was as common 
on holdings that were tenanted from both large and small land-owners 
as on those that were owner-occupied.  It would appear that local soil 
conditions as well as a degree of conservatism among Devon farmers 
determined which fields were given this treatment.  As the ideal of four-
course rotations on Norfolk lines and in the changed circumstances 
after the repeal of the Corn Laws, beat-burning seems quickly to have 
been abandoned.   

Table 5. Land-tenure of holdings where beat-burning was practiced in Black 

Torrington, Cookbury, Halwill, Milton Damerel and Pyworthy.

Tenure Number of holdings

Black 
Torrington

Cookbury Halwill Milton Damerel Pyworthy

Tenanted 56 26 23 47 59

Owner-occ. 17 4 6 9 9
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Kellow John Pye: A Forgotten Musical 
Worthy of Exeter

IAN GRAHAM-JONES

Of the musicians in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Exeter, it has been 

the Cathedral’s organists that have taken pride of place in the story of music 

of the city. Until the 1750s, Exeter Cathedral had suffered from a succession 

of organists that ranged from the lackadaisical to the incompetent. The 

intoxicated Thomas Mudd lasted barely a year in 1664; Richard Henman 

held the post for 47 years until 1741, in spite of numerous reprimands for 

incompetence and unauthorised absences. His successor, John Silvester, was 

little better; he was soon in trouble and landed up in the debtor’s prison in 

Cowick Street in 1744.1 It was not until Richard Langdon took over in 1753 

that Exeter’s public could hear any organised music; for he started a series 

of twelve fortnightly concerts during the winter season in 1768, held in the 

Assembly Rooms (later the Royal Clarence Hotel).2 His successor, William 

Jackson, seems to have encouraged him to move on to Bristol Cathedral ‘for a 

pecuniary consideration’, in a desire to take over the concerts and to improve 

the choir.3 On Jackson’s death in 1803, James Paddon, a tenor in the choir, was 

appointed as his successor. Paddon took an active part organising the Devon 

and Exeter Harmonic Society’s meetings until 1819, as well as directing a 

series of mainly annual music festivals from 1813. The increasing costs of 

 ¹ Malcolm Walker and David Davies, Heavenly Harmony: Organs and Organists of Exeter 
Cathedral (Exeter: Impress, 2014), 24, 38-41, 48-50. 
 ² EFP, 6 Oct 1768.
 ³ William Jackson, A Short Sketch of my own Life, 1802, reprinted in A. Asfour & P. 
Williamson (eds), William Jackson of Exeter: new Documents (Sudbury: Gainsborough’s 
House Society, 1997), 69.

© 2022 The Devon History Society
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bringing down to Exeter vocal soloists as well as additional instrumentalists 

meant that the festivals became unsustainable after 1829; Paddon therefore 

revived the city’s subscription concerts in the two years before his death in 

1835. Although not a fully competent organist, at least according to the 

memoirs of one of his choristers,4 Paddon nevertheless seems to have served 

the Cathedral well.

His successor Samuel Sebastian Wesley was Exeter’s first external 

appointment – for all his predecessors had been Devon-born, many having had 

connections with the Cathedral as choristers. Wesley, aged 25 when he was 

appointed, was the wonder of his age: he was a remarkable virtuoso organist, 

with an astounding ability to extemporise. His pupil William Spark said he 

was ‘seized with referential awe’ when he first heard Wesley play the organ.5 

Having come from the stultifying atmosphere of Hereford Cathedral, where 

he clandestinely married the Dean’s sister, he found Exeter a breath of fresh 

air. However, with his difficult, at times acerbic, manner, he found it difficult 

to fulfil all his duties, particularly when his musical wishes were contradicted 

by the Cathedral authorities. The appointment of the authoritarian Thomas 

Lowe as Dean in 1839 eventually forced Wesley’s resignation and he left 

Exeter in 1842, having lasted seven years – the maximum time he remained 

in any of his subsequent appointments. All Wesley’s moves – to Leeds, 

Winchester Cathedral and finally Gloucester Cathedral, led to unhappiness 

and dissatisfaction. His desire to retire to Devon for fishing and shooting 

remained unfulfilled; although he died in Gloucester in 1876, his funeral 

service was held in Exeter’s Lower Cemetery and he was buried next to his 

daughter.

On Wesley’s arrival, he found the Harmonic Society moribund and so 

he put his talents at the disposal of the Devon and Exeter Glee Club and 

the flourishing Madrigal Society, where he sang alto, tenor or bass parts as 

required.6 In 1836 he tried to form a Musical Association and gathered 28 

orchestral players from Devon to rehearse Beethoven’s first two symphonies; 

he tried to organise a subscription concert series, inviting the young singer 

Clara Novello and a solo cellist from London; he later attempted to form 

a choral society, inviting his private pupils to join. All these failed to last 

more than a year. He further proposed a music festival along the lines of the 

Hereford Festival (later to be renamed the Three Choirs Festival) that he had 

 4 William Spark, Musical Memories (unknown: Reeves & Son, 1888), 67, mentions his ‘old-
fashioned playing, with lumpy chords’.
 5 Ibid.
 6 DHC Z19/48/1, Minute book of the Devon Madrigal Society and Glee Club, 1825-39.
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directed as a young man, but was refused permission by the Cathedral.7 It 

was now the turn of a young Exeter musician to take on some of Wesley’s 

failed ventures.

Kellow John Pye (1812-1901) was the eleventh of twelve children of 

Edmund Pye (c.1768-1844) and Elizabeth Randall (1771-1830). The family 

first lived in Gandy Street in Exeter but later moved to a larger house, 27 

Southernhay East. Edmund was a tobacconist, snuff maker and linen draper 

with a business in the High Street. Kellow probably acquired his musical 

talent through his mother, whose father John Randall was Professor of Music 

at Cambridge University from 1756 to 1791. The Pye ancestors have been 

traced to John Pye of The Mynde, Herefordshire (1441-1547) who, during 

the course of his exceptionally long life, is reputed to have had 43 children 

by three wives. The Cornish name Kellow comes from his godfather Kellow 

Nation, who had a property near Looe.8 (The Cornish word ‘kellow’ means 

‘groves’, or ‘woods’). There is still a village and farm of that name about a 

mile from Looe.

Kellow Pye’s career was set from the age of eleven, when he was accepted 

in the first tranche of twenty students (ten of each sex) at the newly opened 

Royal Academy of Music, then in Tenterden Street, London. The auditions on 

10 February 1823 were presided over by eleven professors; the evening starting 

at 6 p.m. and ended at midnight. Pye travelled up by coach accompanied by 

one of his elder brothers. He recalled that bread, milk and water was the 

only sustenance the candidates received on that occasion.9 On his first day 

in September, Kellow found that he was the first student to have received the 

very first lesson there, in piano, from its Principal, William Crotch. At its 

formation, the Royal Academy of Music (hereafter abbreviated to RAM) was 

conceived as a boarding institution. The students’ life was regimented, with 

compulsory lessons in piano, singing, Italian and dancing as well as some 

limited general education; with regimented practice sessions, there was little 

time for recreation. The subsidised fees were just ten guineas per year towards 

board and tuition.10 Pye’s name as a pianist appears in few concerts given 

by the students. It seems his abilities as a performer were outshone by his 

 7 Peter Horton, ‘Outside the Cathedral: Local Music-making and the Provincial Organist in 
Mid-Nineteenth-century England’, 259-62, in R. Cowgill & P. Holman (eds.), Music in the 
British Provinces, 1690-1914 (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2007).  
 8 Royal Academy of Music Library, Kellow J. Pye Archive, (hereafter abbreviated to Pye 
Archive), 3.
 9 Pye Archive, 4.
 10 Frederick Corder, A History of the Royal Academy of Music from 1822 to 1922 (London: 
F. Corder, 1922).
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contemporaries, but he did show a flair for composition from an early age, 

and several of his compositions were performed at Academy concerts. Pye is 

recorded as having accompanied on piano before King George IV, and he also 

played the timpani at the Royal Opera House for a season in his last year at 

the Academy.

Pye was made a sub-professor at the RAM at the age of sixteen. Sub-

professors were unpaid at the time, and were simply given the ‘hack work’ 

of teaching the junior students that the fully paid professors did not want to 

undertake. In 1830, at the age of eighteen, he returned to his home city to 

start a teaching practice from the family home in Southernhay. A year later he 

was appointed organist at St Petrock’s Church in the High Street. In 1832 Pye 

submitted his anthem Turn thee again, O Lord for the prestigious Gresham 

Prize for church music. Another composition that was submitted was Wesley’s 

extended anthem The Wilderness and the Solitary Place, written when in 

Hereford. The panel considered Wesley’s work too unconventional, and Pye 

was awarded the prize of the gold medal. The Wilderness was performed 

several times by choral societies in a version with orchestral accompaniment 

during the nineteenth century (including by the Exeter Oratorio Society at 

least twice),11 and can still be heard today; Pye’s anthem, although published 

in 1833 by Novello, has lain long forgotten. 

In July 1833, Pye organised his first two concerts in the Subscription 

Rooms, employing the violinist John David Loder, leader of the Bath Concerts, 

with his sons John Fawcett Loder as second violin and William Sowerby Loder 

to lead the cellos.12 (John David Loder had led all the major concerts and 

festivals in Exeter under James Paddon.) Pye also engaged three vocal soloists 

from London: Joséphine de Méric, an opera singer employed for a season at 

the Kings Theatre in London, who was advertised as the ‘star’ soloist to sing 

arias from some of the latest Italian operas, and two of his contemporaries 

from the RAM, Mrs Edward Seguin (née Ann Childe) and George Stretton, 

a bass. The renowned flautist Charles Nicholson, a professor at the RAM, 

complemented the team. Two of Pye’s compositions were included in the 

programmes: a song Ode to the Winds and his Septet for piano, violin, viola, 

cello, double bass, oboe and horn. The audience was said to number upwards 

of ‘400 fashionables’ at each concert.13 Of Pye’s compositions, the reviewer 

commented. ‘we augur the day will come, when to the names of Jackson and 

 11 In 1859 and 1909. Alexander Meyrick Broadley, The Exeter Oratorio Society, 1846-
1906: The Story of Sixty Years (London: Press Printers, 1906); WT, 21 Apr 1809.
 12 Andrew Clarke, ‘Loder & Sons: A Band of Musicians’, 81-88, in N. Temperley (ed.), 
Musicians of Bath and Beyond (Woodbridge; Boydell Press, 2016).
 13 EFP, 3 Aug 1833.
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Davy will be added our Professor’s’.14

Pye, joined by some of the men of the Cathedral choir, sang bass in the 

Royal Musical Festival at Westminster Abbey in July 1834, attended by King 

William IV and his entourage.15 In the following two years, Pye featured 

in concerts organised by Frank Mori and Louis H. Lavenu from London, 

held in the Royal Clarence Hotel.16 For their first visit in October 1835, the 

two impresarios brought with them opera singers as the star attractions – 

Margarethe Stockhausen from Paris and her husband on harp for the 1835 

concert, and the bass Luigi Lablache for their second visit. In the first, Pye 

played piano solos, including his own Fantasie for piano, and in the second 

1836 concert he played a duet with Lavenu. (Mori and Lavenu were later to 

arrange Franz Liszt’s UK tour, including his visit to the south-west and Exeter 

in 1840 - seventeen concerts in fifteen days.)

On Wesley’s arrival in Exeter in 1835, he and Pye became friends. It may 

well be that Pye introduced Wesley to his Masonic Lodge, as Wesley had 

recently become a Mason. Pye would sometimes deputise for Wesley at the 

Cathedral. Wesley’s habit of escaping from his duties for some fishing meant 

that, if his young apprentice in the choir was not available, he would call 

upon Pye. On one occasion Mrs Wesley sent a hurried note to Pye asking him 

to rush to the Cathedral as her husband had not returned from a fishing trip. 

Pye was playing the anthem when Wesley at last crept up to the organ loft 

and, easing Pye off the stool, they played the anthem as a duet.17                     

Whereas Wesley’s efforts at organising his concert series with Clara 

Novello had come to nought in 1836-37, Pye took advantage of his 

contacts with his contemporaries at the RAM by advertising a series of five 

subscription concerts in the autumn of the following year, to be the first of 

an annual series. By June, 74 subscribers had committed,18 and so he was 

able to invite Clara Novello for the first two concerts, held on consecutive 

days. Determined to improve the standard of performance, he invited several 

of his ex-colleagues from the RAM to bolster the orchestra. In the first 

two concerts he programmed Beethoven’s Symphonies Nos 1 and 2 (which 

had been rehearsed by Wesley’s failed Musical Association, then led by the 

 14 John Davy (1763-1834) was a contemporary of Paddon in the Cathedral choir. He 
organised some concerts in Exeter before moving to London in 1796, where he composed 
several British operas.
 15 EFP, 3 Jul 1834.
 16 EPG, 19 Sep 1835; EFP, 25 Aug 1836.
 17 Pye Archive, 7.
 18 EPG, 24 Jun 1837.
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local violinist Michael Rice),19 his own Septet and a madrigal, sung by the 

Cathedral choir, directed by Wesley.

 

In the third concert he invited one contralto soloist, the Cathedral choir and 

one of his pupils, Eliza Cole, daughter of one of the lay vicars. The final 

concerts in December featured a soprano from Bath, Emily Woodyatt (who 

was later to marry William Sowerbutts Loder), and included Beethoven’s 

overture Egmont and a Benedictus by Wesley.20 Whether Wesley felt aggrieved 

at Pye taking over his proposed concert series is not known, but they 

nevertheless seemed to have maintained a cordial relationship. Up until this 

time the term ‘conductor’ was used to mean an organiser of the music rather 

 19 Rice came from a farming family in Zeal Monachorum. Self-taught, he was the leading 
violinist in Exeter and conductor of the Exeter Oratorio Society from 1846 to his death in 
1861.
 20 The Musical World, 7, 1837, and EFP, 28 Dec 1837.

Figure 1. Programme of Pye’s first 

subscription concert, reconstructed from 

The Musical World, Vol. VII, 1837, and 

Exeter and Plymouth Gazette, 7 Oct 1837.
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than a time-beating conductor in the modern sense. We know that Paddon 

always ‘conducted’ his concerts seated at the piano. It is likely, therefore that 

Pye, with his London training, was the first musician in Exeter to conduct an 

orchestra in the current manner. 

Pye’s determination to introduce music of a high standard can be seen in 

the opening wording of the poster (Fig. 2). Tickets for the series were heavily 

priced, as can be seen in the poster.21 

Regretfully, in spite of audiences for most of the concerts numbering over 

400, the series lost Pye money and further planned subscription series were 

abandoned.

 21 One guinea (£1 1s.) is equivalent to about £70 today.

Figure 2. Transcript of a poster for the first 

two subscription concerts, reproduced from 

the Kellow J. Pye Archive, courtesy of the 

Royal Academy of Music.
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Of Pye’s private life, we know that he was a horse lover, as he bought a 

horse off a dealer that died a few days later and subsequently lost a legal claim 

against the dealer.22 He married Mary May (1817-1865) in 1840, with whom 

he had ten children. They later moved to 58 Magdalen Street. In 1842 he 

was awarded his Mus.Bac. at Oxford University. (Music degrees at ‘Oxbridge’ 

universities did not demand residence; they were awarded for the composition 

and performance of a work, this at the candidates’ own expense). In that year, 

too, Pye and another Exeter musician, George Harvey, applied for the post 

of organist on Wesley’s resignation. In spite of two of the Cathedral Chapter 

saying that ‘they would prefer a resident of the city with little, to a stranger 

with much, talent’, the stranger Alfred Angel from Wells Cathedral was 

appointed.23 This remark produced much heated correspondence in the local 

press. Pye and Harvey were nevertheless asked to cover the duties prior to 

Angel’s arrival in the city.

Pye organised no further major concerts in Exeter until 1845, when he 

joined two entrepreneurial brothers Doherty and Frederic Smith in a series of 

subscription concerts in the autumn season. With the increasing demand for 

pianos in the domestic home, the brothers had established a piano warehouse 

in Paris Street in 1836 and began to launch into concert promotion, taking the 

burden of financial responsibility off Pye’s shoulders but leaving the musical 

direction to him. As before, Pye invited some of his ex-RAM students, now 

established in the profession, to supplement the orchestra. For their first 

season, capitalising on the demand for Italian opera singers from London to 

perform arias from the popular operas of Donizetti, Rossini, etc., they invited 

some of the top names from the London opera houses such as Giulia Grisi, 

her partner Giovanni Mario and the enormous (in both voice and size) Luigi 

Lablache, with John Orlando Parry singing some amusing ballads to entertain 

the audience.24 The advent of the rail line to Exeter in that year made such 

ventures financially possible, and it no doubt made them money. In the fourth 

concert, Pye conducted Beethoven’s Symphony No. 5, probably the first time 

it had been heard in Exeter. It seems Pye may have become disillusioned with 

the Smith brothers’ more down-market programming, for he directed no 

further concerts for them. 

In 1845 Pye was asked to design the specification for a new organ for 

Tavistock Parish Church, for which Wesley came from Leeds to give the 

opening recital. Wesley was offered the post of organist at Tavistock but, 

 22 Pye Archive, 9; WT, 30 Jul 1842.
 23 There is a letter by ‘Philo-Harmonicus’ on this remark in WT, 11 Jun 1842.
 24 EPG 6 Sep1845; EFP 25 Sep1845.
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although it seems he first accepted the post, two months later he declined it, 

mentioning his wife’s health. The true reason for this can only be surmised.25

Two linked organisations that Pye was involved with at that time were 

the Exeter School of Church Music and the Exeter Church Music Society, 

both founded by Alfred Angel. Pye was Treasurer of the former, which 

was founded in 1844 to address ‘the lamentable inadequacy of Parochial 

Psalmody’ and it held separate classes for ‘boys, men and females’. The latter 

was a performing group that rehearsed in the College of the Vicars Choral 

(now long demolished) and gave occasional performances of sacred music.

In 1851 Pye formed a Musical Union, designed ‘for those who like to 

listen to good music’ and, unlike the Oratorio Society, it did not compel its 

members to be practically musical. There were no demands, apart from a 

moderate subscription.26 Only one soirée is recorded in the press, at which 

Pye conducted symphonies by Haydn and Beethoven, amongst other vocal 

items. The Society folded in 1853.

Later that year Pye, tired of provincial life, moved with his family to 

Wimbledon and set up as a wine merchant. In this, according to one of his 

daughters, he appears not to have been a very successful businessman.27 

Following his wife’s death in 1865, three years later he married Margaret 

Jane Colson, aged 32, in London, with whom he had a further three children. 

Pye, having moved to Devonshire Place in Marylebone, continued his musical 

life by inveigling himself into the musical world of London, becoming one of 

the Directors of the Royal Academy of Music (later Chairman of the Board) 

and in 1883 one of the founders of the Royal College of Music, as well as 

other committee work with the Bach Choir, the Royal Philharmonic Society 

and the Madrigal Society. There are accounts of his attendance at dinners 

hosted by the Duke of Edinburgh, himself a violinist, with London orchestral 

conductors and principals of the two music colleges.28 Amongst his personal 

friends were Mendelssohn, Weber, the soprano Jenny Lind and his old RAM 

student friend, composer and conductor Sir William Sterndale Bennett,29 who 

dedicated one of his major compositions to Pye.

Pye and his wife retired to 1 Raleigh Villas in Exmouth in 1894, where, 

in his 80s, he formed a madrigal society which rehearsed in their house. He 

also supported the Exmouth Choral Society, becoming their Vice-President. 

 25 Plymouth, Devonport and Stonehouse Herald, 11 Apr 1846; Plymouth and Devonport 
Weekly Journal, 2 Jul 1846.
 26 EPG, 9 Apr 1853.
 27 Pye Archive, 7.
 28 The Morning Post, 9 May 1883.
 29 Pye Archive, 9.
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On his death, his fine Broadwood piano, played on several occasions by Clara 

Schumann, was left to Caterham School, and his old RAM student uniform, 

a blue jacket with gold buttons, to the Royal Academy of Music.

A letter from the daughter of the Pye’s housekeeper at Exmouth, Lillie Dennis, 

in the Kellow J. Pye Archive, said of Kellow:

My memory goes back to how my mother used to talk about your father, 

she was in service when he lived in Exmouth and was with him up to the 

time of his death … she always spoke most highly of him and said what a 

kind gentleman he was. I remember she told me of the beautiful grand piano 

with the large brass claws and how it took a woman a whole day to clean it. 

Nothing could annoy her master more than anyone to put anything on the 

piano. It was carefully packed and sent to London after his death. She used 

to tell how the people would stand outside the house and listen when Mr. 

Kellow Pye played.30 

After Pye’s death, Margaret Pye moved to Croydon, where she died in 1915. 

Of his many children, most had successful careers but none followed in their 

father’s footsteps in the music profession. 

Ian Graham-Jones trained at the Royal Academy of Music, and has been a 

Lecturer in Music for the Open University. He was a founder member of the 

Consort of Twelve (a group performing Baroque music in its original form). 

Ian himself is a noted viola da gamba player. harpsichordist and conductor. 

His written works have included the educational handbook  Understanding 

Chords (1991), and British Composer Profiles: A Biographical Dictionary 

and Chronology of Past British Composers 1800 – 2010 (2013). He is 

currently living at Kenton.

 30 Pye Archive, 14.
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Devon’s Parish Boundaries as    
Recorded on Tithe Maps

MARTIN EBDON

The Tithe Commutation Act of 1836 abolished the ancient and vexatious 

system of tithe payment and replaced it with a regulated payment known as 

tithe rent-charge.1 Tithe maps and their associated apportionment documents, 

created to implement the new system, are a rich quarry for local historians 

studying rural settlement, land ownership and tenancy, the agrarian economy, 

field systems, and field-names.2 The recording of parish boundaries on tithe 

maps has received less attention. This paper assesses the completeness and 

accuracy with which parish boundaries were represented on the tithe maps of 

Devon, and examines the Ordnance Survey’s use of tithe maps as a source of 

parish boundary information when it was producing its own large-scale maps 

later in the nineteenth century.3

The tithe maps were made in the decade following the 1836 Act, mostly 

in the four years from 1839 to 1842. The parishes by which the surveys were 

organized were ecclesiastical units: a parish was the area served by (and 

paying tithes to) a particular church. From the Tudor period onwards, parishes 

 ¹ Eric J. Evans, The Contentious Tithe: The Tithe Problem and English Agriculture, 1750-
1850 (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1976).
 ² Roger J. P. Kain and Hugh C. Prince, Tithe Surveys for Historians (Chichester: Phillimore, 
2000).
 ³ This paper is based on the tithe maps in The National Archives (TNA IR 30). To save space, 
the paper refers to them by parish-name and does not give individual references. Diocesan 
tithe maps are in the Devon Heritage Centre (DHC) and may be viewed on the Devon County 
Council website. However, there are differences between the two sets of maps and this is 
mentioned in the footnotes if significant.

© 2022 The Devon History Society
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had acquired some secular functions including poor relief and maintenance 

of public highways, funded by the parish rates; but until the late-nineteenth 

century there was no reason to distinguish between the ecclesiastical parish 

and the civil parish because their boundaries were the same. Since then, civil 

parish boundaries have been altered repeatedly to meet the changing needs 

of local government, and meanwhile abolition of tithe rent-charge has made 

the boundaries of ecclesiastical parishes almost irrelevant. The term ancient 

parish is used for the territory that was associated with a parish church in the 

mid-nineteenth century and earlier.

Ancient parishes varied enormously in size: Tiverton parish (17,650 acres) 

was 35 times larger than its neighbour Calverleigh (501 acres). Some parishes 

had highly irregular shapes, divided from their neighbours by long and 

winding boundaries, like the boundary between Bradninch and Cullompton. 

It was not uncommon for parishes to have detached parts, lands that were 

isolated from the church by the territory of other parishes. These complications 

had their roots in tenurial arrangements of the period from the ninth to the 

twelfth centuries, when almost all of Devon’s parish churches (after the early 

minster churches) were founded.4 For example, Domesday Book states that 

half a virgate of land at Irishcombe was attached to the manor of Lapford in 

1086, and Irishcombe was still a distant outlier of Lapford parish in 1840.5 

Detached parts could be very small, such as Pentiknowl Wood (27 acres), a 

detached part of Mortehoe parish, which for centuries supplied the manors 

of Mortehoe and Woolacombe with timber and coppice-wood.6 Boundary 

complexity reached extremes at Weston (near Honiton) where fields in 

Awliscombe parish intermingled with fields in Buckerell parish (Figure 1), and 

on the hills above Shaldon (near Teignmouth) where the parishes of St Nicholas 

and Stokeinteignhead were similarly entangled (see later). Boundaries like 

these give us a snapshot of tenure in arable land at the moment tithe liability 

was divided up between two churches: one man gave a tenth of his crops 

to Awliscombe while his neighbour gave a tenth to Buckerell. At Weston, at 

least, the land might have consisted of open-field strips at that time, because 

both churches existed by 1291 and were probably founded much earlier.7 

 4 Nicholas Orme, The Church in Devon, 400-1560 (Exeter: Impress Books, 2013), 19-22, 
53-58.
 5 Caroline Thorn and Frank Thorn (eds.), Domesday Book: Devon (Chichester: Phillimore, 
1985), item 1.66; Lapford tithe map. Irishcombe is seven miles north-east of Lapford.
 6 Margaret Reed, Mortehoe and Woolacombe on the Record (Mortehoe, 1997), 23; 
Mortehoe tithe map (the wood is missing from the diocesan tithe map because of manuscript 
damage).
 7 F. C. Hingeston-Randolph (ed.), The Registers of Walter Bronescombe and Peter Quivil, 

Bishops of Exeter (London: George Bell, 1889), 453.
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When hedges were made around groups of strips, perhaps in the fourteenth 

century,8 they may have reinforced parish boundaries that were already old.

 8 H. S. A. Fox, ‘Field systems of east and south Devon, part I: east Devon’, 81-135, TDA, 
104 (1972).

Figure 1. Parish boundaries to the west of Honiton in 

1840. The two shades of grey show Awliscombe and 

Buckerell parishes.
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Completeness of parish boundaries on tithe maps

In 1841, Devon had 472 parishes, of which nineteen were in the borough of 

Exeter (administratively a separate county) and four were partly in Devon and 

partly in Cornwall (Bridgerule, Boyton, St Budeaux and Maker).9 The total 

includes a few parishes of doubtful status: Buckland Tout Saints and Woodland 

were technically chapelries, dependent on the churches of Loddiswell and 

Ipplepen, respectively, while the little parishes of Broadnymet and Rousdon 

were effectively annexed to North Tawton and Axmouth, respectively, their 

own churches having been out of use for many years.10 Besides the parishes 

there were some extra-parochial estates: Dotton (near Newton Poppleford) 

had once been a parish but had long ceased to be such,11 while Highleigh 

(near Bampton), Sherwood (near Newton St Cyres) and the island of Lundy 

seem never to have been in the jurisdiction of the diocese. There were also 

extra-parochial precincts in Exeter, and some land reclaimed from the sea 

near Plymouth was considered to be outside the adjoining parishes.

The Tithe Commission (set up to put the 1836 Act into effect) divided 

Devon into tithe districts, the great majority of which were parishes, and found 

that 466 districts required the making of a tithe map and apportionment.12 

Eighteen parishes were urban, entirely built-up and tithe-free, and were not 

mapped. Fourteen of these were inside the city wall of Exeter, but Dartmouth 

(St Saviour and St Petrox), Kingsbridge and East Stonehouse were also 

excluded for this reason. Otherwise, the only parishes that did not need a 

survey were Churchstanton and Nether Exe; all the Churchstanton tithes had 

been commuted by an enclosure act in 1802, and no tithes had been paid 

at Nether Exe for centuries.13 Although tithe districts were normally entire 

parishes, some parishes were subdivided for various reasons. Lydford parish 

contained much of central Dartmoor, the part known as Dartmoor Forest, 

but Dartmoor Forest and Lydford proper were made separate tithe districts. 

Tiverton’s huge parish had long been divided into quarters for ecclesiastical 

purposes and each quarter was treated as a tithe district, together with a fifth 

 9 A useful list, arranged by hundred, is in the report on the 1841 census (Parliamentary 
Papers 1843 [496] xxii, 1), although its classification of census districts as parish, chapelry 
or extra-parochial is questionable. Exactly the same scheme was used in William White, 
History, Gazetteer and Directory of Devonshire (Sheffield: for the author, 1850).
 10 White, Directory, 362, 726.
 11 Nicholas Orme, ‘The “lost” parish of Dotton’, 1-5, DCNQ, 36 (1987).
 12 Roger J. P. Kain and Richard R. Oliver, The Tithe Maps of England and Wales: A 
Cartographic Analysis and County-by-County Catalogue (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1995), 122-144.
 13 TNA IR 18/1219 and 18/1417, tithe files. Churchstanton was transferred to Somerset in 
1896.
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district, All Fours, which comprised mainly of the former parks of the Castle 

and odd parcels of land around the town. Occasionally, particular estates were 

taken out of their parish and given their own tithe map and apportionment, 

as at Bulworthy in Alverdiscott, Upton Weaver in Cullompton and Chilston 

in Salcombe Regis. As for the extra-parochial places, only Dotton required a 

tithe map.

Although nearly every parish outside of Exeter had a tithe map, the map 

did not necessarily show the tithe district in full. Tithe maps of parishes 

that had large commons on Dartmoor, including the Dartmoor Forest map, 

often omitted that part of the parish. Curiously, Exmoor was different: tithe 

surveyors there diligently mapped the entire boundary of parishes like Brendon 

and North Molton despite much of it being in open moorland. Glebe land, 

which was tithe-free, was normally shown on the map because the surveyor 

would not save himself much work by excluding it; nevertheless, glebe was 

omitted from the maps of Ashcombe, Highampton, Iddesleigh, Inwardleigh, 

Northlew, Ringmore and Tetcott. More importantly, whole estates could be 

excluded if they were tithe-exempt, and this caused significant areas to be 

omitted from the maps of Axminster, Bridestowe, Cornworthy, Dunkeswell, 

East Buckland, Filleigh, Frithelstock, Luppitt, Modbury, Pilton, Tormoham, 

Ugborough and Werrington; while so much land was tithe-free in Cockington, 

Slapton, Tavistock, Teigngrace and Yarcombe that the map showed no more 

than a few scattered fragments of the parish. Several of these parishes had 

contained monasteries in the medieval period; their demesne lands had never 

paid tithe, and after the Dissolution the tithes of the wider monastic estate 

were sometimes extinguished as well.14 These exceptions aside, the tithe map 

coverage of Devon was remarkably complete.

Evidence of an ancient parish boundary can be obtained from the tithe 

maps if land on at least one side of the boundary was mapped. Usually, land 

on both sides was covered and so the boundary was represented on two 

different tithe maps. Almost every parish boundary that was not shown on 

any tithe map was either inside Exeter’s city wall or on Dartmoor. About 

one-third of the Dartmoor Forest boundary and some parts of the boundaries 

between parishes that adjoined it were not recorded, because of the omission 

of Dartmoor commons from some maps.

 14 At the Dissolution, the right to receive tithes passed into lay hands and could be sold on as 
a kind of property. This made it possible for owners of former monastic land to extinguish the 
tithes by purchasing the right to receive them. Several landowners in Slapton parish did this in 
or shortly after 1784 (TNA IR 18/1490, tithe file).
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Representation of parish boundaries on tithe maps

Parish boundaries, being invisible, are usually defined by linear features in the 

landscape such as rivers, roads, hedges and walls, which were shown on tithe 

maps as a matter of course. On about a hundred of Devon’s 466 tithe maps, 

the boundary was itself shown using a dashed or dash-dot line, and another 

thirty or so showed a large fraction of the boundary in this way but not the 

complete circuit. On the remainder, the boundary was only shown implicitly, 

as the outer edge of the mapped area. On those maps, dashed lines were used 

only if there were certain parts of the boundary that did not follow any visible 

feature.

The practice of not marking the parish boundary on the map explicitly 

could cause ambiguity about its exact position. For instance, if the boundary 

followed a river, was it along one of the banks, or halfway between the 

banks, or did it follow the deepest part of the channel? That might have been 

considered an idle question by most people at the time, at least as far as tithe 

was concerned; the river might produce fish, but fish were not tithable. Tithe 

maps that showed boundaries explicitly generally placed the line in the centre 

of the river, but there were some exceptions. The Hatherleigh and Iddesleigh 

tithe maps showed the boundary between these parishes along banks of the 

River Okement, crossing sides at certain places so that particular stretches of 

the river were fully in one parish or the other.

Ambiguity was also possible where the boundary followed a road. It 

mattered which parish a public road belonged to because the parish was 

responsible for maintaining it (unless it was a turnpike road). It did not 

matter, however, for tithe purposes, and the depiction of boundaries along 

roads on tithe maps should be treated cautiously unless it is clear that the 

mapmaker made an effort to plot the boundary precisely. In fact, boundaries 

were usually along one of the hedges or walls that enclosed the road, so that 

the road was fully in one parish. Tithe maps that marked the parish boundary 

explicitly quite often showed it crossing from one side of a road to the other 

at certain points, no doubt because the two parish authorities concerned had 

divided the road between them so that each was responsible for maintaining 

half its length; those points would have been marked by roadside boundary 

stones.15 Alternatively, and less practically, the boundary could be in the 

centre of the road.

Parish boundaries that followed hedges were nearly always offset on one 

side so that the hedge was entirely in one parish. This was another cause 

 15 See the Bigbury and Farringdon maps for examples. This type of boundary change was 
enabled by the Highways Act of 1835.
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of ambiguity on tithe maps that did not mark the boundary itself but only 

showed the hedge: which side was the boundary? The general principle with 

hedges was that the parish boundary followed property boundaries: if there 

were different owners or tenants on each side of the hedge then the hedge 

belonged to one of them, and the parish boundary was on the other side from 

their land. This relationship is demonstrated by a small minority of tithe maps 

that show both the parish boundary and hedge ownership.16

Where a parish boundary did not correspond to a feature on the ground, it 

was shown on the tithe map with a dashed line alone. Such boundaries were of 

two kinds: defaced boundaries, which had once followed a visible feature but 

the feature was no longer extant, and boundaries for which there never had 

been a defining feature. Defaced boundaries are quite common today because 

of widespread destruction of hedges, but they were much less common in 

1840. However, there were several cases where the owners of great houses had 

expanded their parks, encroaching on another parish and removing the hedges 

that defined the boundary. For example, the Crediton-Sandford boundary 

passed through Creedy Park, the Chudleigh-Kingsteignton boundary passed 

through Ugbrooke Park, and the boundary between Bicton and Colaton 

Raleigh intersected the park of Bicton House. Plotting the now-invisible 

boundaries on tithe maps would have been a problem for the surveyors, 

although they might have been able to consult old estate maps showing where 

the hedges had been, and one or two of the hedgerow-trees might have been 

retained for the park. A particular kind of defaced boundary was an old river 

or stream course: if a stream was diverted into a new channel and the original 

channel was filled in, the boundary remained along the original channel. For 

example, Cockwood Marsh by the Exe estuary was drained before 1808,17 

but the Dawlish-Kenton parish boundary was still where the stream had 

formerly been and its winding track was shown on the tithe maps of both 

parishes (Figure 2).

Parish boundaries that were not (and never had been) defined by a linear 

feature took the form of straight lines from one fixed point to another. The 

fixed points were usually stone posts set in the ground specifically for the 

purpose, but could be other features like barrows or natural rocks. Such 

boundaries occurred in parts of Devon that were unenclosed moorland in 

1840, such as the Bishopsteignton-Dawlish boundary on Little Haldon. In the 

 16 For example, Blackawton, Combeinteignhead and Harford. This was also Ordnance 
Survey practice until c.1980: David E. M. Andrews, ‘Merely a question of boundaries’, 31-39, 
Sheetlines: The Journal of the Charles Close Society for the Study of Ordnance Survey Maps, 103 
(Aug 2015).
 17 DHC 1508M/0/E/MP/Kenton Maps 3, estate map.
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open heights of Dartmoor, this kind of boundary was the norm. It was rare 

in enclosed farmland but did occur occasionally, such as about a mile of the 

boundary between Roborough and St Giles in the Wood parishes.

Boundary stones were not marked on tithe maps routinely, but they appear 

to have been recorded in full on a small minority of maps and sporadically 

on many others. Even where they were essential for defining the boundary’s 

position they were not necessarily indicated on the map, although where the 

map showed a zigzagging dashed-line boundary it is reasonable to suppose 

there were boundary stones at the corner points. Uniquely, the Templeton 

tithe map marked numerous trees along the (fully enclosed) parish boundary, 

labelled as ‘oak’, ‘beech’, ‘ash’, etc.

Establishing the locations of parish boundaries

One of the challenges facing the Tithe Commission after 1836 was the lack 

of any public record of the locations of parish boundaries. In Devon, the 

only published Ordnance Survey map had the relatively small scale of one 

inch to one mile, issued in 1809, and it showed no administrative boundaries 

except those of the county itself. Furthermore, the accuracy with which that 

map showed roads and streams – so important for defining boundaries – left 

much to be desired, especially in north Devon. The only printed map that 

showed parish boundaries was one by Christopher Greenwood, published in 

1827, which was also at the one-inch scale.18 Regrettably, Greenwood copied 

his topographical detail from the Ordnance Survey map, without credit and 

replicating its errors. He did, however, add more detail, most importantly the 

hundred and parish boundaries. It is not known how Greenwood obtained the 

 18 C. and J. Greenwood, Map of the County of Devon from an Actual Survey Made in the 
Years 1825 and 1826 (London: Greenwood, Pringle & Co., 1827).

Figure 2. The boundary between Dawlish and Kenton parishes (thick dashed line) 

following the filled-in track of a stream after it had been diverted. (Redrawn from 

the Dawlish and Kenton tithe maps, 1840.)
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boundary information; probably he consulted parish officials and asked them 

to indicate their local boundaries on an Ordnance Survey map. There were 

myriad errors in detail and some major blunders. No boundary was shown 

between Bradworthy and West Putford, between East and West Buckland, 

between Dean Prior and Rattery, or between Luffincott, Tetcott and St Giles 

on the Heath. The small parishes of Bittadon, Bulkworthy, Creacombe and 

Nymet Rowland were shown with much larger territories than they actually 

possessed. While some detached parts of parishes were indicated, several large 

ones were missed, including those of Frithelstock, Chittlehampton, South 

Molton, Witheridge, Brampford Speke, Colaton Raleigh and Tavistock.19 

Greenwood’s map would have been practically useless for answering 

boundary questions. More help might have been provided by landowners’ 

estate maps, which were at much larger scales and showed the fields, but they 

rarely indicated parish boundaries specifically, and for most places no such 

maps existed.

Memory of each parish’s territory was supposedly maintained by the 

custom of perambulating the boundary, or ‘beating the bounds’, a ceremony 

traditionally held in Rogation week. After the Reformation, the custom seems 

to have lapsed or was performed at long intervals; the boundary of South 

Molton was perambulated in 1792, 1817, 1835 and 1857, about four times in 

a lifetime.20 Perambulations could also be written down in words. More than 

a hundred parishes in Devon have a glebe terrier that includes a statement 

of the parish bounds, usually written in the early-seventeenth century. Some 

of them were perfunctory and would not have been adequate to locate the 

boundary’s position, but others were detailed perambulations.21 Even these, 

however, struggled to cope where the boundary did not simply follow a stream 

or a road. In 1613, the churchwardens of Awliscombe described a circuit of 

their parish starting from Hembury Fort Hill, but they did not attempt to 

define the complicated boundary with Buckerell parish (Figure 1), ‘where it is 

not distincted by special marks because these parishes lye intermeld one with 

another’.22

 19 Tavistock parish had a large detached part at Cudlipptown (DHC, T1258M/E15, estate 
map; Tavistock tithe map) which escaped the notice of not just Greenwood but also more 
recent cartographers mapping ancient parish boundaries.
 20 John Cock, Records of ye Antient Borough of South Molton (South Molton: the author, 
1893), 75.
 21 For example, J. F. Chanter, ‘Dean Prior boundaries’, 284-285, DCNQ, 11 (1921); 
Tom Greeves, ‘The bounds of Meavy parish, 1613’, pp. 90-93, in Todd Gray (ed.), Devon 
Documents: in Honour of Mrs Margery Rowe (Tiverton: Devon and Cornwall Notes and 
Queries, 1996).
 22 DHC DEX/8/a/22, Awliscombe glebe terrier.
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Although estate maps, perambulations and boundary stones played 

their parts, I argue that tithe liability was the main factor in preserving the 

territorial integrity of the parish down the centuries. All farmers knew to 

whom they paid tithes, and therefore in which parish their land lay, and every 

recipient had a list of the farms from which tithes were collected. If a farm 

had land in two parishes (or more) then the farmer would have known which 

fields were subject to tithe for each of the rectors concerned, at least for arable 

fields and meadows; and, under the system of convertible or ley farming, most 

of Devon’s enclosed farmland yielded tithable crops at some time or another.23

The Tithe Commission’s first task with regard to each parish was to 

establish its boundaries. Because more than eighty per cent of Devon’s 466 

tithe districts were handled by just three assistant commissioners,24 it is 

unlikely that they inspected the boundaries personally; probably they satisfied 

themselves that the boundaries were known to local people and that they were 

not disputed. If neighbouring parish authorities disagreed with each other, the 

commission had the power to impose a definitive boundary after considering 

evidence submitted by both sides. Nine such boundary awards were made in 

Devon. Five of them concerned boundaries through moorland on Dartmoor, 

despite the land having little significance for tithe payment, perhaps because 

parishes took the opportunity to settle some disputes. The parishioners of 

Sampford Spiney and Whitchurch had been arguing over their boundary 

on Whitchurch Common since 1833 and they asked assistant commissioner 

James Jerwood to adjudicate.25 In 1845, he confirmed a curious boundary for 

Sampford Spiney, which included a fifty-acre plot of common near Vixen Tor 

linked to the main part of the parish by a ribbon of land 800 yards long and 

only ten yards wide. The Sampford Spiney tithe map, made three years earlier, 

showed the boundary claimed by that parish at the time, but it was altered to 

show the new line.26

Correctness of parish boundaries on tithe maps

The task of working out and recording each tithe district’s boundaries in 

detail fell to the private land surveyor who made the tithe map, liaising with 

the landowners and tenants. Although a number of parishes could contract 

 23 Robin G. F. Stanes, ‘The husbandry of Devon and Cornwall’, 153-180, TDA, 141 (2009), 
165.
 24 Kain and Oliver, Tithe Maps, 123.
 25 Gerry Woodcock, The Book of Whitchurch (Tiverton: Halsgrove, 2004), 124-125.
 26 TNA TITH 1/52, boundary award; Sampford Spiney tithe map (the alteration was not 
made to the diocesan tithe map).
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the same surveyor, it was more typical for the tithe maps of neighbouring 

parishes to be produced by different people, and it is not known to what 

extent they collaborated to make sure the mutual boundary was consistent 

on the two maps. As they were rivals competing for business, cooperation 

might not have happened very often. I have identified a number of places 

where tithe maps disagreed significantly about the position of a boundary. 

Figure 3 gives some examples of maps failing to cover a few acres of land, 

and Figure 4 shows cases where a few acres of land were included on two 

different maps. The latter situation is more surprising because it means that 

a field was listed in the tithe apportionments of two parishes. In one of the 

cases illustrated (Figure 4A), near Yarty Bridge, a mile from Axminster, it 

was known at the time that the field was divided between Axminster and 

Kilmington but nobody knew where the boundary actually was. The valuer 

worked around the problem by apportioning half the tithe rent-charge for 

that field on each parish.27 The other cases in Figure 4 were not acknowledged 

and must have been errors, arising from the parishes being surveyed (and 

then valued for tithe rent-charge) independently of each other, because it is 

inconceivable that a farmer would willingly have paid tithe twice for the same 

field. After commutation, the farmer paid an amount of tithe rent-charge in 

cash for the entire farm and might never realize that a mistake had been made 

in calculating the amount due.

Disagreements as large as those in Figures 3 and 4 were highly unusual. 

The overwhelming majority of parish boundaries that followed visible 

features like streams and hedges were shown consistently by the tithe maps on 

both sides, if we allow discrepancies and ambiguities of up to a few metres. 

Consistency is good evidence that the boundary was mapped correctly. The 

surveyors (and local people who indicated the boundaries to them) were 

on more difficult ground where the boundaries could not actually be seen. 

Filled-in stream courses could be forgotten and moorland boundary stones 

were easily lost in the heather. The tithe maps of Ashburton, Buckland in the 

Moor and Widecombe in the Moor all showed different boundary lines on 

Pudsham Down where the three parishes met.

Ordnance Survey’s use of tithe maps for boundaries

Ordnance Survey maps at the large scales of 1:2,500 (25⅓ inches to one mile) 

and 1:10,560 (six inches to one mile) were first surveyed for Devon between 

 27 TNA IR 18/1200, Axminster tithe file; tithe apportionments of Axminster (plot 968) and 
Kilmington (plot 315).
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1883 and 1889, although three small but important areas were surveyed earlier 

(Plymouth in the 1850s, Torbay in the 1860s and Exeter in the 1870s).28 At 

first, Ordnance Survey mapped ancient parish boundaries, but after a policy 

change in 1879 all new maps showed civil parishes instead;29 hence it was civil 

parishes that were mapped for most of Devon. Civil parishes had diverged 

from ancient parishes because of a series of statutes, of which the Divided 

 28 Richard Oliver, Ordnance Survey Maps: A Concise Guide for Historians, 3rd edition (London: 
Charles Close Society, 2013), 241.
 29 J. R. S. Booth & R.A.G. Powell, Public Boundaries and Ordnance Survey, 1840-1980 
(Southampton: Ordnance Survey, 1980), 355.

Figure 3. Examples of small areas of land (dark-shaded) that were erroneously 

omitted from tithe maps. The thick dashed lines are parish boundaries according to 

those maps. The names in upper case are parish-names. The grid reference of each 

place is stated. (All maps redrawn from tithe maps, c.1840.)
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Parishes and Poor Law Amendment Act of 1876 was most significant. This 

act allowed the Local Government Board to eliminate detached parts of 

parishes by either merging them with adjoining parishes or making them 

civil parishes in their own right.30 Figure 5 shows the simplifying effect these 

changes had on the region around Newton Abbot, where the ancient parishes 

were particularly small and entangled. Notice that, in the 1880s, nearly every 

civil parish boundary was also an ancient parish boundary, but not vice versa.

 30 Ibid., 97.

Figure 4. Examples of small areas of land (dark-shaded) that were included on 

the tithe maps and listed in the tithe apportionments of two different parishes. 

(Conventions as in Figure 3.)
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Figure 5. Top: Ancient parishes around Newton Abbot (the town straddles the 

Highweek-Wolborough boundary). Arrows indicate detached parts and crosses 

mark parish churches. The complex area south of Teignmouth is St Nicholas’s 

parish, with its fields mixed with some in Stokeinteignhead parish. Bottom: 

Civil parishes mapped by Ordnance Survey in 1886-8. Abbreviations: E.T., East 

Teignmouth; W.T., West Teignmouth; H., Haccombe; S.N., St Nicholas.
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In the period that Devon was surveyed for the 1:2,500 maps, Ordnance 

Survey’s procedure to establish a parish boundary was as follows.31 Tracings 

were taken from relevant tithe maps, and sketch-maps of boundary detail from 

them were drawn in a boundary remark book. A surveyor then perambulated 

the boundary accompanied by ‘meresmen’, who were representatives of 

the parishes on both sides, appointed by local justices. Doubtful stretches, 

where the tithe maps were ambiguous or inconsistent, were resolved on the 

spot if they were minor, and noted in the book which the meresmen signed. 

Larger uncertainties were written up in a boundary report and a decision was 

made by a more senior Ordnance Survey officer. Next, a sketch-map of the 

boundary was drawn and exhibited in a local town for public viewing, after 

notices had been placed in newspapers and church doorways. Any comments 

received were logged and, if necessary, changes made. Alterations at this 

stage were unusual, however, and hardly ever involved moving the mapped 

boundary more than a few metres.32 The boundaries duly appeared on the 

First Edition of the 1:2,500 maps.

The surveyor and meresmen frequently had to resolve small ambiguities, 

such as tithe maps failing to indicate on which side of a hedge the boundary 

lay. More rarely, they encountered larger disagreements between maps like 

those illustrated in Figures 3 and 4. Usually, the decision reached was that 

one of the tithe maps had shown the boundary correctly and the other one 

was in error.33 It is interesting to note two unusual cases. First, Figure 3A 

shows a five-acre field beside the River Exe, a mile from the centre of Exeter, 

which was omitted by the Alphington and St Thomas tithe maps. Enquiries 

by Ordnance Survey in 1876 found that it was in neither parish but was, in 

fact, a small detached part of Heavitree. The field’s occupier could remember 

Heavitree parishioners, when beating the bounds, swimming across the 

river to include it in their perambulation.34 It had, however, been left off the 

Heavitree tithe map. Second, the case in Figure 4A was noted above, where 

a field was divided between Axminster and Kilmington but with no definite 

boundary between the parts. A decision was made in 1886 to treat this field 

as common to both parishes, and it is shown with this anomalous status on 

 31 Ibid., 233-239. The boundary remark books are in TNA OS 26, but the boundary reports 
were destroyed in 1940.
 32 Based on 256 Devon parishes for which comments were logged in four journals (TNA OS 
29/73, /75, /76 and /77). There were 44 objections of which 25 caused Ordnance Survey to 
alter the mapped boundary.
 33 Based on boundary remark books relating to cases in Figures 3 and 4.
 34 TNA OS 26/2402, Alphington boundary remark book.
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Ordnance Survey maps to this day.35

In conclusion, the tithe surveys in Devon mapped the county’s ancient 

parish boundaries almost in full and, on the whole, correctly. Ordnance 

Survey’s method was to check, clarify and confirm the boundaries shown on 

tithe maps wherever possible, and to plot them more accurately; it was not 

a process of fresh survey or wholesale revision. When its surveyors took on 

the job of ascertaining Devon’s parish boundaries, they found that the heavy 

lifting had already been done.

Martin Ebdon of Bradford on Avon, has produced a series of historical 

maps of Devon in 1840, based on the county’s tithe maps. So far this series 

has covered parishes in the North Devon area. He has also published The 

Turnpike Roads of Devon in 1840 (2015), as well as ‘The landscape around 

Chulmleigh in 1711: a reconstructed map’, TDA, 140 (2008), 45-89.

 35 TNA OS 26/2618, Axminster boundary remark book. For example, the 1:25,000 Explorer 
Map, sheet 116 Lyme Regis & Bridport, 2011 edition.
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Six Views of the Devon Landscape:
The Camden Town Group of Artists    

in Devon, c. 1910-40

ANDREW J. H. JACKSON

The significance of the Camden Town Group

During the second half of 2021, and through much of 2022, an exhibition 

was held in Brighton on the work of the Camden Town Group. This small, 

London-based society included among its members some of the most 

celebrated and influential British artists of the early to mid-twentieth century. 

Some of their paintings that were on display at Brighton portray an impression 

of the south-coast resort, as seen by a few of the Group’s members. More 

broadly, the collection was curated to reflect the relationship that these artists 

developed with Brighton and Hove, including through the exhibition of their 

artworks in the city within their lifetimes.1 Three of the paintings on display 

in the 2021-22 collection, however, also pointed visitors towards a different 

relationship, that of a number of the Group with Devon. The Brighton 

Museum and Art Gallery exhibition, Down from London, Spencer Gore and 

Friends, raised the question, at least in the mind of this visitor, how would 

a similar exhibition, if staged in Devon today, represent the relationship of 

 ¹ Brighton Museum and Art Gallery, ‘London’s Camden Town Group visits Brighton and 
Eastbourne’, blog, 8 Oct 2021, https://brightonmuseums.org.uk/discover/2021/10/08/
londons-camden-town-group-visits-brighton-and-eastbourne/. This is to acknowledge with 
grateful thanks the subsequent assistance of Eleanor Hutchison and Holly Morgenroth of 
RAMM, who provided information in support of this research and access to view works by 
the Group; pers.comm. 23-25 Nov 2021 and 12-7 Mar 2022.
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these artists with this county? 

The collection of Camden Town Group art at the Royal Albert Memorial 

Museum and Gallery in Exeter (RAMM) includes six works depicting the 

landscape and life of the county of Devon itself. In addition, there are seven 

other pieces which, if not evidently relating to our region, reflect in different 

ways the range of subjects and techniques that were typically to be found 

represented in the art of the Group. The six, if few in number, offer a range 

of portrayals of the county, in the manner of some of the different styles and 

genres associated with the Group’s artists, and others working in this period. 

Furthermore, and fittingly so, they reflect various dimensions of the county 

that are popularly or generally associated with the character of Devon. The six 

paintings can be ‘read’ in different ways, and this is to a great extent for each 

viewer to determine for themselves. In this appreciation, the interpretation 

settles upon five dimensions, of ‘isolated’, ‘vernacular’, ‘rural’, ‘picturesque’, 

and ‘strategic’ Devon.

The history of the Camden Town Group is well documented. The 

connections between the artists, their works, and London, attract particular 

attention and prominence in accounts. The Group was established in the 

capital in 1911 by Spencer Gore, as well as Walter Sickert and Harold Gilman. 

Its 16 members would also come to include other ‘principal players’: Charles 

Ginner, Lucien Pissarro, Robert  Bevan, and Malcom Drummond; and the 

more ‘minor players’: Walter Bayes, Wyndham Lewis, J.B. Manson, Duncan 

Grant, John Doman Turner, Maxwell Gordon Lightfoot (whose place was 

taken by Grant upon Lightfoot’s death in 1911), Henry Lamb, William 

Ratcliffe, James Dickson Innes, and Augustus John.2 These artists produced 

a great body of works depicting the townscapes and urban life of the capital. 

The link with Brighton also developed, including the choice to stage in the 

resort their final exhibition.

The Group’s life was short, lasting for just a few years, 1911 to 1913. Its 

membership, despite this, would achieve note and gain influence, prior to, 

 ² Maureen Connett, Walter Sickert and the Camden Town Group (Newton Abbot: David 
& Charles, 1992). See also: Wendy Baron, Perfect Moderns: A History of the Camden Town 
Group (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2000); H. Bonett, Y. Holt, and J. Mundy, ‘Introducing  The 
Camden Town Group in Context’, in H. Bonett, Y. Holt, and J. Mundy (eds.),  Camden 
Town Group (May 2012), https://www.tate.org.uk/art/research-publications/camden-town-
group/introducing-the-camden-town-group-in-context-r1106438; ‘Chronology’, in Bonett, 
Holt, and Mundy (eds.),  The Camden Town Group, https://www.tate.org.uk/art/research-
publications/camden-town-group/chronology-r1107098; Sam Smiles, ‘Refuge or regeneration: 
Devon’s Twentieth Century Identity’, in D. Fitch, D. Jeremiah, J. Gould & S. Smiles (ed.), 
Going Modern and Being British: Art, Architecture and Design in Devon c. 1910-1960 
(Exeter: Intellect, 1998), 1-14. 
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during, and beyond these dates. The Group, along with a number of other 

relatively more liberal, radical, or avant-garde associations of artists, were 

formed in reaction to what were seen to be relatively more conservative and 

backward-looking ‘establishment’ art traditions. The story is a complex one, 

in which groups came together, only to be then disbanded or merged with 

others. Different artists, meanwhile, held one or more memberships, and 

moved between or through groups, as they fell in, or out, with their peers, 

and found favour, or not, with prevailing artistic fashions, leanings, and 

practices. The Camden Town Group had its place, dropping into the narrative 

alongside affiliations of artists of slightly earlier standing, in particular, 

the New English Art Club, the Allied Artists’ Association, and the Fitzroy 

Street Group. Similarly, some of its members went on to contribute to the 

emergence of others, including the Cumberland Market Group, Monarro 

Group, London Group, and the Rebel Art Centre.  The Group was united 

more by its agenda to bring change, than by a particular genre or style. It 

is most closely associated with the British adoption of post-impressionism, 

inspired by Gauguin, Cézanne, and Van Gogh; but other influences were 

also bearing upon ‘the sixteen’, and on other artists of the period, such as 

neo-impressionism, fauvism, and cubism. The untimely death of Gore, and 

the maturing and diverging of the Group’s work, were among the factors 

contributing to its demise. 

Six Devon landscapes – Camden Town Group style

The three paintings on display in Brighton were painted by one of the 

leading Camden Town Group artists, Robert Polhill Bevan (1865-1925): 

‘A Devonshire Valley, No. 2’, c. 1913; ‘Rosemary la Vallée’ of 1916;3 and 

‘Fields at Applehayes’, c. 1922. All are among the collections of the Brighton 

Museum and Art Gallery. The connection of the first of the trio with Devon is 

of additional significance, because a companion piece, ‘A Devonshire Valley, 

No. 1’, also dated to around 1913, resides in Exeter, as part of the holdings 

 ³ Brighton Museum and Art Gallery, Accession No. H1988.14, https://dams.brighton 
mu s e u m s .o r g .u k /a s s e t b a n k- p av i l i o n /a c t i o n / v i e wA s s e t ? i d =1176 5& i n d e x= 
0&total=155&view=viewSearchItem.
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of the Royal Albert Memorial Museum (RAMM).4 The two versions are very 

similar in terms of subject matter and composition. The ‘No. 1’ had been 

exhibited at the RAMM in 2013 to mark the centenary of the production 

of the painting, and indeed to reflect the broader set of connections between 

Camden Group members and the county.5 The Sussex-born Bevan developed 

a strong relationship with Devon and the landscapes of the Blackdown Hills.6 

He would settle there to work for much of his later years, with his wife and 

fellow artist, Stanisława de Karłowska. Bevan would also invite other former 

members of the Camden Town Group to stay with him and paint local scenes, 

including Gore and Ginner. The 2013 RAMM exhibition also told of Harold 

Harrison, the owner of Applehayes, Clayhidon, who had met members of the 

Camden Town Group in London, and invited them to stay with him in Devon. 

Bevan took up this opportunity, painting there through a number of summers 

until he settled locally up to his death in 1925. What might be termed Bevan’s 

Devon reflects the development of his post-impressionist hand, but it is also an 

outstanding evocation of much of Devon, of the Blackdowns and elsewhere, 

of senses of isolation, as well as seclusion, remoteness, and stillness against 

the background of the passing of time.

It is not certain which set of paintings were chosen for RAMM’s 2013 

exhibition, but it did include the museum’s ‘Clayhidon’ by Charles Ginner 

(1868-1952).7 The event was marking the centenary of its production, along 

 4 RAMM, Accession No. 262/1968, Robert Polhill Bevan, ‘A Devonshire Valley, No. 
1’, c. 1913, https://rammcollections.org.uk/object/262-1968/. See: Andrew J.H. Jackson, 
‘Seeing double: “A Devonshire valley”, versions 1 and 2, by Robert Polhill Bevan’, Research 
Blog, Exeter: Royal Albert Memorial Museum and Art Gallery, 16 Feb 2022, https://
rammcollections.org.uk/2022/02/16/seeing-double-a-devonshire-valley-versions-1-and-2-
by-robert-polhill-bevan/; Jackson, ‘The Brighton artist who went green: Robert Bevan’s 
landscapes’, Research Blog, Brighton: Royal Pavillion Museums, 24 February 2022, https://
brightonmuseums.org.uk/discover/2022/02/23/the-brighton-artist-who-went-green-robert-
bevans-landscapes/; Jackson ‘Robert Bevan’s (1865-1925) “A Devonshire Valley”, Numbers 1 
and 2, c. 1913’, DCNQ, forthcoming.
 5 RAMM, ‘Exeter’s Fine Art, 6 April to 24 November 2013’, blog, April, 2013, https://
rammuseum.org.uk/past-exhibitions/exeters-fine-art/.
 6 Connett, Walter Sickert, 60-7; R. A. Bevan, Robert Bevan, 1865-1925: A Memoir By His 
Son (London: Studio Vista, 1965); Richard Emeny, A Fragile Beauty: The Camden Town 
Group in the Blackdown Hills, 1909-1925 (West Quantoxhead: The Court Gallery/South 
West Heritage Trust, 2017); Michael Jacobs and Malcolm Warner, Art in the West Country 
(Norwich: Jarrold, 1980), 10; Nicola Moorby, ‘The Camden Town Group in context: Robert 
Bevan, 1865-1925’, London: Tate Gallery, Nov 2003, https://www.tate.org.uk/art/research-
publications/camden-town-group/robert-bevan-r1105351; Frances Stenlake, Robert Bevan: 
From Gauguin to Camden Town (London: Unicorn Press, 2008).
 7 RAMM, Accession No. 129/1983, Charles Ginner, ‘Clayhidon’, 1913, https://
rammcollections.org.uk/object/129-1983/. 
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with Bevan’s ‘A Devonshire Valley’. Ginner was another visitor to East Devon, 

joining Bevan. His painting, set in the same area of the Blackdowns, is 

discernably different. It is closer, it is suggested here, to a sense of a ‘vernacular’ 

Devon, with its rural buildings reflecting the nature of the region’s physical 

environment and working life. The painting is a relatively more detailed and 

sharper representation of architecture, indeed a cluster of farm buildings. It 

also features a couple labouring together in one corner of the scene. Ginner 

had trained as an architect, and this clearly influenced his style. Paintings 

by him of London townscapes typically include well-observed representations 

of buildings and urban forms. He served in the First World War, and in the 

Second he was engaged to capture the image of a capital becoming steadily 

more ruinous. Some of his output could be considered somewhat dull in the 

use of colour, and more stilted perhaps - there is some likeness to the art of 

Lowry even.8 However, these qualities are not out of place in the painting of 

‘Clayhidon’, a working scene, with its heaviness of manner, and slight air of 

melancholy and brooding.

RAMM did have one other painting by a Camden Town Group artist 

within its holdings by the time of its 2013 exhibition, and of a Devon 

landscape. This is ‘Apple Blossom, Riversbridge Farm, Blackpool’, 1921, by 

Lucien Pissarro (1863-1944).9 Lucien was the son of the French impressionist 

painter, Camille Pissarro. Lucien developed a more regular connection with 

Devon, if not quite as firmly established as Bevan’s connection with East 

Devon. However, Pissarro’s interest was in a different corner of the county, 

to the south, which he visited just before the First World War and again in 

the early 1920s. A number of his artworks recall those visits to paint the 

Dart Valley around Dartmouth and Kingswear, and, slightly further to the 

south, landscapes along the Blackpool Vale. The picturesque movement in art 

had started to draw inspiration from the character of the south-west region 

many decades before Pissarro’s arrival. However, his ‘Apple Blossom’ has 

some similarity of spirit, offering an image that readily falls into what might 

be agreed to be a portrayal of an essentially picturesque county. Pissarro 

is associated more closely with neo-impressionism, a style that is generally 

 8 Connett, Walter Sickert, 52-9. See also: Helena Bonett, ‘Charles Ginner 1878–1952’, in 
Bonett, Holt, and Mundy, Camden Town Group, (May 2012), https://www.tate.org.uk/art/
research-publications/camden-town-group/charles-ginner-r1105346; 
 9 RAMM, Accession No. 97/2005, Lucien Pissarro, ‘Apple Blossom, Riversbridge Farm, 
Blackpool’, 1921, https://rammcollections.org.uk/object/97-2005/. See also: Connett, Walter 
Sickert, 68-74; David Fraser Jenkins and Helena Bonett, ‘Lucien Pissarro 1863–1944’, in 
Bonett, Holt, and Mundy, Camden Town Group, (May 2012), https://www.tate.org.uk/art/
research-publications/camden-town-group/lucien-pissarro-r1105344. 
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lighter and more delicate in touch than its post-impressionist companion, 

and with a relatively brighter and more luminous handling of colour. The 

legacy of Camille is quite evident. ‘Apple Blossom’ is a fittingly Devon 

landscape, quite different to those of Bevan and Ginner, but a more sensitive 

appreciation of nature and naturalistic, and conveying a more immediate and 

tangible sense of being en plein air. Another of the six Camden Town Group 

Devon landscapes can be paired with Pissarro’s. James Bolivar Manson’s 

‘Dartmouth’, of around 1921, is similarly impressionistic and picturesque10.  

Pissarro and Manson went onto form one of the successor, if also short-lived, 

societies, the Monarro Group - the name an eliding of the surnames of two of 

their main inspirations, Claude Monet and Camille Pissarro.

The most modest of the six Group artworks at RAMM is an etching by 

Walter Richard Sickert (1860-1942), ‘Chagford’.11 Sickert was among the core 

members taking the lead in forming the Camden Town Group. It had evolved 

from a relatively less formal association of artists, the Fitzroy Street Group, 

based on ‘open house’ meetings at his London studio. Sickert is associated in 

particular with scenes of metropolitan life and culture, the inclusion of social 

observation and comment, as well as the deployment of a post-impressionist 

style. His etching, if clearly far less developed as the other five landscapes, 

serves still as an easily recognizable image of the county. It incorporates a 

number of the primary topographical features generally associated with rural 

Devon: a terrain stretching up to high moorland, fields put down to pastural 

farming, irregular copse planting, and a church tower, marking the place of 

village or hamlet settlement.

Of the six Devon landscapes, the one that stands slightly to one side is 

‘Military Exercise, Devonshire’ by Henry Lamb (1883-1960).12 It conveys a 

landscape context certainly, but it is an image more immediately located in 

the genre of war art. As a portrayal of the life and history of the county, it is 

 10 RAMM, Accession No. 145/1969, James Bolivar Manson, ‘Dartmouth’, c. 1921. See also: 
Connett, Walter Sickert, 84; Tom Furness (2012), ‘James Bolivar Manson 1879–1945’, in 
Bonett, Holt & Mundy, Camden Town Group, (May 2012), https://www.tate.org.uk/art/
research-publications/camden-town-group/james-bolivar-manson-r1105350.
 11 RAMM, Accession No. 7/2019, Walter Richard Sickert, ‘Chagford’, https://rammuseum.
org.uk/7-2019/. See also: Connett, Walter Sickert, 1-33; Nicola Moorby, ‘Walter Richard 
Sickert 1860–1942’, in Bonett, Holt & Mundy,  Camden Town Group, (May 2012), 
https://www.tate.org.uk/art/research-publications/camden-town-group/walter-richard-
sickert-r1105345. 
 12 RAMM, Accession No. 479/1977, Henry Lamb, ‘Military exercise, Devonshire’, c. 
1939-45, https://rammcollections.org.uk/object/479-1977/. See also: Art UK, ‘Henry Lamb, 
1883-1960’, https://artuk.org/discover/artworks/search/actor:lamb-henry-18831960/page/7; 
Connett, Walter Sickert, 88-9; Tate Gallery, ‘Henry Lamb, 1883-1960’, https://www.tate.org.
uk/art/artists/henry-lamb-1456.
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as appropriate as the other five though. The military-training and naval-base 

functions of the region, and its strategic significance, are well known, long-

established, and deeply engrained in local culture and activity. Lamb and a 

number of other Camden Town Group members joined up during the First 

World War, and some, like Lamb himself, took up an engagement as official 

war artists - whether in that conflict or the one to follow. His connection with 

the Group was not strong, questionable even. There is a post-impressionist 

grounding to his work, particularly in the output of earlier years, but, 

subsequently, he would turn to relatively conservative and conventional 

portraiture in the establishment manner. Nonetheless, as part of the collection 

in Devon, ‘Military Exercise’ is a powerful representative portrayal of the 

bleakness and vastness that can be Dartmoor in winter, as well as a sense of 

the harsher realities of the war-training experience and war itself.

Acknowledgement and acquisition of the Group’s art

The seven other works at RAMM, if not evidently depicting a Devon context, 

do reflect the wider work of the Group and its qualities and significance. 

Camden Town Group artists painted many scenes of the metropolis, and also 

produced landscapes and townscapes from elsewhere. These are represented 

in the form of ‘The Park Bench’, by Malcolm Drummond (1880-1945);13 while 

a Hertfordshire scene is the focus of ‘Panshanger Park’ by Spencer Frederick 

Gore (1878-1914).14 Military service or work as war artists is reflected again 

in a painting with wartime London as the backdrop: ‘Victoria Station, Troops 

Leaving for the Front’ by Walter Bayes (1869-1956).15 Figurative pieces also 

formed a prominent body of Group output, and at Exeter there are: a painting 

of a ‘Girl Combing Her Hair’, c. 1911, by Harold Gilman (1876-1919);16 a 

representation by Sickert of a ‘Reclining Nude – Le Lit De Cuivre’, c. 1906;17 

together with his engraving expressing a state of boredom, ‘Ennui’; and a 

 13 RAMM, Accession No. 100/1969, Malcolm Drummond, ‘The park bench’, https://
rammcollections.org.uk/object/100-1969/. 
 14 RAMM, Accession No. 263/1968, ‘Panshanger Park’ by Spencer Frederick Gore (1878-
1914), https://rammcollections.org.uk/object/263-1968/. 
 15 RAMM, Accession No. 136/1975, Walter Bayes (attributed) ‘Victoria Station, troops 
leaving for the Front’, c. 1917, https://rammcollections.org.uk/object/136-1975/. 
 16 RAMM, Accession No. 122/1968, Harold Gilman, ‘Girl combing her hair’, c. 1911, 
https://rammcollections.org.uk/object/122-1968/.
 17 RAMM, Accession Loan No. 121/1968, Walter Richard Sickert, ‘Reclining nude – Le lit 
de cuivre’, c. 1906, https://rammcollections.org.uk/object/121-1968/. 
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second ‘Reclining Nude’, by Duncan Grant (1885-1978).18 

The short life of the Camden Town Group as a society, and the longer 

lives thereafter of most, if not all, of its members, is a study in microcosm 

of the course of art in Britain more generally, through the early and middle 

twentieth century. Interest in the Group, its onetime artists, and their work, 

has fluctuated over time. It is evident that the collecting by RAMM has 

been more active in some periods than in others. The earliest acquisitions by 

RAMM of artworks of the Camden Group, and the most in a single year, 

were of four in 1968: Sickert’s nude, the Gilman, the Bevan, and the Gore. The 

Grant, the Drummond, and the Manson came a year later, in 1969. The two 

images of wartime were acquired in the following decade, the Bayes (1975) 

and the Lamb (1977); while the Ginner awaited 1983. The current century 

has brought into the collection: the Pissarro (2005), Sickert’s ‘Ennui’ (2013), 

and his ‘Chagford’ (2019). As of yet, the output of six other members of the 

Group is not represented: James Dickson Innes, Augustus John, Wyndham 

Lewis, Maxwell Gordon Lightfoot (replaced by Grant), William Ratcliffe, and 

James Doman Turner. Camden Town Group art is held elsewhere in public 

collections, national and regional, including the Tate Gallery in London and 

the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford. More locally, at Plymouth for example, 

is held Bevan’s ‘Green Devon’ – a difficult image to surpass in terms of its 

self-declared intent to capture this particular and quintessential quality of the 

county.19

A list of the Group’s artworks at the RAMM:

Bayes, Walter (attributed) (c. 1917) ‘Victoria Station, Troops Leaving For The Front’, 

 RAMM, Accession No. 136/1975.

Bevan, Robert Polhill (c. 1913) ‘A Devonshire Valley, No. 1’, RAMM, Accession No.

 262/1968.

Drummond, Malcolm (c. 1910) ‘The Park Bench’, RAMM, Accession No. 100/1969.

Gilman, Harold (c. 1911) ‘Girl Combing Her Hair’, RAMM, Accession No. 

122/1968. 

Ginner, Charles (1913) ‘Clayhidon’, RAMM, Accession No. 129/1983.

 18 RAMM, Accession Loan No. 39/1969, Duncan Grant ‘Reclining nude’, (c. 1930), https://
rammcollections.org.uk/object/39-1969/. 
 19 The Box, Plymouth, Accession No. PLYMG.1957.19, Robert Polhill Bevan, ‘Green Devon’, 
c. 1919, https://artuk.org/discover/artworks/green-devon-147494. See also : Jackson, ‘How 
green is my county? Robert Bevan’s paintings of Devon’, Research Blog, Plymouth: The Box, 
City Art Gallery and Museum, 23 January 2022, https://www.theboxplymouth.com/blog/
art/robert-bevan-green-devon; The Box, Plymouth (2020) ‘Culture in quarantine, 30 April 
2020: a rainbow of art’, https://www.theboxplymouth.com/blog/art/art-rainbow. 
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Grant, Duncan (c. 1930) ‘Reclining Nude’, RAMM, Accession No. 39/1969.

Gore, Spencer Frederick (1909) ‘Panshanger Park’, RAMM, Accession No. 263/1968.

Lamb, Henry (c. 1939-45) ‘Military Exercise, Devonshire’, RAMM, Accession No. 

479/1977.

Manson, James Bolivar (c. 1921) ‘Dartmouth’, RAMM, Accession No. 145/1969.

Pissarro, Lucien (1921) ‘Apple Blossom, Riversbridge Farm, Blackpool’, RAMM, 

Accession No. 97/2005. 

Sickert, Walter Richard (c. 1906) ‘Reclining Nude – Le Lit De Cuivre’, RAMM, 

Accession No. 121/1968.

Sickert, Walter Richard, ‘Chagford’, RAMM, Accession Loan No. 7/2019.

Sickert, Walter Richard, ‘Ennui’, RAMM, acquired 1913.
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‘The new England is knocking on the 
door’1: developing university education 

in Devon, 1917-1922

JULIA NEVILLE

Introduction

In August 1922 a new organization came into being: the University College 

of the South West (UCSW). Based in Exeter, it was incorporated under 

the Companies Act and superseded what had originally been Exeter City 

Council’s Royal Albert Memorial College (RAMC). It was not, as had once 

been hoped, a full university with the power of granting its own degrees, but 

it had the capacity to prepare its undergraduate students for courses leading 

to degrees awarded by the University of London. Its new status, no longer 

part of a local education authority, meant that it could be admitted to the 

list of institutions to which the University Grants Committee (UGC) could 

make financial grants. It became a ‘university-in-waiting’, though the wait for 

the full charter, which was not granted until 1955, was probably longer than 

anyone involved in 1922 imagined. Its recognition on the UGC list in 1922 

was a major achievement and the result of exceptional effort by a small group 

of Devonians.

In this article accounts of the origin of the UCSW are examined and set in 

 1 Reading Observer, 27 Nov 1920, quoting Principal Clayden of the University College of 
Reading on the proposals for creating new universities.

© 2022 The Devon History Society
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the context of recent research on the development of universities in England 

after the First World War. The nature of community support for the change 

is examined, with particular reference to support from outside the academic 

and teaching world. Comparisons with the efforts made to achieve university 

status for colleges in other parts of England are drawn. These help to show the 

significant characteristics of the initiative in Devon: the broad-based support 

for a local university; the problems of securing an adequate endowment; and 

the organizational talents of the prime movers.

Historiography

Early accounts of the events that led to the incorporation of the UCSW in 1922 

were written by the then Town Clerk of Exeter, H. Lloyd Parry, in 1946; by 

the Principal appointed in 1920, Hector Hetherington, in 1963; and by B. W. 

Clapp, a University of Exeter lecturer in 1982.2 Clapp’s history acknowledges 

its debt to the earlier two, written by those contemporary with the events they 

describe. The authors were ‘insiders’ in the world of education: the Town Clerk 

had been a registrar to the College as well as being involved in his official 

capacity since the College was part of the Royal Albert Memorial.3 Hector 

Hetherington was Principal from 1920 to 1925 and took a leading role in the 

events of that period. Their focus was naturally on the relationship between 

the College, the local authorities and the relevant government departments 

and, although Hetherington has some shrewd observations about the process, 

they are less descriptive of wider engagement in the movement for higher 

education. 

Two recent studies prompt a re-appraisal of the evolution of the case 

for a university between 1917 and 1922 and what the significance of the 

incorporation was. The first is John Taylor’s The Impact of the First World 

War on British Universities: Emerging from the shadows.4 Taylor describes 

how the experience of joint state/university partnerships during the War led to 

a pivotal shift in the relationship between the universities and the government:

 ² H. Lloyd Parry, History of the Royal Albert Memorial College, Exeter (Exeter: University 
College of the South West, 1946); Hector J.W. Hetherington, The University College of 
Exeter 1920-1925 (Exeter: University of Exeter, 1963); B.W. Clapp, The University of Exeter: 
a history (Exeter: University of Exeter, 1982). 
 ³ The collective term for the Museum and the College before the creation of UCSW was 
the ‘Royal Albert Memorial’. Governors were appointed as Governors of the Royal Albert 
Memorial.
 4 John Taylor, The Impact of the First World War on British Universities: Emerging from 
the shadows (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018).
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… both the Universities and the Government began to look ahead to a future 

with significantly increased student numbers, drawn from a broader cross 

section of society, with new and better buildings and facilities; new courses; a 

stronger commitment to research, often working together with business and 

industry; and a better paid higher status workforce. … [I]n the closing years 

of the War there was a strong consensus that change was needed.5

It was, Taylor suggests, ‘the pressure of the War and the wider social changes 

that it prompted that helped to transform an essentially private, inward-

looking set of institutions into a more outward-looking, publicly focused 

higher education system’.6 The post-war development of a small group of 

‘university colleges’ was part of that achievement.

The second new contribution to an interpretation of the process of building 

public support for a university in the far south-west is Martha Vandrei’s 2021 

article drawing on researches generated by the Mayflower quatercentenary, ‘ 

“Why should not Citadels become Academies?” Transatlantic Tercentenaries, 

Higher Education and Local Pasts in Britain after the First World War’.7 

Vandrei draws attention to a little-known initiative at a time when 

international links were prized, to set up an Anglo-American university, 

possibly named Mayflower, with bases both in the United States and in 

Devon, melding ‘the contemporary enthusiasm for historical commemoration 

and the growing debate around access to higher education’.8

Early Initiatives

Although the city of Exeter, by comparison with other university college 

towns and cities, was extremely small,9 it had long aspired to turn the RAMC 

into a university college and ultimately to obtain a charter and become an 

independent university. While similar colleges elsewhere had secured their 

incorporation earlier: Southampton and Nottingham University Colleges in 

1902, for example, the University College, Exeter, had no independent status 

but remained a part of Exeter City Council. In 1911 the City Council thought 

 5 Ibid., 329.
 6 Ibid., 336.
 7 Martha Vandrei, ‘“Why should not Citadels become Academies?” Transatlantic 
Tercentenaries, Higher Education and Local Pasts in Britain after the First World War’, 
History, September 2021, https://doi.org/10.1111/1468-229X.13182. Accessed 10 May 2022.
 8 Ibid.
 9 The population of Exeter in 1911 was 47, 000. Other aspirant county boroughs were 
much larger - Nottingham had a population of over 289, 000; Reading almost 73, 000; and 
Southampton almost 105,000.
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it had fulfilled the requirements of the Treasury for university status by 

building a substantial new block of accommodation (now the Exeter Phoenix) 

and securing an appropriate level of endowment. The title of the college 

was changed to ‘University College, Exeter’ in aspirational anticipation. 

Unfortunately the Treasury then changed the rules and the endowment was 

deemed insufficient. No further progress was made before the First World 

War.

During the War, the government began to plan for post-war reconstruction. 

The scope of the task widened. The Ministry of Reconstruction’s first public 

pamphlet described the original purpose as enabling the country ‘to slide 

with as little friction as possible into the familiar grooves of July 1914’, and 

how this had developed into the ‘larger and worthier ideal’ of creating ‘a 

better world after the war’, an aim for which they felt ‘so many of our best 

have given their lives’.10 Education, the Ministry announced, was ‘the most 

important and enduring side of post-war policy; for upon the extent to which 

the country develops and makes use of the innate abilities of its citizens, its 

future prosperity and happiness depend’.11 

The best known result of that approach was the 1918 Education Act, re-

organising post-elementary education. Less publicly, however, other changes 

were under way. Treasury money for universities, existing or aspirant, 

was to be channelled to the universities through the UGC. This put at a 

disadvantage a local authority establishment like the University College, 

Exeter, which remained under the aegis of the Board of Education. Lloyd 

Parry acknowledged that University College Exeter had no formal claim to 

the title of a university college, but claimed that in 1918 ‘the status received 

de facto recognition when the college was invited to be part of a group 

representing the “Universities and the University Colleges of the Kingdom”’. 

However, such informal acceptance would no longer be enough to facilitate 

the development of a degree-awarding university. 

The movement to create a full university had been growing in Devon. In 

1915 the head of the RAMC, Principal Clayden, gave his Presidential Address 

to the Devonshire Association.12 In ‘The Future of Higher Education in 

Exeter’, he set out a broad vision of a federated University of the South West, 

to be developed on the foundations of existing establishments: the University 

College in Exeter (arts and sciences); Plymouth’s technical schools and Marine 

 10 Ministry of Reconstruction, The Aims of Reconstruction (London: HMSO, 1918), 3-4.
 11 Ibid. 
 12 A. W. Clayden, ‘The Future of Higher Education in Exeter’, TDA, 47 (1915), 62-82 ; WT, 
21 Jul 1915.
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Biological Laboratory; and Camborne (school of mines). He also considered 

that the new agricultural college at Seale-Hayne and the teacher training 

colleges at St Luke’s (Exeter) and Truro should be involved. 

Clayden’s speech prompted considerable discussion which led to the 

formation of a provisional Committee for the Furtherance of University 

Education (CFUE) in the South West, covering the four counties of Devon, 

Cornwall, Somerset and Wiltshire. By 1917 this Committee had engaged 

the interest and support of local education authorities, college and school 

principals and teachers, the National Union of Teachers (NUT) and Trades 

and Labour Councils in the four counties. The Committee was encouraged in 

its work in October 1917 by a telegram from Addison, then the Minister of 

Reconstruction, who said that he heartily approved the object of endeavouring 

to obtain increased facilities for university education. He considered it ‘of the 

utmost importance that university education should be within reach of all 

capable of taking advantage of it’.13 

The new Secretary to the Board of Education, Herbert Fisher, appointed 

in 1918, was also committed to the expansion of university education and 

to a new role for the state to foster higher education establishments.14 Taylor 

has described the changes he drove as transforming an ‘essentially private, 

inward-looking set of institutions into a more outward-looking publicly 

focused higher education system’.15 Within such a context the CFUE might 

have expected its deputation to the Board of Education in November 1918 

to have been welcomed and their proposals endorsed. Their reception must 

have dismayed them. Fisher attacked their case on every point. Where were 

the students to come from, given the small numbers staying on at school after 

16? How was the necessary local contribution to the university’s funds to be 

raised? How did they think they could make a federated university work?16 

Their case was dismissed almost contemptuously:

To propose at this time of day to form a university out of a second-rate College 

at Exeter, mainly filled with Training College Students, a newly founded 

Agricultural College at Newton Abbot, a School of Mines in Camborne and a 

Technical School in Plymouth, is a very tall order.17

 13 WT, 10 Oct 1917.
 14 Taylor, The Impact, 331-2
 15 Ibid., 336-7.
 16 The federation of Leeds. Liverpool and Manchester as Victoria University, he pointed out, 
had only lasted fifteen years.
 17 Fisher’s speech quoted in Clapp, University of Exeter, 50. He describes it as ‘extremely 
hostile’.
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Local Reaction and Responses

‘The President of the Board of Education has put us West-country folk in 

our places’, began the leader in the Plymouth-based Western Evening Herald, 

when the formal negative reply was received.18 The news had already provoked 

an angry local response. It had even been rumoured that the strength of 

feeling was such that Coalition candidates might lose Parliamentary seats in 

Plymouth in the December 1918 General Election.19 The CFUE redoubled 

their efforts and by the beginning of 1919 their revised case was ready for 

distribution to all those agencies that it was hoped would sign it. Over the 

course of the next few months, amid much public debate, all of them did. The 

Committee started an appeal for an endowment fund. Unlike the industrial 

towns where earlier ‘red-brick’ universities had been founded, and unlike their 

rivals in a claim to university status such as Nottingham and Reading, they 

had no wealthy manufacturing firms ready to make substantial endowments 

or to sponsor students and staff. The fund was going to need to be scraped 

together. A notice appealing for funding appeared in local newspapers. 20

Other hard work behind the scenes took place. Fisher had been explicitly 

critical of the lack of financial support from the County Council. This 

criticism was addressed in late 1919 when a joint Committee between Exeter 

City Council and Devon County Council (DCC) reviewed a report about the 

Exeter College. Additional funds were urgently needed to make any progress 

towards university status.21 Devon County Council was put under pressure 

to increase its grant, as it was demonstrated that that Exeter City Council 

was already providing a grant of £4,000 a year whilst the County Council 

contributed just £240. The DCC chair, Sir Henry Lopes, a firm supporter of 

a University of the South West, acknowledged it should be more. He pointed 

out that there were 47 students at the College from Exeter but 71 from the 

 18 WEH, 3 Feb 1919,
 19 Clapp. University of Exeter, 50. He refers to the source of this information as an HMI 
(inspector of schools) at Plymouth but given no detailed reference..
 20 WMN, 18 Jan 1919, letter signed by Harry Lews as the Committee’s Joint Honorary 
Secretary. The reference to Newton Abbot meant the Seale-Hayne Agricultural College
 21 WT, 5 Dec 1919. Report to the Governors of the Royal Albert Memorial. Lists the need 
for additional funding for salaries and wages, apparatus and books

No finer investment for the benefit of our South Western community 

could be made than the provision of adequate endowments for the colleges 

at Exeter, Plymouth, Camborne and Newton Abbot which must form the 

foundations of any future local university.



 Developing university education in Devon 65

county.22 In effect the city was subsidising the county and demonstrating its 

commitment to higher education by investing the product of a 3d rate.23 Lopes 

persuaded the county to increase its grant to £4,000 which, as he indicated, 

was no more than the product of a halfpenny rate.

The new County Council funding did impress the Board of Education, 

which sent a delegation to inspect the College and to discuss its future. The 

case made by the local committee was now a Devon one, and based on the 

University College Exeter alone, with improvements to higher education in 

Plymouth to be developed in due course. That visit took place in the spring 

of 1920. The inspectors reported that the College had about 450 students 

and 28 staff. Most of the students were in fact enrolled on a teacher training 

programme, but others were undertaking studies for degrees.24 It was 

physically based in the 1911 College building and in accommodation within 

the Museum itself, supplemented by a number of redundant Army huts on the 

site.

The inspectors found that the quality of teaching demonstrated solid 

foundations for honours degrees in history and modern languages and 

‘thorough and efficient instruction’ to pass degree level in other subjects such as 

science.25 The Board remained concerned about funding and accommodation. 

‘Poverty’, their report concluded, ‘is the main if not the only obstacle’.26 Local 

representatives could not assure the Board of sufficient income. The Board 

was, however, now generally sympathetic to the idea and agreed to discuss the 

proposal with the Treasury to see if the College could be placed on the list for 

university grants, warning that the level of income they would expect to see 

would be at least £45,000. Importantly, though, they had endorsed the idea of 

the College as a centre of higher education in its region.

1920-1922: Success at last

Hector Hetherington, was appointed Principal in 1920. His previous 

appointment had been in Wales, where there was already a federal university. 

 22 These numbers appear to equate to the number of students on degree courses. The overall 
number, include students training to be teachers and those on technical courses in the Schools 
of Arts and Science, were reported as 355.
 23 D&EG, 31 Oct 1919
 24 Charles Illingworth, University Statesman: Sir Hector Hetherington (Glasgow: George 
Outram & Co., 1971), 16, apparently using Hetherington’s own account. There had been a 
School of Science too, but possibly this had been displaced along with the technical schools 
in 1918.
 25 Clapp, University of Exeter, 51.
 26 Ibid., quoting the official report.
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He understood the importance of creating and maintaining good relationships 

in the local area, and was prepared to go out and about speaking to 

professional associations or at school speech days. He also understood better 

than members of the CFUE how to deal with civil servants and advisers. He 

developed an alternative proposal: the creation of an ‘apprentice’ university. 

Another ‘senior’ university would take on a supervisory role. A Board of 

Visitors would be appointed to supervise the academic work, staff, curriculum 

and examinations, until all were satisfied that university standards had been 

achieved. He obtained agreement from the University of Oxford to become 

the supervising university. Although there was initial interest in this proposal, 

and a conference about it held in London in December 1920, Hetherington 

learned informally that it was never likely to be approved. ‘It was a dead 

duck’, he acknowledged, and withdrew it in July 1921.27 

He continued work to enhance the endowment fund, persuading all 

local authorities to agree that the proceeds of a penny rate at least should be 

dedicated to the funding of the new University. When the UGC came to Exeter 

in February 1922 he was even able, through the generosity of Alderman Reed 

of Exeter (a paper manufacturer), to take them to visit the new site for the 

university; the Streatham Hall Estate on the edge of Exeter, thus presenting a 

solution to the problems of inadequate accommodation. 

Hetherington described this as ‘by far the most exciting single event of my 

time in Exeter’. He recounted the meticulous preparation that went on over 

the papers to be presented and the people to be interviewed, down to the very 

last detail of Sir Henry Lopes bringing wines from his cellars at Maristow for 

 27 Hetherington, University College, 11.

Figure 1. Streatham 

Hall, given by 

Alderman W.H. 

Reed to the new 

University College 

of the South West 

in 1922. Later 

renamed Reed Hall 

in his memory (from 

postcard in editor’s 

collection).
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the formal dinner at the end of the first day.28 This time they were convinced. 

As the UGC later summarized for the Treasury:

They were impressed with the great increase in Secondary School provision 

… and with the unanimity of the demand for a recognised University 

Institution in the district. They were also satisfied with the quality of the 

work being carried on at the College and with the standing and qualifications 

of the teaching staff. The College forms the valuable nucleus of a University 

Institution in an area at present unserved … There are now some 365 students 

under the Committee’s definitions; of these just over 100 are degree students. 

The income of the College (£26000) is admittedly below the standard 

suggested by the Committee in their Report of 1921, but is not far below that 

of the smaller recognised University Colleges …29 

The outcome was confirmation that the University College would be placed 

on the list for grants with effect from 1 August 1922. Disappointingly, it 

would not be constituted as a university with a formal charter, but Exeter was 

not alone in finding the gate to university status closed against them. 

The necessary processes were put in place to constitute the University 

College of the South West, and it was so incorporated on 1 August 1922. 

From the autumn of 1922 students would be fully prepared for external 

degrees awarded by the University of London.

A Thirst for University Education: Building and Sustaining Local 
Support

It was probably to be expected that the proposal for a University of the South 

West would receive support from academics and other members of teaching 

professions around the peninsula: staff of the technical colleges, staff of 

the grammar schools and high schools. They looked for a better range of 

opportunities for their pupils and, no doubt, as Perkin and Barnes note, the 

academic staff were also affected by the opportunities to improve their own 

professional status.30 

Beyond the support from the academic world, however, there seems to have 

 28 Illingworth, University Statesman, 20.
 29 TNA, T161/27/9, Grants: Exeter University College; admission to Treasury list of 
institutions recognised for a grant.
 30 Harold Perkin, The Rise of Professional Society since 1880 (London: Routledge, 1989), 
79-80; Sarah V. Barnes, ‘English Civic Universities and the Triumph of the Oxbridge Ideal’, 
History of Education Quarterly 36, 1996, 271-305.
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been a wider body of support in the South West for a local university. This is 

particularly demonstrated by information in local newspapers. The Western 

Morning News, for example, published a series of statements by ‘prominent 

Plymothians’ about the need for a university in the South West following the 

decision by the Higher Education Sub-committee of Plymouth Education 

Authority to recommend a penny rate in support of a University College of 

the South West.31 Of the six Plymothians identified including councillors, a 

headmistress and a leading trade unionist, five were positively in favour and 

one had minor reservations.

The CFUE did in fact include two prominent journalists: Frederick 

Gratwicke and Sir James Owen. The Committee also included the more 

traditional ‘great and the good’, such as the Anglican Bishop of Exeter, the 

Roman Catholic Bishop of Plymouth, Lady Acland of Torquay and both 

the current and previous Exeter MPs. Potential donors such as Viscount 

Hambleden and Sir Edward Chaning Wills, were also invited. Representatives 

from the Trades and Labour Councils of Plymouth and Exeter and the 

Exeter Chamber of Commerce were also members. Organization such as the 

Plymouth Incorporated Mercantile Association and the Barnstaple Trades 

Council also wrote in support of the concept. Urell, the Plymouth Trades 

Council and Devon and Cornwall Federation of Labour representative stated 

that his purpose as a member of the 1918 deputation was to voice ‘the feelings 

of Labour …[in order to obtain] the education needed by the democracy of 

the South West a University was necessary’.32

There was a wider lay education movement to support the proposal for 

a South West University. This included the ‘Education Society of the South 

West’, with branches in Exeter and in Plymouth, who wrote in support. So, 

eventually, did the Plymouth Co-operative Society’s Education Committee, 

although they had to be chivvied to do so by the Plymouth Co-operative 

Record, which stated that 

It is true that we intend to establish our own Co-operative College … but 

in the meantime we ought to be the most enthusiastic supporters of every 

scheme intended to bring the benefits of University education nearer to the 

homes of working people.33

 31 WMN, 27 Jun 1921.
 32 WMN, 3 Feb 1919.
 33 Quoted in D&EG 1 Feb 1918, and reinforced by the South West Educational Association 
of Co-op Societies (WEH 8 Jan 1919),
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Additionally the end of the War had seen a number of ex-servicemen taking 

up educational opportunities to which they were introduced by the army’s 

Education Corps. Most of these were seeking vocational qualifications, 

including people like the class in Plymouth for about 20 ex-servicemen who 

‘desire to qualify with the Chartered Institute of Secretaries and the four ex-

servicemen who enrolled at the Exeter School of Art with a view to setting 

up an advertising agency’.34 It demonstrated, nonetheless, an increase in 

aspirations for higher education.

One particular contribution to the debate about the expansion of university 

education was an initiative for the creation of a transatlantic university, 

recently discussed by Vandrei and mentioned above. The idea, promoted 

first by the American ambassador in 1917 and then in 1918 by a leading 

Free Church thinker, James Rendel Harris, was to establish a ‘Mayflower’ 

University with bases in Plymouth and in the United States.35 Although 

the notion never became a reality, it was widely discussed, especially early 

in 1918 when Rendel Harris was in Plymouth speaking to groups such as 

the Free Church Council and the Co-operative Society.36 The idea was also 

referenced as an alternative means of bringing a university to Devon when 

in the winter of 1918-1919 it seemed the Board of Education had ruled out 

Devon’s aspirations. The Western Evening Herald reminded readers not to 

‘lose sight of the glimmer of distant light which Dr Rendel Harris pointed 

to last year. His Anglo-American University would be no second rate affair; 

it would have no lack of professors or of students’.37 The Anglo-American 

university never became a realistic proposition. It did, however, contribute to 

a climate in which university education was being widely discussed in non-

academic circles, and the comments of ‘leading citizens’ on the proposition 

published.

Devon was not alone in finding widespread support for the creation of 

local universities opening up more places for students. A number of other 

university colleges were similarly supported. Nottingham, Reading and 

Southampton all sought to become degree-granting universities between 1918 

and 1922. Their experiences were all slightly different, affected by their size, 

geography, history and opportunities to attract major endowments, but like 

the UCSW, their applications were turned down.

 34 WMN, 18 Dec 1919; Gwen White, An Exeter Perspective at the dawn of the twentieth 
century (privately printed by Guy and Richard Moore, 2022).
 35 Vandrei, “Why should not Citadels become Academies?” As well as a Mayflower 
University based in Plymouth a Raleigh University in Exeter was also discussed.
 36 WEH, 14 Mar 1918; 3 Dec 1918.
 37 WEH, 3 Feb 1919.



70 The Devon Historian, vol. 92, 2022

Other University Colleges

Nottingham had the advantage of a college with a charter, a large city and 

support from a long-standing Workers’ Educational Association for what 

the University College Principal described as ‘the democratic tradition of the 

working men’s college’.38 There were also local industries, keen to support 

research and teaching such as Boot’s the Chemist, whose owner Jesse Boot 

made a major endowment and gave the university site. There were, however, 

difficulties in the idea of creating an ‘East Midlands’ University on the 

Nottingham foundation, as Leicester advanced a parallel claim for its own 

college.39 The Hartley University College, Southampton already had a 

charter and was independent of local authority control but its detachment 

from the local authorities in the area and lack of industrial partners meant 

that it struggled, as its council recognized, to build up an endowment fund. 

Local newspapers compared its achievement unfavourably with that of the 

UCSW.40 The head of Reading’s university college, Principal Childs, whose 

view of the position overall that ‘the new England was knocking at the door’ 

(quoted in the title of this article), had taken a very cautious approach to 

development. For more than a decade he had built up an endowment fund of 

over £200,000; brought in professors; set up a library and created a faculty 

organization. Reading was probably better prepared than any of the other 

university colleges to become a degree-awarding university in 1920, when 

they made their application. They too were turned down though, alone 

amongst this cohort of university colleges, they applied again in 1925 and 

were awarded the full status of a university, the only establishment to achieve 

that status during the 1920s.

Conclusion

In spite of his initial hostility to the proposals for a university based in Devon, 

Fisher, the President of the Board of Education, did indeed believe that the 

state should be a ‘supporter and partner’ of an expanded university sector.41 

His challenge to the CFUE in Devon was to demonstrate that there would 

be sufficient students, a sound body of academic staff; and enough of an 

endowment fund to proceed. His criticism spurred the many local individuals 

 38 Nottingham Evening Post, 18 Oct 1919.
 39 Nottingham Journal, 15 Jan 1920.
 40 Hampshire Advertiser, 29 Apr 1921.
 41 Taylor, The Impact, 332, referring to Fisher’s 1919 paper on ‘The Place of the University 
in National Life’.
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and organizations who wanted to see a university in Devon to a course of 

action that achieved at least the foundation for such a body. The Board of 

Education particularly noted among the strengths of the case in 1922 ‘the 

unanimity of the demand for a recognised University Institution in the 

district’.42 The success of their activities compares favourably with the other 

university colleges, which started from better positions. In the end Fisher’s 

officials permitted the UCSW development to proceed even without achieving 

the target level of funding - the endowment fund brought in only £25,000 

instead of the specified £45,000. No doubt this was due partly, as earlier 

authors have suggested, to the administrative skills of Principal Hetherington. 

He himself, however, saw the importance of securing a wider body of support 

and devoted considerable time and effort to meeting and lobbying individuals 

and groups who might sway public opinion and gain influential support, 

Without the firm and vocal support of lay people in Devon the result might 

well have been that the RAMC remained little more in the 1920s than a 

teacher-training college.

Dr Julia Neville is an Honorary Research Fellow of Exeter University and 

currently the project manager for a research collaboration on Devon in the 

1920s. Her most recent publication is a book co-authored with Devon History 

Society colleagues,  Devon Women in Public and Professional Life, 1900-

1950: Votes, Voices and Vocations (Exeter: Exeter University Press, 2021).

 42 TNA, T161/27/9.
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The Problem Family in Exeter
c. 1940-1970

PAMELA DALE

Introduction

The City of Exeter is not strongly identified with the concept of the problem 

family in contemporary or historical accounts of this important but 

under-researched phenomenon. These tend to concentrate on pioneering 

organisations (such as The Pacifist Service Units, later renamed Family Service 

Units, which originated in Liverpool) and key individuals whose work was 

either national in scope or simply distant from Exeter. In so far as the South 

West features at all, it is the situation in Bristol that attracts attention. This is 

because Dr R. C. Wofinden (Medical Officer of Health for Bristol, previously 

Deputy Medical Officer of Health for Rotherham) is widely credited for his 

1944 description of the problem family.1 

For a relatively brief period, from the early 1940s until the late 1970s, the 

novel concept of the ‘problem family’ was not just explored by intellectuals 

but widely deployed by statutory and voluntary organisations providing 

health and social services. In some senses it was a genuinely national project. 

However, many of the major publications continue to focus on either the work 

of the Family Service Units based in Liverpool (and later other centres) and/

or the Eugenics Society (London-based, but drawing heavily on contributions 

 ¹ John Welshman, Underclass: A History of the Excluded 1880-2000 (London: Hambledon 
Continuum, 2006), 67.

© 2022 The Devon History Society
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from certain parts of the United Kingdom, such as West Yorkshire, where 

prominent campaigners and supporters were located).2 

This means that we know a great deal about places where the ‘problem 

family’ concept was enthusiastically adopted and had an obvious impact on 

service development.3 What is less clear is what happened elsewhere, and 

why. There were certainly people, and places, that showed limited interest 

in, and even resistance to, the whole idea of the ‘problem family’.4 It is also 

true that the concept of the ‘problem family’ may have been more influential 

than previously supposed in areas where research has been sparse. This paper 

argues that elected and salaried officials serving the City of Exeter, and indeed 

the wider Devon area, were receptive to ideas about the ‘problem family’ and 

their interest served to not only shape but also stimulate service-development 

across a number of fields. Indeed, careful examination of local records reveals 

the existence of a number of long-term programmes. Some of these attracted 

national attention. A comprehensive description of a particularly innovative 

Exeter scheme appears in a 1955 Ministry of Housing and Local Government 

report alongside accounts of better-known services run by other statutory and 

voluntary sector organisations.5  

For a variety of reasons, however, Exeter has been overlooked within the 

admittedly limited research on problem families to date. Strangely Exeter 

was, in a limited way, associated with the decline of the problem family 

concept and a challenge to the whole idea of a culture of poverty in the 

1970s. This was because Bill Jordan, one of the leading academic critics of 

these intellectual projects, worked at the University of Exeter during this 

crucial period. His public opposition to the theories, and efforts by leading 

contemporary politicians such as Sir Keith Joseph to use them to reshape the 

welfare state, made him an important national figure who still features in all 

major historical accounts of these topics.6  

 2 Ibid., 71-2, 78.
 3 Pat Starkey, ‘The Medical Officer of Health, the Social Worker and the Problem Family, 
1943 to 1968: The Case of Family Service Units’, pp. 421-41, Social History of Medicine, 11.3 
(1998).
 4 Pamela Dale, ‘The Problem Family in Halifax’, Transactions of Halifax Antiquarian 
Society, forthcoming. 
 5 Ministry of Housing and Local Government, Unsatisfactory Tenants (London: HMSO, 
1955), appendix 3, 26-27. The Ministry understood the Exeter service to be a ‘preventative’ 
one. See Unsatisfactory Tenants, 8, paragraph 36.
 6 Welshman, Underclass, xvii, 5, 105, 116.
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The ‘problem family’

In the early 1940s social commentators started to talk about the concept 

of the ‘problem family’.7 Historians have drawn attention to the unusual 

circumstances of the 1940s that helped define the topic. However, they also 

highlight important continuities with earlier and later ideas about tackling 

social problems attributed to both poverty and the conduct of people living 

in poor neighbourhoods.8 These issues are extensively explored by John 

Welshman who draws on work by Macnicol and others to highlight the 

shared thinking that lay behind the changing language used to describe the 

underclass; starting with the ‘social residuum’ of the 1880s and moving 

through the ‘social problem group’ of the 1930s, the ‘problem family’ of the 

1940s, the ‘culture of poverty’ of the 1960s, the ‘cycle of deprivation’ of the 

1970s and the ‘underclass’ debates of the 1980s. 9

Welshman makes it clear that the exact definition of who/what was 

understood by each change in the terminology was disputed by experts. 

However, sufficient agreement existed to allow descriptions of stereotypical 

examples that were made available to front-line health and social workers who 

used and refined them in their own practice. The ‘problem family’ concept 

was perhaps especially interesting in this regard as it both relied on and 

encouraged the gathering of anecdotal evidence from various practitioners. 

This was because the contemporary literature stressed that although the 

problem family faced issues commonly encountered by other families in 

struggling neighbourhoods (such as poverty, poor housing, irregular and low 

paid work, physical and mental health problems, alcoholism, relationship 

breakdowns, domestic violence, truancy, contacts with the criminal justice 

system) it was the range, scale, intensity, and duration of their problems 

that set them apart. Crucially the problem family was a heavy (though 

often ineffective and challenging) user of a variety of health, welfare, social 

and other services with long-serving staff able to report on unsatisfactory 

encounters with multiple generations of the same family. It was this anecdotal 

evidence of entrenched, even inherited, difficulties that directly linked the 

problem family concept to earlier concerns about mental deficiency and 

 7 John Welshman, ‘The Social History of Social Work: The Issue of the ‘Problem Family’, 
1940-1970’, pp. 457-75, British Journal of Social Work, 29 (1999). 
 8 John Macnicol, ‘From “Problem Family” to “Underclass”, 1945-95’, pp. 69-93, in R. 
Lowe and H. Fawcett (eds.), Welfare Policy in Britain: The Road from 1945 (Basingstoke: 
Macmillan, 1999).
 9 Welshman, Underclass, 67-85.
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mental degeneration.10 

These topics were always controversial but had attracted sufficient elite 

and popular support in the Exeter and Devon areas to stimulate significant 

public investment in both statutory and voluntary services designed to address 

the problem of mental deficiency in the interwar period.11  Mental deficiency 

work, by lay people as well as doctors and scientists, then provided plenty of 

anecdotal evidence about people using these services. These ‘clients’ could be 

willing, unwilling, and even unwitting participants. For example, a seemingly 

straightforward appeal for help with the care needs of a disabled child could 

spiral into complex investigations into whole families. While these secretive, 

even sinister, trawls for information across a range of agencies were usually 

confined to cases flagged because of alleged criminality it is quite alarming 

to see what prejudicial information was held and shared by various statutory 

and voluntary sector organisations.12 

There is no doubt that many families in Exeter and Devon were subject to 

the draconian controls of the Mental Deficiency Acts and as a result hundreds 

even thousands of local people became long-stay patients in various mental 

deficiency institutions (the most important being the Royal Western Counties 

Institution at Starcross). However, this was not enough for some activists who 

suspected there were large numbers of people whose behaviour was a cause 

for concern but did not yet meet the threshold for official action. One strategy 

was to improve monitoring/surveillance. Documents created by statutory 

and voluntary organisations concerned with mental deficiency work reveal 

how individuals (not just those who were institutionalised) and families were 

monitored over long periods of time.13 

These records were carefully, although usually discreetly, checked against 

other data held by a variety of other organisations concerned with health, 

education, welfare and criminal justice. Exeter was unusual in the sense that 

the council boasted that it was using its team of health visitors to monitor 

all contacts that any [my emphasis] family had with a variety of statutory 

 10 Mathew Thomson, The Problem of Mental Deficiency: Eugenics, Democracy and Social 
Policy in Britain c.1870-1959 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1998).
 11 Pamela Dale, ‘Implementing the 1913 Mental Deficiency Act: Competing Priorities and 
Resource Constraint Evident in the South West of England before 1948’, pp. 403-418, Social 
History of Medicine, 16.3 (2003). 
 12 Ibid.
 13 Pamela Dale, ‘Tension in the Voluntary-statutory Alliance: “Lay Professionals” and the 
Planning and Delivery of Mental Deficiency Services, 1917-45’, pp. 154-178, in Pamela Dale 
and Joseph Melling (eds.) Mental Illness and Learning Disability since 1850: Finding a Place 
for Mental Disorder in the United Kingdom (London: Routledge, 2006).
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and voluntary agencies in the 1930s.14 Some families were known to many of 

these organisations and made heavy demands on their resources. At a national 

level these two issues became crucial characteristics of the ‘problem family’ as 

definitions were developed by academics as well as refined by the practices of 

front-line workers.

There were other continuities between the concerns and activities of 

interwar mental deficiency workers and the agencies involved in identifying 

and managing the ‘problem family’ in the 1940s and 1950s. In both cases 

the difficulties of individuals and families were discussed in highly prejudicial 

terms, with an emphasis on the problematic inheritance of mental and physical 

defects as well as bad character traits.15  However, there were also important 

differences in approach. 

Interwar staff had noted the suspicion and hostility that they were greeted 

with by some families and understood this made them harder to work with. 

Later generations of workers understood that an increasingly complex welfare 

system was part of the problem. They argued that it was the uncoordinated 

efforts of the many organisations such families interacted with that increased 

the alienation and stigma experienced by the household. This was the starting 

point for new casework approaches towards the ‘problem family’ pioneered by 

the Pacificist, later Family, Service Units in the early 1940s and later adopted 

more widely by social work agencies.16   

Work with the problem family was therefore arguably crucial to the 

development of post-war social work but it also influenced the consolidation 

and work practices of other professional groups and shaped relations between 

them. Until the major re-organisations of health and local government 

services in the early 1970s a variety of staff with different but overlapping 

responsibilities for families with problems as well as problem families were 

employed by even quite small councils. 

This could create tensions. Since the problem family usually included 

multiple children and some of these were of school age there was scope for 

input from teachers, schools, school medical services and officers concerned 

with both welfare and truancy. These services tended to be run quite 

independently of the rest of the council. However, local health departments 

 14 Pamela Dale and Kate Fisher, ‘Contrasting Municipal Responses to the Provision of Birth 
Control Services in Halifax and Exeter before 1948’, pp. 567-585, Social History of Medicine, 
23:3 (2010).  
 15 Pat Starkey, ‘The Feckless Mother: Women, Poverty and Social Workers in Wartime and 
Post-war England’, pp. 539-557, Women’s History Review, 9:3 (2000). 
 16 Pat Starkey, Families and Social Workers: The Work of the Family Service Units 1940-
1985 (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 2000); Welshman, Underclass, 74. 
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claimed oversight of the health of the whole population as a result of acquiring 

specific responsibilities for public health, maternity and child welfare, 

mental health and mental deficiency services, the welfare of various groups 

of disabled people and the frail elderly.17 All these activities alerted staff to 

the existence of struggling individuals and families who became drawn into 

discussions about, and ultimately services for the ‘problem family’.

The City of Exeter had a health department that was known for both 

caution and innovation. In the 1930s it was comprehensively surveyed 

and assessed by visiting Ministry of Health officials, who found much 

that concerned them.18 Their reports explored an apparent long-standing 

unwillingness to develop municipal medical services along the lines of the 

most ambitious local authorities in other parts of the United Kingdom. The 

Ministry concluded that this lack of ambition was not just about parsimony 

and lack of finances but a real concern to protect the existing medical 

and social services in Exeter that were organised on a charitable (and also 

commercial) basis. Such was the power of vested interests in the city that 

key staff had been recruited locally (sometimes despite limited qualifications 

and experience) to protect these established traditions. These officers tended 

to be long-serving and London-based officials concluded that much of their 

thinking was out-dated even while praising their personal dedication and 

commitment to better health.    

The crucial point was that before the Second World War even the chief 

officer, the Exeter Medical Officer of Health, was not meant to offend the 

sensibilities of local politicians or disrupt the existing provision of medical 

services in the area. This suggested a conservative approach to innovation. Yet, 

on occasion, the interests and enthusiasms of politicians and the local medical 

community could align in a way that stimulated municipal medical activity. 

Exeter (and indeed Devon) had sought to become a leading provider of mental 

deficiency services based on co-ordination between existing voluntary sector 

organisations and new provision organised through the City and County 

Council.19 Service development saw the successful recruitment of ambitious 

staff with interest in these fields and while the key figures from the interwar 

period had retired before the problem family concept was highlighted for 

attention there was a legacy of services to build on. Mental deficiency work 

was an important strand to this, but there were others.

 17 Bernard Harris, The Origins of the British Welfare State: Social Welfare in England and 
Wales, 1800-1945 (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004).
 18 TNA MH 66/608, Exeter CB, Public Health Survey, Sec 104 1929 LGA.
 19 Dale, ‘Implementing the 1913 Mental Deficiency Act’.
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Since experts and practitioners strongly linked the concept of the problem 

family to the neglect and abuse of children it is easy to see how a variety of 

health and social workers became involved with the issue and were in a sense 

defined by their association with it. In Exeter housing officers achieved an early 

and prominent role. The City of Exeter had initially developed its municipal 

housing programmes of slum clearance and new-build council housing as a 

public health activity under the professional leadership of successive Medical 

Officers of Health (MOsH). In Exeter the interwar and post-war MOsH took 

a strong personal interest in the various schemes even as specialist housing 

staff were appointed to oversee the construction and management of the 

estates. Housing was a topic that received plenty of attention in the City and 

County of Exeter annual reports of the Medical Officer of Health.20 

While MOsH in many different parts of the country linked improved 

health with better housing this tended to be in a general rather than specific 

way. The focus tended to be on addressing the health needs of the population 

rather than the physical, mental or emotional health of particular individuals 

or families (with the exception of dedicated efforts to tackle tuberculosis). 

There was an often-expressed hope that improved housing conditions would 

make people healthier and happier, but many MOsH reports simply assumed 

this would happen automatically. In Exeter this had never been the case. 

Efforts to improve the housing stock by developing council estates had gone 

hand-in-hand with efforts to encourage tenants and would-be tenants to make 

significant life-style changes. These were meant to benefit not just their own 

physical and mental health but the well-being of the whole community. 

Unusually, in interwar Exeter, council housing had been drawn into public 

debates about the often-taboo topic of birth control.21 This was because 

there was local support, at least among the elected councillors, for the idea 

that the new municipal homes (with two and three bedrooms) should ideally 

be occupied only by married couples with a maximum of two children. It 

was understood that support for accessible family planning services would 

be necessary if such desirable family formations were to become the norm. 

Contemporary letters to the press tended to confirm that there was some local 

support in the Exeter and Devon areas for the view that when poor people 

had large families this was an indication of a casual approach to reproduction 

symptomatic of the wider disorganisation of their lives. Such irresponsible 

(even immoral) behaviour was seen as costly to, and even threatening to the 

 20 An incomplete set of these reports is available at the Devon Heritage Centre and the Wellcome 

Library in London has a slightly different collection of them.
 21 Dale and Fisher, ‘Contrasting Municipal Responses’.
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welfare of, the wider community.22 At a national level these ideas gained 

traction within discussions about interwar mental deficiency cases and 

became defining features of the ‘problem family’.           

Particularly revealing are such publications as the Municipal Tenants 

Handbook, issued by the Exeter authorities.23 It is a very comprehensive 

publication that addressed a number of topics. Firstly, it set out the rights and 

duties of both landlord and tenant, with an emphasis on the importance of 

paying the rent and keeping the property (house and garden) in a good state 

of repair. There was also stress on the importance of being a good neighbour, 

in the sense of being a good citizen as well as avoiding creating any nuisances 

troubling to fellow residents. A comprehensive guide to all council services 

was included in the guide with the clear message that tenants were expected 

to fully engage with a variety of health and welfare services. The Exeter 

Council of Social Service was listed as a ‘voluntary organisation which aims 

at providing a link between statutory and voluntary bodies, and providing 

opportunity for the personal discussion of social problems’.24 It is clear that 

apart from the Citizens’ Advice Bureau and a Legal Advice Centre most of 

the work concentrated on the Old People’s Welfare Committee.25 However, a 

Family Social Service was also advertised. This claimed to offer ‘a service to 

give practical advice and help with family problems’.26 No further details were 

offered in the handbook but central as well as local government reports make 

the link to work with ‘problem families’ and stress the innovative nature of 

projects in Exeter.

Rehabilitating the ‘problem family’

The Ministry of Housing and Local Government were aware of a number of 

schemes attempting to rehabilitate ‘problem families’ in different parts of the 

 22 Ibid. The authors provide detailed commentary on these issues and draw extensively on a 
set of press cuttings that form part of the archives of the Family Planning Association. The 
original clippings (from a variety of Devon and West Country publications) can be viewed at 
the Wellcome Library (London), SA/FPA/A11/13 Dewsbury CB, Doncaster CB, Eastbourne 
CB. East Ham and Exeter (1931-37).  
 23 The City and County of the City of Exeter, Municipal Tenants Handbook (Gloucester: 
The British Publishing Company Limited). The publication was undated to allow for extended 
use but it is clear from information in the booklet that its details were correct to 1 January 
1958.
 24 Municipal Tenants Handbook, 41.
 25 This committee organised clubs for the over sixties, home helps, meal deliveries, volunteer 
visits to lonely pensioners, chiropody services and a boarding out scheme for elderly people 
unable to live alone but still seeking independence. Municipal Tenants Handbook, 41-2.
 26 Ibid., 41.
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country in the early 1950s. In their report, Unsatisfactory Tenants, officials 

noted the involvement of a range of statutory and voluntary associations at 

a local level as well as the financial and other support for these activities 

provided by different central government departments. For example, the 

Home Office backed the work of the Spofforth Hall Recuperative Centre 

in Harrogate, Yorkshire, where the Elizabeth Fry Memorial Trust provided 

‘recuperation and training for mothers,’ including women who were sent 

there under Probation Orders as an alternative to a prison sentence for child 

neglect.27 The Ministry of Health also encouraged, monitored, and financially 

supported various schemes,28 including a particularly comprehensive home 

help service tailored to the needs of problem families in Leicester.29 

This and many of the other projects mentioned in the report offered 

specialist accommodation to mothers and at least some of their children 

(some institutions had maximum ages of five or seven) for varying lengths 

of time. While some women used these refuges to flee abusive relationships 

the official aim was always to promote the reconciliations needed to facilitate 

successful return to the family home. Some interesting examples of case work 

at the Brentwood Recuperation Centre are explored by John Welshman and a 

brief account of the work of that facility appears in Unsatisfactory Tenants.30 

Other organisations, especially those following the approach of the Liverpool 

Pacificist/Family Service Units, stressed the importance of working with 

the whole family and involving the father as well as the mother in efforts 

to rehabilitate the family. With debt and marital discord identified as major 

difficulties for the ‘problem family’ this seemed a promising approach. Most 

of the schemes discussed in Unsatisfactory Tenants explicitly aimed to 

prevent either, or both, eviction or the breakdown of marriages/families and 

the consequent risk of children being taken into council care. 

In some areas families were targeted for rehabilitation in their existing 

accommodation with the intention of relocating them to better properties 

once their personal and financial situation had improved. Other schemes 

moved the families into supervised accommodation for the purposes of 

rehabilitation and then allowed them to apply for a new council tenancy on 

completion of the programme (an approach that London County Council 

 27 Unsatisfactory Tenants, 31-32.
 28 Dale, ‘The Problem Family in Halifax’.
 29 Unsatisfactory Tenants, 27
 30 John Welshman, ‘Wardens, Letter Writing and the Welfare State, 1944-74’, pp. 190-212, 
in Anne Borsay and Pamela Dale (eds.), Mental Health Nursing: The Working Lives of Paid 
Carers in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 
2015).
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had adopted with its special halfway houses).31 A third option was moving 

the family into more appropriate long-term accommodation and then using 

the resources of different statutory and voluntary organisations to help them 

to adjust to living in it, thereby avoiding the problems associated with the 

previous arrangements.  

All of these initiatives required the ability to respond to crisis situations 

but they also implied a need for long-term support. Indeed, such was the 

nature of the work that many of the schemes surveyed in 1955 were only able 

to report partial and preliminary results despite being established for some 

(and in some cases, many) years. The Reading Family Aid Group reportedly:

… regards the rehabilitative process as a very slow one; it claims no complete 

successes as yet, but feels it has already proved its value, in that it has 

prevented the break-up of these families [in 1955 it was working with 21 

families with a total of 110 children] and the resultant loss to the community 

if the children come into care.32 

The Exeter scheme was rather different in the sense that it worked with 

families at risk of eviction and, as a preventative service, sought to protect 

the tenancy and maintain the household rather than relocate the family 

on temporary or permanent basis. Interestingly the Ministry of Housing 

and Local Government classified the arrangements as ‘rehabilitation in the 

family’s own home’. An indication of the importance attached to the Exeter 

scheme was the fact it was the first one that was discussed in Unsatisfactory 

Tenants, ahead of ones that are more familiar from contemporary and 

historical accounts.

The Exeter Council of Social Service: Family Counselling Service

A detailed description of this service is provided in Unsatisfactory Tenants, 

but local records also explain its evolution, activities and results. Reports 

generated by national as well as local government present the scheme as both 

innovative and independent of arrangements being developed elsewhere. 

However, the Exeter scheme had clearly emerged within the context of 

growing national concern about problem families and deliberately addressed 

the specific concerns that Unsatisfactory Tenants highlighted. The authors 

of Unsatisfactory Tenants acknowledged that the multiple difficulties faced 

 31 Unsatisfactory Tenants, 30-31.
 32 Ibid., 29-30.
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by the ‘problem family’ led to the involvement of many professionals. Indeed, 

even their abbreviated list of ‘agencies concerned’ mentioned the involvement 

of health visitors, school welfare officers, probation officers and the National 

Assistance Board.33 

Although the Ministry of Housing and Local Government was concerned 

with every manifestation of the ‘problem family’ its main priority were 

families with children who risked becoming homeless because of rent arrears 

owed to local authorities. This thinking was clearly set out in Unsatisfactory 

Tenants. The ‘problem family’ was identified as a distinct (and difficult to 

deal with) subset of tenants struggling with rent arrears quite different from 

those genuinely unable or unwilling to pay for their council housing. It was 

the chaotic disorganisation of the ‘problem family’ that attracted official 

interest, because evidence of rent arrears was often accompanied by other 

complaints about the behaviour of the family. One solution was eviction, but 

homelessness too often led to the break-up of the family and the children being 

taken into care. This was an undesirable outcome that housing and welfare 

organisations were tasked with avoiding on humanitarian and cost grounds. 

Unsatisfactory Tenants made the point that the welfare of the children 

should be the priority, arguing

It is, in fact, the existence of the children which has generally secured for 

the family a council house in the first place, and it is for their sake that local 

authorities are so often prepared to put with such families. We believe that 

the preservation of a family as a unit, which is largely dependent on having 

a house to live in, is worth very great efforts for the sake of the children.34 

[emphasis by report’s authors].

The idea that children should stay with their parents in these circumstances 

was however complicated by suspicions of child neglect arising from the 

unkempt appearance and uncontrolled behaviour of many of the individuals 

concerned. However, the authors of Unsatisfactory Tenants made the 

important point that

These families usually have more children than the average, but our evidence 

suggests that these children, though often badly looked-after, are seldom 

deliberately neglected and that the normal bonds of affection exist between 

 33 Ibid., 6.
 34 Ibid., 5.
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them and their parents.35  

It was a determination to examine suspected cases of child neglect and 

understand what was really going on in the lives of these struggling families 

that seems to have inspired the Exeter scheme. This work quickly established 

that in the vast majority of cases there was no indication of deliberate cruelty 

and it was therefore assumed that the family should be left intact in its own 

home and attempts made to rehabilitate it on that basis. Hence the closest 

possible cooperation between housing and welfare staff was required to 

provide both crisis interventions (when arrears threatened to lead to eviction) 

and long-term support. The authors of Unsatisfactory Tenants found

A notable feature of the work in Exeter is the close co-operation of the Housing 

Committee, which refers at an early stage to the Child Care Committee and 

refrains from evicting tenants until there has been a proper opportunity for 

the services of the Council of Social Service to be employed.36  

Here the main focus was the Family Counselling Service which interviewed 

both parents, and sought to address family finances and manage debts 

alongside offering practical advice aimed at improving home conditions. 

These priorities and approaches were in fact not dissimilar to what was being 

trialled in other places but the priority placed on the service in Exeter was 

perhaps unusual and apparently linked to promising results. The authors of 

Unsatisfactory Tenants noted

The Council of Social Service agreed that this counselling service should have 

an important claim on the time of its secretary, who has undertaken personal 

supervision of the work and the main burden of interviewing the mother and 

father concerned.37   

This account was explicitly based on a submission from the Family Counselling 

Service. Local records tell much the same story but place far greater emphasis 

on the leadership role of the Medical Officer of Health. 

The priority given to housing issues by E. D. Irvine when he was Medical 

Officer of Health for the City of Exeter is captured by his annual report for 

1954 written in the summer of 1955. 

 35 Ibid., 5.
 36 Ibid., 26.
 37 Ibid., 26.
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… slum clearance again became a live issue and visiting unfit property in 

relation to the Housing Acts took up a considerable amount of our time in 

the preparation of a five-year programme which covers approximately six 

hundred houses in areas and individually unfit houses … 38

He went on to explain that

During the year, I have given the Housing Committee my views on the 

medical aspects of the allocation of council housing in relation to their points 

scheme. There is no doubt that securing satisfactory housing of the people is 

a major – perhaps the major –  contribution a Council can make towards the 

health of the inhabitants. The right selection of council tenants is a difficult 

and thankless task, but it is of supreme importance.39

A later section of Irvine’s report shared his views on child neglect and the 

work of the co-ordinating committee which had begun work in 1952.40 It 

is almost certain that this co-ordinating committee had been established as 

a result of a joint circular issued by the Home Office (Circular 157/50), the 

Ministry of Health (Circular 78/50) and the Ministry of Education (Circular 

225/50) on 31 July 1950.41 Irvine was concerned about the heavy workload 

of this committee, which at the end of 1954 was dealing with 25 active, nine 

dormant and 25 closed cases. To illustrate the importance and potential of 

the work, he offered anonymised examples from the closed cases. In one 

case the ill-health of the mother while the father was away on military duties 

threatened a domestic crisis but the intervention of the Committee, aided 

by the local Member of Parliament, had secured his release from National 

Service obligations and the family situation had improved.42 Another case 

was determined to be ‘essentially a housing problem’ with no question of 

child neglect and had been quickly closed.43 One family struggling with 

over-crowding had taken time to rehouse but in the new property ‘the family 

circumstances showed evidence of considerable improvement’.44

 38 DHC SB/EXE 614EXE, MOH reports. City and County of the City of Exeter Annual 
Report of the Medical Officer of Health [hereafter Exeter MOH report] for 1954, 6.
 39 Ibid., 6.
 40 Ibid., 65-66.
 41 Unsatisfactory Tenants, 9-10, paragraphs 39-43.
 42 Exeter MOH report for 1954, 65-66, case A.
 43 Ibid., 65-66, case B.
 44 Ibid., 65-66, case C.
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These cases were offered as testimony to the effectiveness of the service, 

but problems and failures were also addressed. One particularly difficult case 

had first been reported by a head teacher concerned about the deteriorating 

mental health of a pupil.45 The boy lived with his mother, and her second 

husband and their children, but there were numerous difficulties. Efforts to 

rehabilitate the family started with a holiday camp experience for the boy and 

efforts to offer the father-figure occupational training aimed at finding work 

more suited to his physical disabilities and mental health problems. While a 

long-term project was originally envisaged a crisis arose (the boy came to the 

attention of the criminal justice system) and the case was passed from the co-

ordinating committee to probation staff.  Here the age of the boy could have 

been an issue. 

The real focus of the co-ordinating committee in Exeter was and remained 

child development, and younger children. These priorities were maintained as 

the co-ordinating committee progressively integrated its work with the local 

NSPCC team and sought to involve staff and students from the University 

College that became the University of Exeter. Irvine sought honest evaluation 

of the service and two important paragraphs in his 1954 report merit further 

attention. The first captures the collaborative spirit of the multi-agency 

enterprise and the value placed on complimentary rather than identical 

approaches. Irvine: 

All members of the committee, while they have difference of emphasis (as is 

to be expected and desired), are agreed that the committee is an effective one, 

and is achieving much in the lightening of the load of adverse environment 

carried by the children dealt with by it, a load which has a detrimental effect 

on the personality of developing children.46

The second paragraph dealt with the difficulties of evaluating the work. 

Irvine: 

As in other branches of preventive social work, its positive action is shown by 

the failure of undesirable events and situations to materialise … it will always 

be impossible to prove the value of the committee’s work by pointing to what 

did not happen because of such work.47

 45 Ibid., 65-66, case D.
 46 Ibid., 65-66.
 47 Ibid.



86 The Devon Historian, vol. 92, 2022

Irvine clearly valued the work of the committee and made himself and the 

resources of his department available. However, the health department also 

worked independently to address issues that touched on the ‘problem family’. 

In a different section of his report Irvine mentioned ‘families with poor social 

adaption’ and noted that ‘a large part of the health visitors’ time is taken up 

with dealing with the many problems that beset these families’. 

While this section of the report mentioned the benefits of close liaison with 

the Council of Social Service the health visitors were clearly offering their own 

support to the families. Two other methods of assistance were also described. 

In addition to the family counselling service that appeared in Unsatisfactory 

Tenants as well as local records, attention was given to the way Exeter City 

Council used home helps and convalescence homes to assist problem families. 

Little detail was given but the Home Help scheme was clearly similar to the 

one operating in Leicester that was described in Unsatisfactory Tenants. It is 

also probable that the unnamed convalescent homes where Exeter mothers 

were sent included one or more of the ones described in that report.

Interestingly, while Irvine saw much potential in the work of the Exeter 

co-ordinating committee, he was less optimistic about cases where home 

helps had been deployed or convalescent homes utilised. It is possible that 

these were more severe cases but it is noticeable that although Irvine and his 

team of health visitors had clear aims for their work the results were often 

disappointing. Irvine: 

The aim of the health visitor is to safeguard the health and welfare of the 

children concerned and to help the parents as far as possible to re-establish a 

normal home life. Often, it might be described more as a ‘holding’ operation 

whereby further deterioration is prevented rather than dramatically remedial 

work.48 

Discussion

Irvine was a very different MOH to his Exeter predecessors. Recruited 

through open competition he was an ambitious professional officer who was 

determined to reform and improve local services as the creation of the NHS 

provided both challenges and opportunities for local authority health and 

welfare projects. He was part of a cohort of public health doctors who tended 

to be more receptive to the concept of the ‘problem family’ than either their 

 48 Ibid., 78,
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predecessors or successors.49 Yet, while Irvine was undoubtedly informed 

about and enthused by the ‘problem family’ as a national project his local 

work also benefited from prior interest in this and related topics. The legacy 

of mental deficiency work in the Exeter and Devon areas was an important 

although unacknowledged factor shaping both thinking and practical 

projects. It seems important to recognise how innovative and influential some 

of the activities relating to problem families in Exeter were.

Pamela Dale studied Economic and Social History at the University of Exeter 

at undergraduate and postgraduate level. Her thesis concentrated on the Royal 

Western Counties Institution at Starcross, in Devon, in the era of the Mental 

Deficiency Acts. Pamela is now an independent scholar living in Devon but 

previously had several fellowships at the University of Exeter which supported 

work on a range of twentieth-century health topics. With Anne Borsay, she 

edited Mental Health Nursing: The Working Lives of Paid Carers (Manchester 

University Press, 2015) and Disabled Children: Contested Caring, 1850-1979 

(Pickering & Chatto, 2012). Her first edited collection (with Joseph Melling) 

was Mental Illness and Learning Disability since 1850: Finding a Place for 

Mental Disorder in the United Kingdom (Routledge, 2006).

 49 Dale, ‘The Problem Family in Halifax’.



Book Reviews

Stuart Blaylock and Robert Higham, Rougemont, Exeter: A Medieval 

Castle in its Urban Context. Excavation and Building Recording at Exeter 

Castle, 1985-2016 (Devon Archaeological Society Monograph, vol.  2/Exeter 

Archaeological Reports, vol.  9) (Exeter: Devon Archaeological Society, 2021), 

xx, 194 pp., 112 figures in b/w and colour, tables. ISBN 978-0-9527899-3-2 

(softback); 978-0-9527899-4-9 (hardback). 

Copies can be obtained through the Devon Archaeological Society, as 

publisher (by e-mail via publicationsofficer@devonarchaeologicalsociety.org.

uk; or by post to DAS Publications Officer, c/o RAM Museum, Queen Street, 

Exeter. EX4 3RX. The books sells at £15 (plus £2.20 p&p) softback; there 

are some hardback copies at £22 (plus £3.20 p&p). Copies are also available 

at the Custom House Visitor Centre, The Quay, Exeter (for opening times 

see https://exeter.gov.uk/leisure-and-culture/our-attractions/custom-house-

visitor-centre/).

It is very rare that a cover illustration demands so much attention as that on 

this volume. I’m sure most of us have seen parts of Rougemont Castle – the 

gatehouses, the encircling wall, perhaps a rare glimpse into the courtyard – 

but this single aerial view allows us to see the circuit of the wall in its entirety 

together with the interior.

This volume is a synthesis of past recording and excavation in and around 

the Rougemont site and its vicinity, and the results of evaluation excavations 

undertaken in 2006, together with a comprehensive review of earlier 

published accounts and descriptions of the area. The first two chapters are 

an Introduction and Historical Background. Chapter 3 contains a beautifully-

reproduced range of contemporary illustrations and maps, dating from 

the early 16th century, including such rarities as that by Willem Schellinks 

(c.1662), held in the Austrian National Library. Many of these earlier maps 

show features that have long gone and are, frankly, difficult to visualise – for 

example, the surviving (southern) gatehouse was once connected to the city by 

means of a timber, later stone, bridge which spanned an enormous castle ditch, 
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and there was a similar bridge leading from the now-lost northern gatehouse. 

This chapter alone, containing many unfamiliar illustrations, would make a 

worthwhile addition to the library of anyone interested in Exeter’s history. 

During the 1980s and 1990s, when much archaeological work was 

being undertaken in Exeter, every opportunity was taken to make detailed 

recordings of the stonework of the outer walls and the gatehouses of the 

castle. The method used was a measured stone-by-stone drawing – not 

particularly sophisticated, but very effective in revealing changes in masonry, 

with implications for dating, the insertion or blocking of windows, doorways 

etc. The results of much of this recording are shown in Chapters 6 to 9. One 

of the most surprising discoveries was a length of crenellation seen in a section 

of the wall in Northernhay Gardens, clearly the parapet of the wall which 

appears to date from the later Saxon period, and to have been part of the 

defences of the burh. Indeed, various parts of the wall display masonry dating 

back to the Roman period. Such is the importance of the Castle wall that the 

authors responsibly advocate a systematic and sympathetic approach to future 

repairs to the wall to preserve many features which are of national, let alone, 

local and regional significance.

Whereas the encircling wall of the castle courtyard survives, the extent of 

the outer bailey has been difficult to determine, mainly because of subsequent 

building. However, pulling together the results of limited excavations over 

the years and observing the differences in ground levels in the vicinity have 

enabled the authors to propose credible courses for the ditch and rampart. A 

series of photographs will help the reader trace the boundary, including the 

alarming view of a large (repaired!) crack in the wall of the rear wing of the 

RAMM – due to this wing in 1882 being partly built over the outer edge of 

the ditch. I’m sure I’m not alone in having puzzled at the various ground levels 

in and around this area of Exeter, including the imposing high wall in Bailey 

Street – all now explained in this volume. 

The courtyard was for long the administrative centre of the county, with 

the ‘old Shire House where the Judges sit at the Assizes’ superseded in 1773 

by a new Court House, from 1895 to 1964 the headquarters of the County 

Council, and, until 2004, the seat of the County Court. However, there was 

virtually no opportunity for any modern archaeological excavation or detailed 

observation within the castle area because of its function as a Law Court, and 

as such was not publicly accessible and was exempt from statutory controls, 

and no records were even kept of utilities trenches etc. Consequently, the only 

knowledge of real or possible subsurface features within the inner bailey was 

gained from early descriptions and antiquarian excavations. Very few finds 

had ever been retained, most being ‘dispersed among the curious’.
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With the removal of the Courts to Southernhay in 2004, Rougemont’s 

final link as a symbol of royal and administrative authority was severed, but 

it was also freed from the burdensome restrictions imposed by its former 

role. As the whole of the Castle site lies within a Scheduled Monument, 

consent had to be obtained prior to any work. Chapter 10 concentrates on 

the Evaluation Excavations of 2006, which followed a Ground-Penetrating 

Radar survey, with the ultimate aim to locate further burials (many examples 

had been found over the years), the position of a chapel that had been shown 

in almost all the early maps, and to discover as much as possible about buried 

features. The results of the excavations in the ten trenches are revealed in 

detail, together with the contexts and finds.

Although the areas excavated were relatively confined, the results were 

significant. There was evidence of Roman quarrying on the site and finds of 

tesserae and tiles attest to some previous unknown Roman building in the 

interior, likely to have been a prominent public building. But perhaps the 

Saxon finds were the most interesting. A further nine burials were discovered 

in the courtyard, adding to the (at least) 20 previously found – indicating a 

substantial pre-Conquest cemetery. Footings of a building were found where 

the chapel had been indicated on early maps, and were seen to cut some of 

the burials and some of the Norman earthworks, therefore this building was 

attributed to a phase following the establishment of the Norman castle. Later 

finds seem to be consistent with the erection of the eighteenth century Court 

House.

Chapter 11, entitled General Discussion, is a thought-provoking finale 

to the volume. The significance of Rougemont in English castle studies is 

highlighted, after all the southern gatehouse is the earliest secular building 

still standing in England, and there are remains of crenellation of the Anglo-

Saxon burh, and the interior holds remains of the city’s pre-Conquest history. 

The relationship, seen elsewhere in England, between early cemetery and 

later castle is explored, together with the implications for the Minster and 

Cathedral. Considerable space is given to the hypothesis that Rougemont 

developed as a royal enclave during the Anglo-Saxon period.

Stuart Blaylock and Robert Higham, two of Devon’s most highly-

respected, dedicated and knowledgeable historians and archaeologists are to 

be heartily congratulated on producing such an excellent work that throws 

much-needed light on a site that has been largely inaccessible for so long 

because of its legal status. Although primarily an archaeological report, the 

volume transcends that discipline and can truly take its place among the 

foremost modern histories of Exeter.

Mike Sampson
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Bruce Boulton, Dartmoor Tin Mining: History and Heritage (Wellington: 

PiXZ Books, in association with the Dartmoor Trust, 2021), 144 pp., 250 

photographs.  Hard cover. ISBN 978-0-85710-132-7. £9.99.

This attractive, colourful and well-produced hardback book, is a reworking 

of an earlier volume published in 1982, entitled The Old Men of the 

Moor by Mary and Jessica Walmesley. It had origins as Mary Walmesley’s 

undergraduate dissertation, which examined the early history of the stannaries 

and of tinworking on Dartmoor. The original text has been tweaked to some 

extent by the 2021 author and to which 245 illustrations have been added, 

many selected from the collection of the Dartmoor Trust and none of which 

appeared in the 1982 book. It is not clear why the Walmesleys’ book, which is 

somewhat outdated in style and content, was chosen for this purpose or why 

so many illustrations, many of which are peripheral to the main topic, have 

been included.

In the early 1980s, research into the history and archaeology of Dartmoor’s 

medieval tin industry was still developing but the Walmesleys managed to 

bring together some of the secondary sources then available, combined with 

their own record office research as well as a bit of folk tradition, to make a 

readable account, covering the history of the stannary towns, the parliaments, 

Crockern Tor etc.

The format of the new book follows the original in parts, using the same 

chapter headings, with the exception of ‘Morwellham – the Lost Key’, which 

has been omitted without explanation, as has the ‘Epilogue’.  The Walmesleys 

had referenced their historical sources in chapter 1, but these are also omitted 

from the new edition and the original book also had an index whereas the 

modern version does not, which is unfortunate.

Chapter 1 covers the History and Laws of the Stannary of Devon, 

providing an historical context for the rest of the book, which describes 

the stannary parliament at Crockern Tor, Lydford, and the four stannary 

towns in separate chapters. Added to the end is a new chapter entitled ‘The 

Photographic Heritage’ and a number of double-page inserts have also been 

added within the main text in an attempt to expand on particular topics, by 

use of illustration; these include tin streaming, Lydford Castle, Crockern Tor, 

the blowing house, rabbit warrens, mortar stones and others.       

The book has something of an  identity problem in that it is titled Dartmoor 

Tin Mining, yet  Walmesley’s  Old Men of the Moor, on which the text is 

wholly based,  was explicitly concerned with the  medieval and post-medieval 

period of  tin working, which was the age of tin streamworking, not mining. 

Mining is a term usually applied to the working of underground mines in the 
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17th to 20th centuries, as was noted in Walmesley’s missing epilogue  ‘the Old 

Men were Streamers not Miners’. In the photographic heritage chapter (10), 

the images are dominated by 19th and 20th century mines, many of which 

were never worked for tin. The collection of 20th century photographs of 

Kelly Mine, which worked a deposit of micaceous hematite, not tin, seems 

completely out of place, especially as this mine has a recently published 

volume of its own (reviewed in TDH 2018). 

The double page inserts, which expand on specific topics, are something 

of a missed opportunity.  Forty years’ worth of archaeological, historical 

and scientific research has taken place since the Walmesley’s work was first 

published, particularly on the subject of the stannaries, the Great Courts, 

tin mills, streamworks and lode works, little of which is  referred to in the 

new volume. There is reference to a few works that contain new research 

in the bibliography, based on Walmesley’s original with additions, and the 

names of several recently published researchers are mentioned in the preface, 

along with the work of the Dartmoor Tinworking Research Group, but their 

work seems to have been mostly ignored in the text, while information from 

numerous other important articles is missing completely. As a result several 

outdated concepts have persisted, while newer information, discoveries and 

interpretations have been omitted.  Where updates are included the sources 

are not cited (Salcombe Ingots, Lydford mint statistics, Whitehorse Hill tin 

beads, Wheal Virgin).  

For those wishing to discover the Walmesley’s 1982 publication, now 

hard to obtain, this volume contains a partly edited version of the text, 

which may be of some interest, and for those not familiar with the content 

of the Dartmoor Trust archive, the illustrations  provide an introduction to 

its contents – one of the book’s stated aims in the foreword.  But if you have 

a serious interest in the history and archaeology of Dartmoor and its tin 

industry, or need an up to date and authoritative source on the subject, this 

book is probably not for you.

Phil Newman 

Todd Gray, Devon’s Last Slave-Owners: Plantations, Compensation and the 

Enslaved, 1834 (Exeter: The Mint Press, 2021), xix + 298 pp., illustrations 

(mostly in colour). Softback. ISBN 978-1-903356-76-0. £14.99.

One of the very few benefits of the recent pandemic is that it has allowed 

authors the time and space, working from home, to produce books that might 
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not otherwise have been written.  This book is a case in point, as Dr Todd 

Gray explains in his preface, and it is a very welcome addition to the limited 

range of books about Devon’s links to slavery. As a professional historian, the 

author has spent a lifetime trawling through archives around the country, and 

the reader is the beneficiary of his efforts.

The subtitle of the book is Plantations, Compensation and the Enslaved, 

1834.  Part One deals with slavery and Devon during the period 1562 to 

1834. Slavery was finally abolished in the British colonies by the Slavery Act 

of 1833, which came into effect in 1834. That Act allowed for the payment of 

compensation to all British slave-holders, and Part Two – the heart of the book 

– describes those people from Devon who put in claims for compensation. 

The four chapters of Part One are entitled: Slavery and the language of 

race; From slavery to emancipation; The slave colonies in 1834; and Devon in 

1834. In his opening discussion of slavery, the author does not shy away from 

explaining the terminology used to describe people of different ethnicities. 

This is clearly a sensitive topic, but it is necessary to have this background 

information if one wants to study documents relating to the slave plantations.   

While we have good information from the compensation records about 

the level of Devon slave ownership in 1834, it is quite hard to piece together 

the slave-owning situation in earlier years. However, from his careful study 

of archival evidence, Dr Gray has been able to present a wealth of anecdotal 

information about the conditions in the Caribbean islands and in various 

towns around Devon in the years leading up to Compensation. 

The author points out that Devon’s early relationship to slavery was unlike 

that of other counties, particularly because of the early slaving voyages of Sir 

John Hawkins and the explorations of Sir Humphrey Gilbert and Sir Walter 

Raleigh. But Devon’s later experience is unclear. This book makes the case 

that the level of slave-ownership in Devon was lower than that in most other 

counties, but we need to await the publication of similar books for other 

counties to be sure that this was the case. So far, Dr Gray’s book appears to 

be the first of its kind to examine slave-ownership in detail at the county level.

Part Two of the book contains two chapters (5 and 6), the first one 

entitled Devon’s veiled slave-owners, and the second entitled Devon slave-

owners. These two chapter headings reflect the problem involved in trying to 

determine who exactly counts as a Devon slave-owner. In both chapters he 

provides detailed background information about each slave-owner. 

The exact values of the compensation payments made to each slave-owner 

are shown in the records, and our natural tendency is to want to convert 

these sums from the 1830s into modern-day equivalent values. The National 

Archives website provides conversion factors, but it warns that ‘the result of 
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the calculation is intended to be a general guide to historical values, rather 

than a categorical statement of fact’. Dr Gray has given the resulting values to 

the nearest penny, but it would really have been more appropriate to give the 

modern-day equivalents to the nearest thousand pounds, to help emphasize 

that the calculation is only approximate.

There is another important issue with these calculations. These types of 

conversion factors are based on changes in average prices over time, and they 

are the ones most commonly used, but in fact the payments in the 1830s were 

intended as compensation for loss of labour. If we look at changes in average 

earnings over time (see for instance the data contained on the website www.

measuringworth.com) the appropriate modern-day money values would work 

out ten times higher than the figures he has shown!

The book has many full-length illustrations. These are mainly scenes 

of people and plantations in the Caribbean, physical instruments used for 

enslavement, and Devon scenery. The only slave-owner illustrations in the 

book are the statue of Lord Rolle and a portrait of Edward Codrington; 

presumably no portraits exist of other Devon slave-owners. There are very 

useful Notes at the end of the book, but a bibliography would have been a 

useful addition.

As Dr Gray points out in his preface, the history of slavery ‘cannot be separated 

from the wider study of empire and its impact on modern race relations’ and 

‘Britain needs to understand its past in order to effectively grasp modern 

prejudice’. This book is a very useful contribution to that understanding.

 

Peter Wingfield-Digby                                                               

Christine Hardy and others, Sidmouth: the War Years, including Sidbury, 

Sidford, Salcombe Regis, 1939-1945 (Sidmouth: Sidmouth Museum and 

Sid Vale Association, 2021), 220 pp., illustrations. Softback. ISBN 978-1-

9162134-5-6. £12.95.

Published by the Sid Vale Association for the Sidmouth Museum, Sidmouth: 

The War Years tells the story of life during the Second World War in the 

seaside town of Sidmouth and the surrounding villages of Sidbury, Sidford 

and Salcombe Regis. Told through first hand memories, newspaper reports, 

photographs and advertisements it brings an immediacy and a feeling of 

being there to the wartime events that affected the people of these east Devon 

communities.

The book is organised into a chapter for each of the seven war years. These 
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contain first-hand information of events and details of the organisations that 

were created to ensure the survival of the local citizenry and for the defence 

of the coast. The seventy-two men with local connections who were killed 

in the War are remembered with information about each of them given at 

the end of the relevant chapter. These seven chapters are book-ended by a 

chapter describing the background to the War and three chapters describing 

key subjects of interest: Sid Valley’s women at the Home Front, fundraising 

and entertainment and the story of RAF Sidmouth.

A major wartime task for the local community was the care of the many 

evacuees who came to Sidmouth. In total, over the seven years of the War, 

some four thousand evacuees were housed in the area by a resident population 

of some eight thousand. This was a major undertaking and information about 

the process of receiving and accommodating the children runs through each 

chapter, with evacuees arriving as late in the War as 1944. The success of this 

is underlined by a Councillor from Sevenoaks who wrote in glowing terms 

about the welcome received by the party of five hundred children which she 

brought to Sidmouth.

The book is packed with a wealth of detail, sometimes about stories that 

are largely forgotten. For example, in 1939 the Warner Holiday Camp in 

Seaton was converted into an internment camp for ‘enemy’ aliens, one of the 

first of three such camps in the country. The camp was managed by a unit of 

the 4th Devonshire Territorials, a difficult posting for them with the internees 

coming from a mixture of backgrounds. A year later the camp was closed and 

the internees were transferred to the Isle of Man.

Another detail that caught my eye was an appeal to local beekeepers for 

gifts of honey to be supplied to submariners. Evidently being submerged for 

long periods led the air in the submarine to become foul causing the men to 

cough, which, if they were in enemy waters they were not meant to do and a 

spoonful of honey eased the irritation. One more was the ship in a bottle, in 

fact a light bulb that was given to a Sidford girl by a prisoner of war at a local 

camp, which is still in the possession of the family.

Tourism was important to the economy of Sidmouth and the surrounding 

area before the War, as it is today, and the book traces the ups and downs 

of the trade during that period. In 1940 it was reported that hotels and 

apartments were having a thin time but by 1944 hotels were full again and 

tourists who hadn’t booked were being turned away.

The impact of the War is recalled in events such as the first siren call 

when, although the town was completely ‘blacked out’ at the time, people 

opened windows and doors to see what was going on and, to the horror of 

the wardens, light flooded out over the town. Information for dealing with 
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fire bombs included the instruction to ‘protect your head with a dustbin 

lid’. The ‘Dig for Victory’ campaign was launched and a British Restaurant 

was opened in the town. Light relief for residents was provided by visiting 

concerts and the showing of films such as “A Haunting We Will Go”, starring 

Laurel and Hardy, at the cinemas, whose opening hours, to the dismay of 

some, were extended in 1942 to include Sunday. This decision reflected the 

easing of tensions after the fear of an invasion had passed. In the same year 

an advert appeared for the sale of tulip bulbs, following the lifting of a ban 

on their sale. But the impact of the War on the local population hadn’t gone 

away: in 1943 compulsory ‘fire watching’ was introduced, a measure that was 

extremely unpopular.

The five volunteer researchers and writers are to be congratulated on 

assembling a vast amount of information. At the heart of the book are the 

chapters about the events of each of the years 1939 to 1945 which recreate the 

way changes in wartime activity impacted on the community. Would it have 

been better if there had been separate chapters on each of the subjects? There 

is a strong argument for it to have been done that way but it would have been 

at the expense of the immediacy of the story unfolding year by year bringing 

alive the events of the War on the home front. 

A book like this, researched by volunteers and published by a local history 

society is extremely important. As well as bringing local stories to a wider 

audience it provides basic material for wider historical research. However, 

it is then important that the sources can be followed up and the paucity of 

references in this book will hamper this process.

Peter Mason

Ian Maxted. The Story of the Book in Exeter and Devon (Exeter Working 

Papers in Book History, 12) (Exeter: the author, 2021), 247 pp., illustrations. 

Softback. ISBN 978-0-95-7306-4-6. £15.00. (To place an order email: 

ianmaxted@hotmail.co.uk).

Ian Maxted, the former Westcountry Studies librarian for Devon County 

Council, is the acknowledged expert on printing and publishing in Devon 

as well as a specialist on the British book trade in general. A glance at the 

Exeter Working Papers in Book History, a list of which is conveniently 

printed at the end of the book, will show how much Devon historians 

owe to his scholarship. The Working Papers began in 1977 and forty-five 

years later are still going strong. The work under review is the summation 
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of Ian Maxted’s work, and is a comprehensive study of all aspects of the 

book trade: printing, publishing, bookselling, libraries, even papermaking 

are all covered (there is a fascinating section on Exeter’s mainly female 

workforce in its Victorian paper mills and their difficult living conditions). 

The work was originally written in 2000 for a work that was intended 

to sum up the first two millennia of literacy in Exeter and Devon, but 

print publication was never achieved and the text was put onto the Exeter 

Working Papers website (p. 6). The original text has now been republished 

with minimal revisions, and a final chapter ‘Into the third millennium 

(2001-2021)’ added, to bring the story up-to-date, and to celebrate Exeter 

being chosen as a UNESCO City of Literature.

The book is much more than just a chronological survey of the book 

trade, with loads of authors and titles, and many statistical tables, but seeks, 

in the author’s words, to get inside the minds of the individuals which made 

up past communities, to gain some awareness of the mental baggage which 

they carried with them, as reflected in the materials they may have read (p. 5). 

The book, as one might infer from the title, is mainly about Exeter, though 

there are a multitude of references to other towns in Devon and also the local 

book trades’ links to London.

The book begins with the first evidence of literacy in Devon, namely 

early Celtic coins, and ‘three fragments of a wooden writing-tablet [which] 

were found in 2010 in the waterlogged infill of a Roman well [on the former 

site of St. Loye’s College in Exeter]’ (p. 8). It then moves on to the growth 

of Christian communities in Exeter, the Exeter Book and Exeter Cathedral 

Library which ‘was very much the working collection of the Cathedral, with 

43% of its contents being made up of Bibles and service books of various 

kinds’ (p.16), though perhaps the author could have made more of the unique 

nature of Exon Domesday and its recent digitisation. One of its next chapters 

‘Education and literacy in medieval Devon’ demonstrates how the author, 

very successfully, goes outside the narrow remit of the book trade to provide 

the essential social background to the history of the book.  

Although Exeter Cathedral Library was slow to acquire printed books 

(only seven out of 625 volumes in a 1509 inventory were printed), ‘for a short 

while Devon was in the unusual situation for the English provinces in the early 

sixteenth century of having its own printing press’ (p.26), which resulted in 

The Book of Comfort, a translation from Boethius printed at Tavistock Abbey 

in 1525. Perhaps, surprisingly, printing in Devon then virtually disappears 

until the late seventeenth century, bar a Latin grammar also published in 

Tavistock in 1534, and some material produced by the King’s printer in Exeter 

during the Civil War. The Reformation caused the same upheaval in Devon 
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as elsewhere in England, which Maxted traces, partly through the careers of 

John and Thomas Bodley and John Hooker, ‘the earliest antiquary to gather 

material towards a history of Devon’ (p. 36). He also highlights the fact that

no less than 81 manuscripts, eight of which had been presented by Leofric 

[the pre-Norman Bishop of Crediton and Exeter], were presented to Sir 

Thomas Bodley by the Dean and Chapter [of Exeter Cathedral] in 1602 for 

the University of Oxford (p. 38).

Exeter booksellers emerge as a group in the late sixteenth century, but printing 

continued to be dominated by London until the lapsing of the Licensing Act 

in 1695. Maxted is able to disprove W.G. Hoskins’ claim that the city never 

lacked a resident printer after 1683, by showing that the first significant 

Exeter printer did not begin work until 1698 (chapter 36), although surviving 

numbers of books and pamphlets with Exeter imprints rarely run into double 

figures before 1800, five items a year being more typical, less than one per cent 

of the London output (p. 62). On the other hand, ‘from that date [1709] there 

were probably always at least two competing newspapers in Exeter…[and] 

the Devon newspaper press went on to produce many more titles than the 

average county’ (p.62). Indeed, detailed description of Devon’s newspapers, 

their ownership, content, distribution and readership is one of this book’s 

great strengths. 

Subsequent chapters deal with a wide variety of topics within the book 

trade, often illustrated by material which the author collected during his 

time as a local studies librarian.  Maxted’s ability to tease out significant 

information from seemingly ephemeral and unimportant material comes 

to the fore in chapters like ‘Jobbing Work and Advertisements’, ‘Popular 

Literature in the 18th Century’, ‘Spreading the Word: Postboys, Hawkers and 

Billposters’. Particularly interesting are sections on gallows literature and 

execution broadsheets (pp. 87-89), on Exeter’s leading radical journalist, 

Thomas Latimer (pp. 123-26), and the chapter on ‘Tourism and Topographical 

Views’.

The rise of subscription libraries, circulating libraries, mechanics’ 

institutes, and eventually, municipal and even university libraries is not 

neglected, as they played an ever larger part in Exeter and Devon intellectual 

and social life from the late eighteenth century onwards, although the loss 

through enemy action in 1941 of all 10,000 volumes held by the Plymouth 

Institution is not recorded (The Plymouth Athenaeum, 1812-2012, pp. 25-

28). The author takes us through the nineteenth century, possibly the hey-

day of the Exeter book trade, and up to the end of the twentieth century. 
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Ian Maxted is particularly good at recording the rise and fall of printers, 

publishers, libraries, booksellers and the press in the post-Second World War 

period (chapters 71-78), but only in Exeter, since for example, the significant 

impact of David and Charles publishers of Newton Abbot is not mentioned. 

The latter chapters of the book have not always been revised to take account 

of recent developments, which leads to occasional apparent inaccuracies, but 

the book’s final chapter does bring us up-to-date, and the author particularly 

laments the fate of the Westcountry Studies library which now languishes in 

the Devon Heritage Centre, with no professional librarian on site, and only 

a very limited budget for new acquisitions. Ian Maxted concludes his book, 

which impressively rises to the challenge of telling the story of the book in 

Exeter in all its manifestations over two millennia, with a heartfelt plea to 

bring back a substantial part of Exeter’s historic literary collections to the 

heart of the city in an Exeter Heritage Centre (p. 206).

This is a major work of scholarship covering a huge amount of ground, and 

going well beyond the bare facts to give a human face to the many characters 

involved in the book trade, from the pre-Norman Conquest Bishop Leofric to 

Tommy Osborne, the itinerant bookseller who stood in the famous burlesque 

Ide election of 1812.

Occasionally there are slips; for example, several references in the text are 

not picked up in the bibliography (Rose Troup, Osborne, Hamlyn, Monro), 

while the bibliography itself does not always include the latest scholarship, 

for instance Mark Stoyle on the Prayer-Book Rebellion and Michael Dawson 

on politics and the press in the South-West. These are very minor issues, 

however, compared to the wealth of information contained in this important 

work, with its detailed narrative and its judicious and scholarly interpretation. 

This is a book which will stand the test of time and be a major reference for 

everyone interested in the history of Devon, never mind just its book trade, 

for years to come. 

Paul Auchterlonie
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Julia Neville, Mitzi Auchterlonie, Paul Auchterlonie and Ann Roberts, with 

Helen Turnbull, Devon Women in Public and Professional life 1900-1950: 

Votes, Voices and Vocations (Exeter: University of Exeter Press, 2021), xi +281 

pp., illustrations. Hardback, softback, e-book and open access download. 

ISBN 978-1-905816-76-7 (hbk.); 978-1-905816-78-1 (e-book); ISBN 978-1-

905816 -77-4 (pbk.); ISBN 978-1-905816-79-8 (pdf). Hardback £75; E-Book 

£75.00; Paperback £25.00: PDF Download: Free.

 

There has been, until now, no substantial record of the part women played at 

a local level in the public life of Devon in the first half of the 20th century. To 

rectify this omission, the authors of Devon Women in Public and Professional 

Life 1900-1950 have studied eight women, who, in their different spheres, 

devoted themselves to improving life in their communities. 

As Paul Auchterlonie discusses in an absorbing and wide-ranging Introduction,

 

the aim of this book is to show to what degree a large rural county, distant 

from both the metropolis and the industrial heartlands of Britain, reflected 

the women’s movement nationally in the interwar period and to what extent 

it developed its own pattern of activity.

 

For, when researching the women’s movement, micro-histories, such as 

this, are important in countering generalisations and stereotypes that can 

accrue from studies concentrating on national organisations and national 

personalities, allowing the reader to develop a fuller understanding of the way 

in which progress was made at a local level and of the negotiations necessary 

to achieve it.

The eight women are drawn from across the social classes and vary in 

their marital status, education, and political and religious affiliations. Their 

work can broadly be categorised as representing involvement in national 

and local politics, medicine and teaching, the voluntary sector, and rural 

life.  Julia Neville and Helen Turnbull, writing together, contribute chapters 

on two daughters of earls; Lady Florence Cecil, wife of the Bishop of Exeter 

(voluntary sector), and on Lady Jane Clinton, married to one of Devon’s 

richest landowners (rural life), while Julia Neville contributes studies on two 

of what might be termed Devon’s female squirearchy, Dame Georgiana Buller 

(voluntary sector) and Miss Sylvia Calmady-Hamlyn (rural life). Paul and 

Mitzi Auchterlonie paint a portrait of Eleanor Acland, wife of the Liberal 

politician and Devon landowner Francis Acland, who played an active role 

in national Liberal politics and in the national and international campaign 

for peace in the interwar years, while also working effectively in numerous 
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local branches of, for instance, the Women’s Institute, Girl Guides, and the 

National Society for Equal Citizenship (NUSEC). ‘Professional’ women are 

represented in the chapter by Ann Roberts on Dr Mabel Ramsay (medicine) 

and that by Julia Neville on Miss Jessie Headridge, headmistress of Exeter 

Middle School for Girls (education), while a chapter by Julia Neville on Mrs 

Clara Daymond, daughter of a Devonport shipwright and wife of a builder, 

demonstrates what could be achieved in local politics by a determined 

working-class woman. By employing ‘the biographical turn’, the study allows 

each of the eight to demonstrate their achievements, while also encouraging 

the reader to appreciate the networks spun from their activities.  

The work undertaken by the eight women was spread throughout the 

county, although that of four (Acland, Buller, Cecil, and Headridge) was, 

perhaps unsurprisingly, centred on Devon’s county town, Exeter, and its 

surrounding area. Sylvia Calmady-Hamlyn, after a period living near 

Okehampton, north of Dartmoor, moved south in 1922, close to Buckfastleigh, 

transferring as JP from Okehampton to Totnes. Clara Daymond and Dr 

Mabel Ramsay worked in Devonport and Plymouth respectively, while Lady 

Clinton headed the Devon Women’s Institute and Girl Guiding movements 

throughout the county from her base in East Devon. 

Each portrait elegantly delineates the public face of its subject, tracing 

reaction to changing circumstances and remarking opportunities offered 

by such changes in legislation as the 1918 Representation of the People Act 

and the 1919 Sex Disqualification (Removal) Act. The passing of the latter 

allowed three of the women, Eleanor Acland, Georgiana Buller, and Sylvia 

Calmady-Hamlyn, to sit as magistrates although, as a county, Devon was 

generally slow in granting a position so socially prestigious to women. Four 

of the women, Georgiana Buller, Sylvia Calmady-Hamlyn, Florence Cecil and 

Clara Daymond were members of the Devon Council of Women on Public 

Authorities, set up in 1923 and affiliated to the National Council of Women, 

in order to provide support for those now taking up public positions as, for 

instance, JPs, members of Boards of Guardians, and as councillors. Eleanor 

Acland would have qualified for membership but felt her position on NUSEC 

made it unnecessary. Although members of the same organization, the 

women did not necessarily agree on individual topics. For instance, at a 1933 

meeting of the Devon Council of Women, Councillor Mrs Clara Daymond 

recommended that local authorities should open, or arrange to fund referrals, 

to birth control clinics, a suggestion to which fellow member Lady Florence 

Cecil (who had given birth to nine children and was president of the local 

Mothers’ Union) was firmly opposed. 

An interesting Appendix lists the 48 voluntary associations in Devon of 
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which the eight women were individually members. This predominantly rural 

county was rich in such organisations, ranging from the Alexandra Rose 

Day Committee to the Women’s Institute, taking in on the way, for instance, 

the Electrical Association for Women, the National Spinsters’ Pension 

Association, the Mothers’ Union, and Okehampton Agricultural Society. 

Most of these voluntary organisations were associated with only one of our 

subjects, but the League of Nations, the Devon Council of Women on Public 

Authorities, and the Local District Nursing Associations each attracted four, 

while the Devonshire Association for Cripples Aid, to which Georgiana Buller 

devoted herself, commanded attention from five of the eight. 

Scholarly, yet eminently accessible (both in style and method of production, 

it being available on Open Access), this study is an excellent addition to what 

I hope will yet prove to be a growing corpus of local studies highlighting the 

individual and collaborative work undertaken by women who were intent on 

improving the lot of their communities, while engaging so many others in 

active citizenship. 

Elizabeth Crawford 

David Parker, The People of Devon 1918-1930: from War to Peace 

(Wellington: Halsgrove, 2021), 160 pp., illustrations, maps. Hardback. ISBN 

978-0-8570435-3-5. £19.99.

David Parker is continuing on his ambitious journey to follow the people of 

Devon through the 20th century after Edwardian Devon 1900-1914 (2016) 

and The people of Devon in the first World War (2013), both reviewed in 

The Devon Historian. The present volume adopts the same format as the 

Edwardian volume with seven chapters, each dealing with a different theme. 

Significantly, the first three largely concern the Great War and its aftermath. 

After a brief introduction on the Armistice, the second section ‘The men 

return and communities remember’ deals with demobilisation. There is 

a reminder that fighting was not over for many in Russia, Ireland and the 

Middle East. Celebration became commemoration and various veterans’ 

organisations were established, but it took some years for the remembrance 

ceremonies to take their current form and for memorials to the fallen to 

appear across the county. The third section ‘Realignments’ covers the running 

down of the war effort, the gradual closure of military hospitals, the return of 

many refugees, and the awards to civilians. Not all returning soldiers found 

the transition easy, especially during an economic recession with industrial 
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unrest. The section concludes with discussions of the church and the increased 

role of women in public life. 

Chapter 4 ‘The recovery: towns, tourism & transport’ deals mainly 

with urban life. Hotels were often equipped with all mod cons but could be 

expensive, and shops were generally well-stocked. Sports and entertainments 

were available for visitors and residents alike, and railway companies ran 

effective publicity campaigns aimed at tourists. As today, there was a housing 

crisis and the increase in council housing is discussed, as is the increasing 

appeal of sport. Air transport became significant, and shipping remained 

important but the age of railway expansion was over and the incursion of the 

motor car was only just beginning, together with a widening network of bus 

and coach services. 

Chapter 5 ‘Rural relationships’ devotes much space to the break-up of the 

great estates and more than thirty estate sales are mentioned in some detail, 

with the resulting changes in the patrician influence from the ‘great house’. 

The declining role of landed families was balanced in part by the growth 

of Women’s Institutes across the county. Villages remained self-sufficient, 

as the entries for each community in Kelly’s directories show, and regular 

community activities included hunting, agricultural shows, fairs, carnivals, 

ploughing matches, church outings, fêtes and dances. Farming though was 

going through difficult times with poor labour relations and the pernicious 

effects of government price controls. Nevertheless agricultural education was 

promoted during the decade, including the establishment of Seale-Hayne 

Agricultural College. 

The last two sections cover themes that affect all communities: health, 

welfare and education. Chapter 6 starts with a short account of the 1918-

19 influenza epidemic before outlining the difficulties faced by hospitals, 

and the constant struggles to support them through fundraising activities. 

Special attention is devoted to the needs of mothers and babies and the issues 

of perinatal mortality and the stigma attached to single mothers. The end 

of workhouses was in sight and already most children were boarded out or 

accommodated in special homes. 

The author, with his teaching background, is on familiar ground in the 

final section ‘Children & schools’. It is difficult to assess the precise extent to 

which school fees were required to enter secondary education – the subtitle 

‘strengthening the divide’ seems to provide the answer. The depression 

between 1919 and 1921 put paid to proposals for improvement, and many 

schools were in a very poor condition, some even without running water on 

site. The better schools became very competitive, both in examinations and 

on the sporting field, and the development of state grammar schools only 
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served to strengthen the divide. 

The volume provides a wide-ranging social history of the decade, full 

of detail and written in an easy and approachable style. The author looks 

back to earlier developments when required and provides contemporary 

background at a national level to set changes in context but he avoids the 

temptation to make present-day comparisons on such matters as pandemics, 

housing shortages and economic crises. 

The whole is contained in an A4 size hardbound volume as opposed to the 

A5 paperback of Edwardian Devon. The text is set in two columns with some 

of the 118 (unnumbered) photographs set across two columns. All are black 

and white and most of acceptable quality although some reveal the graininess 

of being taken from newspapers. There is a full bibliography and this with 

the footnote references shows how widely the author has cast his net. In 

Edwardian Devon the author apologised that ‘limited space has precluded a 

lengthy list of references’ but Halsgrove has found room to add a total of 804 

at the end of each section, the majority to the fifteen newspapers mentioned in 

the bibliography. 

One is hard-pressed to look for significant omissions. Perhaps there 

is too little on industries and no separate section on crime, prisons and 

policing but there is one omission that is only too evident. While so much of 

the information is drawn from newspapers, there is no section on the press 

which formed the everyday reading of so many in Devon, nor of literature 

and libraries in the decade when Devon County Library was established. In 

fact there is little on culture in general: learned institutions, reading rooms, 

museums, art galleries, theatres and music. Cinemas get a fleeting mention in 

the section on tourism, largely because the silent films were seen as corrupting 

young people. 

Perhaps it is as well that there are some areas left for others to research, 

particularly the Devon History Society’s ‘Devon in the 1920s’ project. The 

present work is a major achievement and takes its place alongside other works 

devoted to particular periods of Devon’s past, such as Robert Newton’s 

studies of Eighteenth century Exeter (1984) and Victorian Exeter (1968). 

Ian Maxted
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Mike Patrick, Gill McLean and Anne Adcock, Topsham & Sugar: Connections 

with the Caribbean and Virginia (Topsham: Topsham Museum, 2021), 110 

pp., illustrations. Softback. ISBN 978-1-8384283-0-3. £9.00.

This is a small but detailed book of just over 100 pages providing the links 

between Topsham and slavery. While Bristol’s slavery connections are well 

known the involvement of Devon families has not been highlighted. This 

book, published by the Topsham Museum, makes an important contribution 

by focusing on one community with links to North America. This micro study 

of one location is based on the database held at University College London 

(UCL), freely available online. The UCL database shows the links between 

British-based merchants and slavery by researching those who claimed 

compensation. The three authors of this book have taken that as their basis 

and added local knowledge, newspaper and other archival sources plus local 

records.

The book is structured first with the historical setting which puts slavery 

in its wider context from Britain’s maritime expansion in the sixteenth 

century until the early nineteenth century when slavery was abolished by 

Britain. The following chapters then look at individual Topsham families 

but begin with the voyage of one ship in 1699, the Dragon of Topsham. The 

Dragon is the earliest known voyage of a slave ship linked to Topsham and 

provides an effective and chilling example of the triangular trade, the research 

being augmented by extracts from the few existing slave diaries. Subsequent 

chapters are also enhanced by quotations from well known sources such as 

the biography of Olaudah Equiano.

The Buttall family of Sugar House in Topsham originated from Wrexham. 

The three Buttall brothers, sons of a blacksmith in Wrexham, made their 

money in the slave trade.  The youngest, Charles, emigrated to Barbados 

and bought a 48 acre plantation. His siblings remained and set up businesses 

connected to sugar. Jonathan was based in London and Samuel in Plymouth 

where he set up a sugar refinery. Samuel then set up another in Topsham and 

also leased land in Carolina.

Samuel’s property in Topsham was known as the Sugar House and 

another property, known as The Retreat, was built on the site around 1770. 

The Retreat came into the hands of Alexander Hamilton from Ayrshire, an 

absentee plantation owner with property in Grenada with over 100 slaves. The 

Hamilton’s were well connected and Alexander Hamilton Kelso eventually 

inherited from his uncle and changed his surname to Hamilton. When slavery 

was abolished he applied for compensation and was awarded £3,700. The 

Hamilton family was noted for their charitable contributions in the locality. 
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Recently the racing driver, Lewis Hamilton, was able to trace his roots to the 

Hamilton estate in Grenada.

Another owner of a Grenada plantation was Samuel Mitchell from 

London. He returned to England in 1799 purchasing property in Topsham 

close to Hamilton and indeed they were also neighbours in Grenada. On 

returning to England, Samuel Mitchell married but died just two years later. 

It was his daughter Mary who later claimed compensation for 113 slaves. The 

Tharp family of Heavitree, Exeter, had their origins in several properties in 

Jamaica. The family claimed compensation of over £4,500 divided between 

six members of the family. Thomas Reid Tharp by then lived in Topsham as 

did several other members including his mother. This chapter then follows the 

lives of the Tharp family through to the late 1900s.

Chapter 7 looks at the Davy family of Topsham. Robert Davy is the 

best known member of the family and he was a significant shipbuilder in 

Topsham, building ships for both private owners and for the Admiralty. 

There is an interesting line in this chapter relating to Robert Davy. ‘He never 

owned a slave, nor had a financial interest in the plantation, but his businesses 

supported slavery and he gained financially from its continuation’(p. 61). If 

Robert’s connection was tenuous, it is his siblings, James, John and Edward, 

who bought land in Jamaica. Rather than grow sugar they had cattle and their 

plantation names connected them with home as one was named Topsham and 

one was named Weir Pen. Another latter day connection is the celebrity chef, 

Ainsley Harriott, who discovered he was descended from a slave in Jamaica 

called Joan Davy.

John Goodridge was a prosperous tobacco farmer based in Virginia in 

North America and had many slaves working on his land. He fled Virginia 

during the American War of Independence and settled in Topsham. His family 

retained many connections with slavery both by trading with the plantations 

in Virginia and investing in some in Jamaica. The next chapter looks at five 

other families and their connections with slavery.

Chapter 10 endeavours to highlight the very few records there are of 

slaves who lived in Topsham or visited Topsham and shows just how little 

we know about this aspect. Chapter 11 looks at those residents of Topsham 

who campaigned for abolition of the trade which in such a small connected 

community must have led to some strong debates between neighbours and 

colleagues as it did in places such as Bristol. The final chapter explains that 

the research continues to find these slavery links. It poses the key question as 

to why so many of these merchants made their homes in Topsham, but does 

not suggest any strong conclusion. It would be really helpful to find out if 

other Devon ports had a similar set of connections and whether Topsham was 
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significant in this way.

There are a few small errors such as page 16 referring to Frederick Douglass 

as one of the ‘black people living in Britain’. Frederick Douglass, while he was 

a visitor to Britain, lived in North America. There are footnotes, but they 

could be more extensive in showing sources. For instance, the chapter on the 

Dragon of Topsham does not explain where the information on the ship and 

shareholders was sourced. 

There is a useful map showing the locations of many of the properties 

mentioned. An omission is the lack of background information on the three 

authors, which is a pity. They are to be congratulated on their work in 

bringing these tragic connections to wider attention. 

Dr Helen Doe

Michael Teare, Bob Kirby, Bob and Anthony Burt, A History of East-the-

Water, Bideford (Bideford: Peterhouse Press, 2021), 154 pp., b & w and 

colour illustrations. Paperback. ISBN 978-0-9463122-0-7. £10.00.

This book is the culmination of many years work by the Way of the Wharves 

charity, whose objective is to research and promote the maritime history of 

the Torridge Estuary and the wharves at East-the-Water, Bideford, in North 

Devon. The narrative begins with an explanation of the work of the project 

and the aims of the book, which, the authors state, 

concentrates on the important strands that make up the history of the local 

community: timber, emigration, shipbuilding, tobacco and pottery, coal 

mining and gravel extraction, fisheries, agriculture, energy and enterprise as 

well as the changes brought about by steamships and railways.

The introduction sets the scene, looking at East-the-Water in its geographical 

context and discussing the impact of its location on the development and 

history of the settlement. Shipbuilding, trade, predominantly with the 

Iberian peninsula and privateering are mentioned, as well as the importance 

of the tobacco, pottery and fishing industries and the relationship with the 

agricultural hinterland. This is followed by a short section describing the 

development of the wharves and the commercial activities that took place 

there.

A substantial chapter, ‘Shamwickshire, East-the-Water’, sets out the 

chronological framework for what follows. This begins with the early 
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history and considers the debate regarding a possible Roman routeway. 

Possible origins for Shamwickshire, the popular name for East-the-Water, 

are considered. The impact of war on the community, from the Battle of 

Northam in 1069, through the English Civil War and the Napoleonic wars 

to the twentieth century world wars, with the establishment of a munitions 

factory and the arrival of the American servicemen, is outlined. The school, 

churches, the many inns and the Royal Hotel, all get a mention. The reader 

also learns of the escapades of Richard Annesley of Torridge House.

The remaining chapters take a thematic approach, each focussing on an 

aspect of the economic activity of the wharves. Chapter 4 deals with the 

timber trade and its links with emigration, predominantly to Prince Edward 

Island in Canada. The chapter on shipbuilding and ships is a longer one, 

highlighting the significance of this industry. A useful table lists the East-the-

Water shipyards, with their dates and the names of their occupants. Good use 

is also made of an annotated map, locating the yards.

Tobacco, clay and pottery are covered in Chapter 6. This may not seem a 

likely combination until it is explained that the local ball clay was ideal for 

the production of clay pipes. The popularity of local sgraffito ware and other 

pottery, much of which was exported to North America, is also described. 

The section on coal, sand and gravel gives details of the culm mining and the 

production of ‘Bideford Black’, as well as sand dredging for the building trade 

and for the production of fertilizer.

Although much of the book, rightly, centres on the activities along the 

wharves, land links are not overlooked and there is a chapter dedicated to 

roads and bridges. The theme of transport links continues and moves forward 

in time with a discussion of the impact of the advent of steam ships and the 

railway. 

There is evidence of fisheries in Bideford from the eleventh century 

and Chapter 10 describes salmon fishing and the lucrative Newfoundland 

cod trade, as well as local fishing. Land-based activities are examined in a 

chapter entitled ‘Agriculture and fertilisers, energy and enterprise’. The book 

concludes with reflections on the future of the area. 

The book is enhanced by black and white and colour illustrations, as well 

as line drawings by Lou Boulter. There are recommendations for further 

reading, a list of references and a brief index. Appendices provide information 

about the listed buildings in the area, extracts from trade directories, a list of 

local shipbuilders and reproduce the ‘Ode to Shamwickshire.’

The authors have succeeded in their aim to tell the story of the wharves 

at East-the-Water, from a variety of perspectives. Research is ongoing but 

this book brings together what has been learned so far in a readable and 
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attractively produced volume. It will be an asset to anyone with an interest in 

East-the-Water and the economic history of the Torridge estuary.

Dr Janet Few

Graham Thompson, The Pellews of Canonteign (Christow: Teign Valley 

Books, 2021), 113 pp., illustrations. Softback. ISBN 978-1-8381798-3-0. £7.95 

+ post and packing. Available from the author at grahamt@tvhistorycentre.

org. 

The book seeks to make the life of Admiral Sir Edward Pellew, first Viscount 

Exmouth and Lord of the Manors of Christow and Canonteign, more 

widely known. The author, ‘retired GP turned social historian’, explores the 

reasons for Pellew’s invisibility, and as the blurb suggests, goes on to map the 

outstanding contribution to society made by him and the rest of his family. 

Liberally sprinkled with illustrations (49) and arranged in three parts, it 

sets out to follow the ‘why? what? where? and when?’ of historical research 

that have driven Thompson’s research in and around the Teign Valley, and is 

sold in aid of the local History Centre and its online archive tvhistorycentre.

org.

As a child, Edward Pellew (1757-1833) showed little interest in attending 

the school he was sent to in Penzance and would spend time instead with 

the fishermen at the harbour, often chancing his own safety in the sea. A 

somewhat impetuous boy who showed no fear, it was decided to let him 

follow his heart and at the age of 13 he sailed on HMS Juno to the Falklands. 

Pellew quickly proved himself and rose to prominence, serving in the 

American War of Independence; tackling smugglers off the east coast of 

England; gathering a knighthood in the French Revolutionary war in 1793; 

gaining the Freedom of Plymouth for a daring rescue of a wrecked East 

Indiaman, The Dutton in 1796; rising to Rear Admiral in 1804 and to Vice 

Admiral in 1808 and then Admiral in 1831. He took up the parliamentary 

seat of Barnstaple in 1803, dividing his time between Trefusis and London. 

Perhaps his greatest victory was the bombardment of Algiers in 1816 when 

1,800 slaves were released and between 4,000 and 8,000 Algerines were 

killed. 

Thompson has painstakingly brought together a range of existing 

publications reporting on different aspects of Pellow’s life to present a detailed 

and complete picture of the man and his career. In every episode he highlights 

the essence of who he was – a leader who showed extraordinary gallantry 
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and stood up for his men, but in return demanded their absolute loyalty and 

dedication. A man who was not afraid to mete out the harsh discipline of 

the age and who was sometimes irascible. His Achilles heel perhaps was an 

inability to delegate to his officers and crew and this may have contributed to 

his reputation of being respected but not loved by his men. Thompson poses 

the intriguing question, ‘why do we not remember him alongside Nelson?’ 

Pellew was a good sailor but perhaps not a born admiral.

Remaining chapters follow the lives of Edward’s descendants notably Sir 

Israel, who also went to sea at the age of 13, Pownell Bastard, commander of 

a sloop at the age of 17, Fleetwood, a midshipman at 17, and George, Dean 

of Norwich. An interesting chapter about Edward Addington Hargreaves 

Pellew, 1890-1922, RAF, outlines his success as a racing driver at Brooklands 

in the 20th century. He seems to have inherited the Pellew sense of derring-do 

for he is described as ‘a very proficient and fearless car driver’. It was during 

the 5th Viscount Exmouth’s life that the 1816 Canonteign House in Christow 

suffered a catastrophic fire and Thompson includes contemporary newspaper 

reports about the damage. Rebuilding was completed in 1914 and Edward 

continued to live there and manage the estate until his premature death in 

1922. Another chapter worth notice concerns Pownoll Irving Edward Pellew, 

1908-1970, 9th Viscount who designed the Vale Special sports car. Thompson 

reports Pellew’s fateful test sail of the schooner Auriga in 1930 along the coast 

of Essex. A storm blew up and the vessel got into difficulties and needed to be 

rescued by the local lifeboat. 

The book includes a bibliography and an index, but strangely, there is 

no Chapter 13 although it is advertised on the contents page. Unfortunately 

the genealogical tree printed in Chapter 14 (which outlines the origins of the 

family) is rather too small to be read and I just have to mention that the way 

the book has been printed and bound makes it incredibly difficult to read. I 

had to break a cardinal rule of mine in order to enjoy the text by springing the 

spine apart to get to the words on the inside edge of the page.

Nevertheless, a good read and an excellent compilation of information 

about an eminent and previously invisible local family.

Elly Babbedge
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Peter Wingfield-Digby, Exeter Cathedral Memorials with Links to Empire 

(Exeter: the author, 2022), 142 pp., illustrations. Softback. ISBN 978-1-

3999165-5-4. £10.00.

Peter Wingfield-Digby’s book Exeter Cathedral Memorials with Links to 

Empire simply does what it says on the tin, and is full of tales not only of 

derring-do and heroism, but also sometimes quiet stoicism and plodding up 

the career ladder in all corners of the Empire. As the author himself says, his 

interest in Empire and slavery was aroused through his own life of worldwide 

travel as an international statistical consultant, together with ten years as 

a guide and steward at Exeter Cathedral. The factual descriptions of the 

memorials demonstrate detailed research, and reflect the author’s very real 

interest in people and their life stories.

Sixty-three memorials are described, and the book contains sixty-two 

biographies of individuals, of which eleven are women, and includes as well 

memorials for military events and organizations like the Boer War, the Mau 

Mau Uprising and the Devonshire Regiment. The earliest person mentioned 

is John Dodderidge who died in 1668, and the most recent is James Edward 

Ignatius Masterson who died in 1935. These memorials are cleverly listed 

according to the main country linked to each Empire related individual, and 

what is more you are guided geographically around the Cathedral, to find the 

appropriate site for each monument. 

There is an illustration of each memorial, many of which are ornate and 

very fine. Designed by Sir George Gilbert Scott as part of the Cathedral 

restoration in the 1870s, the memorial to John Coleridge Patteson (1827-71) 

(Nave pulpit) is known as The Martyrs Pulpit. Sometime missionary and 

latterly first Bishop of Melanesia in the South West Pacific, Bishop Coleridge 

was murdered at Nakapu, Santa Cruz Islands in the east of the Solomons in 

the Pacific in 1871.

Amongst the longer lived men memorialised is Sir Edward Thornborough 

(1754-1834) (North transept, west wall) who had a naval career spanning 

some 50 years.  Already at sea by the age of 10, a lieutenant at 18, he was 

present at the siege of Boston which marked the beginning of the American 

Revolutionary War. Later in his career, he was responsible for instructing the 

future King William IV as to his duties as a naval officer. Steadily promoted, 

1798 saw him involved in putting down an Irish rebellion.  Sir Edward ended 

his career with a knighthood and being made Vice-admiral of the United 

Kingdom.

Several of the women mentioned in the book were born or married into 

families made rich by ownership of plantations and enslaved people. Charlotte 
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Pigott (1801-23) (North transept) is an interesting example.  Both her parents 

came from families who owned plantations and slaves. She married just five 

months before her death from ‘a rapid consumption’ i.e. TB, at the age of just 

21. Her husband, who later became MP for St Mawes, also held a trusteeship 

connected to an estate in Jamaica, possibly with a life interest in sums arising 

from that estate.

On the wall of the south aisle of the Nave is a memorial to Saccharissa 

Hibbert (1801-28) (the carving on this memorial appears on the book’s front 

cover). The Hibberts were major merchants and slave owners in Jamaica. On 

her father’s death in 1807 Saccharissa and her siblings each received under his 

will, £10,000 (probably close to £1 million pounds in today’s money). Those 

members of the Hibbert family who survived until the mid-1830s received 

compensation for their freed slaves. Saccharissa died in 1828 aged just 27.

The author’s interest in the history of enslavement comes through in 

many of the individual family tales and, within the Caribbean section of 

this book, lie some little known facts.  In the 1830s to achieve Abolition, the 

Government had to appease those with a vested interest in slavery (though 

nothing was paid to the enslaved).  The amount required was £20 million. 

The Government did not have these funds and borrowed £15 million from 

Rothschilds the bankers.  It has only recently come to light that the loan was 

only finally paid off by the Government in 2015!   In effect, the author notes 

this meant that even the Windrush generation, descendants of the enslaved 

who came to the UK after the war, had been paying interest on some of that 

loan.

This is a thoroughly well researched, well presented and thought-

provoking book.

Yvonne Hicken

Michael Winter and others (eds), The Land Between the Moor: Essays in 

Culture, Environment and Agricultural Change (South Molton: Beaford, 

2022) xxii + 395 pp., numerous plates, figures, tables. Softback. ISBN 978-1-

3999-1033-0. £18.00. 

A reader of R. N. Worth’s A History of Devonshire, published 156 years 

ago in 1866, will find that the chapter titled ‘Holsworthy and Hatherleigh’ 

begins with this bold assertion: ‘There is no more uninteresting part of Devon 

historically …’. This reflects a long-standing view that the large expanse 

of inland Devon to the north and west of Okehampton is devoid of much 
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historical significance. This view has lingered into modern times. As recently 

as 1978 a well-known Professor of Archaeology could tell the Public Inquiry 

into the construction of West Devon’s Roadford Reservoir that ‘… few 

areas come to mind which are so bereft of archaeological interest and the 

old buildings of which are of such modest importance’. Even today the rural 

landscapes of north-west Devon can all too easily come to be overshadowed 

by the grandeurs of Dartmoor and outshone by the splendours of our county’s 

coastlines.   

So this new collection of essays, which focuses on ‘the land that lies 

between the moors of Dartmoor, Exmoor and Bodmin’, is very much to be 

welcomed. Its lead editor, Michael Winter, Exeter University’s Professor of 

Land Economy and Society (and an inhabitant of the ‘land’ in question), has 

brought together three co-editors and an impressive group of 24 contributors 

to present 15 essays grouped under three main sections: Where and What 

is the Land between the Moors; Agriculture and Environment; Past and 

Present; and People in a Place.   

Readers of The Devon Historian will tend to be drawn to the essays 

that have a strong historical theme but a great strength of a collection such 

as this is that it prompts the reader to explore topics that she/he might not 

otherwise engage with. So here we can read about vital environmental issues 

such as catchment-sensitive farming and pioneering research into the wetland 

ecosystems of Devon’s Culm Measures. An essay on the North Devon 

UNESCO Biosphere is of particular relevance given the importance today for 

living sustainably and stewarding our earth’s resources. This is all as it should 

be. Nearly 70 years ago W.G. Hoskins showed us, in his magisterial Devon, 

that you need to gain an understanding of landscape (and seascape) if you 

wish to really explore the history of our county.   

Essays with a direct historical focus cover topics such as: tourism; farming; 

the photographs of James Ravilious (over 40 are reproduced in the book); 

and the changing face of religion.  Peter Howard’s stimulating contribution 

on ‘Searching for an image’ illustrates how this area of Devon has been 

traditionally overlooked by artists and guidebook authors when compared 

with their interest in other parts of the county. His analysis of nearly 3,500 

topographical prints of Devon records that the subject matter of only 1.5% 

of them is located in the ‘land between the moors’ that makes up 25% of the 

county’s landmass. 

Michael Winter’s essay on the 2001 Foot and Mouth (FMD) epidemic 

that hit this part of Devon so very hard addresses a tragic moment in 

Devon’s recent history that is still very much in living memory. He focuses 

on the economic and community impacts of FMD, drawing on his personal 
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experience. Readers wishing to gain wider perspectives on the FMD legacy 

in Devon should read his essay alongside Professor Ian Mercer’s Devon FMD 

Inquiry report (Mercer, 2002), Chris Chapman’s searing photographs of the 

tragedy that befell one small Devon firm (Chapman, 2005) and Anthony 

Gibson’s Presidential Address to the Devonshire Association (Gibson, 2006), 

in which he relates his experience on the front line of FMD decision-making 

as the then Director of the National Farmers Union in the South-West. All 

three of these publications are readily available for loan through Devon’s 

excellent public libraries service (for full references see the end of the review).  

This collection of essays is well illustrated and extensive references are 

provided for those who wish to delve more deeply. The book represents 

excellent value for money and Beaford is to be congratulated on entering 

the world of publishing. This book also stands as an encouraging example 

of Exeter University staff sharing the fruits of their research with a wider 

audience than that represented by readers of academic journals.  

Surprisingly for a book brimming with academic research there is no 

index. However the seven blank pages at the end of the book offer the reader 

the opportunity to turn lexicographer and compile his/her own index. If you 

take up this task, do think of including ‘Ashbury’ in the As. For if you are 

ready to get your boots muddy (as W.G. Hoskins encouraged historians to do) 

and explore the remote parish of Ashbury, you will find yourself immersed in 

the wondrous depths of the ‘land between the moors’. 

Chris Chapman, Silence at Ramscliffe: foot and mouth in Devon (Oxford: 

Bardwell Press, 2005). 

Anthony Gibson, ‘An Ill Wind … The impact of the 2001 outbreak of Foot 

and Mouth Disease in Devon’, TDA, 128 (2006), 1-24. 

Ian Mercer, Crisis and Opportunity. The Devon foot and mouth inquiry 

2001 (Tiverton: Devon Books, 2002) 

Simon Timms  
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