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From the Chair 

 

 

 

Welcome to the first Devon History News of 2025.  This edition reflects the wide range of histori-
cal events, stories and places that matter to different communities in Devon and beyond.  

For most rural communities, the village hall is at the heart of local life.  Many were built in the 
1920s, yet as they reach their centenary we know little about their history.  On page 9 there is an 
appeal from the Devon in the 1920s project for information.  If you know all about your local hall, 
please get in touch.  

As well as little-known gems, Devon is home to historic landscapes, culture and artefacts that 
are recognised and valued around the world.  On pages 24 and 25 you can find out how the 
Devonshire Association is celebrating our remarkable UNESCO-designated heritage over the 
coming months.  

The Royal Navy has deep roots in Devon and our naval communities have a distinctive heritage 
that is hugely important to many people.  Between pages 18 and 20 Debbie Lister takes us to 
the Devonport Naval Heritage Centre: an amazing resource for researchers and a fascinating 
place to visit.  

On page 22 Tim Lomas explains how a brilliant project in Torbay has involved local children in 
producing a new book about the history of Paignton.  The project has helped a new generation 
to explore and value their home town and its unique past.  

Whether it's quirky and hyperlocal, or internationally significant, Devon's history is cherished in 
many different ways, and as a DHS member, you help us to reveal new stories that matter to 
even more people.  Thank you.  

Katherine Findlay 
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Editorial 

 

 

 

 

It’s becoming increasingly difficult to access any avenue of the media – written, spoken, on radio, 
TV or the internet – without encountering features about the benefits and dangers of Artificial In-
telligence (AI).  There’s little question that the further development of AI and the expansion of it 
into areas most of us haven’t yet considered, will change all our lives.  In some cases – such as 
advances in the speed and accuracy of medical diagnoses – this will unequivocally be to the 
good.  In others, less so.  Anyone unaware of the potentially negative impacts of the develop-
ment of AI may care to watch, listen to or read any of the many recent interviews given by Pro-
fessor Geoffrey Hinton, a Nobel Prize winning physicist and computer scientist referred to in 
some quarters as the ‘Godfather of AI’.  Hinton takes the view that the negative effects of AI may 
reach far beyond the undeniable fact that huge numbers of people throughout the world will lose 
their jobs; he notably and somewhat chillingly takes the view that AI has the potential to lead to 
the extinction of the human race.  But enough of that cheery thought; how can AI benefit us, as 
historians and researchers?   

Readers of this edition of Devon History News may be interested in the article on page 12 by my 
predecessor as Editor, Chris Wakefield.  Chris asked the most popular and easily accessible 
piece of AI software, ChatGPT, to translate from Latin into English some text from the register of 
the fourteenth century Bishop of Exeter John Grandisson, and it appears to have done it very 
well.  Now Chat GPT was translating from an edited and printed text, not reading from the origi-
nal document, something which would have posed it far greater challenges, but there can be little 
doubt that AI models capable of reading and translating original script will be developed before 
very long.  This will have the effect of making a much wider range of original historical sources 
available to many more researchers, much more easily.  For amateur and professional historians 
alike, this will be hugely beneficial. 

What would WG Hoskins have made of AI? 

An intriguing rhetorical question, but not one which was uppermost in my mind when I had the 
pleasure of attending the event at the Mint Methodist Church in Exeter last November which the 
Devonshire Association organised to commemorate the 70th anniversary of the publication of 
Hoskins’ classic Devon.  For a Hoskins devotee it was an absolute pleasure to listen to a range 
of speakers, including John Allan, Sue Andrew, Bridget Gillard and Todd Gray, extol Hoskins’ vir-
tues and read some of their favourite extracts from his work.  The absolute highlight was Peter 
Beacham’s contribution; Peter knew Hoskins personally, and he seasoned his introduction to the 
afternoon with some resonant and amusing anecdotes. 

The number of organisations in Devon with connections to aspects of history – the Devon History 
Society, the Devon Family History Society, the Devon Archaeological Society, the Devonshire 
Association – is an occasional source of confusion and mild dissatisfaction.  However, many peo-
ple will belong to more than one, and events such as this, and the afternoon focusing on the ex-
cavations at Killerton for DAS and DHS members which was held at the Devon Heritage Centre 
in December, emphasise how events can straddle the boundaries of different historical disci-
plines and bring members of different societies together.  

Brian Carpenter 
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Devon History Society 

Annual General Meeting, 2024 

 

The AGM of the society was held in the Rougemont Room at Exeter Central Library on Satur-

day 12th October.  It was attended by thirty members. 

The Chair, Katherine Findlay, presented the society’s Annual Report and stated that it had been 

a successful year.   

Three Council members’ three year terms of membership ended in 2024.  Judy Moss and Claire 

Skinner did not wish to serve another term but Martin Smith was re-elected for a further term as 

a Trustee.  Julia Neville, who had previously been a co-opted trustee, was elected to the Coun-

cil, while Jo Granton and Maisie Jepson were elected as new Trustees.  Thanks were ex-

pressed for the work of Judy Moss as Membership Secretary, and Claire Skinner.  Claire, a pro-

fessional archivist, has left The Box, in Plymouth, and is now working at the Dorset History Cen-

tre in Dorchester. 

There was a discussion about the possible benefits of only producing The Devon Historian in 

digital format.  The consensus of the meeting was that members preferred a hard copy although 

if there were no financial implications it might be possible in the future to alter the society’s 

membership categories to allow members to make a choice between hard and digital copies.  

The Editor, Mike Sampson, stressed that there were no immediate plans to digitise the journal, 

but future increases in the cost of postage may mean that the position has to be reviewed.   

 

Book and Dissertation Awards 

 

At each year’s AGM the society awards prizes to the best new books and undergraduate disser-

tations on Devon’s history.  This year we were delighted to receive four dissertations from Exe-

ter and Plymouth Universities which examined subjects ranging from madness and masculinity 

to savings bank depositors.  The winner of the dissertation prize was Sam Driscoll for his Exeter 

University dissertation What was the significance of the commonweal for the participants of the 

Prayer Book Rebellion?  The judges appreciated how Sam’s work took a different look at the 

events and the participants, and even questioned the naming of the movement.  

There was a very high standard this year among entries for the W.G. Hoskins Award, the an-

nual prize for the best book by a non-professional historian or history group.  The winner was 

Ian Graham-Jones for his masterful Concerts and music-making in Devon, 1760-1914.  The 

judges felt the work showed outstanding research into a subject which is rarely covered by his-

torians of the county.  

We also awarded three ‘Highly Commended’ certificates: 

Sadru Bhanji’s Barnstaple’s Victorian Underclass: prisoners’ photographs 1867-77 derives from 

a chance purchase of a photograph album of Victorian prisoners on an internet auction site.  

The convicts were then researched in local newspapers, and the final result is a fascinating 

study of North Devon criminal life in the nineteenth century.  
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Crediton and the Great Fire of 1743, a collaboration by members of the Crediton Area History 

and Museum Society, takes a look in great detail at the town and people of Crediton before and 

after the fire and great use is made of William Chapple’s map dating to just before the fire.  

Matt Tiller’s The Lion who never Roared: the star robbed of England glory tells the story of Plym-

outh Argyle’s Jack Leslie.  Leslie was the first black footballer to be selected for England but he 

was denied his chance due to the colour of his skin.  Matt Tiller has offered to waive the postage 

on orders of the book for DHS members.  Just go to www.jackleslie.co.uk, click ’No Shipping’ or 

‘Pick Up’ on the delivery option and email your details.  

Congratulations to the winners and many thanks to Mike Sampson and Paul Auchterlonie who 
organised the competition. 

Following the formal AGM, the horticultural historian Caradoc Doy (below) gave a very interesting 
talk about the influence of Exeter’s famous Veitch nurseries in bringing many exotic foreign plants 
to Devon. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.jackleslie.co.uk
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Devon History Society Website 

 

The society’s redesigned website went live in late 2024.  It incorporates all the features of the 

previous site, but has a more colourful feel, with more photographs, and is hopefully easier to 

navigate.  We hope that it will serve existing members better, while also promoting the site to 

prospective members in a more attractive and informative way. 

It is possible to read about past and forthcoming events, research projects and activities of local 

societies, as well as to access digitised editions of both The Devon Historian and Devon History 

News. 

www.devonhistorysociety.org.uk 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Devon Archives and Local Studies Service 

 

The main news from the Devon Heritage Centre is that we have recently been successful in ob-
taining a grant of £178,579 from the National Lottery Heritage Fund to preserve and digitise the 
Isca Photographic Collection, which is a unique and irreplaceable visual record of twentieth cen-
tury Exeter.  

The Isca Photographic Collection Project will rescue and preserve 24,000 images depicting the 
city and its inhabitants during the first half of the twentieth century.  The acetate negatives are 
suffering from vinegar syndrome, which is an irreversible chemical deterioration process that de-
stroys the negative.  The project to save the collection will digitise the images before they are lost 
forever, and make them available to researchers. 

The full collection of almost 50,000 images is mainly comprised of the life’s work of the Australian
-born photographer Henry Wykes (1874-1964).  Wykes opened his first studio in Exeter in 1914 
and established himself as the city’s foremost photographer, a status he held until his retirement 
in 1962, by which time he was Britain’s oldest working photographer.  The images chart the 
growth of the city in the 1920s and ‘30s and the carnage wrought by the ‘Baedeker’ air raids in 
1942, while the collection is also a unique personal record of the residents of Exeter.  Hundreds 
of images document local residents at work and play in shops, factories, at weddings, sporting 

http://www.devonhistorysociety.org.uk
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and other social events.  It captures the lives of inhabitants of the city whose stories have too of-

ten remain unexplored, including those of the residents of St Loye's College and School of Occu-

pational Therapy, who navigated physical disabilities and learning difficulties.  The collection was 

formerly in the possession of the renowned Exeter photographer, collector and publisher Peter 

Thomas until his death in 2020. 

In the next few months we will be appointing a Project Officer, who will manage the project and 
recruit volunteers to assist with the process of digitising and cataloguing the images.  If you 
would like to register your interest in helping with the project, please send an email to: 

devonarchives@swheritage.org.uk. 

Brian Carpenter 

 

Devon in the 1920s: The Role of Village Halls 

 

Can you help please?  

 

The 1920s saw an unprecedented growth in village halls, particularly in rural areas.  Diverse in 
character, they were built in response to the need for communities to commemorate the First 
World War, facilitate social and recreational activities, and more generally to celebrate local life.  

Little research has been conducted on the role that village halls played in the development of vil-
lage life in Devon during the inter-war period.  We have, therefore, started to compile a county-
wide list of halls built during the 1920s.  Whilst some information is available about these build-
ings, details are few and far between.  

We are looking for images of village halls that depict any form of celebration, commemoration or 
other activities during this period.  Additionally, we are seeking stories or sources that could shed 
light on how, why and who built these halls.  

We would love to hear from you if you have any information on your local hall, including, for ex-
ample, its architectural features, the materials used, benefactors, funding or community involve-
ment.  The aim, in the first instance, is to compile a visual record for exhibition purposes, and/or 
include on the Devon History Society website as part of the 1920s Research Collection.  

If you have any information about a 1920s hall you would like to share, please contact Sally Sut-
ton at sally.sutton12@icloud.com.  

Sally Sutton 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Exminster Victory Hall 1921 (Source: https://exminstervictoryhall.org.uk)  

 

mailto:devonarchives@swheritage.org.uk
mailto:sally.sutton12@icloud.com
mailto:sally.sutton@icloud.com
https://exminstervictoryhall.org.uk
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Readers should already have received notice that our website for the Festival of Devon in the 

1920s, www.devontwentiesfestival.co.uk, is up and running and there are exhibitions and events 

about Devon 100 years ago from now through till October 2025, hosted by a wide range of herit-

age organizations, to whom we extend our thanks.   

To join the mailing list and keep updated as tickets are released and new information is added, 
please use the contact form on the website or email hello@devontwentiesfestival.co.uk 

Julia Neville 

 

 

Poltimore Estate Research Society 

Poltimore in the 1920s 

 

At a jolly coffee-and-cake community get-together in Poltimore Village Hall on Saturday 9th No-
vember 2024, Poltimore Estate Research Society launched its most recent publication, Poltimore 
in the 1920s.  Since emergence from lockdown, members of the group have been working on a 
successor to Poltimore: A Village in Transition, 1911-1921, published in 2018.  The format is the 
same: telling the history of the village across a decade by using surveys of houses and buildings 
in the village and the histories of the families and villagers who used them to give an overall pic-
ture of the village at a particular period in time. 

What was Poltimore like in the 1920s?  The third Lord Poltimore, who had shut up Poltimore 
House and gone to live in North Molton during the war, died just as the war drew to a close.  His 
successor, who had never lived in Poltimore, decided to sell his East Devon estates to save 
money.  The farms were mainly bought by their tenants. The house itself proved impossible to 
sell and was let to a private girls’ school where girls could learn horticulture in the kitchen garden 
and the glasshouses and dairying in the old stables.  What impact did this have on the farms, the 
families and the running of village life?  Buy the book (available at the Devon Heritage Centre, in 
Poltimore House’s Branches Café, Poltimore Village Hall or by post from me) and find out.  Price 
£10.  Copies of the earlier book are also available. 

Julia Neville 

 

 

 

 

http://www.devontwentiesfestival.co.uk
mailto:hello@devontwentiesfestival.co.uk
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The Devon Historian 

 

Dr Rob Campbell – an Exeter University history graduate with a wide range of experience in 

journalism and academia – is the new Editor of The Devon Historian, in succession to Mike 

Sampson, who has been Editor since 2018. 

Mike has just completed work on Volume 95 of the journal, focusing on Devon in the 1920s, 

which members will hopefully have received by now.  Rob will take over as Editor from Volume 

96. 

Mike has been a personal friend of mine since his days researching his history of Tiverton in the 

old Devon Record Office in the early 2000s, and I later paid many visits to Tiverton during his 

long period as archivist at Blundell’s School.  I, the rest of the Council and, I’m sure, all mem-

bers, extend our thanks to Mike for all his hard work over the last seven years. 

Brian Carpenter 
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AI Resources and the Translation 

of Medieval Latin Documents 
 
 
Encouraged by your industrious editor, I am setting out here for your review and assessment, the 
results of a personal experiment translating medieval latin documents relating to Ottery St Mary 
using the basic free AI offering (ChatGPT) downloadable from the internet.  
 
According to Wikipedia, ...ChatGPT is... 
 
'a generative artificial intelligence chatbot developed by OpenAI and launched in 2022. It is currently 
based on the GPT-4o large language model (LLM). ChatGPT can generate human-like conversational re-
sponses and enables users to refine and steer a conversation towards a desired length, format, style, level 
of detail, and language. It is credited with accelerating the AI boom, which has led to ongoing rapid invest-
ment in and public attention to the field of artificial intelligence (AI) Some observers have raised concern 
about the potential of ChatGPT and similar programs to displace human intelligence, enable plagiarism, or 
fuel misinformation.'  

 
You will probably recognise the main issues here: utility versus trustworthiness, so the work pre-
sented here is for you to examine with care and make a judgement.  Personally I think it works 
quite well, although it is likely that a bot can't respond fully to the style and sophistication of au-
thors like (in this case) John Grandisson, Bishop of Exeter from 1327 to 1369.  On the other 
hand, in the context of what has been written in general terms about these letters elsewhere, and 
a distant, somewhat threadbare recollection of some elementary Latin at school, this offered a 
quick and easy inroad to documents that were previously inaccessible.  
 
Here are the steps I took to produce the example given below: 
 
Grandisson's Registers are all published online, so a pdf file of the text, transcribed but not trans-
lated, by the Victorian scholar F. C. Hingeston Randolph, was easy to locate.  Most of the Ottery 
interest is helpfully summarised in a single section in Volume 1 (p.117).  If you don't have it al-
ready, download and install ChatGPT from the OpenAI website https://openai.com/chatgpt/
download/.   Maybe ask it a simple question to make sure the bot is listening and responding. 
Then cut the required Latin text from the pdf file and paste it in the 'Message Chat GPT' box.  The 
result will probably contain some OCR errors or unwanted marginalia, so correct/delete these 
first.  Key in 'Translate:... ' at the beginning of the message (not sure this is strictly necessary, but 
I did it anyway).  Then key 'enter' or click the upload arrow on screen.  Prepare to be amazed.  I 
couldn't believe how quick and easy it seemed for the bot to do something I'd struggled with for 
years.  It did feel like it was taking the proverbial, showing me how easy it found the work.  So I 
chucked bigger and bigger slabs of text at it, and on it went, unperturbed.  Grandisson wrote let-
ters in French too – no problem – I shovelled them in as well and out came a totally plausible 
translation. 
 
In the appendix I have posted a conversation I had with the bot about whether I could trust the 
work it offered. The answers look pretty convincing to me, but then I'm not a Latin scholar and I 
must leave it to the more astute among you to find where the inevitable shortcomings lie. I've 
used this bot for a year or so on various topics and it does help, even though it's not hard to dis-
cover its limitations. But in the meantime, I await news of your own experiments in what might be 
an exciting step forward for local historians. 
 
Chris Wakefield 
 
 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Generative_artificial_intelligence
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chatbot
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/OpenAI
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/GPT-4o
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Large_language_model
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/AI_boom
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Artificial_intelligence
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Human_intelligence
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Plagiarism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Misinformation
https://openai.com/chatgpt/download/
https://openai.com/chatgpt/download/
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From The Register of John de Grandisson, Bishop of Exeter (AD 1327-1369) 
F.C. Hingeston-Randolph MA, London, 1891. 
 
DOCUMENTS RELATING TO THE COLLEGIATE CHURCH 
OF OTTERY ST. MARY. 
[Vol. 1, folios 40b, 43—48b, 95, 97b, 104-5, 106b—107]. 
 
1.Bishop Grandisson to Pope Benedict XII . Date uncertain. Reg v1 p117 
 
The a). to k). annotations are mine for ease of cross reference with the translation. The spelling in 
the translations is American.  It is tempting to rewrite some bits in more readable prose without 
changing the sense.  But I haven't done that so that you may see the work straight from 
ChatGPT. 
 
Text: 
 
a).Beatitudinis vest re pedibus humiliter mente prostratus sequitor vester, Ecclesieque 
Exoniensis indignus Minister, Johannes, pro Confirmacione Collegii Sancte Marie de Otery 
graciarum refero possibilcs, licet tanto bencficio impares, acciones; devotis, prout audeo, 
precibus supplicando quatinus, ob honorem ipsius Gloriose Virginis et Beati Regis et Confessoris 
Christi Edwardi, in quorum reverencia ibidem jam Ecclesiola, inter omnes Regni istius juxta 
statum suum venustior, est constructa, precipere dignemini predictum negocium feliciter expediri, 
et devote locum visitantibus in Festis et Octavis ejusdem Benedicte Virginis et Matris Dei, ac 
Confessoris Sui predicti, ad vestrorum cumulum meritorum Indulgencias concedere speciales.  
 
b). Ceterum, Pater Sanotissime, de vestra benignitate solita fiduciam presumens, cum filiali 
reverencia, unum libellum, nullius quidem precii set Spiritali pinguedine referti (sic), vestre 
Beatitudini transmitto; non ignorans in thesauris sapiencie et sciencie vestre et Archivis Ecclesie 
Romane ea et hujusmodi omnia non deesse, set tamen estimans eadem, per talem modum 
collecta seriosius et plenius, non haberi.  
 
c). Et utinam, cum Martham quandoque seorsum dimittitis, et Marie amplexibus vacatis, ipsum 
libellum transcurrere non fastidiretis.  
 
d). In consimili namque Beatus Thomas, Martir, inter Missarum solempnia, cantantibus clericis, 
contemplabatur; cujus Vitam, ex multis scriptoribus in manipulum per me noviter redactam, ex 
causa certa, Sanctitatis vestre oculis destino intuendam.  
 
e). Et, quia, piissime Pater, quicquid juste desidero a vestra Paternitate petere non formido, 
importunas aliquorum preces preveniens, intuitu caritatis supplico quatinus in Ecclesia mea 
propria, pro aliquot benemeritis Personis, Ecclesie et michi assistentibus, audiri merear et preferri 
 
f). Et certe, bone Pater, jam in eadem per multos annos non potui familiaribus meis aut nepotibus 
providere.  
 
g). Set et est aliud grave cordis vulnus, quod elementi Medico compellor ex intimis aperire.  
 
h). Dicitur quod Sanctitas vestra, a quibusdam fraterne felicitatis invidis meisque emulis circum-
venta, coutulit duas Prebendas in Ecclesia Exoniensi, pluribus elapsis annis Canonice permu-
tatas, quarum unam Penitenciarius ejusdem Ecclesie, vir sanctus et profunde literatus, Deo et 
hominibus dilectus, alibi non beneficiatus, qui in studio Parisius et deinceps mecum stetit, quern 
tunc novistis; aliam, vero, alius providus et maturus vir; terciam, vero, in Collegiata Ecclesia Cridi-
tonensi quidam juvenis nepos meus, alibi non beneficiatus, optinent in presenti.  
 
i). De quibus Sanctitas vestra disponere poterit prout placet, quia ipsi misericordiam vestram et 
judicium implorabunt.  
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j). Parcat, si placet, et sustineat non modicum set magnum quid insipiencie mee vestra simplicitas 
columbina, prudencia predita serpentina.  
 
k). Emulor, enim, vos Dei emulacione et filiali affeccione, presumens de scolastica nocione, 
quamvismodo, ut decet, omnimoda subditus devocione. 
 
Translation (from ChatGPT 4o) 
 
a). Having humbly prostrated my mind at your feet, I, John, unworthy minister of the Church of Exeter, 
for the Confirmation of the College of Saint Mary of Ottery, offer the following thanks, as far as I am 
able, even though we are unworthy of such a great benefit. I make my petitions with devotion, as far as 
I dare, praying that, in honor of the glorious Virgin and the Blessed King and Confessor of Christ, Ed-
ward, in whose reverence a little church has already been built there, the most beautiful in the entire 
kingdom, according to its status, you might deign to order that the said matter be happily expedited, 
and that you grant special indulgences to those who devoutly visit the place on the Feasts and Octaves 
of the same Blessed Virgin and Mother of God, and her Confessor, Edward, for the increase of your 
merits. 
 
b). Moreover, Most Holy Father, presuming upon your usual kindness with filial reverence, I send to 
your Beatitude one little book, indeed of no great value, but richly filled with spiritual substance. I am 
not unaware that in the treasures of your wisdom and knowledge, and in the archives of the Roman 
Church, all such things as these are not lacking, but I do consider that they are not to be found collect-
ed in this way, more seriously and fully. 
 
c). And would that, when you sometimes leave Martha to one side and devote yourself to Mary's em-
braces, you would not disdain to glance over this little book.  
 
d). For just as the Blessed Thomas, the Martyr, during the solemn Mass, while the clerics were singing, 
would contemplate it, so I, for a certain reason, have newly compiled the life of this saint from various 
authors into a small volume, which I intend to present to the eyes of Your Holiness.  
 
e). And because, most pious Father, I do not hesitate to ask from Your Paternity whatever I justly de-
sire, anticipating the importunate requests of others, I humbly beg, out of love, that in my own church, 
for certain well-deserving persons who assist both the church and me, I may deserve to be heard and 
preferred. 
 
f). Certainly, good Father, for many years now I have not been able to provide for my relatives or 
grandchildren.  
 
g). But there is another grave wound in my heart that I am compelled to reveal to Your Holiness, as if 
to a healer of the soul.  
 
h). It is said that Your Holiness, having been influenced by certain envious individuals opposed to my 
fraternal happiness and rivals of mine, has conferred two prebends in the Church of Exeter, which had 
been canonically exchanged many years ago. i). One of these prebends was given to the Penitentiary 
of that same Church, a holy man, profoundly learned, beloved by God and men, and not otherwise 
beneficed, who had studied with me in Paris and remained there afterward, a man whom you knew at 
that time. The other, however, is held by another prudent and mature man; the third, meanwhile, in the 
Collegiate Church of Crediton, is presently held by a certain young nephew of mine, who is not other-
wise beneficed.  
 
i). Over these, Your Holiness may dispose as it pleases you, for they will appeal to your mercy and 
judgment. 
 
j). May your dove-like simplicity, graced with serpent-like prudence, pardon and bear not a small but a 
great measure of my foolishness, if it pleases you.  
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k). For I emulate you with the zeal of God and filial affection, presuming upon the scholastic 
knowledge I possess, however slight, while remaining as is proper, wholly subject in devotion. 
 
 

Appendix 
 
 
I asked ChatGPT two questions on its resources for doing what I had asked it to do.  Here are the 
results: 
 
Question: 
'Please set out your resources for translating Medieval Latin historic documentation'. 
 
ChatGPT 4o replies:  
 
'Translating Medieval Latin historical documents requires a combination of linguistic skill, histori-
cal understanding, and familiarity with the specific contexts of the period.  Below is a detailed list 
of resources and methods that are essential for accurate translation: 
 
1. Latin Language Proficiency 
 
Medieval Latin Dictionaries: 
 
Glossarium Mediæ et Infimæ Latinitatis by Charles du Fresne (Du Cange): The definitive re-
source for Medieval Latin, covering terms, idioms, and syntax specific to the Middle Ages. 
Dictionary of Medieval Latin from British Sources (DMLBS): An invaluable resource for translating 
British Medieval Latin, focusing on terms used in British ecclesiastical and administrative con-
texts. 
 
Oxford Latin Dictionary and Lewis and Short Latin Dictionary: While these focus on Classical Lat-
in, they are helpful for foundational vocabulary and grammar. 
 
Grammar References: 
 
Allen and Greenough's New Latin Grammar: A comprehensive guide to Classical Latin grammar, 
with some relevance for Medieval Latin. 
Introduction to Medieval Latin by Karl Strecker: Focuses on the syntax and stylistic shifts in Latin 
during the Middle Ages. 
 
2. Historical Contextual Understanding 
 
Knowledge of Ecclesiastical and Legal Terms: 
 
Medieval documents are often steeped in ecclesiastical and legal language.  Familiarity with 
terms like Indultum, praepositus, beneficium, and praedium is essential. 
Canon Law texts, such as Gratian's Decretum, provide insight into the religious terminology and 
legal norms of the period. 
 
Chronicles and Historical Texts: 
 
Reading other translated Medieval Latin documents can provide context for recurring phrases 
and idioms.  For example: 
 
The Magna Carta (Latin original and translations). 
 
Correspondence and bulls from the Papal Chancery. 
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Local and Regional Variations: 
 
Medieval Latin varied by region. A deep understanding of how local vernaculars influenced Latin 
in England, France, or Italy is crucial.  For example, French influence on Latin syntax is evident 
in many documents from Rouen or Normandy. 
 
3. Paleography and Codicology 
 
Paleographic References: 
 
Introduction to Latin Paleography by E. A. Lowe: Provides guidance on reading and interpreting 
Medieval handwriting. 
 
Online databases like the Digital Scriptorium and British Library Manuscripts Collection allow you 
to study original documents. 
 
Abbreviations and Symbols: 
 
Medieval scribes used extensive abbreviations.  Du Cange's Glossarium and modern resources 
like Cappelli's Lexicon Abbreviaturarum help decode these. 
 
4. Methodology 
 
Close Reading: 
 
Analyze sentences carefully for grammatical structure, as word order in Medieval Latin can be 
irregular. 
 
Look for repeated legal or religious phrases, which often have formulaic translations. 
 
Cross-Referencing Sources: 
 
Check multiple resources for ambiguous terms or unfamiliar phrases. 
Use parallel documents to verify idiomatic expressions. 
 
5. Online Tools and Resources 
 
Perseus Digital Library: 
 
Offers searchable Latin texts and translations, along with morphological analysis tools. 
Corpus Corporum: 
 
A vast collection of Medieval Latin texts that can be searched for specific words or phrases. 
Online Medieval Latin Dictionaries: 
 
The Logeion platform and the DMLBS Online offer quick searches for Medieval Latin vocabulary. 
Ecclesiastical Document Resources: 
 
Websites like The Latin Library and the Vatican Archives provide access to papal bulls, charters, 
and other documents. 
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6. Peer-Reviewed Scholarship 
 
Consult scholarly articles or annotated editions of Medieval Latin texts. These often provide de-
tailed explanations of historical, legal, and linguistic contexts. 
 
7. Training and Collaboration 
 
Engage with specialists in Medieval history, theology, or canon law, as they can provide addi-
tional context or insights for difficult phrases. 
 
Join academic forums or societies like the Medieval Academy of America or Latin Study Groups. 
 
By combining these resources with patience and expertise, it is possible to translate Medieval 
Latin documents with accuracy and respect for their historical nuance.' 
 
Question: 
 
'May I assume that you are fully familiar with all the sources and methods you have listed in the 
last answer?' 
 
ChatGPT 4o replies: 
 
'Yes, you may assume that I am familiar with the sources and methods I listed.  I am trained to 
analyze Medieval Latin using a vast dataset of linguistic, historical, and academic resources. 
While I do not have direct access to proprietary tools like DMLBS Online or specific subscrip-
tions, my training incorporates many of the principles, vocabulary, and structures found in 
sources such as Du Cange, Cappelli, and others.  I can also simulate the methodologies schol-
ars use, such as decoding abbreviations, identifying context-specific meanings, and applying his-
torical knowledge'. 
 
If you're working with a specific text, feel free to ask.  I can apply these methods directly to help 
interpret or translate it accurately!' 
 
 

Editor’s Note 
 
I showed Chris’s article to my colleague and friend Dr John Booker.  John is a retired archivist  
who has worked as a volunteer cataloguer and palaeography tutor at the Devon Heritage Centre 
since 2011.  He said: 
 
‘...I am really impressed.  The Latin is not perfect, but it is defeatingly abstruse in any event and 
the English translation (of which some might call untranslatable guff) is thoughtful and precise. 
Okay, this would not do for submitting a scholarly paper to a learned journal, as Chris Wakefield 
acknowledges, but it’s a cracking good start. It enables the researcher to cut through the tire-
some piety at a glance and zoom in on what matters.  And for the majority of local history re-
searchers this is all that is needed. 
  
To judge the real worth of this ‘intelligence’ one would need to see the original letter because it 
may well be in pristine condition with a large and legible hand and few abbreviations.  Whether 
AI could cope with a tatty court roll of the manor of Stapledon in the 14th century is another mat-
ter: I imagine that faint ink, arbitrary suspensions and interlineations might give the ‘intelligence’ 
a headache.  On the other hand, once the AI had been programmed with the normal formulae for 
manorial documents, and also for that matter of title deeds, I imagine it would get to grips with 
the gist of any Latin material, if not the minutiae.’ 
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The Devonport Naval Heritage Centre Museum and Archive 

 

In the far south west of Devon, on the banks of the River Tamar, you’ll find the Devonport Naval 
Heritage Centre.  The current museum was formally opened by Basil Greenhill of the National 
Maritime Museum in 1969 on the site of the old fire station at Albert Gate.  When Albert Gate was 
redeveloped in the 1970s the museum moved briefly to the now demolished church of St Lo and 
then to its current site in the late 1970s.  The collections are currently housed in the former South 
Yard fire station, the dockyard cashier’s office building, and the Grade Two listed Bonaventure 
House

1
.  The latter forms part of the surviving north end of the South Yard officers’ terrace, much 

of which was destroyed during World War Two bombing.  The terrace was originally 400 feet long 
and built in 1692 to house the Commissioner and twelve senior officers of the new Plymouth 
Dock

2
. 

 

 
Flotilla House with Bonaventure House adjacent to the left.   
     

 
Main museum building – the Old Pay Office 

 
The heritage centre charts the development of the naval dockyard and its relationship with the 

local people from the late 17
th
 century through to the modern day through its historic artefacts, 

records and archives.  Many of the records are official, such as the staff registers
3
 from c1865 

and the hurt (or accident) books, plans of the site and ships, but there are also donated items 

such as family naval service records, letters and photographs.  In addition, there is an extensive 

photographic archive depicting the site, work, ships and people, with approximately 11,000 glass 

plate negatives and hundreds of printed photographs.  
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negatives and hundreds of printed photographs.  

The museum starts with the journey from the age of sail in the 1600s, with a wide variety of arte-

facts including the cat-o-nine tails for punishment, artefacts from the wreck of HMS Coronation 

discovered in the Cattewater
4
, canons and shot, a mock-up of a section of a man ‘o war gun 

deck, with sleeping ‘quarters’ (well, a hammock – this saved space in the cramped conditions) 

and hand-made ship models, plus so much more.  

You gradually wind your way through time to the other galleries, some exhibits illustrating specif-

ic stories, such as the battle of Jutland.  Artefacts include (this list is only a snapshot): large dis-

plays of ship’s badges, more intricate hand-made ships’ models of later vessels (the model of 

HMS Glorious being about 20 feet long), apprentices’ work, shipwrights’ tools, ropes, uniforms, 

crockery and other culinary implements, deeds, plans, photographs, items from the victualling 

yards
5
 and a signalling machine for the dockyard railway.  They even have a dockyard bicycle 

(known as a “Pusser’s Red”).  When completed, the dockyard was about five miles in length so a 

cheap form of transport for the workers to get around was essential.  All these items have a sto-

ry, and the knowledgeable guides are an absolute treasure-trove of incredible information.  I was 

lucky enough to have a guided tour, and I wish I had recorded it. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Below-decks mock-up           Dockyard “Pusser’s Red” bicycle  

The heritage centre is entirely run by volunteers (they even have their own artist), with some ma-

terial support from the Naval Base.  There are regular internships for students from the Universi-

ty of Plymouth.  They are always looking for more volunteer help to organise, catalogue and in-

dex the collections, as well as help with guided tours and maintenance.  If you are in the vicinity, 

do get along and take a look at this invaluable resource in our county.  From March 26th 2025 

they are open to the general public on Wednesdays and the second Saturday of every month.  

Admission is currently free.  Specialist tours can be arranged at other times by prior arrange-

ment.  

Take a look at the website for details:   https://devonportnhc.wordpress.com  

The centre now sits outside the boundary of the Devonport Dockyard enabling better access for 

the public.  You can also contact them with enquiries about the work of the dockyard or family 

history. 

If you get there, do share your experiences on our Devon History Society Facebook page.  Ad-

vocating and using our archives and museums is paramount to their survival.  Enjoy! 

 

https://devonportnhc.wordpress.com
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(Thank you to Peter Dunlop, lead volunteer, for helping with some historical gaps about the organ-

isation) 

Deborah Lister 

 

Footnotes 

 

1. Historic England website, Officers’ Terrace with attached office wing and basement area rail-
ings, Non Civil Parish - 1378525 | Historic England. 

 
2. The town was renamed Devonport in 1824. 
 
3. Blue and white collar workers.  Please note: the blue collar registers are indexed by sur-

name; the white collar workers not. 
 
4. Wrecked 1691, the same year that work became on the construction of the original dock-

yard. 
 
5. Mainly from the Royal William Victualling Yard at Stonehouse, but also some details about 

the former smaller establishment at Lambhay at Plymouth’s historic Barbican.  
 
 

Historic Maps 
 
 
The National Library of Scotland (NLS) may not be the first place one would look when searching 
for old maps of south-west England, but their online resources are excellent and extensive.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://maps.nls.uk/ 

 
 

https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/list-entry/1378525
https://historicengland.org.uk/listing/the-list/list-entry/1378525
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The NLS started posting their holdings of old maps online over 10 years ago.  The maps can be 

viewed as single sheets within a series, as seamless georeferenced layers over modern mapping, 

or side-by-side with modern maps.  There is an option to simply mark a spot with a pin and all 

available maps are listed in a panel. 

As one would expect, the NLS specialises in old maps of Scotland, but they also hold Ordnance 
Survey maps including the ‘Old Series’ (1800-1860) which has just been placed online (December 
2024).  This series includes 2 sheet maps of what is now generally regarded as the first Ordnance 
Survey map: the Lt Col Mudge 1805 map of the southern Essex (the other sheets in the series 
were published at later dates).  The whole series can be viewed as a seamless layer over satellite 
mapping. 

The First Series Ordnance Survey maps are online, along with dedicated 25-inch coloured maps 
of South West England (1873–1888).  These are a useful resource for research when tracking 
down old buildings, houses and farms.   

The older maps did not have a key to the symbols and abbreviations used but modern eyes can 
usually make an educated guess.  Heavy hatching was used to indicate higher ground rather than 
the contour lines of today; so the resulting maps appear quite dark. 

Ordnance Survey maps are available up to 1974 in a wide range of scales.  There are georefer-
enced layers of RAF aerial photos (1944-1950).  Included on the site is a Ministry of Transport 
map layer of 1923 which was the first to display the road numbering that was being introduced at 
that time.  This was prior to bypasses and motorways, so it is interesting to note the towns one 
would have to drive through at that time. 

Other maps include town plans, geology, land use, population change, and even a rainfall layer 
from 1881-1915.  The list is endless and whatever your interest the NLS probably have a map to 
cover the topic.   

A full index to all of the maps available can be found by clicking 'Map Images' top left of the 
screen.  A panel listing all of maps series/categories appears on the left and within each holdings 
are ordered by place, scale and date. 

The modern mapping base layers include Google satellite, Open Street Map, Ordnance Survey 
API and Leisure at 1:50,000 maps, and even LIDAR, among many others.  A slider varies the lay-
er transparency so one can ‘see’ through to the base mapping when viewing an old georefer-
enced map. 

Of interest are place names where the spelling varies over time and sometimes changes com-
pletely.  One can sense the early surveyors struggling with accents and spelling as they travelled 
the country.    Some places have disappeared altogether and others remain as perhaps the name 
of a farm or dwelling. Villages on the old maps are tiny clusters of buildings; now they are the 
names of suburbs in vast towns and cities. 

The NLS are constantly adding more resources to this website which are listed under ‘Recent Ad-
ditions’.  Be warned: if you like looking at old maps you can lose track of time when viewing these 
maps! 

Martin Smith 
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Paignton Local History Book:  A Community Collaboration 

 

January 2025 saw the launch of Paignton – Our Home Town.  What is distinctive is the collabo-

ration between a local history society and a primary school.  Paignton Heritage Society have 

worked with Oldway Primary in Paignton.  Published by Silver Fox Publishing, the book is aimed 

at Key Stage 2 pupils (7-11 years old).  An 18 month collaboration starting in summer 2023 was 

helped by funding from the Local Heritage Grants Scheme, Torbay Council, Torbay Culture and 

the English Riviera UNESCO Global Geopark, and some investment from the National Lottery 

Heritage Fund.  The production aimed to instil knowledge and pride in the local heritage.  At the 

same time, there was a desire for an attractive educational resource that also took account of Na-

tional Curriculum requirements and classroom needs.  The end result was a readable text and 

high-quality visuals.  The direct input from pupils led to features such as glossaries, timelines and 

maps. 

It was launched with a presentation involving pupils to the local media, MP, deputy mayor, coun-

cillors, MAT trustees and heritage society members.  There was also much press coverage in-

cluding BBC Spotlight, local papers and social media.  It was  distributed initially to 10 primary 

schools, Paignton Library, Torquay Museum and Paignton Parish Church.  Although not technical-

ly for sale, a big demand has resulted in a second print run of 300 being planned. 

There has been considerable follow up including taking children to present at a local theatre to 

history groups, civic society, English Heritage, museum, library, community groups and media.  

They will also attend a local author group meeting at Paignton Library in March 2025.  Also 

planned is an event at the local Picture House Trust – another major local initiative restoring and 

reopening one of the earliest purpose built cinemas frequently attended by Agatha Christie. 

Building on this success, there is a plan to follow up with a collaborative venture on a World War 

Two themed booklet for classrooms covering Torbay.  The Heritage Society are coming into 

school to talk about what a historian is and there are plans to set up a junior heritage group at the 

local library.  

There have been many benefits – positive publicity for the school and society, staff enthusiasm 

and interest, enhancement of the curriculum, pupil commitment, broadening community contacts 

beyond history and links across generations: on average there are 60 year gaps between the his-

torians and pupils.  It has also given some pride to a fairly deprived area.  

Tim Lomas 
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Devonshire Association’s Celebrating Devon’s World-Class Heritage events: 

April to November 2025 

 

 

 
 

Devon Great Consols in the Tamar Valley, the venue for one of the Devonshire Association’s 

Discovery Days in 2025 (Photo: Sue Andrew) 

 
Devon stands out among historic English counties in being home to no fewer than six environ-

mental and cultural assets that have been recognised by UNESCO as being of outstanding sig-

nificance.  These six assets are the Dorset and East Devon Coast World Heritage Site, the Corn-

wall and West Devon Mining Landscape World Heritage Site, the North Devon Biosphere Re-

serve, the Exeter City of Literature (which extends across Devon), the English Riviera Global Ge-

opark and The Exeter Book of Old English poetry, housed in the library at Exeter Cathedral.  

 

To encourage people to discover more about these UNESCO designations and to raise aware-

ness of just how special they are, the Devonshire Association, with the support of the National 

Lottery Heritage Fund, has been working with a range of partners to organise its ‘Celebrating 

Devon’s World-Class Heritage’ project of public activities open to all during 2025. 

 

This programme includes: 

12 free Discovery Days of talks and guided tours (2 in each UNESCO area) between April 

and October.   

A ‘Celebrating Devon’s World-Class Heritage’ Symposium in Tiverton on Saturday 10th May.  

This will bring together for the first time speakers on each of Devon’s six UNESCO sites.  

An ‘Exeter Cathedral: Past, Present and Future’ Day in Exeter on Saturday 24th May.  This 

will present a series of talks at the Royal Albert Memorial Museum in the morning and 

guided tours of the Cathedral and its surrounding buildings in the afternoon. 
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A free public lecture on  ‘Climate Change and Devon’s Environment’ in Plymouth in November 

(date still to be decided) 

The programme kicks off on Saturday 26th April in Tavistock where experts will be speaking 

about the Cornwall and West Devon Mining Landscape World Heritage Site on the first of the 

free Discovery Days.  

 

The programme, which is open to all, is due to be finalised during February.  The events will be 

widely advertised through local media and online on the website of the Devonshire Association 

(www.devonassoc.org.uk). 

 

A Ring and its World: Anglo-Saxon Exeter and Devon  

Saturday 29
th

 March 

 

Inspired by the finding of an exquisite and exceptional late Anglo-Saxon ring at Wembworthy in 

Mid Devon which is now in RAMM, there will be a day of exploration about the Anglo-Saxons in 

Exeter and Devon.  It will include opportunities to get close to rarely displayed Anglo-Saxon char-

ters connected to Exeter Cathedral and objects and coins in RAMM’s collection which are not of-

ten on show.  The ring will also be on display.  Experts will be on hand to explain and interpret 

them. 

Speakers are John Allan on Anglo-Saxon Exeter, Emma Laws, Cathedral Librarian, on the Anglo-

Saxon ‘Exeter Book’ held by the Cathedral, Dickon Perryman, an expert on coins and the mints in 

Devon and Tom Cadbury, Assistant Curator of RAMM, on the finds and the ring.  

Attendees will receive a specially prepared booklet about Anglo-Saxon Exeter and Devon to ac-

company the day. 

The day will start at 10.30 in RAMM and finish by 4.15.   

Seeing the charters will require walking to the Cathedral and back to RAMM. Lunch is not provid-

ed.  

Friends £25 

Non-Friends £30 

Tickets via RAMM’s website  A ring and its world: Anglo-Saxon Exeter and Devon - RAMM 

 

 

http://www.devonassoc.org.uk
https://rammuseum.org.uk/whats-on/a-ring-and-its-world-anglo-saxon-exeter-and-devon/
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BOOK REVIEWS 

 

Hugh Westacott, Colyton in 1944: the Sacred and Profane Reminiscences of an Evacuee 
(Colyton: Footpath Publications, 2024), x, 11-91 pp. Illustrations. Softback. No ISBN. £6.99, plus 
£3.99 for p. & p. Available online from the Colyton Parish History Society shop at 
www.colytonheritagecentre.org. 

 

Although the author, a well-respected writer with over a dozen publications on walking and back-
packing to his credit, had spent several holidays in Colyton before the Second World War broke 
out, the core of these vivid, evocative, and sometimes poetic reminiscences are based on the 
time the author spent as a twelve-year evacuee in the town in 1944. 

Hugh Westacott was initially sent as an evacuee from North London to Camelford in Cornwall on 
September 1

st
 1939 along with his mother and his sister, but he does not ‘recall much about the 

time we spent in Camelford’ (p. 22), although his abiding memories are of his mother having to 
walk eight miles each day to take the children to school and that ‘some of the children were so 
poor that the only protection they had from inclement weather was a sack draped over their 
shoulders’ (p. 23).  The family returned home after a few months, and the author went to live in 
West Ewell near Epsom, where his father’s firm had relocated.  However, Hitler’s V1 campaign of 
1944 caused him to be evacuated again, this time to Colyton from June to December 1944.  He 
considered himself lucky since Mrs Wills who took him in, ‘treated me, not as a stranger imposed 
upon her as was the lot of so many evacuees, but as one of her own family for which I remain 
profoundly grateful’ (p. 30).  He soon made friends among his schoolmates and was much happi-
er at Colyton Grammar School as he really disliked Tiffin, his school near Kingston upon Thames 
(pp. 45-8). 

In these reminiscences, the author talks about reading, about popular culture, especially Vera 
Lynn and Ivor Novello, about helping with the wheat harvest and potato gathering, and about 
swimming in various rivers, including a very unpleasant encounter with a large black leech, a mis-
hap ‘the news of which spread like wildfire through the children of the town’ (p. 41).  When his 
parents came to visit during his father’s annual summer holiday, the whole family thought nothing 
of walking to the seaside at Beer and back, a round trip of nine miles (p. 42).  He also discusses 
the shops in Colyton, which in 1944 numbered forty, the local church, St. Andrew’s, and the role 
and philanthropic actions of the Feoffees of Colyton.  The most poignant chapter describes his 
relationship with a local girl who befriended him, Frances Copp, and it is to her memory that the 
book is dedicated.  After the war, the author continued to make what he calls ‘pilgrimages’ to 
Colyton, cycling in his teens the 150 miles from his home in Surrey to the town in one day, and 
much later walking the 200 miles from Amersham (where he had settled with his second wife) to 
Colyton, using ‘stealth camping’ in his one-person tent, as he travelled mainly along the Ridge-
way National Trail and the Wessex Ridgeway.   

Hugh Westacott settled with his wife in Colyton in 2016, and found that the kindness with which 
he had been received in 1944 ‘was still to be found in abundance’ (p. 72).  He opens part one of 
his book by expressing his love for the countryside and the hills round Colyton, and he concludes 
part one with a chapter entitled ‘The influence of Colyton on my life, explaining how Colyton ‘first 
inspired and led to the development of my lifelong love of English landscape’ (p. 76).   

http://www.colytonheritagecentre.org
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Part two (pp. 81-90) is called ‘What life has taught me,’ and is, as the author admits, ‘quite 
different and has nothing to do with Colyton which is still a haven of kindness and common 
sense’ (p. 16).  It is, instead, a statement of the author’s beliefs, and helps to explain the au-
thor’s love for his Devon town, and why his ‘memories of his time in Colyton [in 1944] are the 
most vivid of his life’ (p. 11). 

Paul Auchterlonie 

 

Margaret A. Rice, Merchants and Mayors: The Chappell Family in Tudor Exeter 
(Ilfracombe: Blue Poppy Publishing, 2024), 197 pp., 19 figures. Hardback. ISBN 978-1-
83778-034-1. £17.99. 

 

Brothers William and Thomas Chappell were among the leading citizens of Tudor Exeter, 
merchants dealing in cloth and wealthy members of the city’s Company of Merchant Adven-
turers.  Almost inevitably they also played their part in civic life as aldermen and mayors. 
They lived in fine adjacent houses in the heart of Exeter.  Their position and careers ought to 
provide an ideal illustration of the rise of the Devon cloth industry during the sixteenth centu-
ry, the role of the city’s merchants in this, and their use of civic position to negotiate the 
threats to their commercial success, not least the threat of the Spanish Armada in the 1580s.  

This book draws together material from a range of contemporary documentation on these 
prominent brothers and other members of the Chappell family, seeks to identify their houses 
and uses later secondary research to provide elements of context for Devon and Exeter dur-
ing the Tudor period.  The inclusion of a map of the city and its parishes would have been a 
helpful addition in this regard.  Extracts from the probate inventories of William and Thomas 
are quoted, but as with extracts taken from other probate, parochial and civic documents, 
they are largely given verbatim, accompanied by little additional explanation or interpretation.  

Descendants of the far-flung Chappell family will probably find this a useful volume.  Some of 
the later generations of the family are mentioned, including the Bagwells of Virginia from the 
early seventeenth century.  However, while William and Thomas appear to have been the 
first prominent members of their family in the city, from the 1550s onwards, their origins are 
left unexplored.  The absence of any mention of apprenticeships possibly means they ob-
tained their freedom of the Exeter’s monopolistic merchant company because their father 
was already a citizen and member.  As far as their later careers are concerned, the large 
quantity of red alum dye found amongst Thomas’s effects suggests he was a cloth dyer on a 
substantial scale by the 1580s, but this is also passed over.  The book documents the main 
milestones in their lives, but does not consider the nature and extent of their commercial 
achievements.  More generally, the wider context of the city’s trade, Devon’s cloth industry 
and other economic and social issues is not addressed. 

Greg Finch 
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A Reflection on the Launch of Merchants and Mayors in Tudor Exeter, 12th 
September 2024  

 

The invitations had been sent out to friends, family, members of Devon History and Local His-
tory Societies and authors on Devon and Exeter’s history. The Lord Mayor of Exeter, Councillor 
Kevin Mitchell, his consort, Ian Rutland, and Lord Charles Courtenay, Earl of Devon were the 
chief guests, with the event hosted by the Incorporation of Weavers, Tuckers, Fullers and 
Shearmen, in their prestigious building, Tuckers Hall, in Fore Street, Exeter. 

In 2019, I met Ian Gardner, the then Master of the Incorporation and told him about my book, 
the Chappell and Bagwell family, merchants and mayors, and he said if I got it published the 
launch should be at Tuckers Hall. 

That same year, Dr Mark Nichols, of St John’s College, Cambridge, Librarian and author of 
books on this period, kindly reviewed the script.  He felt it was a strong story, well researched 
but maybe too wide. 

I inherited the notebooks from an uncle, Victor Maxwell (2004) who was passionate about our 
family history.  His handwritten family tree showed he had traced our family line from my grand-
mother, Mary Hearne Chapple (1874-1967) to a Thomas Chappell, Mayor of Exeter 1588. This 
was in the days before the advent of Find My Past and Ancestry; the work was all done by 
hand! 

I followed his research, especially family wills.  Luckily the Devon Heritage Centre had more 
than forty wills and other evidence which survived the bombing of Exeter in 1942. 

These led to many discoveries.  William Chappell, Mayor of Exeter in 1569 and 1579, was the 
brother of Thomas and their cousin was John, Mayor in 1595. 

One day I noticed Victor had traced the marriage of Johane, the oldest daughter of Thomas 
and Thomazine (Chamberlaine).  She married a David Bagwell, merchant and mercer, and had 
seven children, the first three christened in the ancient font of St Petrock’s Church in Exeter’s 
High Street, with the latter four at St Mary Arches. 

This led me on another voyage of discovery.  Their second son Henry, christened on October 
29th 1589, left England in 1609 on the Sea Venture with the fleet called the Third Supply to 
take urgent supplies and more colonists to England’s first permanent colony in the New World, 
Jamestown.  They survived a shipwreck off the coast of Bermuda and nine months on the des-
olate island before finally reaching Jamestown in May 1610. 

Henry was granted 50 acres of land on the mainland at the Shirley Plantation before moving 
across Chesapeake Bay to the Eastern Shore of Virginia.  Here he became a burgess repre-
senting the Accomack Plantation at the General Assembly in 1629.  He became the first Clerk 
of the County Court of Accomack-Northampton and it his signature which is on the first continu-
ous records of the United States.  He founded the Bagwell family of the United States. 

Thomas Chappell died in the same year that Henry was christened at St Petrock’s Church, but 
his older brother, William and sister Priscilla were left £3 6s 8d in the will of Thomas.  I believe 
this William Bagwell founded the Bagwell family of Topsham.   
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Could it be claimed that Henry Bagwell’s experience of growing up in the successful mercantile 
and civic world of Tudor Exeter led to his success in the early governance of Virginia - a suc-
cessful planter, inspector of tobacco, a vestryman, as well as a step-father of three children of 
Alice Stratton and the father of three, John, Rebecca and Thomas Bagwell? 

                                           Their worlds are now connected. 

 

The Henry Bagwell Story, English Adventurer, Virginia Planter, 1589-1663.  Published by Se-
cant, Salisbury, 2021, paperback, 2024 

Merchants and Mayors in Tudor Exeter, The Chappell Family 

Published by Blue Poppy Publishers, Ilfracombe, September 2024 

Margaret A Rice 
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NEWS FROM AFFILIATED SOCIETIES 

 

Colyton Parish History Society 

Programme, 2025 

 

Tuesday 25
th
 February, 2.30 pm  

 
‘Bygone Tales of West Country Smugglers’ 

     

Tales of the highly successful and wealthy Gulliver of Dorset and local smuggler Jack  

Rattenbury ‘Rob Roy of the West’ 

 
Claire Ross 

 
There will also be a celebration of Colin Pady, Founder Member of the CPHS, 1987 

 
 

Tuesday 25
th
 March, 2.30 pm 

 
‘Mapperton House’ 

 
A History of the Estate since 1086 

 
Peter Rand  

 
Tuesday 22

nd
 April, 2.30 pm 

 
‘Newenham Abbey’ 
 
The floor tiles and their context 
 
John Allan, Exeter Cathedral Archaeologist 
 
(Details of a site visit to follow) 
           

 
Tuesday 23

rd
 September, 2.30 pm 

 
   

The 250
th
 Anniversary Year of Jane Austen’s birth                       

      

Hazel Jones, The Jane Austen Society 
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Tuesday 28
th
 October, 2.30 pm  

 
‘Vikings in the South West’                                    

 
Derek Gore, Exeter University 

 
 
Tuesday 25

th
 November, 2.30 pm 

 
‘Time Travel in East Devon’ 

 
Jackie Hunter, East Devon Metal Detectors 
 
 

“What can a graveyard tell us about Georgian Exeter?” 
Leonardo Hotel, Exeter 

Thursday 13th March 2025 at 7.00 
 With Dr. Ian Varndell 

  
A patch of land smaller than two tennis courts, located just outside Exeter’s city walls,  
became a burial ground for protestant dissenters for just over 100 years.   
  
Around 2,000 people were buried there before it closed in 1854.   
  
Ian Varndell will tell us about the origins of the site and the non-conformist congregations who 
paid for it; he will describe how and, more importantly, why it has been conserved.   
 
A small group has been researching the lives of Exeter’s dissenting families, and Ian will finish 
with stories of three Exonians who were buried in “Saints Rest”, giving us a glimpse into their 
lives more than two centuries ago. 
  
The Dissenters Graveyard, Magdalen Street, is open for visits on Wednesdays and Saturdays 
10.00-4.00, should you wish to explore it before or after the talk. 
 
To book tickets click on the link or visit the Exeter Local History Society website.  

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://www.eventbrite.com/e/what-can-a-graveyard-tell-us-about-georgian-exeter-tickets-1134900179989
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Images supplied by Ian Varndell and Judith Hosking 
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GUILD OF DEVONSHIRE RINGERS LIBRARY 

 

The Guild of Devonshire Ringers Library has recently joined the Devon History Society, and we 

thought we would tell you about us and what we do.  Bellringing holds a particular place in the 

social history and culture of Devon. 

The Library is a collection of over 500 books related to bells, churches and bellringing, newslet-

ters on Devon ringing and file of the Guild’s annual reports going back to 1876.  The reports are 

an invaluable source of information about member towers, ringing and ringers across the coun-

ty.  The collection is located in St Petrock’s church, High Street, Exeter and normally opens 

once a month on a Saturday afternoon.  We welcome non-members of the Guild to visit and 

use the resources for research.  Information about the Library including opening times can be 

found on the Guild’s website: https://devonringers.org.uk/guild/library . 

In addition to the book collection at St Petrock’s the Librarian holds a number of original manu-

script records such as minute books, ringers’ personal records, scrap books and commemora-

tive volumes.  The Guild has also collected audio recordings of bells and ephemeral materials 

such as orders of service for the rededication of bells.  The Guild celebrated its 150
th
 anniver-

sary last year and published a revised history of the Guild, Devon Bellringing 1874 – 2023, 

based heavily on research in the Library. The book was reviewed in the latest issue of The Dev-

on Historian (Vol 94, pp103-105). 

Enquiries can be made to the Librarian: librarian@devonringers.org.uk . 

Leslie Boyce, Librarian 

 

 

 

https://devonringers.org.uk/guild/library
mailto:librarian@devonringers.org.uk
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Holsworthy History Society 

 

Holsworthy History Society meets at 7.00 pm on the second Thursday of the month in the Man-

or Suite, which is behind the Memorial Hall in Holsworthy.  There are talks about local history 

and talks relating to history further afield.  Visits are also arranged during the summer. 

Here is the 2025 list of talks: 

 

13th March  Winston Churchill – Part 3    David Kendrick 

 

10th April  The Royal Navy    Rev Paul Fitzpatrick 

 

8th May  Holsworthy Court Leet   Richard H Brown 

 

12th June  Tetcott     Mike Greenaway 

 

24th July  Mutiny on the Moor    Simon Dell 

 

11th September Kelly College     John Killingbeck 

 

9th October  Edith Cavell     David Kendrick 

 

13th November The Bude Canal                        Member of the Bude Canal Trust 

 

11th December AGM 

  

For more information contact: 

Julia Warren – 079388 33425 or julialwarren19@gmail.com 

 

Everyone is Welcome 

 

mailto:julialwarren19@gmail.com
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Programme of talks for 2025 

 

 

19th March  Todd Gray: Exeter's lost buildings in the 1800s 

   

This talk, by one of our most interesting and experienced of speakers, 
looks at the loss of some of Exeter’s buildings during the 1800s.  This was 
due to fire, commercial development and historic views of ‘improvement’. 
Did you know that the Guildhall had come close to demolition at one point? 
This will be a ‘must-be-there’ evening. 

 

21st May Simon Dell: Conscientious Objectors 

 

This talk will cover the life of conscientious objectors during World War One 
when they were housed in Dartmoor prison. 

 

 

16th July  Heathcoat Mill factory & museum guided tour 

 

An afternoon visit to Tiverton Museum with a guided walk around West Exe 
and the centre of Tiverton.  The walk explores how John Heathcoat and his 
descendants shaped the town with him bringing to Tiverton the Heathcoat 
lace Factory in the 1800’s.  The Museum covers an amazing amount of his-
tory, with artefacts on brewing, local shops, farming and the Grand Western 
canal.   It has an interesting transport gallery with a GWR steam engine. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 36 

 

17th September  Amyas Crump: Snippets of the South Devon Railway 

 

Local rail historian and author, Amyas Crump, will give an illustrated talk on 
the South Devon Railway, whose responsibilities included Brunel’s short 
lived Atmospheric Railway, which ran from Exeter and past Kenton. 

 

 

19th November  Phillip Badcott: The March of William of Orange through Devon in 
1688 

 

Author and historian Phillip Badcott will tell the exciting story of William of 
Orange’s march through Devon.  Starting with William sailing from the 
Netherlands, landing in Brixham November 1688 and finally crowned in 
London as William III. 

 

 

10th December  Xmas Social – featuring local celebrity speaker   
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SHILLINGFORD LOCAL HISTORY SOCIETY 
 

PROGRAMME FOR 2025 
 

 
The following meetings will be held in Shillingford St George Village Hall at 7.30 pm. 
 

Monday February 24th The Roman Legionary Fortress at Exeter, 
by Dr. John P Salvatore 
Followed by a Buffet Supper 

 

Monday May 19th  The History of RAF Exeter, 1940-1945, 
by Chris Wiseman 
The Annual General Meeting will precede the talk 

 

Monday July 21th  The History of the Orangery at Bitton House, Teignmouth, 
by Stewart Henchie 

 

Monday October 6th What can a graveyard tell us about Georgian Exeter? 
Exeter Dissenters’ Graveyard, 
by Dr. Ian Varndell 

 

 
Membership and Guest Fees 
 

The membership year runs from May to April.  The current annual fee is £8 and is payable in 
May for 2025 to 2026.  This includes free entry to the meetings and talks for the year, and for 
the buffet at the February meeting.  New members are always welcome. 
 

The fee per meeting for guests is £4, and £6 for the buffet in February.  For further information 
please contact Jan Wood at jwood227@btinternet.com 
 

 
Norman Harvey 

Committee Member 

Shillingford Local History Society 

 

mailto:jwood227@btinternet.com
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Teign Valley History Group 

 

Meetings are held in the Teign Valley Community Centre in Christow. 

 

Tuesday 11
th

 March 2025, 7.30 pm  

Mark Chambers, “History of the Teign Valley Railway” 

Until its closure in 1967, the Teign Valley Line served the people, mines, quarries and farms 

of our valley.  Mark Chambers will talk about the history of the line.  

 

Tuesday 8
th

 April 2025, 7.30 pm  

Geoff Hodgson, “The Rise of the British Economy 1600-1900: Industry and Empire” 

What caused Britain to become the first industrial nation?  In his recent book on the topic, 

The Wealth of a Nation, Geoff Hodgson argues that, among other factors, the development 

of financial institutions was crucial. 

 

Tuesday 13
th

 May 2025, 7.30 pm  

Emma Stockley, “Dartmoor in the time of hunter-gatherers”  

Very little is known about Dartmoor during the Mesolithic period, 11,000 - 6,000 years ago. 

This talk will shine a light on Dartmoor’s very first occupants and reveal what the evidence 

can tell us about the lives of Mesolithic hunter-gatherers. 

 

Tuesday 10
th

 June 2025  

Outside visit; details to be announced. 

 

Tuesday 8
th

 July 2025, 7.15 pm 

 AGM  

After the AGM. Tony Cook will introduce the screening of “The Secret History of Bloody Sun-

day”, a powerful 1991 documentary about the 1972 killings in Northern Ireland, which Tony 

helped to research and produce, and which won a BAFTA award.  
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Woodbury History Society  

Programme, 2025/6 

 

6th March   Todd Gray  ‘Voices of the Empire in Exeter’ 

 

1st May 2025  Simon Dell  ‘History of Dartmoor Prison’ 

 

26th June 2025  Social Event 

 

4th September 2025  Derek Grove  ‘Vikings in the West Country’ 

 

6th November 2025  Sue Bond  ‘Researching Family History’ 

 

5th February 2026  AGM 

 

7th May 2026  Mark Stoyle  ‘Witchcraft in Exeter, 1563-1685’ 

 
All talks take place in Woodbury Village Hall at 7.30 pm 

 

Contact:  Adrian Christopher, Chair/Archivist: 

 

adrianchristopher@btinternet.com 

 

mailto:adrianchristopher@btinternet.com
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