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Chairman’s Introduction April 2016 

This edition of our Newsletter marks the end of an era, being the last of many 

expertly edited by Brian Jenkins, to whom we all owe our heartfelt thanks for 

the high standards he had always achieved. We would be very glad to hear 

from any of our members who would be prepared to join the small editorial 

team who will be producing future Newsletters. 

Civic Voice, the national voice representing civic societies, is very concerned 

that there is a decreasing interest and involvement nationally in the 

conservation of our historic environment. The leaders of the organization, 

drawn from local civic societies, stress the need for local involvement to 

remedy the situation. After discussion at our most recent meeting, the 

committee decided that the next Newsletter should focus on Tiverton’s built 

heritage, which is already a matter of some concern. The Tiverton 

Conservation Area, which includes the town centre and much of West Exe, is 

classified by Historic England as ‘Heritage at Risk’, ‘Very Bad’ and 

‘Deteriorating’. There is a real threat to the future use and maintenance of 

several important listed buildings, both within and outside the town’s 

Conservation Areas. This arises for a number of reasons including the 

rationalization of places of worship, and the closure of many retail outlets 

including Public Houses. Perhaps most important, however, is the neglect of 

buildings by property owners! 
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Occasionally the best option is the demolition of buildings, especially if they 

are not listed. In the Tiverton Conservation Area there have been some poor 

quality developments in recent decades while no viable alternative uses could 

be found for some older buildings, such as the former Tiverton and District 

Hospital or the Electric Cinema which have been replaced with housing. The 

Twyford Inn was judged to be damaged beyond repair after a recent fire.   

As a result of a challenge from ‘John Twyford’ I have, on behalf of our Society, 

recently been involved in correspondence in the Tiverton Gazette about 

Castle School’s planning application to build a completely new building to 

replace the existing school which would be demolished. The present building, 

started in 1902 and completed in 1909, is not listed, but it is part of the 

Tiverton Conservation Area. The main building is externally quite attractive, 

being viewed affectionately by many local people and those who attended 

school there. In the Devon edition of The Buildings of England by Cherry and 

Pevsner it is described as having a ‘handsome red brick and stone Renaissance 

south front in the tradition of later London Board Schools’. Although the 

grammar school building was developed as a First and Middle School, and 

then as a Primary School, under Devon County Council which took over 

responsibility for education after the 1902 Education Act, its architecture is 

very much in the style of Board Schools. These were eventually set up 

nationally after the 1870 Education Act, which was to ensure a basic state 

education for all children. 
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The architecture of the Board Schools tended to be fairly uniform in style and 

was intended to ‘impress and civilise’. A very large number of similar schools 

were built in a Wren or Queen Anne style, common features including large 

windows to light classrooms and halls, rows of gables and high roofs. They 

frequently included central halls and separate entrances at each end for boys 

and girls. Many of these schools, such as Castle School, survive, but large 

numbers have been demolished or converted to new uses, becoming, for 

instance, libraries, community halls or flats, their design having become 

unsuited to modern educational needs. As a Governor of Castle Primary 

School for many years I can appreciate the views of those who wish to see the 

main building preserved, and I am sure we all welcome the interest in local 

heritage. However, I have seen at first hand that the layout of the existing 

building is far from ideal as a Primary School and it is also very costly to 

maintain and heat. After careful consideration I have therefore expressed 

support for the application. This will provide a not particularly attractive but 

much more suitable building, while the site of the demolished building would 

provide much-needed outdoor space. 

The announcement that Petroc will no longer be teaching A Levels in Tiverton 

has shocked many people, as it means that, outside the private sector, all 

students from the town and surrounding area will in future need to travel to 

Exeter or Taunton for such courses. The decision, taken for financial reasons, 

reinforces the image of the town as one with low educational aspirations. 

Petroc has a fine record of A Level success but the numbers of students taking 
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A Level courses has been on the margin of viability for many years. Many local 

students already travel to Exeter or Taunton to access a wider range of A Level 

choices. Yet Tiverton is the largest centre of population in Mid-Devon and the 

restoration of such courses as soon as possible must surely be a priority. The 

situation contrasts with Crediton (Queen Elizabeth’s Academy) and Honiton 

(Honiton Community College), both smaller towns with secondary schools 

having flourishing Sixth Forms with a good range of A Level courses! 

A number of our Society members were part of the Stakeholder Group 

involved in the consultation for the ‘Design Guide for the Eastern Urban 

Extension’, intended to advise and guide developers. The draft was presented 

to the MDDC Cabinet for approval on April 7th and they were mindful to adopt 

it after some alterations have been made, as well as to possibly make it into a 

Supplementary Planning Document. The draft guide certainly has merits, but 

alterations are essential as much of the text is unsatisfactory, often being very 

poorly expressed! Much has been made of the Stakeholder Group’s 

contribution and we welcomed the opportunity to express our views, 

although to what extent we influenced those of the urban designer 

responsible for the guide is very much open to question! As we saw on a visit 

to many sites suggested by participants there are both good and badly 

designed developments locally, and it is to be hoped that this guide will 

influence developers to create a coherent and sustainable new community. 

I have recently received a welcome letter of introduction from a 

Loughborough local historian, Tony Jarram, giving, as he puts it. 'a quick 
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update on how things stand regarding the still extant house, 38 Leicester 

Road, once owned by John Heathcoat'. This, despite his efforts, was refused 

listing or a blue plaque. However, Heathcoat's Loughborough house has now 

revealed a secret tunnel, and a hidden room like a priest hole - why? This, and 

a lot more new to Tivertonians will appear in a future article. Meanwhile, we 

send our thanks and good wishes to Loughborough's local historians. 

Jeremy Salter 

 

Editor's Note 

Fern has managed to find a space for me to applaud whole-heartedly another 

Tiverton Civic Society Newsletter and thank those responsible for it. Many 

years ago, Mary de la Mahotiere decided on a successor, and ever since, the 

mantle was mine. The earliest editions (nos. 7 - 18) should still be in the Town 

Hall attic. An immaculate Index (nos. 29 - 63) was compiles by Jane Evans but 

has since not been formally maintained. A Progress Report should follow in 

due course - with my best wishes. 

Brian Jenkins   
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Tiverton Colonel’s Chequered Career 

Did Halberton officer John Were deserve his notoriety? 

In November 1644, in a room at the Tower 

of London, a well-known Parliamentarian 

soldier sat looking for the words that 

would clear his reputation—and perhaps 

even save his life. John Were of Halberton, 

Gent., had been approached in 1642, early 

in the conflict, to fight for the King; but at 

a Royalist gathering ‘hearing some 

discourse that tended both to the 

dishonour of God, and the overthrow of 

the common liberty, I totally disavowed 

the executing of that Commission, and fully resolved with my utmost to 

promote the purity of Religion and the publique peace.’ 

Were was, he says, ‘the first, and I suppose the last, Gentleman in Devonshire, 

that raised and continued a Regement in that County.’ He was able to do so 

because he had inherited the estate of his father, Humphrey, Tiverton’s first 

Recorder and MP for the town in 1624. Humphrey died in 1625, leaving John, 

aged 13, his sole heir. John married at 18 or so and settled at Court Place, now 

Court Farm, and acted as a JP and Churchwarden in Halberton. A widower at 

24 with two daughters, he married again in 1641 at St. Peter’s Church.  
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Tiverton choosing to support Parliament, Were was put in command of the 

garrison at the Castle. His troops were not always particularly valiant, but in 

the ‘Apologie’ he wrote in the Tower, and in the ‘Relation’ and ‘Petition’ 

which follow it,1  the Colonel looks back proudly at his first two years of very 

active service. Understandably he emphasises his victories and even turns 

defeats to advantage. At Cowley Bridge, near Exeter, he had repelled Sir Ralph 

Hopton and his Cornish troops, successfully defending the river crossing 

‘against a great storme’; for his service his men ‘gave me a memorial of their 

loves and thanks’. And at Stratton, near Bude, in May 1643, a disaster for the 

Parliamentarians, he tells his hearers—for his words were to be read in the 

House of Commons—that ‘I continued all the fight and came off with my 

generall (Stamford) who continued to the last, having I suppose not twenty 

men left with him’. 

But when Sir Ralph Hopton and his Cornish troops swept through Tiverton in 

May 1643 on their way to Somerset, following up their success at Stratton, 

Colonel Were’s troops ran away. They seem to have been back by August, 

however, when the well-known John Lock incident took place (see the front 

cover picture of the plaque commemorating this event). 

Among the force defending Exeter when it surrendered to Prince Maurice in 

September 1643, Were went back to Halberton. So complete was Royalist 

domination of the area at this time—the dreadful Col. Connock was Governor 

                                                 
1
 They were reprinted in Arthur Fisher, ‘The Apologie, Relation and Petition of Col. John 

Were’, DCNQ Vol 4 (1906-7) pp. 153-174. 
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at Tiverton -- that now he ‘could not stay without I would take up Armes for 

the King, which rather then I would doe, I chose to leave my wife, children and 

estate to the mercy of the Enemy’. The Colonel knew how to play on the 

emotions of his audience. 

After heroic service in the astonishing defence of Lyme, Were joined the third 

Earl of Essex as he headed West to try to take Exeter, relieve Plymouth and 

win Cornwall for Parliament. The Colonel was a valued officer, respected by 

the Lord General, who gave him responsibility for clearing out Tiverton as he 

approached the town, which he proudly tells us he did: ‘at Wellington hearing 

some of the Enemy were neere Halberton, I sent out two Troopes of Horse 

whoe beate the Enemy from thence, tooke divers Prisoners, Allarm’d home to 

their head Qrters Tiverton and frighted them thence in a great disorder’. 

Were raised two regiments, ‘one of horse, the other of foote without money’ 

for Essex, and leaving a garrison at Tiverton Castle ‘when his Excellency 

marcht into Cornewell, I went with him never being off my regiment, until our 

Armes as is well knowne, were laid downe’. This is an understatement. Essex’s 

forces, anxious to keep control of the port of Fowey, had allowed themselves 

to be trapped by the superior numbers of the King, Prince Maurice and Sir 

Richard Grenville. The key points of Restormel Castle and Respryn Bridge were 

lost; and finally Castle Dore too; Were was present at all three. Essex jumped 

into a boat and escaped, largely blaming the Colonel for the catastrophe. 

The terms agreed allowed the losers to return unhindered to their homes, but 

the Cornish saw their opportunity and as the invaders tried to go back across 
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the bridge at Lostwithiel there were ‘many barbarismes used, some killed, 

others flung into the water, most plundered and three of my colours taken 

away, and I for the safety of my life was forced to crosse the water’. 

Were then met ‘Major Belfore’, perhaps Balfour, who had served with him but 

later changed sides. Belfore offered the Colonel, who was wet and wounded, 

safe hospitality for the night; he would return the Colonel to his army in the 

morning. Trusting to the honour of a soldier, and ‘our former intimacy of 

acquaintance’, Were accepted, and who can blame him? The next morning, 

Belfore treacherously turned the Colonel over to his Royalist superiors. 

Sent to Sir Richard Grenville, himself a notorious turncoat, Were felt 

threatened both immediately and by the prospect of having to face the King: 

‘in this extremity I promised to serve the King, but with a secret reservation to 

my selfe, no further than he complied with his Parliament’. This classic 

equivocation saved him for the moment, but seriously damaged his 

reputation. He was sent to the notorious drunkard Lord Goring, who passed 

him on to the admirable Governor of Exeter, Sir John Berkeley—who was now 

back at Tiverton, having ejected Were’s men from the Castle. 

So Were found himself in his own stronghold, as it were, but now professing 

to be a Royalist and no doubt deeply distrusted. He was sent home to 

Halberton, but with a guard—Major Mohun, already a well-known figure on 

the London stage.  Were was up to the challenge and soon managed to 

escape his captors, joining Lt. Colonel Blake at the strong Parliamentary 

garrison of Taunton.  
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There he learned that the London press had got hold of his having ‘turned 

Judas’ as Essex reported it-- for many years to come the Colonel was referred 

to as ‘Renegado Were’. Determined to clear his name and confront Essex with 

a fairer account of his actions at Lostwithiel, Were rode to Portsmouth to 

meet the Lord General, who had him arrested. In prison awaiting a hearing on 

a charge of deserting his post at Castle Dore, he wrote the ‘Apologie‘. It was 

read in the Commons on 8 November 1644, but cannot have been convincing 

enough, for the Colonel seems to have been imprisoned in London until 

August 1645, when he was exchanged for a distinguished Royalist. 

The Colonel was just in time to join Sir Thomas Fairfax as he came to conquer 

the West, and very probably joined in the siege in October 1645 of Royalist-

held Tiverton Castle and Church. Here the recent Governor Col. Amias Pollard 

really had changed sides; his replacement, Col. Sir Gilbert Talbot, was able to 

retain only 200 men, hardly a match for the Parliamentarian army of over 

6000. Were must have been delighted by the result. He may have seen the 

taking of Bickleigh Castle, and was certainly before Exeter in the long siege of 

1645-6. There John Were at last reaped the rewards of his very long and 

faithful service. After the surrender of the city, a force had to be left to 

safeguard Exeter for the future; one of the three regiments Sir Thomas Fairfax 

himself appointed to the task was Colonel Were’s. 

The unique ‘Apologie’ is an impressive and moving personal story by a local 

man caught up in our terrible Civil War. 

Douglas Rice 
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Frederick Drake and Michael Thorne 

at St. Peter’s Church 

Frederick Drake was commissioned to make eight stained glass windows in St. 

Peter’s Church, installed between 1873 and 1894, two of which are in the 

church vestry. The vestry windows and three of the windows in the main 

church were commissioned by Revd Michael Thorne, Curate of Prior’s Portion. 

One was commissioned by the parishioners of St. Peter’s in memory of their 

beloved Curate and his wife Elizabeth. The last to be made was dedicated to 

Mary Thorne, in 1993. One was commissioned by John and William Spurway, 

sons of Revd John Spurway, Rector of Pitt Portion, and his wife Elizabeth, in 

their memory, and installed in 1882, the same year as the Hardman window 

dedicated to John Duntze Carew (see the last issue of the Newsletter).   

The vestry windows are simple in design with no figures. Today they are 

masked by a false ceiling. The Spurway window on the east wall of the 

Memorial Chapel is sadly obscured by the beautifully carved WWI Memorial 

Reredos which is fixed to the wall below the window. The subject of this 

window is the Transfiguration. In the central light, Christ is framed by a 

rainbow circle. To the left is the figure of Moses holding the stone tablet on 

which are engraved the ten commandments, while to the right, Elijah holds a 

scroll on which the Torah is written. Below this are the kneeling figures of 

three apostles. The design is ahead of its time, pointing towards the artistic 

fashions of the twentieth century. 
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Four of the five windows in the main church associated with the Thorne family 

are in the Aesthetic style. They display a lightness of touch and, in some, a 

cartoon-like approach to the portrayal of the figures which lends a wry 

humour to the interpretation of the gospel stories they tell and the Christian 

message they convey. Drake was a skilled cartoonist! The exception is the 

window dedicated to Mary Thorne on the north wall of the north aisle at the 

west end of the church, which takes as its theme the Marys of the gospels. 

This reverts to an earlier Gothic style which presumes knowledge and tells no 

story, a reflection, perhaps, of an element of conservatism within the church 

that has marked St. Peter’s over the last century and a half. 

Frederick Drake 

Frederick Drake was a prolific maker of stained glass windows in the second 

half of the nineteenth century and early twentieth century. He was based in 

Cathedral Yard, Exeter. Probably his greatest work was the restoration of the 

East Window at Exeter Cathedral between 1884 and 1896.  

Frederick came from a skilled family of painters in Teignmouth. In 1552, he 

was apprenticed to his cousin, Alfred Beer, whose father, Robert, and mother, 

Elizabeth (sister of Frederick’s father), both skilled painters, established the 

Beer studio in Exeter in the second quarter of the nineteenth century at 10 

Okehampton Street in 1837. As well as painting church furnishings such as 

hatchments and reredos, Robert and Elizabeth branched into stained glass 

windows for which there was a burgeoning demand at that time. In this they 
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were encouraged by patrons belonging to the influential Exeter Diocesan 

Architectural Society (EDAS) through which they gained important 

commissions. In 1847, they moved to new premises at 41 Bartholomew 

Street, a more central location, indicating the success of the business. 

By 1851, the studio was run by Robert’s widow, Elizabeth, and Alfred, their 

son, both partners. They employed five men. Frederick was with the firm, 

becoming a skilled painter as well as stained glass maker, until at least 1865 

by which time he had reached the rank of journeyman and was paid 30 

shillings a week, a high wage for the time, which recognised his skill and 

reflected his value to the Beer studio. The nationally known stained glass 

painter in Birmingham, John Powell Hardman, was paid around 43 shillings a 

week at this time, while lesser craftsman received around 20 shillings or less. 

Jim Cheshire, an authority on Victorian stained glass windows, notes in his 

book Stained Glass and the Gothic Revival (2004) that there was a hierarchy 

among those working in stained glass studios, with the most senior artist 

painting the heads and drapes, and apprentices taking on other parts 

according to their skill and seniority. He notes a distinctive change in the style 

in which faces were painted when Alfred Beer took over from his sick father, 

and concludes that until his illness, Robert Beer reserved the role of painting 

faces for himself. This hierarchy is likely to have continued under Alfred. 

The side windows in the chancel of St. Peter’s Church were made by the Beer 

studio in 1856, four years into Frederick’s apprenticeship. Records relating to 



Tiverton Civic Society Newsletter 
 

 
 

16 

the Beer studio are fragmentary, and so it is not known whether Frederick 

was involved in the making of these windows.  

In 1866, Alfred died, and his widow, Susan, took over as partner in the 

business. Frederick was refused a partnership and left the firm to set up his 

own studio in Exeter Cathedral Yard at No.4 Little Stiles, adjacent to the now 

demolished church of St. Mary Major. This was close to one of the seven 

ancient gateways to the Cathedral Close. The extended family remained on 

amicable terms. Over time, Frederick’s business became the leading studio in 

the region, while the Beer studio declined and was eventually taken over by 

Drake whose studio continued under his less prolific son Maurice well into the 

twentieth century. Frederick died in 1921. 

Michael Thorne 

Michael Thorne came from an established West Country family represented in 

both secular professions and the church. Both secular and ecclesiastical 

members commissioned stained glass windows in the nineteenth century for 

both secular and ecclesiastical buildings. In 1867, Michael Thorne was 

persuaded out of retirement to serve in the collegiate church of St. Peter’s 

where he became a much-loved Perpetual Curate of Prior’s Portion for the 

rest of his life. He was a generous man, giving his stipend to the poor and the 

church. He also presented the church with its lectern, made by Benham and 

Froude of London, as well as commissioning windows for which he paid. 
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Michael grew up in South Molton and was educated at Blundell’s School, from 

where he went to Lincoln College, Oxford, to study theology. He graduated in 

1827. For much of his working life he was Rector of Butterleigh Church (1833 

– 1857). Michael’s older brother, Joseph, also went to Blundell’s School, but 

sadly died at the age of sixteen years, probably in a blizzard, when returning 

from school for the Christmas vacation. 

The windows 

The first window that Michael commissioned from Drake is dedicated to his 

brother Joseph. It is also dedicated to his niece, Mary Poole, who died aged 22 

years in May 1872, probably after the window was first commissioned since 

her name seems to have been added. The window was installed in October 

1873 in the west wall of the north aisle. 

The theme of the window is freedom in eternity. The central light shows the 

Good Shepherd carrying a lamb, here suggestive of the innocence of 

childhood. The four lights, two on either side, reflect the events in the life of 

the apostle Peter. The lights in the canopy portray symbols with which St. 

Peter is associated – the keys to heaven, the cock which crowed three times, 

the fishes that formed Peter’s livelihood and which fed the hungry crowds 

when Jesus preached, and the church which Peter built after Jesus’ death. The 

events of Peter’s life in these lights focus on two themes: the power of healing 

to the left of the central light portraying the Good Shepherd, and to the right, 

eternal freedom - from captivity and from the burdens of life. 
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The Good Shepherd. West window in the north aisle, dedicated to Michael 

Thorne’s elder brother Joseph and his niece, Mary Poole 
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Resurrection window on the north wall in the Memorial Chapel 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The next window, commissioned by Michael two years later, was dedicated to 

his sister, widow of his cousin, Revd John Thorne, Vicar of Bishopsnympton 

near South Molton. It is located in the east wall of the south aisle. Very 

appropriately for an east-facing window, the theme is the Passion of Christ, 

pictured over six main lights. The scenes show Jesus' scourging, mocking, 

carrying the cross, crucifixion, descent from the cross and entombment. The 
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colours are bright and yet there is enough use of white glass to ensure that 

the window has a light airy effect on the aisle. In each of the lights, Jesus is 

the principal figure. Even in the third light where Simon of Cyrenaica carries 

the cross, Jesus is prominently depicted immediately behind. In the first two 

lights, the figures around Jesus are responsible for his sufferings. In the fourth 

light, those that tortured Jesus are replaced by mourners. In the fifth and sixth 

lights, Joseph of Arimathea takes Jesus down from the cross with Mary 

watching and then prepares his body for burial. The sequence moves from 

disbelief to faith. 

The last window commissioned by Michael Thorne is dedicated to his brother-

in-law, Thomas James Poole. It is installed at the east end of the south wall of 

the church. The style is distinctive, with a curved flow to the design achieved 

by the distinctive shaping of the lead, the shape of the striking red glass that 

forms the background to the main scenes, and the curved glass shapes with 

contrasting colours that form the drapes on the figures. 

Like other windows on this wall, the windows consists of two arches each 

containing two main lights. In the left arch the theme is the crucifixion. The 

scene in the left light is the crucifixion with the three Marys at the foot of the 

cross and a distant representation of Jerusalem behind. The right light of the 

left arch reveals the disciples gazing at Jesus as he dies on the cross and 

holding their arms out to him. The right arch depicts the story of Moses lifting 

the serpent in the wilderness. In the right light, Moses is pictured with a 

bronze serpent on a forked pole, while in the left light, the Israelites gaze at 
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him. The serpent on the pole symbolises healing (Numbers 21:8-9). Moses is 

told to make a fiery serpent and set it on a pole. When those that have been 

bitten gaze on the serpent they will be healed. In the same way, those gazing 

on Jesus as he dies will live. 

In contrast to the earlier windows, there are two further scenes below, 

separated from the main scenes by a shallow gothic-style border. In the left 

arch the lower picture shows the baptism of Christ, while in the right arch 

Moses brings water from the rock. As in the main scenes, the Old Testament 

story prefigures the gospel story (Numbers 20:11 cf John 1:33).  

The shaping of the lead between main pictures and the lower pictures in this 

window is reflected in the fourth window commissioned from Drake by the 

parishioners of St. Peter’s in memory of Michael and Elizabeth Thorne. It was 

installed on the opposite side of the church at the eastern end of the north 

wall in what is now the Memorial Chapel. The design and colours are carefully 

chosen to allow as much light as possible onto the north side of the church. 

Michael died on 13th March 1884. 

The theme of the window is resurrection to everlasting life. The window has 

four lights, the left depicting the meeting of Jesus with the Samaritan woman 

who drew water at a well. The gospel story symbolises contrasts the water 

drawn by the Samaritan woman with the water of life, offered by Jesus to 

believers, which permanently assuages thirst (John 4:13).  
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The middle lights depict two gospel stories about resurrection from the dead. 

In the left middle light, the story of Lazarus, with text quoted from John 11:25 

and 35, is balanced by the story of Jesus raising to life the dying daughter of a 

synagogue leader. In the same way, the right light complements the left light. 

It depicts Jesus’ visit to the home of Martha and Mary. Jesus’ words, to which 

Mary listens, are revealed as the bread of life providing eternal nourishment, 

in contrast to the perishable bread that Martha bakes for their meal.  

Below these four lights, matching the design of the opposite window on the 

south wall, is one scene, the Last Supper. It is sensitively executed. Jesus, clad 

in white as a foretaste of his death on the cross and burial in a white linen 

cloth, blesses the bread and wine which will succour the faithful. Around him, 

the disciples slump glumly at the table while Judas Iscariot, in a black cloak, 

slinks out of the room to betray Jesus to the Jewish authorities. The window 

moves from the sorrow of death at its base, in the scene of the Last Supper, to 

the joy of resurrection in the main scenes and in the symbolism of the canopy. 

This is path that the parishioners of St. Peter’s were sure that Michael and his 

wife would pass along to achieve everlasting life with Christ. 

The achievements of Frederick Drake and Michael Thorne add greatly to the 

beauty and integrity of St. Peter’s Church. They tell the gospel story with 

clarity, a light touch and with meaning, and they reflect the deep belief of 

both men in the ultimate values of the Christian tradition.  

Fern Clarke  
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Lt Col. William Harding – A Tiverton Worthy 

The name of Lieutenant-Colonel W. Harding, F.G.S., is well-known to local 

historians for his two volume History of Tiverton, published 1845/1847. This 

continued the record of the town's history through the fifty five years 

following the publication of Martin Dunsford's Historical Memoirs, as well as 

using some documents to which Dunsford did not have access, such as those 

of the Greenway Charity. Both works of local history are indispensable. Whilst 

Dunsford's life is known in some detail, not least from his own pen, that of 

Harding is shrouded in mystery, thereby exerting a fascination. Where was he 

born? What was he doing in Tiverton? Where did he live? When and where 

did he die? In this attempt to learn a little more about him and his association 

with Tiverton, we now have many advantages: Google means there is no 

longer any excuse for ignorance.  

Born into gentry on 16 August 1792, William was the third son of Robert 

Harding and his wife Dionisia, daughter of Sir Bourchier Wrey of Tawstock 

near Barnstaple. His childhood home was the family seat of Upcott, in the 

parish of Pilton to the north of Barnstaple, where a new mansion had been 

built forty years before, dated 1752 on a rainhead. At just nine years of age, 

on 21 August 1801, young William was sent away to Blundell's School to join 

his elder brother Robert, where he stayed for the next six years until 29 

September 1807. His father died in the meantime. Thus Tiverton became a 

part of his life at a formative stage. Perhaps his master, the Rev William Page 

Richards, instilled in him a love of geology and history. As the third son, a 
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career in the army was fore-ordained. On 11 July 1811 he received his first 

commission as ensign when in the Peninsular War with the 5th Foot, later re-

named the 5th Northumberland Fusiliers, rising to lieutenant in 1813. He was 

present at the siege of Burgos, capture of Madras, and battles of Vitoria, 

Pyrenees, Nivelle, Nive, Orthez and finally Toulouse in April 1814. For his 

service he received the Peninsular medal and six clasps. He was then placed 

on half-pay and not brought back until January 1818 when he was posted to 

the Rifle Brigade for a year. He saw irregular service until March 1823 when 

he obtained his own company, becoming captain of the 58th Yeomanry of 

Foot, and was posted to serve at the newly-built Royal Military Depot at 

Weedon Bec in Northamptonshire. It was here, on 20 January 1824, that he 

married Ann Elizabeth Jones, the ceremony witnessed by four of her relatives 

but none of his. At the end of the year his wife bore him a son, baptised 

Robert William on 13 December. Two years later, on 1 June 1826, still at 

Weedon, a second son was baptised Thomas Henry. In November he left the 

service as a major on half-pay. A daughter, Maria Elizabeth, was born in about 

1830, her birthplace untraced but perhaps in Ireland where the Western 

Times' obituary says he served for a time. 

As well as being an antiquarian, Harding was a gentleman geologist. In 

December 1831 he donated fossils from the Rock of Gibraltar to the 

Geological Society of London. Perhaps he had previously met the curator, 

William Lonsdale, who had also served in the Peninsular War. Then, in 

December 1834, from his home in Ilfracombe, he sent local fossils to the 
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Society. It was a time when leading geologists were working on the sequence 

of strata and the Devon rocks presented problems. One of these geologists 

was Adam Sedgwick and it seems likely that Lonsdale drew his attention to 

the Ilfracombe fossils. Sedgwick asked Harding about some other local rocks 

and Harding sent more fossils in November 1835. In an attempt to resolve the 

problems, Sedgwick, together with another leading geologist, Roderick 

Murchison, undertook four weeks of intensive fieldwork in Devon in July 

1836. Early in the month they were in Ilfracombe where they dined with 

Harding, studied nearby cliff sections with him and no doubt gleaned 

information on the best local rock exposures. Harding and Murchison were 

exact contemporaries, Murchison having also served in the Peninsular War in 

the early period so their paths had not crossed there, but they evidently got 

on well and in a joint paper 'The Physical Structure of Devonshire', read to the 

Society, they refer to 'our friend Major Harding'. In November 1836, doubtless 

as a personal thanks, Murchison proposed William Harding 'as a proper 

person to become a Fellow' of the Geological Society. The admission form was 

also signed by Sedgwick and another Fellow. In December Harding was duly 

elected as a life member of what was a select gentleman's club. Meanwhile 

the debate raged on for the next two or three years, with Henry de la Beche 

and Phillips taking their parts, Murchison and Sedgwick disagreeing and 

having to recant some of their views. Plant fossils found at Marwood by 

Harding became a major stumbling block for the sequence put forward by 

Murchison. In the words of Rudwick, 'fossils found by amateur collectors such 
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as Harding repeatedly forced elite geologists on both sides of the controversy 

to reassess their interpretations.'2 

In early 1837 Harding moved to Tiverton and so was less able to collect fossils  

North Devon. This was because he wanted his sons to attend Blundell's. The 

school had tightened its regulations, requiring pupils to live in the town if they 

were to be eligible for the free classical education offered. His second son, 

Thomas, attended from 10 February 1837, aged nearly eleven. He was joined 

by Robert six months later, perhaps held back by sickness. Harding continued 

his interest in geology, writing on 21 May 1839 to inform the Geological 

Society that he had not received any reports of meetings of the Society and 

asking for parcels to be re-directed to Messrs Whittaker & Co, Ave Maria 

Lane, London, to await collection when he was up in town. However, in a 

subsequent letter of 25 February 1841 he wrote to Lonsdale: 'Much to my 

regret circumstances have hitherto prevented my visiting London since I have 

had the honour of being a Member of the Geological Society.' He went on to 

offer, in the course of the summer, to send 'specimens of Goniatite, Posidonia 

and other organic remains which surround Tiverton, also some of the volcanic 

remains which is [sic] so abundant in the neighbourhood'.   

On 23 November1841 Harding was gazetted as brevet lieutenant-colonel and 

retired from military service by the sale of his commissions. His address in 

Tiverton's 1841 census is St Peter Street, perhaps the most prestigious street 
                                                 
2
 For a full account of the geological debate in which Harding played a not insignificant 

part, see M. J. S. Rudwick The Great Devonian Controversy, the Shaping of Scientific 
Knowledge among Gentlemanly Specialists (1985). 
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in the town at the time. He was in residence with his wife, son Robert (still a 

pupil at Blundell's until April 1843), daughter Maria and two servants. Thomas 

had left Blundell's in December 1840. Harding lived at the north end of the 

street, perhaps in the very same house occupied in 1817-1832 by John 

Heathcoat. Here he immersed himself in the town's affairs, in 1841 becoming 

secretary of the body forming the new National School in St Andrew Street. It 

was there that he embarked on his History of Tiverton, delving into new finds 

of records and current affairs. Mike Sampson (History of Tiverton, vol.2) 

summarises Harding's ringside view of the notorious Chancery case brought 

against Blundell's for the mismanagement of funds in 1837.  

When volume one of the History of Tiverton was published, Harding included 

a long preface, dated 3 February 1845, explaining his objectives and regretting 

the low number of subscribers received, which 'has fallen far short of my 

hopes or expectations'. He must have been bitterly disappointed in the lack of 

interest in the town's history. Volume two had merely a short preface of 

thanks dated 30 January 1847. His publishers were F. Boyce, bookseller, Fore 

St, Tiverton, and Whittaker & Co, Ave Maria Lane, London. Between the two 

publication dates, tragedy struck: his daughter, Maria Elizabeth, died on 19 

October 1846, aged only sixteen. There is a poignant memorial in St Peter's 

church, on the wall of the Memorial Chapel and in the floor below, to ‘the 

beloved and only daughter of Lt. Col Harding’. This is the only place where his 

name appears in the town which owes him so much. Was this the trigger 

which induced him to move? Or, having exhausted Tiverton's history, did he 



Tiverton Civic Society Newsletter 
 

 
 

28 

crave pastures new and a more stimulating environment? Late in 1849 he and 

his wife moved to Exeter. In 1851 they were living at West Park Villa, 

Magdalen Road, St Leonard's, with three servants. Their son Robert was 

lodging in King Street, Westminster, although he died soon after in Exeter, 

buried on 1 June 1851. The younger son Thomas had perhaps married but also 

died young, buried at Barnstaple on 19 May 1856. In 1856 and 1861 Harding's 

address was 10 Higher Terrace, Mount Radford, St. Leonard's. Concerned with 

the present and the past, he was appointed a magistrate and soon set about 

accumulating information on Exeter's history.  Although a strong Protestant, 

he was a great friend of Dr George Oliver, Exeter's Roman Catholic priest and 

one of the leading lights of the city's local history. When Dr Oliver died in 

March 1861, Harding purchased his History of Exeter (published 1821) and all 

his copious notes, to add to his own growing collection. 

The year 1861 was busy as the British Archaeological Association held its 

annual week-long conference in Exeter in August. It fell to Harding, a member 

of the local committee, to fill the void left by the death of Dr Oliver. The 

Association reported: 'Col. Harding whose knowledge of this locality and deep 

acquaintance also with subjects of antiquity were well known, had kindly 

volunteered to be their guide to the principal antiquities of Exeter.'  The tour 

covered two days. A full account is given in the Journal of the British 

Archaeological Association for 1862. As was usual at such conferences, a 

temporary museum was set up and 'most kindly and effectively promoted by 

Col. Harding and Mr Gendall.' Harding exhibited a range of material such as 
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Roman pottery, several silver coins minted at Exeter, drawings and various 

seals including a lead cloth seal with the name of George Dunsford, the 

brother of Martin Dunsford, merchant and historian, who took over the family 

cloth business in 1802 after Martin went bankrupt (how apposite that Harding 

should have acquired this Dunsford seal). On one of the conference days the 

party visited Tiverton, where Harding took no part in the proceedings, leaving 

it to the newly-appointed head master of Blundell's, Revd J. B. Hughes, to 

guide the party around St Peter's church and Dr G. A. Paterson to do likewise 

around Tiverton Castle. Dr Paterson was a retired physician and it looks, from 

the 1861 census, very much as though he was occupying the same house 

where Harding had resided twenty years earlier. One evening Harding 

delivered a talk on 'The Coinage of Exeter', published in the same volume of 

the Journal which included the inaugural address of the President of the 

British Archaeological Association, Sir Stafford Northcote. Prompted by the 

display assembled by Harding and Mr Gendall, he declared that Exeter should 

have a museum. This germ of an idea took root and the Royal Albert Memorial 

Museum (RAMM) was the outcome, opening in 1868. By this time Harding 

had moved from Exeter, otherwise no doubt he would have become involved. 

As it was, he gave some fossils from the Pilton Beds and crinoid stems from 

the Marwood Beds to RAMM in 1873.  

Although Harding was a member of several local societies, he seems to have 

published little. An exception was a wide-ranging paper on Morwenstow 

Church read to the Exeter Diocesan Architectural and Archaeological Society 
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on 16 December 1863, published in their Transactions for 1867. Then, on 21 

November 1866, Thomas Wrey Harding, William's elder brother, died at 

Upcott, whereupon Harding inherited the ancestral home and moved to 

North Devon with his wife and huge collection. In the 1871 census the couple 

had five servants, growing to six in 1881, probably because one was too old by 

then to do much work. For twenty years the Lieutenant-Colonel was lord of 

the manor, 'during which time he had earned the gratitude of the poor and 

the esteem and respect of all other classes'. He staunchly adhered to 

Conservative principles and when Sir Robert Carden was returned as MP for 

Barnstaple in 1880, he opened Upcott for a fete. But he had lived for a 

considerable period in comparative, and latterly in absolute, retirement. His 

days were spent sorting out his papers, 'antiquarian matters of all sorts' 

representing over sixty years of labour and industry, numbering thirty to forty 

thousand items, mostly on churches, memorials and families, intending to 

publish but not doing so. 

At the great age of 93 Lt. Col. William Harding passed away on 13 January 

1886. The North Devon Herald and Devon & Exeter Daily Gazette described 

the progress of his funeral procession in a blinding snowstorm, taking over 

half an hour to travel from the house to Pilton church, led by the tenantry on 

horseback, then the workmen from the estate, then the bearers. The fifth 

carriage was the deceased's empty carriage. He was laid to rest in Pilton 

churchyard. A wall memorial inside the church records his military career, 

adding: 'He lived deservedly respected and left a widow and many friends to 
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mourn his loss.' No portrait or photograph has yet been traced, only a written 

description, that he 'was a man of excellent physique and, beneath a 

commanding appearance and a military brusqueness of exterior, he was 

distinguished for his great kindness of heart.'  

Two years after his death, the Devonshire Association, which Harding had 

joined in 1870, published a 'Report on the Harding Collection' which was 

lodged in Barnstaple's newly-opened Athenaeum Library, now part of the 

North Devon Record Office. In 1886 Upcott descended to another branch of 

the Harding family, Capt. Stafford Goldie Harding of Dawlish. A century later, 

in about 1980, the house was converted into luxury apartments for rent. On 

the hill nearby, visible from the A361, is a triumphal arch, erected by Harding 

as a personal memorial to commemorate his military exploits when fighting in 

the Peninsular War. Listed Grade 2, it is described as an 'eyecatcher' in 

Historic England's list number 1164017. Could Tiverton offer a Blue Plaque?  

                                                                        Jane Evans 

My grateful thanks to: Caroline Lam (Geological Society); Naomi Ayre 

(Athenaeum, Barnstaple); the Revd Dr Nigel Dilkes and Bill Sanders (Rector and 

Churchwarden of St Mary the Virgin, Pilton); Pam Sampson (Tiverton 

Museum);  Alison Mills (Barnstaple Museum); Tom Cadbury (RAMM); Anne 

Howard (Devon & Exeter Institution); Tiverton's local historians Mike Sampson 

and Peter Maunder.        
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Heathcoat 200 

 

Tiverton Museum is currently working on the next temporary exhibition 

celebrating two hundred years of manufacturing at the Heathcoat Factory. 

Museum staff and volunteers have been busy undertaking research for the 

exhibition using the unique resources held at the museum, including some 

early staff records, various factory Log Books recording day to day events at 

the factory, and the wonderful collection of photographs we have in our 

stores.  

The exhibition will look at the 

history of the factory from 1816 

through to today, and how it has 

shaped the town throughout this 

time.  

The factory in the late nineteenth 

century 

The factory has always played a major role in Tiverton’s history due to its 

central location in West Exe, the numbers of people employed and the 

amount of housing and public facilities that the factory and the Heathcoat 

Amory family provided for Tiverton. We are working with Heathcoat Fabrics to 

include some of the interesting technical fabrics that are made in Tiverton 

today. There is, of course, far too much material to cover everything in one 

exhibition, but there will be fascinating nuggets of information on the only 
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workers’ strike, the formation of the factory school and a nineteenth century 

cycle to work scheme! 

Children in front of the factory school (on 

the right) thought to be one of the first in 

the West Country. The factory shop, 

selling a wide range of fabrics and 

accessories, is now housed in the former 

school. 

The factory site around the 1950s 

It is well known that some of John 

Heathcoat’s workers followed him 

from Loughborough to Tiverton, 

walking the entire way with their 

worldly goods. The museum is 

recreating this walk over two weeks 

this summer. A core group of walkers 

will walk the entire route (along 

canal and foot paths), and many others will join in for a day or two. The walk 

will culminate in an event at the Heathcoat Fabrics factory on Monday 11th 

July for factory workers, descendants of the original Loughborough workers 

and members of the Heathcoat Amory family. If you are interested in joining 

the walk for any stage, please contact the museum’s Chairman of Trustees 

Andrea Rowe through the museum.  
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Cleaning up after the disastrous floods of 1960 

It was this flood which finally prompted the 

building of the flood prevention scheme along 

the river Exe where it flows through central 

Tiverton. A new section of the A396 was 

constructed through West Exe South on land 

that had previously been part of the flood 

plain. 

The damage done to the factory in the 1936 fire 

This fire virtually destroyed the factory 

which was rebuilt to accommodate 

machinery for making 'hard items' as well as 

lace. During World War II, parachutes, 

aircraft components and parts for 

agricultural machinery were made in the 

factory. 

The museum is running a special family ‘Tivvy Textiles’ day on Saturday 13th 

August. Join us to discover how textiles have been made in Tiverton through 

the ages, from Iron Age spinning through the Tudor days of the wool trade, to 

the arrival of Heathcoat’s lace machines and to the modern day. There will be 

lots of hands-on activities, crafts and object handling. The museum admission 

applies, and charges may apply for some activities. The exhibition ‘Heathcoat 

200’ runs at Tiverton Museum until 23rd December 2016. 

Pippa Griffiths 
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Visit to Fursdon House, Cadeligh and 

Cadbury Churches, Tuesday 5th July 

This visit will be led by Charles Noon, a well-known local historian who is one 

of our members and who also acts as a guide at Fursdon House. He is 

providing this service free of charge.  

The total cost will be £12.50 per head which will include a guided tour of 

Fursdon House and gardens as well as cream tea. 

St. Bartholomew's Church, Cadeleigh, is well-known for the Leach Monument 

of about 1630, the largest of its type in any Devon parish church. 

St. Michael's Church, Cadbury, is a fifteenth century church with several 

interesting features including fine stained glass and firm links to the Fursdon 

family. 

Fursdon House has been occupied by the Fursdon family for over 750 years. 

Its Georgian appearance conceals a much older core. It is set in parkland with 

fine views and attractive gardens. David and Catriona Fursdon have done 

much to restore the property since David inherited it from his uncle. David is 

Lord Lieutenant of Devon. He has been a popular speaker at our Society 

meetings. 

We will travel by our own transport and meet at Cadeleigh Church, in the 

centre of the village, at 2.15 pm. Please indicate on the enclosed form if you 

would like a lift. 

If you would like to join us on this visit, please fill in the enclosed form and 

send it to Jeremy Salter at 43 Post Hill, Tiverton, EX16 4NG, together with a 

cheque for £12.50 per person made out to 'Tiverton Civic Society'. Please 

apply as soon as possible as numbers are likely to be limited. 

Friends, family and non members welcome.  
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Frederick Drake's stained glass window showing scenes from the Passion of 

Christ in the east wall of the south aisle of St. Peter's Church 


