
SOCIETY UNVEILS TWO MORE BLUE PLAQUES 
 

Exeter Civic Society unveiled a plaque to Frederick John 
Widgery at 11 Howell Road, Exeter on Friday 10 October 2014.  
It was dedicated by the Society’s Blue Plaque  
Co-ordinator John Monks, 
and was sponsored by a 
grant from Bury Meadow 
Residents’ Association 
supported by Devon 
County Council and 
Exeter City Council. 
Further information 
regarding the plaque and 
FJ Widgery can be found 
in the Blue Plaque area of 
our website. 
 
 
 

Then on 4th December 2014 a blue plaque was unveiled by Paul 
Jepson, Artistic Director of Exeter’s Northcott Theatre, to Violet 
and Irene Vanbrugh. This was located at the walkway between 
Roman Walk and Southernhay, near the Exeter Blitz Memorial.  
The site of the plaque is close to the house in Southernhay 
where Violet was born in 1867, but which was demolished as a 
result of bombing in World War two. Paul Jepson, praised the 
blue plaque scheme and spoke of the creativity of the two 
sisters, whose careers on the stage and in films lasted until the 
1940s. More information can be found on the Vanbrugh sisters 
in the Blue Plaque area of our website. 
 
 

This unveiling followed an enjoyable evening 
at Devon and Exeter Institution on 2nd 
December where Society members were 
entertained by extracts from some of the 
sisters’ screen films and readings by John and 
Shirin Monks to celebrate their lives.  
 
See page 3 to find out how you can vote on 
who should have a Blue Plaque. 
 
Right: Blue Plaque Co-ordinator John Monks, 
Paul Jepson, local historian Christine Trigger and 
Society Chairman Keith Lewis at the unveiling. 
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The Bus & Coach Station redevelopment by The Crown Estate and their partners may be a step 
closer after their limited consultation in November, and although they had hoped to submit an outline 
planning application before the end of 2014, at the time of writing this in late January, the City 
Council are yet to receive a planning application. The proposed area for redevelopment displayed at 
the November consultation was much smaller than the area promoted by the City Council in 2012, 
only extending from Paris Street to Cheeke Street, rather than to Summerland Street. It will be 
disappointing for many that most of the tired buildings in Sidwell Street will not be replaced as part 
of the proposals but that may be a sign of the difficult financial climate we are in. The proposals can 
be viewed on the Princesshay website at http://princesshay.com/leisure  

The closure of Paris Street to through traffic is a concern to many people, especially I expect, those 
living in the York Road area where the traffic will be diverted. The Highway Consultants at the 
consultation said they had not finalised their proposals, and I expect this is what is holding up the 
planning application. It is concerning that during the Sale period after Christmas traffic queuing from 
the John Lewis Car Park backed up into York Road over several days. This resulted in traffic queues in 
Summerland Street and Sidwell Street and further afield. I hope this is a warning to the developers 
and the County Council that any diversion of traffic must be well thought through, and the roads 
designed to allow traffic to flow at peak times. Please look out for this planning application and 
ensure you send your views to Exeter City Council in due course. 

I am pleased to hear that Exeter City Council Planners have asked for the new signage to Princesshay 
Shopping Centre to be toned down, with no illuminated box signs around the perimeter of the site, 
although I still think there will be more illumination than some of us would like. 

Proposals for additional housing continue to come forward both within the City boundary and across 
it.  A new ‘village’ of 800 homes is proposed to the east of the motorway, although its boundary is 
coterminous with the existing community of Blackhorse, and there will be little green space between it 
and development already approved east of the motorway. There are also proposals for homes at Clyst 
St Mary which has raised the ire of those living there, and developers have consulted people in the 
Exwick area about new homes to the west, and mainly in Teignbridge’s area.  My concern is that none 
of these developments form part of Councils’ Local Plans which have had extensive consultation. I do 
think the time has come to have a serious review of the green space around the City to prevent the 
unplanned sprawl that is taking place. 
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Tea with the Lord Mayor at the Guildhall - by Roger Thorne 

We can hardly go shopping in Exeter without passing our Guildhall, the oldest in the country!  By 
invitation of the Lord Mayor, Councillor Percy Prowse, some two dozen of us met there, in the Lord 
Mayor’s Parlour.  This is at first floor level and projects over the colonnade into High Street. We enjoyed 

tea and special biscuits, while our refreshingly informal 
Lord Mayor, a former policeman, regaled us with 
information both historical and anecdotal. Being chief 
citizen is a full time role with donations for charity to be 
encouraged, a constant stream of visitors from Exeter and 
overseas to be welcomed and schools and groups to be 
visited. The robes give an air of authority but seem to 
weigh a ton after a while!  

There has been a civic building on this site since the 
twelfth century but today the main hall dates from the 
fifteenth.  This gives some perspective to our modern 
concerns. The Guildhall is a complex building and every 

generation seems to have had a hand in it. Some years ago during repairs, re-used blocks of stone were 
discovered, carved on their rear and possibly dating from 1480.  So any particular feature may be not 
quite what it seems, but the whole ensemble is very satisfying and evocative.   

The Guildhall is often open to visitors and there are paintings and civic silver and artefacts to admire.   
In the building is an 18th century copy of Magna Carta sent to Exeter to be looked after as a back-up!  

http://princesshay.com/leisure


Civic Society members and the public will be asked to vote on who should have a blue plaque.  

The number of candidates for plaques continues to grow 
faster than our resources, so this is a chance to choose 
from four memorable Exeter people through a ballot that 
will be held on the ECS website, along with details of each 
candidate. This will give a wider say in selecting the 
subjects for our plaques, and voting may take place yearly. 

As well as holding the ballot, plans are well advanced to 
install plaques this year to commemorate Harry Weslake 
(1897-1978), the Exeter-born motor engineer whose 
designs gave the motor engine extra power, and James Holman (1786-1857), the ‚Blind Traveller‛, 
whose extraordinary solo journeys made him the foremost world traveller of his time despite his 
disability. 

Our plaques trail in audio and leaflet formats should also be ready later this year. 
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On Monday 24th November 2014 the Society met outside the Heritage Centre in Sowton for a tour 
conducted by Brian Carpenter, to whom many thanks. It is important to note the day as normally it is 
closed to visitors every Monday. 

The Devon Heritage Centre moved to its present location in 2004/5 and now comprises the contents 
of the old record office, West Country Studies Library and the Met Office archives, partly funded by a 
grant from the Heritage Lottery Fund in 2001. Our introduction detailed how a member of the public 
can attain entry, basically don't come on a Monday and ensure that you have evidence of your name 
and address. We moved into the Search Room and were shown the card indices some of which are in 

the process of being computerised and also other records 
which are in reference books.  Laid out for us to inspect 
were old maps of Exeter, paintings and drawings, and a 
scrap book of the Exeter Civic Society which went up to 
the early 1970s, all fascinating. Many members were most 
interested to find out when their house might have been 
built and we noted that HM Prison was conspicuous by 
the lack of detail in the early ordnance survey maps! 
Google Earth has put paid to that secrecy. 

Moving on into the Strong Room, we saw how the huge tithe maps were stored with other smaller 
parchment documents rolled up and kept in cardboard boxes.  One parish map is twenty-one foot 
(6.5m) in width and could hardly be carried in the van which collected it, and a major problem to 
store and deliver to anyone who wants to see it. There is, of course, a huge variety of documents and 
photographs in the strong room such as apportionments to go with the tithe maps, parish records of 
births, marriage and deaths (BMD), family e.g. Courtenay, archives, non-conformist registers, and the 
complete set of Exeter and Devon quarterly sessions from 1592-1972.  BMD records have been put on 
microfiche several years ago, some with indifferent quality which is being rectified, and digitised for all 
the world to access. There were hundreds of boxes of archives from the Acland estate, unfortunately 
mostly not indexed, although it is expected that they will be in the not too distant future. 

The last section to visit was the Conservation Studio where documents are received, dried out if 
necessary, repaired and prepared for storage as appropriate. It was fascinating to see how much detail 
could be seen in some old glass negatives and we spent time trying to date the visit of a huge balloon 
which was photographed tethered at Northernhay Park towards the end of the 19th century.  
Parchment documents are by and large the most durable of documents and we were shown such a 
document which had been damaged, melted by fire but incredibly could still be read with the aid of a 
digital imager. 

Visit to the Devon Heritage Centre - by Peter Caspar 
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Exeter Canal and the River Exe Estuary Consultation  

by Jane Evans 

Exeter City Council is planning to hold a consultation 
during the spring / summer of 2015 on the future 
management of Exeter Canal and the River Exe Estuary. 
The scope of the consultation may be wide ranging. Please 
do look out for details of the consultation and contribute 
your comments in due course. Without any feedback the 
City Council may not have many views to base its 
decisions on other than their own. 

On 4th October 2014 a party of more than 20 went on a visit 
to three Heavitree churches, led by Roger Thorne.  Our first 
stop was the Blessed Sacrament Roman Catholic Church, set 
in a substantial area of grounds with its Presbytery and 
church rooms at the side. Opened in May 1932, it is a red-
brick Roman basilica set down in Heavitree’s prosaic shopping 
street. The cool, arcaded, white interior is a delight and the 
parish priest, Canon John Deeny, guided us round and 
explained recent changes – pulpit and some pews removed 
from the front and the altar moved forward to permit a 
westward position. There is a three-ton bell in the tower, and, 
as a tour-de-force, Fr. John made it boom above us on cue by 
an electronic device in his pocket! 

Virtually next door but of darker red brick, is the United Reformed 
Church, built in 1883 as a Congregational Chapel and enlarged in 
1903.  Here our ideal guide was church member, Tony Langmead, 
The original chapel was at right angles to the road and when it 
was enlarged its right hand side wall was taken down and opened 
into the new, much bigger extension stretching along the road.  
The most evocative part for me was to climb the narrow stairs to 
see the rooms with painted wood dados on the two floors above.  
Not so many years ago the whole place would have hummed with 
Sunday and week night activity.   

Our last port of call, after a cautious crossing of the road, was Heavitree Evangelical Church, where I 
acted as guide and interpreter of what we saw. Its origin was probably the former Plymouth Brethren 
Gospel Hall, on the corner of Alpha Street, now demolished. In the 1930s the Brethren took over the 
Conservative Rooms that were on the church’s present site. Destruction came in the May 1942 blitz 
and services continued in a private house, Eagle House, higher up the road.  A temporary building was 
erected on the site in 1948 and a grudging supply of bricks was authorised, enough to build an outside 
lavatory.  In 1979 the present small, low single-storey chapel was 
erected comprising one main hall with a kitchen and two small 
rooms, one of which is now an indoor lavatory.  Our members 
noticed how intentionally plain the interior is. A row of six tiny 
small cottages at the side of the site, were unfit and in 1947 the 
church bought them making room for a car park.  One change 
here has been a new name, from ‚Ebenezer Gospel Hall‛ to the 
more self-explanatory ‚Heavitree Evangelical Church‛.   

Ready permission to visit was given by the three churches and 
our party gave £45 in voluntary donations, which have been 
passed to the three churches for charities they support.   

First two pictures courtesy of Alan Rosevear 
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The Crown Estate was established in 1066 by William the Conqueror, who as King, owned all land in 
the Kingdom and took taxes and income, but in 1760 the income passed to the Treasury. It is still the 
case though that ‘The Crown Estate is owned by the Monarch in right of the Crown’.  In 1956 the 
Crown Estates Act determined to separate ownership of Crown estates from Government estates, and 
the current The Crown Estate was established. All profits from its £9.4bn of property investments 
continue to go to the treasury providing an income of £100m’s each year.  You can find out more on 
their website at  http://www.thecrownestate.co.uk/  

The Gasometers have gone!! 

Have you walked along the quay and the riverside 
recently? If you have, your view of the Haldon Hills is 
much improved because the gasometers have been 
removed, so those iconic tanks will no longer blight the 
skyline!  It is likely that the old gasworks site will be 
developed with about 600 homes, which is part of the 
City Council’s Local Plan. This could trigger the 
development of a new road link from Water Lane to 
Salmonpool railway bridge and Marsh Barton which is 
also in the Local Plan, but it is unclear whether this will 
be just for public transport or general traffic. 
Image Copyright Derek Harper. This work is licensed under the Creative Commons Attribution-Share Alike 2.0 Generic Licence.   

The Greater Exeter Visioning Board 

You may have read in the Express & Echo 
that Exeter City, East Devon and Teignbridge 
District Councils have entered into an 
agreement to work together on Economic 
Development, future Planning Issues, as well 
as other matters. The announcement on 
Exeter City’s website says ‘The three local 
authorities - with a combined population of 
380,000 - will come together as The Greater 
Exeter, Greater Devon Partnership but still 
retain individual identities. Each council will 
remain politically independent with no desire 
to change municipal boundaries.’ 
At this stage the three Councils will explore 
collaboration through monthly meetings but 
their Memorandum of Understanding says 
they will ‘...evaluate the option of establishing 
an Economic Prosperity Board or a 
Combined Authority.’  A Combined Authority 
would result in the three Councils remaining 
politically independent but having joint 
control over a number of functions, including 
Transport Infrastructure. Further information 
can be found on the Council’s website at 
http : / /www.exete r .gov .uk / index .aspx?
articleid=15293 and It is hoped that 
information will be available on the Society’s 
website soon. 

Annual General Meeting 

Our 53rd AGM was held on Wednesday 29th 
October 2014 at the Devon and Exeter 
Institution in Cathedral Close. Thank you to 
everyone who attended. The minutes of this 
meeting are available in the Members’ Area of 
our website. It was noted that attendance was 
lower than usual and the Committee would like 
to suggest holding the AGM at our November 
Saturday Open Morning instead of in the 
evening.  

We would really like your feedback on this so 
please e-mail the Secretary at 
pcoleman.ecs@btinternet.com or phone 07857 
599232 to say whether you would rather 
attend a morning AGM or an evening one. 

New Members’ Event 
Committee members welcomed a group of new 
society members to the Devon and Exeter 
Institution on 2nd December 2014. Our 
President Peter Wadham gave a fascinating 
guided tour of this historic building, which was 
followed by a (free!) platter of the most 
delicious sandwiches and pots of tea. This event  
was followed by the Vanbrugh Film Show. 

http://www.thecrownestate.co.uk/
http://www.exeter.gov.uk/index.aspx?articleid=15293
http://www.exeter.gov.uk/index.aspx?articleid=15293


We have met five times as a committee since the 
last newsletter, have variously attended displays 
and consultations, and have studied, I suppose, 
more than sixteen weeks of planning applications. 
It would have been eighteen if Christmas Day 
and New Years Day had not fallen on Thursdays, 
the day on which the weekly list is published, and 
so no list was compiled. If you usually read the 
list in the Express and Echo do please contact us 
about any applications which particularly interest 
you. I am sure that you are aware that that is a 
shortened version of the applications under 
consideration, but that it does include those for 
buildings which are Listed or in a Conservation 
Area. We receive a much longer list. 
 
Members who attend the society’s Open 
Mornings at the newly restored Central Library 
may have noticed that the Old City Library, on 
the corner of Castle Street, is undergoing some 
internal reconstruction having gained approval in 
October for thirty four student apartments on 
the upper floors with probable retail space 
throughout the ground floor. We were concerned 
that an extension of the roof visible above the 
parapet would alter the appearance of this 
respected building but were assured this would 
be as the roof was at one time and so is 
acceptable. So far there is no indication what the 
retail component will be but we were not 
surprised by a subsequent application to fit ten 
more student apartments into the rear part of 
the ground floor. Watch this space, as you can do 
easily while coming to the Saturday morning 
meetings or joining the Civic Society’s visit in 
April to the Mathematics School created in 
Rougemont House, which you can read more 
about in the Events area on page 8. 
 
Three recent applications relate to Listed 
buildings on Cathedral Yard, in fact in the 
historic, tiny parish of St Martin. The Royal 
Clarence is having internal ground floor 
alterations which will greatly improve its 
previously rather awkward layout; the Nat West 
bank, which runs through to 59 High Street, is 
being refurbished by removing non-original 
features, fitting glazed divisions and closing to 
the public the Cathedral Yard entrance to the 
older part of the building. We were prepared to 
object to the part of the application which 
proposed a flagpole and two banners at the High 
Street entrance but were reassured by the case 
officer that she had already persuaded Nat West  

From Pamela Wootton - Planning Sub-Committee Chairman 

to have a shorter flagpole and no banners. The 
application has now been approved. At 23 
Cathedral Yard, a striking Gothic Revival building 
erected in 1883 & 1884 as J Wippell and Company’s 
showroom and workrooms, which also reach 
through to High Street, it is proposed that seven 
apartments will be created to replace the un-
lettable office space on its upper floors and much 
of the first floor. All will be accessed from the 
entrance next to the Edinburgh Woollen Shop. We 
imagine that views from the flats, of the Guildhall 
at the High Street end and of the Cathedral from 
the Yard end will be greatly valued. On Cathedral 
Green itself the Cathedral’s own application for a 
coffee kiosk nestling against the wall of the north 
aisle was quickly approved and the long-term-
temporary kiosk was instantly erected, having been 
transferred from the area near St Pancras Church 
where approval has now been given for the 
erection of two new kiosks.  
  
Several recent proposals bring to an end long-
running sagas. The grounds of Barley House had 
outline permission years ago for groups of 
dwellings, mostly long-since built, but for the last 
two houses there have been several unsuccessful 
applications, followed by one for which we and the 
planners had no objection. It was recently 
approved as were two houses to complete the re-
use of the Langmead Memorials site near the 
entrance to the Higher Cemetery. Perhaps an 
application to build one rather large and luxurious 
house in the grounds of Lord Mamhead Homes will 
also be acceptable which the previous proposal for 
three houses with awkward access certainly was 
not. It may even be that the umpteenth proposal 
for an extra house at Wembury on New North 
Road will be successful.  
 
We do hope so, unlike a situation on Topsham 
Road where we have twice offered objections as, 
although the second attempt was an improved 
design, the space was still inadequate and the road 
access potentially dangerous. Another hazardous 
exit, in this case on to lower Howell Road, was also 
one reason to object to the erection of a family 
house on spare ground of Atwill’s Almshouses on 
New North Road.   
 
The City Council is still determinedly increasing 
the stock of affordable dwellings. The newest 
proposal is for an extension to Rennes House 
which is recommended for approval at the next 
meeting of Planning Committee subject to an  
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undertaking that 35% of the apartments should 
be affordable in perpetuity. All are for occupiers 
over fifty five years old. We had doubts about an 
earlier application but amendments were 
satisfactory and the result will be much more 
attractive than Rennes House itself.  
   
Recently developers’ requests to build new 
housing have been few and for fairly small sites. 
An outline application for sixteen houses. of 
which nine are age-restricted, on land at Gipsy 
Lane, would edge onto land designated in the 
Monkerton Master Plan as the northwest end of 
the postulated Ridgeway Park, of which little has 
been heard since. We are wondering if the idea 
has faded away. Twenty six new houses on the 
east side of Newcourt Drive, just south of Old 
Rydon Lane, will complete the use of the spare 
land around the National Health offices in 
Newcourt House. We were concerned that no 
affordable housing was included but were assured 
by the case officer that a financial contribution 
was made instead. By the way, case officers and 
indeed all members of the City Planning 
department continue to be unfailingly helpful, 
informative and very pleasant in spite of some 
reduction in number and increased pressure of 
work.  
 
Perhaps the next Newsletter will be full of our 
appraisals of the plans for the City Council’s 
creation of a swimming pool and of The Crown 
Estate’s redevelopment of the main part of the 
Bus Station site, but that will be a joy to come. It 
is known that the City Councillors have voted for 
a large sum to provide the much-needed pool and 
a wide variety of architects have been appointed 
for this complex undertaking. The plans for the 
project which The Crown Estate and their co 
developers, T I A A Henderson Real Estate, 
designate ‚Princesshay Leisure‛, were ‘promised’ 
for delivery before Christmas, but have still not 
reached the desk of the Planning Project Officer 
who has been ready to receive them since mid 
December and must be on tenterhooks by now, as 
we all are. We hope that the delay is due to 
consideration of the comments of the many 
residents who attended the display in Roman 
Walk and to much rethinking of the proposals, 
especially of the traffic manoeuvres which would 
result by the closure of upper Paris Street. I was 
glad to follow up a letter from John Grinell,  

The Crown Estate director of the project, and to 
have a long talk [well over an hour] with him 
there. I hope I mentioned many of the points 
members would wish made, but if you wish to be 
sure please let Planning sub-committee know your 
particular concerns. Even before the application 
materialises I have two major quibbles: the name 
of the development! in an area which is certainly 
not an extension of Princesshay, geographically, 
historically or in the minds of Exonians; and the 
closure of a section of a main road which surely 
can not be achieved merely as part of a planning 
application even by developers who own property 
on both sides of the road. 

Monthly Open Mornings 
10.30am to 12.00pm  

Rougemont Room, Central Library, 
Castle Street, Exeter 

There is a speaker at 11.00am (subject to 
change) and sometimes afterwards a discussion 
on current issues in which you can participate. 
Visitors and guests are welcome and 
refreshments available from the library café.  

Saturday 21st February 
Speaker: Philip Kibeard from the Workers’ 
Educational Association talking about his role 
within the organisation. 

Saturday 21st March 
Speaker: The River, Canal & Quayside Sub-
committee will report on their progress. 

We will be moving to a new venue in April. 
Details will appear on the website and 
members will be notified by e-mail. 

Saturday 18th April 
Speaker: Ann Kennedy will talk about Deller’s 
Café, once a prominent Exeter venue. 

Saturday 16th May 
Speaker: Dr Sadru Bhanji will talk about Exeter 
and the Balloon Craze during the 18th and 19th 
centuries.  

Saturday 20th June 
Speaker: Gerry Shattock will talk about the 
new Exeter Science Park. 

If any more events are organised before our 
next newsletter on 1st June 2015, or there are 
any changes to speakers or venues, they will 
appear on the website and members will be 
notified by e-mail.  
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Wednesday 11th March 
Tour of Bowhill House 
Dunsford Road 
Starting at 2.00pm Dr Stuart Blaylock, 
Independent Scholar and Archaeologist will 
give a guided tour of the house.  £60 fee to be 
spread amongst those attending and £3 extra 
for non-members. Parking on surrounding 
roads only. Tea, coffee and biscuits provided 
afterwards. Please book through Ruth McLeish 
(details below). 
 
Saturday 11th April 
Visit to the Mathematics School 
Rougement House, Castle Street 
Starting at 11.00am Gill Mackenzie, School 
Administrator and Clerk to the Governors will 
give a tour of the school. Free to members and 
£3 for non-members. Closest parking is in the 
castle. Meet at the entrance to Rougement 
Gardens. Tea, coffee and biscuits provided 
afterwards. Please book through Ruth McLeish 
(details below). 
 

Dates for Your Diary 

PLEASE BOOK FOR ALL EVENTS 

Saturday 7th February 
Visit to Met Office 
Starting promptly at 3.00pm we are having a 
guided tour of the Met Office lasting 1 hour or 
more. Free to members. All visitors are 
required to have some form of ID on them.  
THIS EVENT IS NOW FULLY BOOKED 

This has proved to be very popular and 
another visit will be arranged for those who 
could not get a place.  
 
Saturday 28th February 
Visit to Exeter’s Higher Cemetery 
St Mark’s Avenue 
Starting at 2.00pm Michael Parrott, Chairman 
of Friends of Exeter Higher Cemetery will lead 
a tour lasting 1 hour or more. There will be a 
small charge for members and £3 extra for 
non-members. Please book through Ruth 
McLeish (details below). 
 

Many of you will remember the late Maeve Creber who spoke about the history of Little Silver at 
one of our Open Mornings two years ago. Maeve continued her research and eventually wrote it 
all up, with the intention of giving it to the society for publication on our website. Sadly she died 

last year, without having passed it on, and I 
thought it was lost to us. Maeve had worked so 
hard on gathering information on Karl Hawkins, 
who saved Little Silver from post-war 
demolition, so I followed this up. Her text was 
recovered and with the addition of aerial views 
from the internet I have published the article 
Maeve intended. If you haven’t seen our website 
page on Little Silver then I’m sure you will find 
the article interesting.  Just go to our ‘Exeter 
Past’ page and you will see it on the right hand 
side.  

Maeve Creber and Little Silver - by Pamela Coleman 


