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THE ROYAL CLARENCE FIRE
Since our last newsletter Exeter suffered
the greatest disaster of recent times on
28th October 2016 when fire ripped
through and destroyed the Royal Clarence
Hotel and its neighbouring buildings.
Residents of Exeter will all be aware of the
significance of this area, and of the
rebuilding process, which will no doubt
take a few years. Historians have been
assessing the remaining material which has
been exposed by the fire, some of which is
mediaeval. Peter Wadham was given a site
visit on behalf of Exeter Civic Society in
December with hard hat and boots along
with John Allan the Archaeologist. John
pointed out early timbers in the gabled rooms over the Well House and requested the preservation of antique
features including tiles and stained glass, which the salvage team promised to do. A further visit is expected in
March which we hope to report on.
Our Blue Plaque to Franz Liszt on front of the hotel somehow survived the devastation, becoming a talking
point and a symbol that Exeter’s heritage will reassert itself after the fire. Blue plaques become the property of
the owners of the buildings to which they are fixed, although the Civic Society will help maintain them in
good condition.
The owner of the building Andrew Brownsword personally
gave the go-ahead for the installation of the plaque at the
Royal Clarence in 2013. It commemorates a singular event in
Exeter’s cultural history when the brilliant Hungarian pianist
and composer Franz Liszt (1811-1886) gave two recitals in the
building in August 1840 during a grand tour of Britain,
although this part of the hotel is now sadly destroyed.
John Monks, from the Society’s blue plaques team, wrote to
Mr Brownsword, expressing the Society’s shock and sadness
at the fire as well as best wishes for the restoration of the
historic building. John said that he hoped that the plaque
would remain in place on the restored building with an
Above: the front of the hotel and the blue plaque
explanatory plaque beneath recording details of the fire and
before the fire
reconstruction.
John’s letter stressed that we appreciate the fact that the fate of the plaque is far from the owner’s top
priority at present as plans are made for the building’s future. The letter to Mr Brownsword went on: “Despite
all the damage, it was remarkable that the blue plaque should have survived apparently intact. If it is too
damaged or becomes so during reconstruction, I hope you would consider presenting it back to the Civic
Society. It goes without saying that we would eagerly replace it, especially as it has become so much part of
the scene since it was installed.”
The media is awash with photographs of the fire and the buildings affected, and will no doubt continue to
follow the Royal Clarence story as it unfolds over the coming years. Exeter Civic Society will scrutinize
planning applications during this time to ensure that every effort is made to restore the façade of the Royal
Clarence to its former glory, something Mr Brownsword has now confirmed to be his intention.
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From Peter Wadham - President and Acting Chairman
It needs no crystal ball to tell us that 2017 will be a
year of change for the City of Exeter. The Bus
Station closes for demolition on March 25th to be
replaced by a commercial development that is not
worthy of this important site in the centre of Exeter
and an opportunity of a lifetime missed.
The new Bus Station is to be smaller than the old
one, I only hope that the hard work of the Bus
Users Group pays off and their comments are
listened to, i.e. "too few bus stands - too few
toilets". The Bus Station demolition will follow hard
on the removal of the Stagecoach building in
Cheeke Street and sadly the attractive but not listed
Honiton Inn in Paris St. This large area of St
Sidwell’s is going to be best avoided for some time.
The large housing development to the south of
Alphington has now been approved by Teignbridge
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(it is outside the Exeter planning area) although we
objected strongly to this and regret its approval
very much. The city boundary urgently needs to be
enlarged so that the city is again responsible for its
own growth.
St Nicholas Priory has been closed for many months
but there is good news, as after repair works are
completed by the City Council it is intended that
Exeter Historic Buildings Trust will take
responsibility for opening the historic building to
the public, They tell me it will be open and
available for events as many of us remember it was
in the past.
If you feel like doing something different try joining
one of our Sub Committees. We need your help.
Please contact me to learn more about how you can
play a part in the Society (contact details page 8).

AGM and Committee - by Pamela Coleman
For our AGM on 19th November 2016 a proposal had been received to add an additional object to the society’s
constitution. Members were notified beforehand, and the proposal was discussed at the AGM. The motion was
for the society to monitor the environs of the city due to the impact their development is having on the city
itself. There were 59 members present and two thirds (40) were required to carry the amendment. Those in
favour were 33 and the amendment was therefore not carried. Those who did not support the change felt that
the constitution already covers developments in ‘or affecting’ the city under Objects Item 2.1 and so it was not
necessary to add an additional object.
Keith Lewis stood down as Chairman after three years of dedicated service, although we are thankful he will
remain on the committee for the coming year. Susie Hewitt and Nerina Frampton also stood down, and all
three were thanked and given a presentation. Five new committee members were nominated and seconded,
making a total of 13 on the committee.
Unfortunately, we had no nomination for Chairman to replace Keith, but our President Peter Wadham agreed
to be Acting Chairman until such time as a new Chairman steps forward.
The full minutes of the AGM are in the members’ area of the website, but if anyone without internet access
would like them sent by post then please let me know (contact details on page 8).

River Canal & Quayside Group - by Peter Nickol
The RCQ group has been busy on a number of fronts. In December I had a meeting with Anya Oliver of
Devon Wildlife Trust. Following the City Council’s transfer of its valley parks (or large parts of them) to
DWT, we were concerned to ensure that they would talk to us about any plans they might have for Riverside
Valley Park. My meeting with Anya had that primary aim; for their part, DWT are aware that they need to
engage fully with community groups when taking on this substantial new responsibility.
St James Weir has been a concern since the RCQ group’s
inception, and its condition continues to deteriorate. Our
hope is that it may be possible to form a trust to take on
responsibility for the weir, based around nearby residents.
Many of you will have seen the extensive works taking place
on both sides of the Quay and all along the river valley.
This is being carried out by the Environment Agency as the
next stage in their huge flood alleviation scheme. They are
following a detailed plan of action as approved by the City
Council, and hope to complete the more disruptive parts of
the work over the winter.

South Street Consultation - by Keith Lewis
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On 25th January 2017 Exeter City Council held a drop-in event at the Corn Exchange to gather
people's views about how South Street and the Corn Exchange could be redeveloped and improved.
This was well organised with helpful staff and there were many information boards to prompt people's
contributions Post-it notes were left by the public with suggestions such as a theatre, improved
paving, housing for local people, less street furniture, less cars, better access to Cathedral from South
Street etc. This appears to be a genuine opportunity by the Council to hear people's ideas for the area,
and I would implore you to complete the council's on-line survey at exeter.gov.uk/southstreet where
you can add your comments in addition to answering a range of questions.
On 15th March 2016 the Council approved this consultation and cited a desire to improve access to the
Quay area and the Cathedral from South Street, and approved the allocation of £75,000 to pay for the
consultation. The report to committee pointed out that the Corn Exchange, whilst improved as a
popular and successful venue, needs investment and repair, and that the leases of the shops facing
Fore Street all expire in 2020. This may give an opportunity for the whole of the Corn Exchange block
to be redeveloped.
As you may have read in the Express & Echo, a major part
of the review includes the functions of the Corn Exchange,
and whether the site can be developed with a new
entertainment space. This could result in recommendations
for a new theatre or a multi-use entertainment venue. The
Council has established a consultation group consisting of
those involved in theatre in Exeter, as well as the ‘Theatre
for Exeter Group' to explore options. Much of the £75,000
will be put towards a professional analysis of what type of
entertainment Exeter needs.
Whilst some people will be excited by opportunities for a new entertainment venue, the review is also
about local streets and shops and how things can be improved. The city and county councils have
already agreed that sections of South Street will be dedicated as a drop-off point for visitor coaches,
including on the right of the street for coaches which are left hand drive with foreign visitors. So how
could the area be improved? My views are that whilst there is a lot of traffic in the area there is
nowhere else for it to go, with many people living in the city centre relying on their car. But changes
to the roads can be made to give pedestrians greater priority when crossing roads, parts of South
Street could be developed with outside seating (tricky though when sloping), and Coombe Street could
be improved as the gateway to the quay area from the city centre. I am sure there are many other
opportunities, so please give your views to the council via their on-line survey.

Highways & Transport
Since our last newsletter Keith Lewis has replaced Peter Cleasby as
co-ordinator for our Transport & Highways sub-committee, so
please contact Keith if you wish to contribute in any way, or have
queries about transport in Exeter.
Many of you may have seen an interesting feature on BBC
Spotlight (Tues 24th January 2017) which revealed that an analysis
by Planning Consultancy Barton Willmore revealed that in the last
10 years there have been over 8,000 new journeys made from the surrounding areas into Exeter,
mostly by people going to work. This is a 45% increase of journeys into Exeter of over 20 kilometres
(approx 12.5 miles). Exeter City Council and the surrounding three authorities have started a joint
plan looking towards 2040, on how many new homes and jobs to expect. It was stressed on the
programme how important it will also be to plan for sufficient road, rail and bus services to
accommodate future transport needs.

Guided Tour of Newtown - by Wendy Rakestrow
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On 1st October 2016 a baker’s dozen of ECS members joined Michael Parrott, Vice Chairman of Newtown
Community Association, for a tour of this densely residential area in Exeter which is roughly bordered by
Heavitree Road, Western Way and Polsloe Road. We started off in Belmont Park which was opened in
1887 and originally housed a pumping station near the gate; children were playing on the greens just as
they have since then. Two black wooden huts are all that are left of the 20 built in 1939 to house service
personnel, personally I can remember them being used by Exeter College as I took my A levels there; now
the Community Association uses one and Scrapstore the other. Michael explained that during the war
there had been a full scale practise run for how to cope with the aftermath of a bombing raid, this
included using live bombs! He was full of stories which the Community Association has collected.
We were given a brief history from 1830s when the area was home to
two brickworks, two different workhouses and numerous pubs
(where inquests were held) as well as the usual butchers, bakers,
garages etc. The area suffered badly during the blitz of 1942 which
explains the many gaps and changes in architecture around the
streets from Victorian terraces to 1960’s blocks of flats. What is now
the Triangle car park was the site of a dissenters’ graveyard and a
workhouse which then became a hospital. St Matthews Church
(picture right) a very imposing building, cost £7000 to build, it
stands next to Newtown Primary School, a war memorial and a row
of Almshouses
We finished off looking at one of the 1907 brickworks buildings which
still remains, both it and several of the workers houses were adorned
with decorative brickwork designed to show off the ability and wares
of the company. Everyone agreed it had been a very interesting and
enjoyable afternoon.

Traffic Lights - by Hazel Harvey
P G Martin recorded the arrival of automatic traffic
lights in Exeter in the late 1920s. They were a novelty,
and to warn approaching drivers banners were hung
across the main roads and posters were fixed on tram
standards. Exeter was one of the first town, if not the
first, to introduce this form of traffic control and to
dispense with policemen on point duty. Roger Brien
tells how a Taunton family acquired a car in about
1930 and piled in to try it out on a run into Exeter.
They had never heard of traffic lights and had never
seen any. They arrived in Exeter, took no notice of a red light at London Inn Square and narrowly
missed a Parnell’s coal cart. The horse reared up and
coal was scattered across the entire junction. A
policeman came over to speak to the car’s driver, who
was so embarrassed that he never visited Exeter again.
In January 1939 Councillor Vincent Thompson reported
on the Ministry of Transport’s experiments with traffic
lights in the city. He said the Ministry had paid 60 per
cent of the cost but 40 per cent had been borne by the
ratepayers. He reported that the experiment had failed,
however, and that traffic lights should not be installed
at the city’s expense.
Exeter was not the only place to have traffic light dramas. James Thurber records that when his aunt
visited Columbus, Ohio, she drove straight across the red lights, thinking they were Christmas
decorations.

St Michael’s and St Clare’s in Heavitree - by Roger Thorne
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In 2014 I led a Civic Society visit to see three of the churches of Heavitree – Brethren, United Reformed
and Roman. On the 3rd December 2016 I led some twenty of us to look at two more churches, close to
each other and both Anglican.
Heavitree used to be a place to which people would move so as to live in the countryside, away from the
crowding and congestion of the walled city of Exeter. Pleasant villas can be seen still as a reminder.
Increasing population brought about the building of streets of modest terraced dwelling, bringing more
people to go to church. In terms of population, in recent years the parish has been one of the very
biggest parishes in Devon.
On our visit in December we heard how the parish church of St. Michael and All Angels in Church
Street has been altered and enlarged over the years to cope but what we see today is predominantly
Victorian. It is one of four churches in Exeter dedicated to St. Michael and our visit included the bonus
of seeing the alms house chapel of St. Clare. In both places we noticed something built-in that had been
brought from somewhere else.
At St. Michael’s, Church Street, we were welcomed
by the Rector, Prebendary Robin Eastoe. From the
shopping street the church is hidden but from the
other direction the large grey limestone church with
its tower set in a large graveyard is a dominant
landmark. Fr. Robin explained that the church is in
the Anglo Catholic tradition, as expressed by
Forward in Faith. It is an ancient site of Christian
worship and the earliest reference to it is 1152. In
the 14th and 15th centuries it was altered or rebuilt
and the tower was rebuilt in the 16th. What we see
today is mostly Victorian, as the nave was rebuilt in
the mid-19th Century while the tower we see today dates from 1887. But part at least of the Beer stone
nave arcade survives. A modern guide-book is available in the church.
What was brought from somewhere else? I can’t imagine it would even be suggested today! In 1939 the
large and very ornate Victorian reredos of 1874 by Sir Gilbert Scott was removed from Exeter Cathedral
(possibly on aesthetic grounds) and installed in the chancel of St. Michael.
Then from the church we walked up a back-way to the
Anglican proprietary Chapel of St. Clare, part of the almshouses at Livery Dole. We were very warmly welcomed by
John Tarr, who faithfully arranges and takes part in the
weekly mass. The alms-houses and chapel have a
prominent position at the top of Fore Street, Heavitree,
where that road divides into Heavitree Road and
Magdalen Road. Historically it is a place of sad memories
as here public executions were held and here one of
Exeter’s own Protestant martyrs, Thomas Benet, was
burnt at the stake. The little enclave of alms-houses,
dating from the late 16th Century, was rebuilt in limestone in 1851 with others in grey brick added in
recent years. The Trustees have the very proper duty of holding a weekly Anglican service, which is on
Thursday mornings at 10.30 and all are welcome. Now there is no chaplain in the chaplain’s house so the
weekly Mass is led by a priest, often retired, from St. Michael’s parish.
St. Clare’s is an ancient and simple single-cell building of Heavitree stone, with an entrance at the west
and the table at the east. In size it is very similar to some rural Methodist chapels I know but it is
dissimilar in having a bellcote (containing a bell) and various furnishings and ornaments. The addition
from elsewhere? This can be seen in the windows - fragments of medieval glass from Bicton, inserted in
1947. In The Churches of Medieval Exeter, 2014, Nicholas Orme suggests that the history and name of
the former chapel of St. Clair in Matford Lane has become attached to the chapel in Heavitree.
We were all most grateful for the warm welcome and guidance we received at St Michael and St. Clare.

From the Planning Sub-Committee
As well as Pamela Wootton being the Chairman of
the Planning Sub-Committee she also acts as
secretary. As she was unfortunately in hospital at
the time of the January meeting it fell to the rest of
us to take the notes and write this report. We wish
her a speedy recovery.
We do not have access to the notes from the
previous meetings and so what follows is limited to
matters we considered in January.
The City Council held a consultation event at St
George’s Hall on Wednesday 25th January (8am8pm) concerning the future of the South Street
area (inc. the West Quarter). This consultation was
not about any specific application but was an
opportunity to let the City Council know how
people feel the area should be developed. The SubCommittee were of the opinion that the West
Quarter (in particular Fore Street) has a very
interesting range of businesses and independent
shops, and it is important that these be retained.
We had received an e-mail from Peter Nickol of the
River, Canal and Quayside Sub-Committee
concerning 38 Commercial Road where a “nonmaterial amendment” to the existing permission is
being sought. Our colleagues at River, Canal and
Quayside view the re-design of balconies (which are
already in place) as being significant and not “nonmaterial”; Planning Sub-Committee agreed and will
be sending an objection letter. The balconies extend
over what is already a somewhat dark, narrow
walkway and the balconies make it even less
attractive. Planning Sub-Committee felt this was
particularly unacceptable in the Quay area which is
supposed to be “pedestrian friendly”. In our
objection letter we will be expressing the view that
the balconies are overbearing.
One of the largest applications we considered was
the layout, scale and appearance of the “new
Princesshay”. The bus station and leisure centre
have already been considered in earlier applications,
and so this one was limited to the “commercial”
elements (including the cinema).
The Planning Sub-Committee was underwhelmed
by what is being proposed with words such as dull,
ordinary and uninspiring coming to mind. The
views were particularly applicable to the Paris
Street elevation of the cinema block, but applied
generally. We certainly did not think it reached the
standards of Princesshay “proper”. We noted a lack
of articulation in the roof of the buildings, and the
lack of colonnades or shelter from the rain (as we
have elsewhere).
As so often with applications of this nature the
artist’s impressions overly rely on portraying a

Page 6 of 8
balmy Mediterranean evening with lots of summer
umbrellas to give it some interest. It would be more
realistic to have portrayed umbrellas of the rain
variety.
A substantial amount of renovation work is planned
to 11-13 Melbourne Street, part of which is a listed
building, and which is also within a conservation
area. Planning Sub-Committee supported this
application as it seems to be essential if the
building is to be saved and brought back into use
as residential apartments.
55 Barton Road, a former pickling plant, is planned
to be converted into two flats and Planning SubCommittee supported bringing this redundant
building back into beneficial use.
We considered that a planned two storey rear
extension at 44 Wonford Road did not “preserve or
enhance” the conservation area and will be
objecting on this basis.
We noted various changes planned for Sidwell
Street. First was 35-37 where it is proposed to
retain retail or other commercial use at ground
floor, and make a change of use and extension to
provide eight “general market” flats (we were
pleased to note seven of the eight will be onebedroom) together with twenty-eight student units.
Planning Sub-Committee did not find this
objectionable in that location. A second application
related to 35-36 Sidwell Street where it is proposed
to divide the former Poundstretcher store into
three units. Two of the units will become
restaurants or cafes and the third will be a hot food
take away. We felt that given the number of such
businesses already in Sidwell Street there was no
ground for objecting to this proposal whilst noting
that the City Council does have a policy for
resisting the loss of retail outlets beyond a certain
point.
More student accommodation is planned, this time
at the builder’s yard in Lower Albert Street,
Newtown. Whilst we noted that there are already a
large number of students in the area, we concluded
that any objection was not likely to succeed.
Finally we noted a new application at Home Farm,
Church Hill, Pinhoe where permission has
previously been granted on appeal. That appeal
decision was unsuccessfully challenged in the courts
by the City Council and the applicants are now
saying that court case meant they could not market
the land until the case had been decided which has
“eaten into” the lifetime of the permission, and that
the current application is essentially a duplicate of
the first. As such it is highly likely to be granted.

Visit to St Michael’s Church in Pinhoe - by Celia King
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On 14th January we met at St Michael’s Church
in Pinhoe for an excellent talk about its history
and major features. There was a church on the
site in Saxon times and the font dates to this era.
The nave of the present church was built in the
early 15th century and the north aisle and
splendid screen were added in the 16th. By the
mid-19th century the church was in very bad
condition and substantial restoration was carried
out, rebuilding the chancel and adding a vestry
and porch. Fortunately suggestions at this time
to sell the screen and replace the Beer stone
arcade with iron pillars were rejected Box pews
of c 1709 were replaced by plain pews but two
early bench ends, one depicting St Michael, remain. The waggon roofs were uncovered, revealing
bosses and angel carvings. The screen and pulpit were restored by Harry Hems. The poor box with
the figure of a man in Queen Anne costume is one of only two in the country. There is one small
piece of early glass but the rest is modern including a 1902 window by Frederick Drake at the west
end and 1980s windows by Andrew Johnson of Exeter in the north aisle. In the churchyard is a 17thcentury lych gate and the preaching cross which was buried at the Reformation and re-erected in the
19th century. We also visited a building behind the church where an enormous medieval fireplace
was revealed while converting part of it into a church room and kitchen (where we enjoyed tea and
biscuits); the other part retains stalls from its use as stables and is now used as a storeroom. Many
thanks are due to the church volunteers for hosting the visit and to Ruth McLeish for organising it.

Refurbishment of Blue Plaque to Dr Peter Hennis
The refurbished blue plaque commemorating Dr Peter Hennis is now in place on the wall of St.
Sidwell’s Church, Sidwell Street. This was the Civic Society’s first blue plaque, installed in 2006.
On Monday 21st November 2016 a hardy few braved the elements to hear Peter Wadham, President
of the Civic Society, pay tribute to the hero of the Exeter cholera epidemic of 1832, who was fatally
wounded in a duel the following year. Dave Wright, manager of St Sidwell’s Community Centre, cut
the ribbon to unveil the refurbished plaque.
Among those present at the unveiling was
Linda Findlay who gave a talk about Dr
Hennis at the Community Centre later in
the week. She said it was noticing the
plaque that first sparked her interest in the
story of Dr Hennis and encouraged her to
learn more about it. After the unveiling
Dave showed visitors the recently
rediscovered and restored stained glass
window depicting St Sidwell, rescued from
the church after the 1942 blitz.
Dave Wright and the Community Centre
have been supportive of the Civic Society’s
blue plaque scheme and have plans to
commemorate the forgotten heritage of the
St Sidwell’s area. You can find more about
Above: Dave Wright pulls aside the curtain to unveil the
Dr Hennis on the Civic Society’s blue
refurbished plaque to Dr Peter Hennis watched by Peter Wadham
plaques page devoted to him.
and Ian Maxted of Exeter Civic Society.

Programme and Contacts
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If any more events are organised before our next newsletter on 1st June 2017, or there are any changes to
our speakers or venues, they will appear on the website and members will be notified by e-mail.

Dates for Your Diary
FOR ALL EVENTS PLEASE BOOK THROUGH
RUTH McLEISH (DETAILS BELOW)

Monday 13th February
Visit to Barnfield Theatre
Starting at 2.00pm. Guided tour led by Vicki
Bowring, the Marketing Manager. Tour lasts
one hour and there is an estimated charge of
£2-£4 for Society members.
Friday 17th March
Princesshay Upstairs and Downstairs
Two tours starting 10am and 11.30am. Behind
the scenes tour of Princesshay Shopping
Centre led by Andy Littlejohns, Operations
Manager. No charge to society members for
this visit.
Saturday 8th April
Bishops of Exeter
Starting at 10.30am. Bishops of Exeter
Cathedral tour led by Lindsay Roderick, a
Cathedral Guide. Tour lasts 1 hour and there
is a charge of £6 for Civic Society Members.
Saturday 27th May
Visit to St Sidwell’s Centre
Starting at 2.00pm. Guided tour led by Dave
Wright, the Centre Manager. There is no
charge but they would appreciate donations
and support for their cafe, where you can buy
tea and cake.

Monthly Open Mornings
10.30am to 12.00pm
Belmont Chapel (next to Jurys Inn)
Western Way, 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 provided.
Saturday 18th February
Speaker: Dr Julia Neville will speak about
Exeter’s First World War Hospitals.
Saturday 18th March
Speaker: Lindsay Roderick will talk about being
a Red Coat and Cathedral Guide.
Saturday 15th April
Speaker: Mike Richards will tell us about the
history of Southernhay.
Saturday 20th May
Speaker: Heritage Co-ordinators Marie
Leverett and Kevin Winser will talk about their
project on Reviving Lost History and Building
Community at St. Sidwell’s.

Gas Lighting
2017 is the 200th anniversary of gas street
lighting in Exeter High Street. It was only
the second place in the country after Pall
Mall in London.
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