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This presentation refers to some research done in 1988 and relates to a mystery about the bells of
the Clock Tower in Newton Abbot dating back a hundred years to the time of Queen Victoria’s
Golden Jubilee. It took me a while to find the answer and I eventually wrote an article which was
published in the Ringing World, the local press and also a while later in ‘Ringing Round Devon’. We
will come to that mystery later but I thought it might be useful to explain some of the history of the
Town which will give you an idea as to why there is a Tower there without a church and also, as
some people may not be aware, there is a church within the town without a tower.

Surprisingly as far as I can tell there is no existing picture of St .Leonard’s Chapel as it was prior to
being demolished. The only idea of its appearance we have is a drawing which was done from a
model that was stored in the new St. Leonard’s Church and was said to have been made by the last
person to have been baptised in the chapel before its demolition so probably dates to the mid
Victorian era. This appears in Trixie Lamb’s booklet that was published in 1975 at the time the Tower
was refurbished and the bells rehung. This model appears to have disappeared but the Town
Museum web site has this photograph from a newspaper of 1908 of Mr. Roberts with the model and
a request for further information as to where it might have gone.

In the Tower there is another model currently in the ringing chamber. This would appear to be the
Matchstick Model described on the Museum web site as being made by a Mr. Leonard Ball.
The Chapel was described in the records as being fairly small, 55 ft. long and by 20 ft. wide with a
seating capacity for 191 people. It was, by all accounts, fairly low church and quite plain inside which
is why it may have survived the Civil War unscathed in spite of the Lord of the Manor of Wolborough
then being the parliamentary general, Sir William Waller. There definitely was considerable military
activity here around this time for example in 1648 Waller’s son in law Sir William Courtenay was
joined at Forde House by Col. Fairfax and Oliver Cromwell on their way to lay siege to Dartmouth
which was then being held by the Royalists. The other famous event witnessed by the chapel took
place a few years later at the start of the Glorious revolution of 1688 when Prince William of Orange
was invited to England to take the crown from the Catholic King James II, landing at Brixham on
November 6th. of that year. He spent his first night in England at a farm house near Stoke Gabriel at
Longcombe, which is now made into three cottages but ever since that time has been known as
‘Parliament’ and his second night was spent at Forde House which was still occupied by the
Courtenay family while his army camped on Milber Down above the town. The following day the
declaration of Prince William that he was come to preserve the Protestant religion and restore the
Laws and liberties of England was read out by his chaplain for the first time in England at the Cross
which is how the intersection of the three roads adjacent to the chapel in the centre of the town was
known.

The next significant date in our story of the bells is 1772 because it was in this year that the
Whitechapel foundry of Pack and Chapman cast and installed a new ring of six bells in the tower.
What I have been unable to find out is how many bells were in the tower prior to this, but bells
there undoubtedly were as they were described as ringing out after the declaration of Prince
William in 1688. What we also know is that a few years later the new bells were still ringing out
on 5th. November 1828 as the press a reported a meeting in the town, near to the chapel, to
draw up a petition against Catholic Emancipation as follows:
‘The dawn was ushered in by a merry peal of bells and at intervals salutes from the small
artillery stationed in the Market Place’
The bells may have still been ringing out in 1828 but the chapel itself was in serious trouble.
In the year previous of 1827 the vicar, The Rev. Robert Bradford, had astonished everyone by
saying he refused to take divine service in such a dilapidated building and a movement was
formed to rebuild the chapel on a new site. This, it was suggested, would also have the
attraction of removing what had become a traffic nuisance. This sounds a bit bizarre in the days
of coach and horses but recently I paced out the space that the building would have taken up.
The width of the road measures about 75 feet from the edge of the tower to the building on the
opposite side which is now occupied by Austin’s department store leaving only about 20 feet
remaining for the carriages, horses and wagons. So there was a serious problem. I think the
townsfolk took this quite seriously because a public subscription was opened to finance the
project and the £2500 pounds required was raised in fairly quick time to enable the building to
go ahead. The new church was consecrated in November 1836. In 1834 it had been resolved not
to take down the old chapel until the new one was completed and this was duly done by
September 1836.

This is the new St. Leonard’s Church built on the site of the old Parsonage about 200 yards
further up Wolborough Street from the existing building, taken some time in around the late
1970s. It closed as a church in about 1980 and after a few years of being used as an antiques
centre has recently been purchased by the Town Council. It is to be branded the Newton Hub
and will be home to the Town’s Museum and a coffee shop as well as the Town Council Offices.
The old chapel was immediately demolished by 1836 but it seems the £2500 raised was not
enough to complete the project as there was a shortfall in the finances to pay for the tower to
be removed. So there it stayed and remained as part of the Parish of Wolborough until it was
sold by the church to the Urban District Council in 1972 when both the tower and the bells were
refurbished, the bells being retuned and rehung in a new metal frame by the Whitechapel Bell
Foundry. By the time it was completed the Urban Council had been superseded by Teignbridge
District Council in the 1974 Local Government reorganisation who passed it over to the Town
Council to be administered by them. The picture shows the bells being loaded up to go away to
Whitechapel in 1972 with some volunteer help from the local bellringers on the truck.

That completes a brief history as to why there is a Tower here without a Church but we are
getting a little ahead of ourselves in our mystery story of the bells because the next significant
date for them is in 1887. This was the date of Queen Victoria’s Golden Jubilee and it was decided
that to commemorate the event a public subscription would be raised to augment the six bells in
the Clock tower to eight.
In 1986, as we were approaching the centenary of that date, I also became aware that there was
an anomaly in dates of the sequence of events around this time.

On the right are the details of the first peal on the bells taken from the Bell News, dated June
30th 1888, but you can see from the photo on the left the date on the bell, which is actually the
new second indicates that they were not cast until 1889; this obviously being an impossibility. I
confirmed with Whitechapel who had the details in their records that the casting was definitely
not done until 1889 and no one either locally or within the ringing fraternity could tell me what
had actually happened. I thought the best approach would be to look through back issues of the
local newspaper which in Victorian times was called the East and South Devon Advertiser (now
the Mid Devon Advertiser) and I spent the next few months trawling through the back issues of
1887/88/89. The bulk of the items in the local press were much the same as you read today
such as traffic, housing, law & and order, although health & hygiene which we take for granted
today was being actively promoted by the local Sanitary Board. There was also a piece on the
Tower as to whether it should be raised to the ground to create even more space in the centre
of the town which is an idea which still crops up from time to time today. Eventually I came
across a report of a public meeting on March 10th 1887 to create a ‘Jubilee Committee’ to
arrange the celebrations of the event due to take place on June 20th. 1887. In the end they
reported well after the event in October that three new bells (not two) were to be supplied to
the Tower by Messrs Gillett and Co. of Croyden together one of their patent carillon machines
for playing tunes on the bells. The story is obviously becoming more complicated.

Continuing reports in the paper indicated that Gilletts had three attempts to cast the Bells. The
first was completed by Christmas 1887 but deemed so unsatisfactory by the towns people that
they agreed to recast the bells and provide heavier clappers for the ringing bells and rectify the
working of the carillon. This additional work and the recast bells were installed by March
24th.1888 but it was again reported that one of the bells does not harmonise with the rest and it
is impossible to hear the two new bells when being rung in peal.

This is the report in the Bell News of April 14th.1888 (then the weekly newspaper for Bellringers)
of the opening of the bells and whilst the ringers seemed to have a most enjoyable day as far as
the bells were concerned they were no better than before.
As the installation was still not satisfactory a third attempt by Gillets was completed by mid
June and the results of this was reported in the local paper on June 16th as follows. This is a
precis:The carillon which has created so much dissatisfaction on account of several bells being out of
tune has been reconstructed by substituting new bells. The carillon was submitted for trial before
the committee when the whole of the tunes were played through. The committee, whilst
admitting that there had been a great deal of improvement, did not feel altogether satisfied and
before giving a final decision the Exeter Guild of Ringers will test the bells.

This is a report of the same peal we saw earlier but this time from the Guild of Devonshire
Ringers first peal book confirming that The Exeter ringers did visit on June 30th. A successful peal
was rung and recorded as the first on the bells, this, as reported previously, in spite of the
installation still being regarded as substandard. There then continued some fairly acrimonious
discussion in the newspaper over the next few weeks on the competency of the Jubilee
Committee and some fairly witty and sarcastic comments from the professional letter writers to
the press. Things then went very quiet for six months whilst the Advertiser reported on other
important events such as the opening of the telephone trunk line from Newton Abbot to
Torquay, the Whitechapel Murders and the funeral of the Earl of Devon. After six months silence
on the subject a report appeared in the Advertiser in the New year which I reproduce from my
ringing World article as it sums up the whole unfortunate incident in such a way that the
readers are left in no doubt that the Editor is jolly glad it has been brought to a conclusion.

A peal was rung to mark the centenary which was
published in the same edition of the R.W.as the article and
the mystery is solved but as I think it had nearly been
forgotten again I was very happy to bring it to people’s
attention once more.

In addition to my thanks given in the article on the right in
1988 I should also like to thank Mike Mears for providing
the picture from the first Guild Peal Book and Chris Pickford
for not only providing details of the Gillett bells but also
for directing me to the recent addition in the Central
Council of Church Bell Ringers Library web site enabling me
to access the Bell News on line.
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