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Dawlish Local History Group Newsletter:   January 2017 
____________________________________________________________________________________________ 

website:  www.dawlishhistory.org.uk              facebook group: Dawlish History 

________________________________________________________________ 

 

Editorial  

Happy New Year!  I hope that in 2017 you will continue to support the History Group and enjoy what we 

offer.  Meanwhile, so far no-one has expressed interest in taking over the role of newsletter editor (see the 

appeal in the previous newsletter), so I am still doing it for the time being.  As ever, contributions are most 

welcome – the next edition will probably be in April, so the deadline for that will be the end of March. 

Those present at the November 1
st
 meeting will know that before the main talk I presented and invited 

discussion on a set of historic photos that had recently emerged from our archive files.  Soon after the 

meeting the first seven pictures from this set, with commentaries including what was learnt on the day, were 

placed on our website under the ‘Images’ tab.  The remaining seven will be loaded onto the website within 

the next few weeks.  This presentation was favourably received, so I plan to show a further set of pictures at 

the February 7
th

 meeting before the main talk, which is on ‘Street Furniture’. 

Our latest booklet is just about to emerge.  Tricia’s ‘A History of Dawlish Farms’ is the result of detailed 

research over several years.  Farming was the main source of income and employment in the area right 

through until the early 19th century, so potentially this is a rich seam of local history and this new work fills 

a gap in the comprehensive range of topics already covered by our publications.   

 

I’ve also started working on a book based on the material on tourism and leisure prepared for the History 

Open Day events in 2015 and 2016.  Hopefully it will be of interest to visitors as well as local residents, so 

it’s planned to be published in April, ready for the next summer season. 

           David Gearing 

 

The Haldon Duel 

At our meeting on November 1
st
 David Pugsley related the story of an infamous duel - supposedly the last 

one in England involving two civilians - that took place at Haldon Racecourse in 1833 between two 

Irishmen, Dr Peter Hennis and Sir John Jeffcott.   

Peter Hennis (born 1802) had moved to Exeter on 1830 to be 

near a young woman he had fallen in love with.  He was 

working as a doctor at the Exeter Dispensary when in 1832 

there was a serious outbreak of cholera in the city and he 

became a local hero by staying to treat those affected when 

many others who could have helped decided to leave until it 

was over.   

In 1830 Jeffcott (born 1796) was living beyond his means 

and had ran up considerable debts.  He tried being a lawyer 

but needed money and took up the offer of the post of Chief 

Justice to the British colony of Sierra Leone.  There was 

little competition: it was an unhealthy place and several 

previous postholders had died from tropical diseases, but it 

paid £3,000 a year.  He took a break in London in 1832 

where he cultivated people of wealth and influence and tried 

to get a better posting, but he was unsuccessful.  He sought 

and was granted a knighthood as an inducement for him to 

return to his job in Sierra Leone, but he delayed for as long 

as possible.  He had become engaged to the granddaughter of Flora MacDonald (of Bonnie Prince Charlie 
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fame) but her family had broken it off.  He was due to sail back to Sierra Leone from Plymouth and stopped 

at Exeter en route.  During a dinner discussion at the Clarence Hotel he came to believe that Hennis had 

spread rumours about him that denigrated him in the eyes of his fiancee’s family, possibly that he had 

syphilis.  Jeffcott confronted Hennis the next morning, calling him a 

‘damned calumniating scoundrel’.  Hennis denied that he had said 

anything derogatory, but Jeffcott dug his heels in and ignored attempts at 

mediation, so Hennis felt obliged to fight a pistol duel to defend his own 

honour.  The duel took place the next afternoon, on May 10
th

 1833.  

Jeffcott fired first and wounded Hennis in the abdomen.  He died of his 

wounds ten days later, aged 31.  Many in Exeter were shocked and 

saddened by his death and an estimated 20,000 people lined the route of 

the funeral from his house in High Street to St Sidwell’s church, where 

he is buried in the churchyard. 

Immediately after the duel Jeffcott drove off in haste to Plymouth to 

board his ship, taking care to avoid his many creditors.  He never got to 

Sierra Leone, where he would have been arrested for murder and sacked.  

He made his back to Ostend, which was safe from arrest and from his 

creditors.  From there he stayed in touch with his influential friends in 

London.  Duels were officially illegal but the ruling that neither of the 

parties to the duel could give evidence in the event that one or other was 

killed or injured, meant that a conviction for murder or attempted murder 

rested on the testimony of witnesses, and they were disinclined to say 

much for fear of being implicated.  So, having established that no 

evidence against him would be offered at his murder trial, in 1834 he returned for that, was duly acquitted, 

and came back to live in London.  Then in 1836 offered the job of Chief Justice of South Australia, which 

was a new settlement colony.  He died in a maritime accident off the South Australian coast in 1837. 

 

The Carte de Visite 

At our October meeting Dr Sadru Bhanji gave a talk on ‘cartes 

de visite’.  He began with a brief history of the development of 

photography in the 19
th

 century.  Many professional 

photographers made their living from portraits, but they were 

too expensive for ordinary working people.  Cartes de visite 

were not, as the name might suggest, visiting cards, but a 

cheaper form of small photograph – about the same size as a 

playing card, some with a folded cover.  They became popular 

after the pioneering photographer John Mayall persuaded 

Queen Victoria to allow him to produce carte de visite 

portraits of her and her family.   

Cartes de visite were widely available from 1860 until the end 

of the 19
th

 century.  About 90% were portraits.  Generally 

none have dates, but there are clues, particularly the style of 

dress of the sitters.  The decorative designs on the back of the 

photos became fancier or increasingly elaborate until around 

1890, when for some reason they became plainer.  Some 

collectors focus on these designs rather than the photos, as 

usually the people or places in them are not named or 

recognisable.  Sadru showed a variety of different types of 

photo and design from his own collection. 

Sadru explained that at one time cartes de visite were 

dismissed by historians and collectors as cheap commercial trash, like postcards.  But they can provide 
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important historical information, and there is now a vibrant market on eBay.  He showed us various Dawlish 

photos from his own extensive collection.  Many were of familiar local scenes, but the photos themselves 

were new to us, being taken by photographers from Exeter or elsewhere. 

[The above reports and the one at the end about Rock and Co engravings by David Gearing.] 

____________________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Richard Arthurs has asked that this be photo be included in our newsletter in case someone can throw any 

light on who, what and when.  Richard says that it may be from the 1930s, that one of his relatives is in the 

picture and that they are all local school pupils.  One suggestion is that they are portraying the black swans.  

Please let David Allanach know if you have any ideas. 

___________________________________________________________________________________ 

Productive gardens during World War 1 

Work by the Devon History Society on how Devon coped with the food shortages that arose from 1917 

onwards has unearthed a couple of interesting local stories from local newspapers. They show that people 

were encouraged to make their gardens productive for growing vegetables. It also shows that people took an 

interest in what their neighbours were doing and if they weren’t pulling their weight would complain to the 

local council. 

Following an approach from the council a firm of Exeter solicitors wrote to Dawlish Council that they could 

not consent  to allow anyone to have possession of the garden of a certain house in Dawlish as they were 

hoping to let the same. The Council Chairman commented ‘Hope at these times is not helping the country 

very much...and it was a shame that land should be allowed to remain idle.’ 

At a council meeting in April 1918 Councillor Leaman called attention to the fact that a lady who tilled 

potatoes in the lawn of her house subsequently took an allotment. As she was growing more potatoes than 

she required she was again laying the lawn down to grass. He moved that a letter be written to her, calling 

attention to the necessity of growing even more potatoes, and that if she persisted in laying down the lawn, 

that she be asked to give up her allotment. This was agreed to. 

In May a reply was received from Miss Ross stating that owing to the diseased potatoes in front of the living 

rooms last year she had determined not to risk it again, especially as the land was very poor. In 1916 they 

put seed potatoes in the whole piece , with the result that they rotted in the trench; in 1917 half was tried, 

and the potatoes were very diseased, though well sprayed, and rotted away with keeping.  
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The Chairman said he believed the land was now laid down to grass seed, but he thought the letter admitted 

there was some blame attached to the writer, because she said the potatoes rotted in the trenches, thus 

showing they had really more potatoes than was necessary. Other people had potatoes diseased, but, by 

looking over them occasionally, a lot were saved. If, however, they were left in a trench all through the 

winter they could not expect them to be saved. He did not think they could do anything in the matter. 

David Allanach 

 

How Dawlish Local History Group Started 
by Tricia Whiteaway 

 

Following an article in the Dawlish Gazette inserted by the chairman of Dawlish Museum, headed ‘Are you 

interested in Dawlish history?’ on the 24
th

 September 1993 a goodly number of people climbed the stairs up 

to the double room in The Manor House,which soon became packed.  Chairing the meeting was Ralph 

Saunders with a couple of other Museum officers.  He said he was very pleased with the attendance, but 

explained that the Museum was not going to run this new society so asked for a show of hands of any 

people interested in being the officers.  After much chatting and a few discussions, most of the people left, 

leaving those willing to offer their services in the new project.  Jim Holman was one of the very keen and 

helpful volunteers and there were suggestions of what this new society could do. 

Firstly, we had to pay £2 to join the Museum to start things off.  Then a few meetings were held at the 

Church House (where Tricia Whiteaway lived) and in December we had settled on a title with a £2 

membership fee, whilst a Committee was agreed - Robin Thorp (Chairman), Tricia Whiteaway (Secretary), 

Val Gale (Asst Sec.) Paul de Lusignan (Treasurer), Vale Eaves (Publicity)  and with other Committee 

members – Peter Burdett, Joan Gardner, Jo de Lusignan, Eileen Roden, and Joyce Vigers.  By April 1994 

we had started a Newsletter (with Bob Thompson editing) and had arranged seven groups to do either tape 

recordings by calling on elderly residents for their memories, others to find photographs and others to 

explore the streets and various other works, but soon some of these became inoperable.  However, a Cheese 

and Wine Party was held in Church House in May to help to get to know people.     

 We decided on meetings to be bi-monthly in the afternoons and as the landlords of the Swan had joined the 

Group they offered us a room where we could  meet.  This was met with glee!  At first it was various 

members who gave our talks such as Jim Holman (aka Mr Dawlish) as he and his father ran the Dawlish 

Gazette with his cousin Jack Batten and they knew everybody!  In August we met there to hear the ‘Ups and 

Downs of living in a bungalow on Dawlish Warren’ - a most interesting talk with a few photos handed 

round.  Soon our talks had ‘picture slide shows’ sometimes with excellent speakers from Exeter University 

(including Todd Gray). 

In October 1995 we had 50 members.  Paul held the position of Treasurer for many years both for the 

Museum and the History Group and his wife Jo, until her death, helped with the our membership lists and 

with the Newsletter deliveries and later the book sales.  As an officer in the Museum she will be known for 

her sterling work in that society for the cellar room is known as ‘Jo’s Room’.  

Val Gale (also a Museum officer) became publicity officer as she was a journalist, and was in fact ‘Man of 

the Brook’ who wrote a series of articles that appeared in the Dawlish Gazette for a number of years.  

As most of us were ‘newcomers’ to Dawlish, we asked a local, Robin Thorp, to become Chairman, however 

he found it was difficult to attend as he had a butcher’s shop in Old Town Street, so within a short time it 

was suggested he became our President and in June 1996 Bob Thompson became the Chairman.  That was 

the year we moved to the Manor House for our meetings, first in the room next to the kitchen, then the 

Mayor’s Parlour, but later as our numbers increased we used the Ball Room.   

In the summer of 1997 we started going on ‘Outings’ to interesting houses, churches, and places like the 

medieval village on Dartmoor arranged by Tricia.  Committee meetings were held in Church House until 

1999, then for many years in Bob’s house, then much later back to Tricia’s after her move.  Later the 

Committee included Liz Brown,  Betty Slocombe, Mavis Stuckey, Betty Roberts, and later Angela Marks.  
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Soon after we started, the Museum had asked us to sort their papers and books, and eventually gave them to 

us to store, which is the basis of both Tricia and Bob’s archives.  A lot of the papers were written by an 

earlier local historian, Henry Carter, most of which had not been published, so in collating them it was 

found there was enough to write a booklet edited by Tricia – and by April 1995 200 copies of the ‘Inns and 

Taverns of Old Dawlish’ booklet had been produced.  

Tricia remained as Secretary until after the death of Bob Thompson in 2012, she then became Chairman 

until her own health deteriorated.  John Rean held the Speaker Finder post for ten years, later taken over by 

Derek Wain who also edited the Newsletter, researched articles, produced our books for publication and 

checked all the technical needs for our speakers, whilst Sheila Wain took over our the Publications.  And it 

wasn’t until 2001 that we increased our membership fee to £3!  Those were the days! 

 

 
A DLHG outing to Smallacombe, in around 2005.  The group includes Mavis Stuckey, Simon Stapleton, 

Iris Long, Tricia Whiteaway, Muriel Bradshaw and Marie Thompson. 

 

Village/ Town Nicknames 
 

Recently Todd Gray sent this message out to the Devon history community: 

‘I am writing to you about an enterprise that I will be involved with from the 12th to the 22nd of 

May 2017 when, as President of the Devonshire Association, I shall be hiking from Lyme Regis to 

Hartland.  I will be delivering lectures each night on the distinctiveness of Devon.  One of my 

themes will be the names which Devonians gave to one another.  I have 107 of these village or town 

nicknames, many recorded through the Devonshire Association.   Would you know of any used in 

your area and if so, were they recorded by oral tradition or would you have a reference to a printed 

or manuscript source? 



6 
 

For instance, I already have: 

Cadbury: Cocks;   Cadeleigh: Hens;   Chagford: Chuggy Pigs;   Challacombe: Horniwinks; 

Chawleigh: Boars;   Clannaborough: Candlesticks.’ 

 

If you know of any such nicknames, please contact him directly at todd@toddgray.co.uk 

 

Rock and Co Engravings 

This is one of a set of Dawlish scenes from the 1860s and 1870s that were produced as individual cards, 

booklets of cards and bound books or prints.  The originals were steel engravings, and the image here is 

taken from a photograph of a very small print - only about half the size of a normal postcard.  But due to the 

high quality of both the engraving and the print they can be reproduced at several times actual size and still 

give a clear impression of the scene from which they were drawn. 

 

Rock and Co was a successful London-based company but the founder William Rock (1801-90) had Devon 

connections, having been born in Barnstaple and becoming an important benefactor to the town.  This scene 

of the Lawn, the Brook and buildings on the Strand is dated 18
th

 February 1874.  Of the ten known Rock 

and Co scenes of Dawlish, five are from this date and the other five from three different dates in 1863 and 

1864, which in each case was presumably when a sketch (or photograph?) was made from which the 

engraving was created subsequently. 

Until the early 19
th

 century copper plates were used for engraving as copper was relatively soft and easy to 

work, but they tended to deteriorate after a few hundred copies were printed.  Steel plates were originally 

used for banknote printing – they are harder and can produce more precise results but are more difficult to 

work, so what was termed steel engraving usually involved a combination of etching by selectively 

removing a thin coating of acid-resistant ground and true engraving using specially hard and sharp tools.   

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Etching
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Engraving

