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            Website:  www.dawlishhistory.org.uk     Facebook  Dawlish History/ Dawlish Past and Present 

    This is an 8 page Bumper Edition of the Newsletter marking the     

25
th

 Anniversary of Dawlish Local History Group 
 

The first half of the extended meeting on 

December 4
th
 was designed as a 

celebration of the 25
th
 anniversary of the 

Group.  The meeting was very well 

attended, and there was sparkling wine 

and various edibles, including two cakes 

made by Suzanne Jones.   

The only founder-member still with us is 

our expert historian Tricia Whiteaway, and 

she started the meeting off by describing 

how the Group was initiated in September 

1993 and how it developed over the first 

couple of years.   

Then I gave a summary presentation of the various activities and end-products of the Group over its 25 year history, 

including the work of the archaeology group, which was active in the early 2000s.  There was a brief discussion of 

possible future activities, including the possibility of an evening event of talks, and projects focussed on more recent 

history.  The presentation concluded with a selection of 

snapshots of what was happening in Dawlish in 1993, based on 

newspaper articles.   

This was followed by Dave Strawbridge’s quiz, part 

of which tested us on what we remembered about 

recent talks, visits or publications.   

It appeared that a good time was had by all. 

David Gearing 
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Lea Mount – Following the Clues 

by David Allanach 

Passing through Lea Mount nearly every day I have often wondered about its history. Little did I know that this 

seemingly simple enquiry would lead me not only into the depths of the history of Lea Mount but also into the cliff 

paths, Cliff House, the roadway to Holcombe and the access to Coryton Cove. My first clue was through reading Tricia 

Whiteaway’s book ‘Lanherne & Lea Mount’ where I learned that the land was given to the town by Thomas Lea, an 

M.P. whose family fortune came from carpet making. He settled at Lanherne in 1878 and almost immediately gifted 

this land to the town, who in gratitude named it after him as an everlasting tribute. 

To find out how the land came to Thomas Lea it was necessary to consult the local papers and the result was surprising. 

In May 1878 it was reported that the Dawlish Board [forerunner of the Town Council] would be compulsorily 

purchasing Cliff House and the adjacent building, the last house along Marine Parade, to create a pathway for a new 

footbridge over the railway, and then continue the public pathway to the cliff top i.e. Lea Mount, which they also 

purchased as part of the deal. The Board did indeed buy Lea Mount for £240 but in the meantime Mr Lea offered to 

purchase the land from the Board and then make it a gift to the town. This was the best possible outcome as Lea Mount 

had been offered for sale as potential building land, although the papers reported that it had previously been ‘a 

vegetable garden’. 

To discover whether anything else could be found out about Lea Mount it was worth looking at the 1840 Tithe map. 

The map showed the basic shape of Lea Mount but included a long thin tail heading towards Westcliff Road. The 

Teignmouth road was shown bordering the land as it does now but there were no features, such as buildings or paths, 

shown within Lea Mount, although that is not surprising as that was not its purpose. However it was disappointing to 

discover that the detailed description of the land that should have accompanied the map held at the Devon Heritage 

Centre appears to be missing. 

One of the interesting things about Lea Mount is the number of paintings and drawings made from Lea Mount looking 

towards the town from at least as early as 1817. How I wondered did the artists gain access? Barton Lane, originating 

from the church and the old Barton House had been in existence for a long time, so was its purpose to allow the leaders 

of Dawlish society to gain access to a significant viewpoint? Tricia believes that the lane was created originally as a 

private way for the inhabitants of Barton House. In books of local history the purpose of this lane has been described as 

either taking people to the beach or conversely taking them to church, but maybe creating and maintaining a lane of 

this nature had some deeper purpose. 

It was only when I came across the oldest map of Dawlish, a copy of one made in 1787 and held in the Cathedral 

library that these thoughts crystallised. Barton Lane joined with a track up Westcliff and headed for Holcombe village 

from whence there was a route to Teignmouth. This was not the most direct route to Teignmouth from Dawlish centre 

but it was the most direct track to Holcombe at the time, although there may have been footpaths connecting to Oak 
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Hill. The track crossed Lea Mount in the open although there was a boundary hedge close by on the landward side. The 

track was improved to become a road in 1809, allowing the first stage coach to run between Dawlish and Teignmouth. 

By the time that the road became a turnpike in 1823 the road that runs alongside Lea Mount had already been cut deep 

in the cliff, and so presumably this was done in 1809. Did it follow exactly the line of the old track or was it moved 

inland slightly? It is difficult to be certain as the old boundary hedge has disappeared but the effect of the new road was 

to cut off Lea Mount as an island, making it difficult to farm. 

It is quite possible, though, that this land was not farmed in the late 1700s/early 1800s as the map indicates that it was 

open rather than enclosed, probably regarded as waste land, and the various artists using it are another indication. 

Here’s another theory – it could be that at the time of the Napoleonic wars, and probably before, this was seen as an 

important site to look out for enemy ships. 

It has been difficult to find a name for this area prior to its naming as Lea Mount but Jim Holman, a local historian, 

refers to it as part of Reeves’ Hill fields pre 1809. Incidentally, whilst researching the roadway I couldn’t help 

wondering about the drinking trough at the main entrance to Lea Mount. The Local History Group archives indicated 

that it was erected in 1884 for Dr Armstrong, and the newspapers were able to explain that this was Dr Armstrong’s 

retirement gift to the town after holding the position of Medical Officer of Health for Dawlish. The structure originally 

had a fountain and clean drinking water which was a great benefit at a time when most houses did not have piped 

supplies, while the trough would have been much appreciated by the horses 

making their way up the hill. 

When reading the newspapers about the acquisition of Lea Mount I was 

surprised to discover that when describing the gardens of Cliff House there 

was mention of ‘paths which by a circuitous route reached to the top of the 

cliff’ so it was clear that there was already a way up the cliff before the big 

project to make a public path in 1879. The question then became when was 

this path made? What we know for certain is that it existed in 1847 as it is 

shown on a plan by William Dawson (at left) and at that date the path having 

reached the top of the cliff continued along the cliff edge until it was 

overlooking the Coryton headland, but it did not continue any further. 

Pictures of Dawlish showing Lea Mount in the background dated 1828 give no 

indication of a path to the top. So, although not definitive, it is likely that the 

path was created either by Mark Kennaway (solicitor to the South Devon 

Railway and one-time owner of Cliff House) or by the railway builders in the 1840s. 

Another question about the cliff paths presents itself when looking at the early prints. Somewhere close to the top of 

the cliff there was a tunnel which was shown on at least three pictures. One from about the late 1840s (below) shows a 

main path leading from 

Lea Mount descending in 

the town direction and 

towards the tunnel but 

also shows a path bearing 

off on the right down the 

cliff.  

This would indicate that 

the tunnel was likely to 

be just beyond where the 

path today reverses 

direction and heads 

towards Coryton Cove 

and if you peer through 

the greenery it looks as if 

there was in fact an 

outcrop of rock here so it 

would seem that at some 

point the outcrop was 

very much cut back. 
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I mentioned three pictures and one can be dated to 

1874 when the tunnel has clearly been blocked off 

(shown at the extreme left edge of the photo at 

left). It would be interesting to know whether that 

was because it had become dangerous or was it 

because if other people were able to use it they 

would be able to reach the private grounds of Cliff 

House? 

What was this path with the tunnel and where did 

it go? Perhaps the answer was that this was part of 

the original track to Holcombe which would 

explain why someone had gone to the expense of 

creating a tunnel. If only we could talk to people 

from the past! 

Halfway down the cliff path is a seating area 

described when the path was first opened to the 

public as a grotto with seating and a table. Earlier 

pictures of the cliff face here show a black hole and I had originally wondered if this was a tunnel to Coryton Cove but 

a photograph clearly shows the more mundane explanation that this was a natural cave in the rock. It is possible that 

the idea of treating it as a grotto came from an earlier time as there used to be a well-known grotto close to what 

became Kennaway tunnel.   

[The second part of this article – on Cliff House – will appear in the next Newsletter.] 

 

Doctor Cann's Will 

We received an exciting package not long ago. It contained the will of one of Dawlish's most colourful characters, Dr. 

Francis Mark Cann, and the document has been given to the DLHG archive by his great grandson Ian Girvan. 

The will is very much in keeping with the man and when it was first made 

public it caught the attention of the national press because of one clause 

which said 'I...desire that my Executors shall after my death place in my 

hands a letter which will be found in my safe at Riverbank and that such 

letter shall be buried with me.' Naturally theories abounded as to what was in 

the letter but no-one, certainly not the family, have ever known what it 

contained. Maybe some future archaeologist will be able to solve the 

mystery. 

The rest of the will, which was worth £15,337 in 1928 is less surprising, but 

still of interest. There were legacies of £20 to his wife, £50 to Margaret Dodd 

his 'nurse', and £20 to Ethel Flood, servant 'if she attends my funeral'. He 

obviously thought highly of this servant as she was to receive £104 a year or 

a lump sum of £300 'if she marries', and also receive a photograph of 

himself. His son Francis John Hughtrede Cann, also a doctor, received his 

'gold medal framed report of his work at Guy's Hospital' and his daughter 

Amy several pieces of jewellery. 

In addition, his wife was to receive £130 per year and Margaret Dodd was to 

receive £300 per year increasing to £400 on the death of his wife. Margaret 

would also have use of the house he had been living in for the course of her 

life time. It therefore becomes obvious that he and his wife have separated. 

With one exception, the rest of his estate was to be divided between his son, 

daughter and grandson Raymond Cann. This was how matters rested from the signing of the will on 6 May 1927 until 4 

January 1928, nine months before his death, at which point there is a codicil which cuts out the grandson from his will. 

Unfortunately present day descendants can throw no light on why this happened, but as Dr Cann was known for his 

strong views it may not have been too difficult to upset him. 
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Another side to his character was his well-known attempts to help the poor. He follows this up in his will as he gives 

£300 to be invested by the Vicar for the maintenance of his mausoleum. However, the money not spent on that should 

go to the 'aged poor' selected by the Vicar as long as they come to the mausoleum on 27 April (his birthday) each year  

and place a single flower in the mausoleum. This trust fund continued until 1991. 

The final note in his will made clear that if any person disputed its validity they would forfeit all benefits. 

Before his death it appears that he had already had his mausoleum built in Dawlish cemetery but he asked that the 

following inscription be placed on it: 

In memory of Francis Mark youngest son of the late John and Bridget Sherston Cann of Bruton, Somerset and 

Fuidge Manor, Spreyston, Devon. Born April twenty seventh One thousand eight hundred and thirty eight died 3 

October 1928 [entered after his death]. He was a Gold Medallist in Surgery and Scholar in Medicine and 

practiced in Dawlish for thirty years. He was the last resident Surgeon of Guy's Hospital and was recommended 

for Albert Medal A.D. 1861. 

He desired that his wife be interred in the mausoleum 'unless she desires to be buried elsewhere'. He also desired that 

his 'nurse and housekeeper' Margaret Dodd be interred in the mausoleum 'unless she shall have left written directions to 

the contrary'. In addition he also wished that his 'other blood relatives' should be buried there. However, as far as is 

known, he remained alone in his mausoleum. 

The mausoleum can still be seen today near the cemetery building. 

An article on the life of this interesting man will appear later as soon as further research has been completed, but if you 

can't wait then more information can be read in our book ‘Dawlish Folk’.      

            David Allanach 

 

Water and Tea 

The two announcements shown below appeared together in the 12
th
 April 1882 edition of Westcott’s Local Press.  

Firstly, Thomas Shapter & Son was offering to connect households to the 

water supply available from ‘Local Board Mains’. In 1880 the Local Board 

had purchased the dam and reservoir already created at the Thorns near 

Mamhead, and a new reservoir was built at Houndspool Farm with pipes 

leading on to a service reservoir at the Burrows in Long Lane.  This meant 

that most of the town could be supplied by gravity fed pipes.  ‘Estimates for 

the above to any amount’ is strangely worded but implies that payment is 

required for connection.  Clearly only better-off householders would have 

been able to afford to pay, so presumably in time connection was provided 

free of charge - the water rates took care of the running costs. If so, then 

perhaps employing T Shapter & Son in 1882 was a way of speeding up 

access to the supply.  

Secondly, Westlake Bros were advertising various types and qualities of 

leaf teas.  Of course relatively few tea drinkers now make a traditional 

‘brew’ using loose leaf tea.  Tea bags were not introduced into the UK until 

1953, and initial take-up was slow: by the early 1960s, tea bags still made 

up less than 3% of the British market, but this has been growing steadily 

ever since. Tea bags now make up 95% of the British market.   

Interestingly, apart from Assam the teas on offer here came from China.  

Monings were types of black tea grown in the northern districts of China 

and shipped from Shanghai or Hankow (now Hangzhou), Kaisows were 

styled as ‘red-leafed’ and came from the central districts of China, shipped 

from Foo-Chow (now Fuzhou).  (At this time teas from the southern 

districts, shipped from Canton, were generally considered to be of poorer 

quality.)  Fannings are small pieces of tea that are left over after higher 

grades of teas are gathered to be sold, but the fannings of expensive teas 

can still be more expensive and more flavourful than whole leaves of 

cheaper teas.  (Nowadays fannings are also normally used in tea bags.)   

       David Gearing 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tea_bags
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Brewing in Dawlish 

by Suzanne Jones 

The earliest evidence of brewing beer dates back 13,000 years from a recently discovered Neolithic burial site in Israel. 

Beer was integral to society in the ancient Middle East and Egypt, with the Sumerians having a goddess, Ninkasi, who 

was the embodiment of beer, and the Egyptian hieroglyph for food being a loaf of bread and a jug of beer. The 

Phoenicians brought barley to Northern Europe, with beer being brewed in the British Isles by the time the Romans 

arrived in 34AD; they referred to the tribes of Northern Europe as the ‘sons of the malt’. 

In Northern European mythology, beer was central to any representation of paradise, as it offered an escape from the 

hard lives they lived and the monotonous diet of bread, vegetables and salt fish. Beer is not just intoxication, it is a 

valuable source of nourishment being high in carbohydrates and containing vitamin B, calcium and magnesium. 

In Anglo-Saxon Dawlish ale brewing was an everyday household activity just like baking and it became the 

responsibility of the woman or the ‘Ale Wife’. First strong beer was brewed, then the grain recycled and mashed again 

to produce a weaker beer known as small or table beer, which was lower in alcohol and more common for everyday 

use, especially for women and children, and was served at every meal including breakfast. 

With poor roads and the hills that surround Dawlish it continued to be a small settlement through to the Regency 

period, so brewing probably continued to be a domestic activity.   

There is no evidence of Ale Houses in Dawlish before 1616 when there was one on the site of the Railway Inn and in 

1660 when there is the first evidence of the Swan Inn. However, there probably was some form of Ale House 

throughout its history, for as early as 970 a law was introduced to restrict Ale Houses to one per village to reduce the 

level of drunkenness. 

Yeast is the active ingredient in brewing, taking in the sugars released by malted barley and water being heated together 

and giving out alcohol and carbon dioxide. This makes beer ‘living’ and as long as it was foaming it was safe to drink. 

This beer/ale would have been much sweeter and stronger than beer today, it would also have been thick and cloudy. 

Safe beer did not last long, especially in hot weather, so brewing normally had to happen every week. Households 

would have had a beer stick to stir it, and this would have held the yeast that would be transferred from one batch to the 

next. The interaction was not understood until 1876 when Louis Pasteur identified yeast, and brewing moved from 

magical and a gift from the gods to a scientific process. 

For the barley to be able to release its sugars it required malting, and there are records of several maltings in Dawlish to 

cater for the local demands. Barley was one of the biggest crops in Britain, in 1776 of the 37 million bushels of barley 

produced, 26 were for beer and just 8 for bread. 

Hops were introduced to England from Flanders and were used in London and the south-east from early in the 15
th
 

century, however hopped beer took a long time to catch on, with many preferring the sweeter English Ale. The 

advantage of hops though is that they are anti-bacterial and anti-fungal, therefore preserve the beer, so that it could be 

made with less alcoholic strength and lasted longer. Therefore, in time economics won out, with hopped beer being a 

cheaper beer to make, transportable over considerable distances and with a much longer storage life.  It was the 

impetus that started the migration from domestic, small scale brewing to commercial brewing.  We have no record of 

when hops reached Devon, however there is 

evidence that at some point hops were grown in 

Dawlish, as there are hops growing wild at the 

bottom of Aller Hill. 

As Regency Dawlish began to develop, we see 

the opening of the New Inn (later known as the 

York Hotel) in 1786 and the London Inn, later the 

London Hotel, on The Strand in 1785 to 

accommodate the visitors. Then the Red Lion in 

Old Town Street opened in 1797 for the 

developing village. At this point it is likely that 

all three establishments would have brewed their 

own beer. 

In 1817 John Till of Ottery St Mary bought three 

acres of land along with cottages from the Manor of Dawlish and established the first commercial brewery in the town 

in what is now High Street.  The tax on beer, malt and hops during the Napoleonic War had made it cheaper to buy beer 

from a brewer than to brew it at home, so this was a good commercial move. In 1823 Vine Cottage (next to the brewery 
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building on the High Street) was either constructed or extended as its deeds date from this point; the successive owners 

of the Brewery lived here until 1889. 

Due to ill health John Till put the Brewery up for sale in 1825 and it was auctioned at the York Hotel by John Force of 

Exeter; it was sold to Richard Ferris for £1,650. Richard was the younger son of a farmer in Mamhead and it was his 

brother-in-law Richard Brock, who farmed the adjacent farm, who undertook the bidding at the auction. This was 

probably to disguise Richard Ferris’s interest as he was a coal merchant with a coal yard a few hundred metres down 

the road. The Brewery was owned by the Ferris family for the next 100 years, passing down three generations of 

Ferris’s, all named Richard.  

The 1830 Beer Act was good news for the Brewery, putting in Free Trade for beer, taking the taxes off beer and 

opening licences up for Beer Houses, so that all that was required was an annual licence from The Excise costing £2. In 

the next ten years, ten new beer houses opened in Dawlish, of those the Brunswick Arms and the Teignmouth Inn are 

still trading. 

The abolition of the Glass Tax led in 1834 to glass becoming a lot cheaper, so that both drinking vessels and bottles 

changed from ceramic to glass. Therefore, the clarity and colour of beer became important, and Dawlish Brewery like 

other brewers switched to brewing Pale Ales. 

By 1863 a steam engine had been installed at the Brewery and Ferris was advertising that they could now supply pure 

and prime ale in casks of four, nine, eighteen and thirty-six gallons for home consumption. In White’s Directory of 

1878 Richard Ferris and Son were listed as brewers, maltsters, farmers and coal merchants. 

The 1872 Wine and Beer Act repealed the earlier Beer Act and made it more difficult to hold a beer licence, and the 

Dawlish Brewery took over seven pubs in the town that year. 

A late-18
th
 century poster advertised that the Brewery was producing 

Pale, Mild and Old Ales as well as Stout and Porter  

The brewery expanded in the1880s with the tower and barn extensions, 

this was probably to accommodate more storage and bottling of beer, 

which had started nationally in the 1860s with bottling machines 

introduced in the 1880s. There was also a growth of the Temperance 

movement, and the Brewery were producing and selling Mineral and 

Aerated Water as well as Lemonade and Ginger Beer. 

At the beginning of the 19
th
 century nationally two thirds of pubs 

brewed their own beer, but by the end of the century just 4% did. In Dawlish in 1903 there were 20 licenced premises, 

of those ten were owned by Dawlish Brewery, nine were owned by breweries in Exeter or Teignmouth, with just the 

London Hotel being privately owned.  

The restrictions of the Defence of the Realm Act in the First World War was the catalyst that led to the demise of the 

small brewer. The Act restricted opening hours down from 19 hours to 5 hours, put the tax on beer up by 430% by 1918 

and the strength down from 7% to 3%.   

In July 1925 Richard Brock Ferris sold the Brewery and 23 public houses to Heavitree Brewery of Exeter.  By October 

Heavitree had closed the Brewery down and sold off the site in three lots by auction. At its height the Brewery in 

Dawlish had been the biggest employee in the town and stretched both north and south of the High Street, covering the 

land that is now The Old Brewery, Brewery Barn, Vine Cottage and part of Cost Cutter’s car park, along with Brewery 

Court Flats. 

Today beer has started being brewed again in the parish, in Holcombe on a small scale by ISCA Brewery. 

Known Beer Styles by Ferris Brewery 

Pale Ale: was perfected by the 1820's, was a clear, pale beer with lower alcohol and hops. The breweries of Burton on 

Trent were especially good at producing it. 

Mild: sweeter and less hopped beer than porter, favoured by industrial and agricultural workers to refresh themselves. 

Old Ales: stored for months in wooden barrels where it picked up lactic sourness from wild yeasts and tannins, as a 

result has a sour taste. 

Porter: was a blend of three types of beer, and often called 'entire' it was dark in colour, very hoppy and usually 7% 

strength. London porters liked drinking it, hence the name. No longer brewed. 

Stout: deriving from stout porter beers, the best known brands being Guinness, Mackeson and Murphy's. 
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Publicity 

We are still hoping that someone will take on the role of Publicity Officer for DLHG.  It’s a role that’s not been filled 

for some time and the Committee feels that a bit more focus on publicity could help to increase our membership, or at 

least maintain numbers at a viable level.  We’ve produced a description of the role (see below).  This should be a fun 

job. If anyone is interested please contact me or David Allanach. 

 Take the lead in identifying opportunities for positive publicity for the Group, with a view to (a) making more 

local people aware of the Group’s activities and (b) increase awareness of and generate an active interest in 

Dawlish’s history and the changes in everyday life experienced by residents and visitors over time. 

 It is expected that the publicity programme will include (a) press releases/ articles intended for local 

newspapers, (b) postings in social media sites aimed at local residents, including our own pages/ accounts, (c) 

posters and leaflets advertising our events, (d) announcements at events of other local groups. 

 The postholder will undertake some publicity activities personally, but part of the role will be to encourage and 

support other Group members to take on tasks within their capabilities and which they enjoy doing. 

 Where appropriate or helpful the Publicity Officer will seek advice or guidance on future activities from the 

Chair or from other Committee members, but most of the time he/she can act on his/her own initiative.   

 

Sale of John Shapter’s Ironmongery, 1919 

This 24 page sale catalogue was a recent donation to our archives.  In 

March 1919 John Shapter was closing his furnishing and ironmongery 

business at the bottom of the Strand in order to convert the premises 

into a ‘Motor Garage’.  The catalogue was addressed to a wide variety 

of tradespeople including carpenters, upholsterers, plumbers and 

farmers, and listed no less than 873 different lots to be sold by auction.   

Here are a few of the items listed: 

Lot 25:  5 Gladstone Bag locks. 

Lot 85:  5 brass bird cage suspenders and several brass pole supports. 

Lot 259: 2 bronchitis kettles and 2 enamel French pitchers. 

Lot 377:  66½ lbs Pilcher’s Cottage Distemper. 

Lot 461:  4 carbonumdrum (sic) scythe stones and 3 packets of 

skewers. 

Lot 483:  2 Ransome’s lawn mower grass boxes, 1 toilet pail, 3 Demon 

beetle traps. 

Lot 540: 3 boxes assorted hat polish, 1 box Chase’s beetle poison, 9 

bars Wrigley’s metal soap, 7 tins of Zog, 9 cistern pulls, 6 potato 

slicers. 

Lot 559:  100 French rod hooks, 14lb iron cramps, 18lb tinned meat 

hooks, 1 gross galvanized vine eyes. 

Lot 632:  18in galvanized sanitary dust bin, 1 earth closet receptacle. 

Lot 740:  26 hickory sledge hammer sticks. 

      Lot 850:  A plumber’s blast furnace. 

            David Gearing 

 

Maurice Criddle 

Sadly, Maurice Criddle, a lifetime local resident and long-term member of DLHG, died on October 31
st
.  He was an 

active member of the Group: for several years he was a regular contributor to our newsletter and often provided 

personal memories of Dawlish from his childhood days.  He also had an extensive collection of historic Dawlish 

postcards.  In his will Maurice was kind enough to leave the History Group a legacy of £500 for the production of 

publications or for research purposes.  We are currently considering using this money to support a new research project 

on Dawlish in the 1960s/70s – more on this later. 


