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Aerial view of the town centre in the 1980s
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Chapter One



Beginnings: Up to 1066
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The interpretation of place-names can usually be relied upon to divide historians. The study does, however, offer useful clues, and can unlock the occasional door. What, then, of Tavistock? The first of the two elements that make up the name is straightforward. ‘Tavi’ is the river on the banks of which the settlement was sited. It is one of some forty rivers in Devon, including the Tamar, that have names of Celtic origin. ‘Stock’ presents more problems. It can be spelt in a number of ways, and different meanings have been attached to it. One theory, that the term denotes a monastery cell, can be dismissed, since the name almost certainly pre-dates the foundation of the abbey. Then there is the suggestion that ‘stocc’, an Old English term for a stockade, was applied to fortified places or strongholds. There is, however, no reason to believe that Tavistock, or many other ‘stocks’, had this characteristic. Some writers have preferred to invoke the word as an Old English term for a secondary settlement, and have claimed that Plymstock and Calstock, for example, were outlying farms and settlements colonised from more significant centres, Plympton and Callington. In this case, presumably, Tavistock was a dependency of Mary Tavy or Peter Tavy, some distance upriver. It is a fact that most ‘stocks’ are low-lying and near rivers, and were therefore ideal places to which cattle could be driven for rich summer grazing. The versatile ‘stoc’ has, however, one further meaning in Old English. It can be translated as, simply, ‘a place of settlement’. The ‘settlement by the Tavy’ may be too obvious an explanation for some, but, after all, that is what it was, and that is what it is.


The Tavy descends on Tavistock after a long Dartmoor journey in which she has been fed by countless moorland streams. Her moods are variable and her behaviour unpredictable. A prolonged period of dry weather will leave her calm, gentle and benign. A few days of heavy rain or a snowfall can turn her into an ill-tempered swaggerer, noisily threatening all around her. Of those who, over the years, have delighted in her company, the most profuse was William Browne, the renowned 17th-century poet, who was born in Tavistock. He opened his Britannia’s Pastorals with a reference to his beloved river:
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1 The Tavy in a boisterous mood.





I that while ere near Tavy’s straggling spring
Unto my seely sheep did used to sing.


Some 100, 000 words later he signed off by returning to his theme:


And Tavy, in my rimes
Challenge a due, let it thy glorye be,
That famous Drake and I were born of thee.


A century on, and the Rev. John Swete, on one of his rambles, stood to admire ‘the rich and beautiful valley through which the Tavy winded its foaming streams’. In the 19th century another visitor, Arthur Norway, wrote of his experience of ‘hearing the noisy river singing over stones and boulders of all the wonders it has seen upon the moor’, while Rachel Evans, a resident, described it as ‘rendering fertile every spot of ground within the influence of its liquid stores’. The Tavy was not only a picturesque river, but an abundant source, for those who lived on its banks, of both water and fish. A navigable trading highway, however, it was not. For communication purposes the picture of Tavistock in prehistoric times is one of primitive trackways. Some writers believed that there was a major highway, albeit of primitive construction, running west-east from Cornwall, crossing Dartmoor, and going on to Salisbury Plain, and that this track, the so-named Great Central Trackway, crossed the Tavy within a mile of the present town. They have, however, been unable to trace much of it, and its existence must remain doubtful. That there was, from the later Bronze Age (say from 1000 B.C. to 500 B.C.), a network of trackways covering the area between the Tamar valley and the foothills of Dartmoor need not, however, be doubted. The link with the tin industry that was thriving in that area at that period is clear. The association of the town with tin extraction was to remain a feature of its development to the present day, when visitors continue to be welcomed with signs proclaiming, accurately, that Tavistock is an ancient stannary town. That Dartmoor was rich in tin deposits, and that something could be done about it, was known to prehistoric man, and there is archaeological evidence to show many examples, on the western side of the moor, of large early settlements lying close to tin streamworks. In spite of this, prehistoric Tavistock appears to have been neither a primary settlement nor a staging-post on a long route. The old trackway that ran from the coast at Plymouth northwards to Okehampton did not pass through Tavistock, but by-passed it by taking a direct route across Whitchurch Down from the Walkham at Horrabridge to the Tavy at Harford Bridge. Tavistock was served by a minor road, or branch route, that ran through it from east to west, linking the Tavy at Harford Bridge and the Tamar near New Bridge.


When the Romans arrived in Devon, in the first century A.D., the county was part of a loosely linked collection of tribal communities known as Dumnonia. This ‘kingdom’ was to survive beyond the long period of Roman occupation, and into the tenth century. In the middle of that period Christianity arrived. First brought to Devon in the late fourth century, its early history is as shrouded in mist as are the lives of many of the Celtic saints. Over the next two centuries the county received the determined attentions of fellow-Celtic missionaries from, predominantly, Wales, Ireland and Brittany. Their successful efforts at conversion produced a lasting and indelible mark on communities throughout the area. The four centuries of the Roman occupation left a more limited legacy, since the Romans ventured beyond Exeter only to establish outposts of defence and develop trade channels. It may be that the imperial authorities and successive rulers of Dumnonia entered into formal or informal agreements. The two experiences, of embracing Christianity and being touched by Rome, are reflected in three extraordinary finds that are now located in the garden of Tavistock Vicarage. They are inscribed memorial stones, all of them found in the middle of the 19th century, one in the town and the others at Buckland Monachorum and nearby on Roborough Down. Their discovery, rescue and preservation, by the vicar, the Rev. Bray, is a remarkable story. One had served for centuries as part of the paving of West Street, with, fortunately, the inscription underneath so that the lettering had been protected from the attentions of foot and wheel. The second was found abutting a corner of a blacksmith’s shop close to Buckland Monachorum church. The third was a gatepost on farmland on the Down. Each bears, in Latin, a name, the dedications being to ‘Nepranus son of Conbevus’, to ‘Sabinus son of Maccodechet’, and to ‘Dobunnus the smith son of Enabarrus’. They date from the fifth or sixth centuries. It may be claimed that, whoever they were, the three men so honoured in their deaths were the first local residents of whom we have some record.
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2 The ‘West Street Stone’.
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3 The ‘Buckland Stone’.





From the same period that gives us the three funereal standing-stones, we have the first indications of community settlements in the immediate area. The names of two spots provide the first clues of Celtic settlement. Two miles to the south of Tavistock lies Walreddon, the name ‘Weala-raeden’ meaning ‘community of Welshmen’. One mile to the north-east of the town, lying on either side of the old road out to Exeter, can be found The Trendle. The Saxons gave it the name, which means ‘The Ring’. A two-and-a-half-acre site enclosed by an earth rampart, it is close by the spot where the Wallabrook (the ‘stream of the Welsh’) feeds the Tavy. Here archaeological evidence, in the form of bronze tools, pins, and brooches, indicates a settlement of the late Celtic period. The site is bisected, not only by the road, but by the now disused railway track. Those who believe in the Great Central Trackway argue that The Trendle was on this highway, and that the Tavy must have been bridged close by. It is more likely that the settlement was located on the branch road that also passed through the site of the present town, linking Harford Bridge to the east with New Bridge to the west.
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4 The ‘Roborough Down Stone’.
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5 Ordulph remembered in the parish church.





Leaving aside the current controversies among historians surrounding the origins of the Celts and the spread to Britain of Celtic culture and languages, it is reasonable to continue to use the term ‘the Celtic period’ to describe, as far as the Tavistock district was concerned, the era from the sixth century B.C., when the first Celtic invasions are thought to have occurred, to the eighth century A.D. The Saxons conquered the area in about the year A.D. 750, roughly a century after they had first arrived in the eastern parts of the county. Some writers have suggested that since the south-west of Devon was the last part of the county to fall to the invader there must have been stern Celtic resistance, and fanciful tales have been woven of heroic guerrilla warfare on river banks and wild moorland. There is no evidence of anything of the kind. The hold of the kingdom of Wessex on the area, and on Cornwall beyond, was secured in the early years of the ninth century by King Egbert. He overcame the resistance of the Cornish, who received occasional support from both the king of Mercia and the Danes, in successive battles at Galford, near Lewdown, and at Hingston Down, above Callington. Local folklore has Egbert, before the latter engagement, marching his army through Tavistock. Combat was, in fact, rare. The Saxon occupation should be seen more in terms of peaceful penetration than of military invasion. Settlements in the area before the occupation were few and small. With few exceptions the Dumnonii, in their scattered communities, faced with the newcomers, either moved on or, realising that there was enough land for everyone, accommodated themselves to the ways of the new arrivals and their language. There are, significantly, rivers apart, virtually no Celtic place-names in Devon.


Close to the tower arch in Tavistock parish church, in the floor is a stone slab, which is inscribed ‘Ordulf Founder of Tavistock Abbey 981’. Beneath have lain, since 1934, two thigh-bones, one abnormally long. These remains were discovered in a stone sarcophagus in the early 18th century when work was being done on the foundations of the building that was later to be the Bedford Hotel. Both the appearance of the sarcophagus, and its location on the site of the abbey cloisters, suggested that its occupant had been someone of note. Moreover, it was attested that Ordulf was a man of considerable stature. Educated guesses were made, and the remains of the founder, if it be he, and possibly of his wife, came to their final resting place in the parish church. The sarcophagus sits in the surviving southern tower of the monastery known as Betsy Grimbal’s Tower. It should be added that Ordulf had a descendant of the same name who was a benefactor of the abbey in the middle of the 11th century. He was also reputed to be of exceptional size (perhaps a family characteristic) and would surely have qualified for a distinctive burial place within the abbey. A keen and fearless huntsman, this second Ordulf met a premature death that gave rise to stories that he had died of exposure after losing his way on Dartmoor. One of the most enduring of local legends has a young nobleman in the 11th century falling a victim to a Dartmoor snowstorm while on a hunting trip. Killing and disembowelling his horse, he huddled within its skin for warmth. His body was found four days later. The spot is marked to this day by a granite cross which the maps will tell you is ‘Childe’s Tomb’. Since ‘Childe’ was an honorary title denoting heirship to a dignity, and since this description fits this Ordulf, his career may have been the inspiration for the myth. There can be little doubt, however, that he was buried in Tavistock Abbey and not close to Fox Tor.
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6 Ordulph Remembered: in Betsy Grimbal’s Tower.





Who, then, was the first Ordulf? And why should he found a monastic house at Tavistock?
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7 Ordulph Remembered: in a holiday advertisement.





Edgar, the Saxon ruler of Wessex from 959 to 975, was the first ruler confidently to call himself ‘King of England’. He was married twice, his second wife being Elfrida, the daughter of a nobleman named Ordgar, who had an important position as ealdorman, or viceroy, with responsibility for implementing royal policy in both of the south-west counties. He owned substantial property in the Tavistock area, and it seems likely that he had a home here, in which case his daughter, Elfrida, and his son, the mighty Ordulf, were reared here. Ordulf was thus the king’s brother-in-law, as well as the heir apparent to a powerful ealdermanship. Some writers have insisted he was prompted into action by a heavenly sign in the skies as he stood overlooking Tavistock from above the Old Exeter Road. Alternatively, the inspiration for his enterprise may have been a political imperative, urged on him by his brother-in-law, to help stabilise and unify the kingdom by instituting communities which would bring law, order and effective economic management to large areas of the country, functions that Benedictine monasteries could discharge admirably. Let us suppose that it was one of the many examples of the Word of God and the political interests of the king of England happily coinciding.


There was a small riverside community in Tavistock before the arrival of Ordulf’s monastery. It had already undergone conversion, and had a small chapel dedicated to St Matthew, situated a few yards away to the east of the site of the present parish church. The abbey was founded in 974, Ordulf and his wife making substantial contributions to its endowments from their estates. The original, wooden, buildings were completed by 981, and in that year the abbey received its charter from the young King Ethelred, the son of Edgar and Elfrida and the nephew of Ordulf. Originally it was dedicated solely to the Virgin Mary. She was later joined by Rumon, a sixth-century saint and evangelist whose bones were transferred in the 12th century from their original Cornish resting-place at Ruan Lanihorne to the abbey that now bore his name. They were entombed in some splendour in the abbey church, and became the object of veneration and pilgrimage and the inspiration for a miracle or two. The bejewelled shrine was dismantled at the time of the dissolution in 1539, but it may be assumed that the remains of the saint still lie some feet below the swirling traffic of Bedford Square.




[image: Illustration]


8 A 19th-century view of Viking ships under sail. Is this how they looked as they sailed up the Tamar? (Artist: Hans Gude).





In 997, only 16 years after its formal constitution, the abbey received the attentions of marauding Danish raiders. According to the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, ‘they went into the mouth of the Tamar, and then went up until they came to Hlidaford, and burned and destroyed everything which they met with; and they burned Ordulf’s minster at Tavistock and brought unspeakable booty with them to their ships.’ That the recovery from this disaster was so rapid was due principally to the persistence of Ordulf, to the support of the royal government, and to the energy and determination of two abbots. The first of these was Aelfmaer, who was in office when the raids took place, and who launched an ambitious programme of restoration. He was succeeded in 1009 by Lyfing, who in the following 18 years carried through the project so successfully as to earn for himself the distinction of being described as the abbey’s second founder. One of the leading churchmen of his age, he was a close friend and adviser of King Cnut. Contacts like this, at the highest level, helped to establish Tavistock Abbey as a major feature of the local scene, and an institution of recognised significance nationally.
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