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Executions in Exeter 1285 - 1943
On 6th December, Mike Richards, an
Exeter Redcoat Guide, drew a large
crowd for his talk on this grisly topic,
reminding us how important
Heavitree's role in executions has
been through history. He covered a
huge amount, with lots of examples,
and I've included as much as possible,
as this is such a fascinating subject!
There were undoubtedly many
executions in Exeter before 1285,
Bones excavated from Ringswell, when
especially when the Romans were
digging to install petrol tanks in 1926.
here, but no records exist from
before this date. Between 1285 and 1943, two hundred and ninety-nine people
were lawfully executed in the city, the most prolific era being the second half of
the C18th.
Why were people executed?
1285 - kicking the director of music to death at the cathedral;
1483 - rebelling against Richard III;
1531 - denying supremacy of Pope;
1557 - heresy against sacrament of the Altar;
1570 - cutting of a purse;
1599 - reusing to take oath of supremacy;
1612 - piracy (Exe Estuary);
1645 - traitor (Civil War);
1655 - taking up arms against Commonwealth;
1682 - witchcraft;
1696 - clipping coins (where we get the expression 'nicking' from);
1700s - highway robbery;

1700s - horse/sheep/cattle theft;
1700s - killing a bastard child;
1743 - rape (first record of this in Exeter);
1765 - arson;
1787 - sodomy;
1788 - smuggling;
Late 1700s - forgery, arsenic poisonings;
1818 - homosexual acts;
1819 - bestiality;
1825 - child molestation
(see the Exeter Memories site for a list of everyone executed in Exeter - this is a
fascinating and sad read: www.exetermemories.co.uk/em/executed.php)
Where were people executed?
Executions for crimes within the City of Exeter
The 'Maudlin' Drop - hangings and a burning in what is now St Luke's College car
park.
Guildhall - at least two people were beheaded under the portico
Southernhay - last recorded execution here was by firing squad in 1645 during the
Civil War.
Crossroads at North St/South St - two Roman roads crossed here
St Thomas Church - the vicar of St. Thomas, Robert Welshe, supported the Cornish
in the Prayer Book Rebellion of 1549, and was punished by being hauled to the top
of the church in a cage and left there to rot, for over four years.
Executions for crimes within the County of Devon
Livery Dole - between 1431 and 1531,
people were burnt in front of the chapel, or
hanged at the crossroads between
Magdalen Rd and Barrack Rd; the last
execution was Thomas Benet. In 1851,
when the almshouses were being rebuilt, an
iron ring and chain used to secure people to
the stake was found by St Clare's chapel.
Nobody knows where it is today.
Gallows Cross, Ringswell, Heavitree between
1537 and 1794, executions held in
Modern-day Livery Dole.
Heavitree were moved to this site. The
Bideford Witches were hanged here, and for several years until recently someone
would still leave a wreath on the grass bank 'in memory of four ladies from
Bideford, murdered on this spot; Exeter should be ashamed of yourself'. Bones are

still sometimes unearthed from the site
behind the wall at the junction between
Honiton and Sidmouth - most notably when
the new filling station was built in 1926 bones of some twenty people were
unearthed.
Devon County Prison - The first execution at
the New Drop was in 1795. The last public
execution, which were held on the roof of the
Likely site of the Heavitree Drop
porter's lodge, was in 1866. The last execution
in the prison was in 1943.
Exeter Castle - Some early beheadings
took place in the Castle Yard, including
one hanged, drawn and quartered.
Haldon Hill - for highway robbery,
people were sometimes executed and
hung in a gibbet, for at least three
months, to serve as a warning.
Some notable executions:
1285 - These were troubled times, with the
Gallows Cross in 1926, just
Cathedral authorities at odds with the City
before excavations started
authorities. Walter de Lechlade, a supporter
of the bishop, was kicked to death outside
the west front of the cathedral after Matins. The murderer was never found, but
many were arrested for conspiracy, including Exeter's only mayor to ever be
executed, Alured de Porta. The keeper of the South Gate was also found to have
knowingly let the murderers in. King Edward I
came to hear the trial, which lasted a day.
Those not connected to the church were
hanged straight away. Those in the church
couldn't be sentenced to death, and so were
sent to the corners of the Christian world to
do church work.
1531 - Thomas Benet, a protestant from
Cambridge, came to Exeter in 1524. In 1530
he nailed anti-papal scrolls to the west front
of the cathedral. He entered a service
incognito, but gave himself away by laughing
loudly when they mentioned finding the
perpetrator. He had also sent his children to

commit the same crime. He was burnt at Livery Dole, but it was not a simple
burning; he was really made to suffer. John Barnehouse, a papist, became upset
that he remained defiant, and thrust a flaming faggot into his face, saying, 'Here.
heretic, pray to Our Lady or I'll make you do it!' the fire was then lit, and he was
consumed. The horror of this scene seemed to make people start doubting
whether the right thing had been done - the almshouses were founded by Sir
Robert Dennis in 1591, likely in penance for the execution of Benet by their
ancestor, Sir Thomas Dennis, Sheriff of Devon
in 1531.
1557 - Agnes Prest - an illiterate but
vociferous Cornish protestant, who married a
catholic. Her husband demanded that she
accept catholic beliefs and practices, but she
would not, and ran away. But she missed her
home and family, and returned; her husband
and neighbours heartlessly took her to the
local priest and she was imprisoned, tried and
ordered to give up her beliefs. She refused to
accept transubstantiation so was taken to
Southernhay and burnt at the stake. Both she
and Benet are remembered on Exeter
Protestant Martyrs Memorial on Denmark
Road.
1682 - The 'Devon witches' - four women from North Devon were tried at the
castle and executed at Heavitree. Much of the evidence against them was hearsay,
but the story is an interesting one (worth a read on Wikipedia!). There is a plaque
by the castle gatehouse which was put up and is maintained by an American
relative of Alice Molland, the last of the witches to be executed (and apparently
the last witch to be executed in England).
1815 - William Vincent was convicted of
the murder of a customs officer. He
managed to cut his own throat in prison,
but was roughly stitched up, taken to
the gallows on his bed, and hanged.
1866 - Mary Ashford - this was the last
public execution of a woman at the
County Gaol. 20,000 people attended,
which wasn't unusual (in Northernhay
Gardens, before the trees were planted,
there would often be around 20,000
people watching an execution, there
with their children, picnic, beer tents etc

- there would be a big cheer when the prisoner was executed).
1866 - John Grant - the last person to be publicly executed in Exeter. 6000 people
attended the execution.
1936 - Charlotte Bryant - a woman of loose morals, who, in addition to at least
three affairs, took in her gypsy lover to live with her and her husband. When her
husband objected, she poisoned him with arsenic. Hanged by Tom Pierrepoint at
Exeter Prison (not publicly). A large, anti-capital punishment vigil was held outside
the prison. It is said that Bryant's black hair turned white while awaiting execution.
1937 - Ernest Moss - left his family for a 19 year old. He was sacked, and they lived
in a caravan. After lots of arguments, he strangled her. He was hanged by Albert
Pierrepoint (a very famous hangman, who executed at least 400 people; three in
Exeter)
1949 - See Newsletter 61 for more information about a Heavitree murder at Ellis's
Place. The perpetrator was executed in Winchester, however.
1943 - Gordon Trenoweth - he battered a Falmouth shop owner to death with the
butt of a rifle. This was the first murder in the South West to be detected by
forensic science, and the last Exeter execution.
Some near misses:
1866 - Charlotte Windsor was a 'baby farmer' from Torquay, who would buy
illegitimate children and sell them on. Some were not cared for, and thus didn't
last long. She was convicted for murder and sentenced to be hanged. An Exeter
newspaper foolishly pre-wrote an article about her hanging, but it didn't end up
happening. The home secretary commuted her sentence as she was being taken to
the gallows. There was a large-scale riot in Northernhay Gardens, by drunken
Exonians, disappointed at the lack of spectacle.
1885 - John 'Babbacombe' Lee, also of Torquay, was convicted of the murder of his
landlady. He was sentenced to be hanged at the indoor gallows. He stood there,
the executioner put the hood on, the vicar came up and said the last words, but
the hatch did not open. He was taken away and a carpenter and engineer checked
all was ok. The hatch failed to open a second
time, and a third time. Finally, the home
secretary commuted his sentence to life
imprisonment. There are many theories about
why the hatch did not open; one is that the
large vicar's weight bowed the wood and
stopped it from opening.
A sadistic executioner:
William Calcraft was a 19th-century English

hangman, one of the most prolific of British executioners. It is estimated in his 45year career he carried out 450 executions. A cobbler by trade, Calcraft was initially
recruited to flog juvenile offenders held in Newgate Prison. While selling meat pies
on streets around the prison, he got to know the guards and became apprenticed
to become a hangman. He supplemented his income by selling sections of the rope
used to hang his victims, for which he charged between five shillings and £1 per
inch. He was reputed to be incompetent and a drunk, with a sadistic streak. He
preferred a 'short drop' which meant that prisoners would often slowly strangle to
death; Calcraft liked to entertain. He would sometimes climb up and hang onto the
dying man's legs whilst waving at the crowd. He officiated at many Exeter
hangings.
After the execution:
Those executed were rarely allowed in graveyards, apart from some executed at
Heavitree or Maudlin being buried at St Sidwell's, or a few in a small yard at
Ringswell. Most bodies either would have been displayed, burnt straight away or
sent for anatomical research. Pre-1830s, they were the only bodies allowed for
research in schools, hospitals, for surgeons etc (hence why grave robbing was so
popular and why we had catacombs in Exeter). The 1832 anatomy act relaxed
restrictions.

Ladysmith School in the 1930s
In the 1930s, Ladysmith School was one of the most recently built schools in
Exeter, and consisted of three buildings: the infants', senior boys' and senior girls'
schools. The sexes were mixed in the infants' school, and would then be separated
when the children went up to senior school at seven.
School began at 9am, when the children would line up in the playground and enter
the school to begin lessons. By law, the first lesson of the day was always scripture,
even though Ladysmith wasn't a Church of England school. In infants' school, the
children would learn the
alphabet,
their
times
tables up to seven, their
figures, reading (they had
to stand and read out
passages) and play games.
They also learnt the
national anthem. At 12pm
lunch time began, and all
children would return
home to eat; Hilda's mum
came to collect her from

school at lunchtime, and dropped her off again, ready to recommence at 2pm4pm. It would have been impossible for her to go out to work and do this.
A typical day in the senior school would also begin at 9am, when the children were
lined up and marched into the cloakroom, whilst a teacher played a march on the
piano. There was no uniform, but the seniors had to change into black plimsolls,
which they brought to school in a shoe bag, and hang up their hats and coats.
The school day started with an assembly in the hall. The head teacher, Miss
Frayne, had her office upstairs, and at the top of the staircase was a balcony from
which she would address the girls. Everybody said a prayer, from the Book of
Common Prayer, and sang a hymn, then it
was time for lessons.
There were about thirty-five girls to a
class. The mornings would be spent sitting
in pairs at wooden desks in rows, learning
joined-up writing in ink, arithmetic and
mental arithmetic, followed by a break,
and then History or Geography. Every
classroom had a big map, and Hilda
remembers the teachers pointing out all
the countries in red, which were in our
empire, saying' this is ours…' The annual
Empire Day on 24th May was to be looked
forward to; the top classes from all over
Exeter would be taken to the Civic Hall
(where the pillars at the entrance to the
Guildhall Shopping Centre now are; it was
pulled down during the post WWII
rebuilding). A visitor, often a councillor,
would give a speech, and everyone would sing 'I Vow to Thee My Country' and the
National Anthem. On return to school, the rest of the day was a holiday.
Afternoons at the senior school were spent knitting, sewing, country dancing or
singing songs. They didn't play 'games', instead doing 'drill'. The boys did, and were
known for their footballing excellence. Cliff Bastin, who went on to be a famous
footballer, was there at the same time as Hilda. The boys learnt practical skills like
woodworking in the afternoons.
There was a one storey building in the playground of the infants' school that
served as the 'Domestic Science Centre'. Here, the girls would learn laundry or
cooking. In the laundry, they would practise washing clothes with scrubbing
boards, removing stains, starching and ironing clothes. There was even a
housewifery centre off Queen Street, where girls might be sent for six weeks Hilda was sent there and learnt how to clean a grate!
Discipline was firm at school, and if you whispered, you might be sent to stand in

the corner of the classroom, facing the wall. If you continued, you'd be sent to
stand outside the door. As all classrooms opened onto the hall, you would be seen
by anyone who passed by. Rude behaviour would result in being hit on the hand
with the slipper. The cane was only used at the boys' school. Prefects were chosen
in the senior classes, and given jobs with responsibility, such as handing out the
1/3 pint bottles of milk, tidying up the classroom, staying behind to clean the
blackboard etc.
Once a term, the nurse would come in to inspect hair. Any girl found to have nits
would have to have her hair cut off into an 'Eton crop', which was very shaming.
Most working-class people could not afford dentistry, so once a year the school
dentist would come and look at teeth. If you had any problems, you would be sent
to see the free school dentist at Southernhay.
Hilda had left by 1937, but when WWII broke out, her sister was still at Ladysmith
School. The teachers learnt first aid and the children had an air raid drill. They took
their masks to school every day, and kept them by their desks. When they heard
the siren, each senior child of twelve was responsible for one of the infants. They
would need to collect that child and the school was evacuated. Each pair of
children would be allocated a house along Ladysmith Road, to which they had to
go for shelter. This wasn't ideal for the residents, as it meant it was difficult for
them to go out, as they needed to be on standby! The reason for doing this was
that if a bomb struck the school, it would not harm a large number of children at
once. It took two or three
years for Exeter residents to be
given air raid shelters. If your
garden was big enough, you
could dig an Anderson Shelter,
or if not the government gave
Morrison Shelters, which were
like big steel cages, that could
protect you from falling
masonry etc.
All the teachers at Ladysmith
were single women; men were
not allowed to teach at a girls'
school. When they trained, all
female teachers had to sign up to teach for seven years, so that the state got back
the money spent on training them. They did have to leave immediately if they got
married. A married woman would be expected to be kept by her husband, and her
job should become available for someone else. However, due to WWI, women
really outnumbered men, so when a teacher at Ladysmith did leave to get married,
Hilda remembers it causing a big stir.
In the thirties, everyone started school at five and remained at that one school

until they left at fourteen. You would leave at the end of the week that you turned
fourteen. Hilda, like many, left on the Friday and started work on the following
Monday. There were no exams or tests at school, and parents were not allowed
within the school gates - they more or less took it for granted that you were doing
ok. It wasn't until 1944 that the Butler Education Act came in, along with the 11+,
and Secondary Modern or Grammar schools. Even then it would only be rich
children, from public schools, who would have had the opportunity to go to
university. This would not have even been a consideration for children at
Ladysmith; the education mainly prepared girls for housekeeping. You could go to
night school to learn extra skills - Hilda's parents paid for her to learn shorthand
typing and book-keeping. Perhaps these days, we don't appreciate how many
options are available to us. Many thanks to Hilda for sharing her memories.
Sally Robinson

Could you write an article for this newsletter?
We are in need of interesting articles relating to Heavitree's history - especially
once I have my new baby in June! I would really appreciate some input from
members. Here are some suggestions - could you write a few words on any of the
following, or a topic of your choice?
- A school in Heavitree;
- History of the children's home (by Waitrose);
- Memories of a shop in Heavitree;
- Salutary Mount;
- Childhood memories of Heavitree (any decade - even the 80s are history now!);
- A grave in Higher Cemetery;
- Heavitree in fiction (if it features in any?!);
- The history of the HLHS!

Requests for information:
At the last meeting, several questions were asked - do you know the answers?
- Cliff Baston was a footballer who lived at Pinhoe. Where was he buried?
- Does anyone have information on the history of Heavitree Quarry?
I can't remember who was looking for this information, but I did find some
interesting information (and photos) on this blog post:
http://exploring.org.uk/2012/07/16/heavitree-quarries/
- Does anyone have any information on the history of Ludwell Valley Park?

Website update:
There is some new information about Higher Cemetery on the website. Since
September (three months) we have had about six hundred hits. Three hundred are
people searching directly for the website and exploring it; on average when they
visit, they look at two to three pages (usually articles or newsletters). Thank you to
Jonathan for all his hard work building and maintaining the website.
We have now finished scanning all of the past newsletters (thank you, Martin for
your stash of paper copies of every past newsletter!) and they will be on the
website shortly.
Hilda's family when she was sixteen and her sister was ten, and
still at Ladysmith School.

Boot scrapers in Heavitree - update!
In newsletter 65 I wrote an article about the boot scrapers of Regent Square, and
asked if anyone else had spotted any around Heavitree. Since then, I've noticed a
higher class of boot scraper outside a house in Salutary Mount, one in Church
Street, and also one by St Michael's Church, Heavitree. See photos on next page.
Sally Robinson

FORTHCOMING HLHS MEETINGS - WHAT'S IN STORE?
Tuesday 7th March 2017
Heavitree Brewery
An evening with Graham Crocker, Managing Director, Heavitree Brewery PLC.

Tue 6th Jun 2017 (Meet at the Church at 6:30pm)
Guided Tour of Heavitree Parish Church, including an opportunity to go up the Church
Tower if the weather is good.

Tue 5th Sep 2017 AGM and hopefully members' talks
Tue 5th Dec 2017 Exeter & Heavitree Workhouses - Geoff Harding
All meetings start at 7.30pm and are held in the Rifford Room at Heavitree Parish Church.

Non History Society Events
8th March - Exeter History Society - Exeter University Gardens - walk
11th March, 10.30am - Friends of Higher Cemetery - Exeter Guildhall Tour

Heavitree Friendly Library
The Heavitree Friendly Library
is open from 10am to noon on
the first and third Friday of
each month. It meets in
Heavitree Parish Church and
has books for everyone to
borrow, free of charge. There is cake and coffee
for just £1, as well as story time and song time for
pre-school age children from 10.30am. I have
attended several times, and would recommend it it provides a really good service to the community,
and a lovely opportunity for different generations to mix and chat (I've had some
really interesting chats about local history there!)
Dates for the rest of the year:
March 3 and 17
August 4 and 18
April 7 and 21
September 1 and 15
May 5 and 19
October 6 and 20
June 2 and 16
November 3 and 17
July 7 and 21
December 1 and 15

17th March, 10am - Exeter Civic Society - Princesshay Upstairs and Downstairs
8th April, 10.30am - Exeter Civic Society - Bishops of Exeter (at Cathedral)
8th April, 2.30pm - Friends of Higher Cemetery - Richard Armstrong RN
13th April, 7pm - Exeter History Society - Exeter's WW1 Hospitals
10th May - Exeter History Society - Private Tour of Tiverton Castle
If you know of any events that you think members might appreciate, please contact me and I will include them in
this section.
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