
Town History  
 

Devon at its Best  
 
Straddling the fast flowing river Tavy below the Western 

edge of Dartmoor, Tavistock stands in the heart of an area of      

tremendous natural beauty. It is a classic West Country    

Market Town, with a population of 11,000 and a shoppersô 

delight. Whatever your fancy - old books, bold cooks, the art 

scene or smart jeans - there is enormous variety and choice. 

The Town Council  

In the last years of the nineteenth century two District     

Councils were constituted to serve the Tavistock area - the 

Urban District Council and the Rural District Council.  Quite 

early in its history the Urban District Council added to its 

statutory duties by assuming responsibility for a large amount 

of property previously in the ownership of the Duke of     

Bedford. 

In 1966 the Urban District Council was swallowed up by the 

Rural District Council, and the augmented Rural District 

Council proceeded to shoulder responsibility for both Town 

and Rural areas. A Parish Council was constituted for the old 

Urban District Council area, with limited statutory powers but 

inheriting the substantial property holdings and the powers 

and responsibilities attached to that ownership.  In 1974 a  

major local government re-organisation resulted in the         

replacement of the Tavistock Rural District Council by a    

larger unit, West Devon District Council (later to be called 

the West Devon Borough Council). The opportunity was 

taken by the local Parish Council to rename itself óTavistock 

Town Councilô, and to designate its Chairman the óTown 

Mayorô, with the annual Parish Meeting becoming the óTown 

Meetingô.  The Duke of Bedfordôs legacy makes Tavistock 

Town Council unique as a Civic Parish level council, and a 

major property owner in the Town and local area. 

 

Hall History  

The Town Hall was designed by Edward Rundle, architect to 

the 7th Duke of Bedford. It was opened on the 2nd February 

1864 with a Grand Ball which went on until 4 a.m. as         

reported by the Tavistock Gazette of the day.  The building at 

the time also housed a    

Savings Bank, Parish  

Council offices and a Mar-

ket Keepers    residence.  It 

was built over the site of 

Mathew Street, Lower 

Brook Street and Lower 

Market Street.  Constructed 

of local stone in the Late 

Perpendicular Gothic style, 

it boasts a stunning main 

hall measuring 64ô x 42ô, 

with panelled walls and a 

superb maple floor, along 

with other historic and     

interesting rooms including 

the Mayorôs Parlour.  Due to 

radical new taxation laws in 

1910, the Town Hall, along 

with other local buildings, 

passed from the 11th Duke of Bedfordôs estate into the freehold        

ownership of the Town Council.  Nearly a century later and the 

building is still serving the community and forms the focal point 

of the town  centre.  

 

History of Tavistock in Stitch  
The Hall houses the Tavistock Millennium Embroidery, a 9-foot 

by 3-foot work of art produced to celebrate the Millennium by 

members of the Embroiderers Guild.  It is shaped like a bridge 

and traces the history of the Town. 

 
The Bridges of Tavistock  
Ten years ago a suggestion was made that the Tavistock Branch 

of the Embroiderersô Guild might create an embroidery, and not 

for the Millennium specifically, which was out of sight and mind 

in 1994.  Two years passed and then things got underway. 

Still working on the embroidery for the town rather than anything 

Millennium orientated, the Guild members realised the nature of 

the task with a town that had a highly colourful history for more 

than a thousand years.  It was decided to obtain a professional   

design and this was passed to Mrs. Virginia Leonard-Williams 

who requested the assistance of local historian Miss Jean Wans. 

The design had to accommodate a fundamental     problem.  It 

was intended to hang the embroidery over a   doorway in the 

townôs historic Town Hall.  The site required an arch-head 

shape to be cut out from the bottom edge of the work ï and 

this was not central!  Hence the unusual shape. 

Funding for the project was provided by the Arts Council 

through their Village in Action Scheme and also with support 

from the Guild members.  A number of local sponsors        

provided funds and further sums were forthcoming from      

organised talks. The Town Council generously agreed to meet 

the cost of the framing. 
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The title "Bridges of Tavistock" reflects that bridges built 

through the ages are keys to the social and economic history 

of the town.  Virginia, therefore, made the bridges the main 

background features for the panel, linking them to other      

developments and events that not only followed but were the 

reasons for their construction. 

The River Tavy was originally crossed by various fords on 

foot or horseback to and from various settlements in or near 

the town dating back to the Bronze Age (2000ï-500BC).  The 

main source of revenue for the town were tin mining and the 

wool trade. 

Ordulf was the son of Ordga, an alderman and local            

administrator and he had a beautiful daughter, Aelfryth, who  

married King Edgar, great grandson of Alfred the Great.  A 

legend says that Ordulf and his wife both had a dream that 

was twice repeated identifying the site on which a chapel of a 

great abbey should be built.  Thus it followed that the Abbey 

of Tavistock was built and it was dedicated in 918 AD.  It 



was granted a charter by the King and land and properties of 

about 18 square miles in Devon and Cornwall. 

In the next decade the Danes sailed up the River Tamar (997) 

and attacked Lydford, hoping to capture the Mint. It proved 

too strongly defended and so the Danes went to nearby       

Tavistock, devastated the town and countryside and sacked 

the Abbey. By 1012 the Abbey was rebuilt and so was the 

first Parish Church. The current one dates from the fourteenth 

century. 

By the twelfth century tin mining developed and brought new 

prosperity to Tavistock.  The river passed between low banks 

and often flooded. Fords were unsafe and often impassable.  

A bridge became necessary to carry a packhorse or horse and 

cart.  The Guile Bridge was built around 1260 and the charter 

required it to be maintained by the Abbey.  It was not wide 

enough for two-way traffic and was demolished in 1761, to 

be replaced by the New Abbey Bridge two hundred yards 

down river.  It was widened in 1859 and is still the main town 

bridge. 

Perhaps Tavistockôs most famous son was Sir Francis Drake 

who is believed to have been born at Crowndale Farm on the 

edge of Tavistock around 1540.  He was baptised in the     

Parish Church.  His Godfather is said to have been Francis 

Russell, later Earl of Bedford. In 1539 the Abbey was        

dissolved and the lands and patronage were given to the    

Russell family. 

In the Civil War Fitzford was attacked by Parliamentary 

troops. There was considerable damage.  Prince Charles, later 

Charles II, visited Tavistock. Later, in the eighteenth century, 

industries developed and Vigo Bridge was built, named after 

a large barn and later Drakeôs success at Vigo in Portugal.  It 

was wide enough for carriages to pass one another.  The new 

industrialisation was helped by the work of the Turnpike 

Trust, formed in 1761, which led to new, better quality roads 

being laid.  

The nearby Morwellham was a very busy port and links     

between Tavistock and the port were improved with the             

construction of the 

canal, overseen by 

the young engineer 

John Taylor. An  

aqueduct crossed 

the river Lumburn.  

Later the railways, 

in 1859, caused a 

gradual decline in 

the use of the canal. 

With industrial growth there was a religious revival with 

churches being built under the leadership of Wesleyôs non-

conformists. The present Roman Catholic Church was built by 

the Duke of Bedford as an Anglican Church for the mining   

community that developed on the western end of the town. 

Prisoners of war of office class were housed in Tavistock at the 

time of the Napoleonic wars ñon their honourò not to travel      

beyond certain limits and this limit is still marked by the 

ñHonour Oakò that survives from those days on the road leading 

to       Plymouth. 

In more recent times, during the Second World War, Abbotsfield 

House was requisitioned and used, first as a British Military 

Headquarters, but from 1942 as the headquarters of the 29th      

Infantry Division of the US Army.  In 1944 General Eisenhower 

and Montgomery met there before D-day. 

 

The Embroidery  

The design was traced from the master copy and given to the 

"frame holders".  It was also traced onto tissue paper which was 

then closely tacked onto the background fabric and the paper torn 

away, leaving the tacked outline for the stitchwork to start. 

All members of the Branch took part, some on the background 

scenery, whilst others worked on the stitching of the buildings 

and characters, and the cameo slips. Others were embroidering 

the shields and coats of arms that are along the top of the panel 

and are worked on waste canvas. 

The striking feature of the panel is the resilience on the            

embroidery throughout the work, in the individual motifs and 

scenes.   Altogether there are thirty-one separate historic features 

from Saxon peasants fording the river, via Drakeôs Drum, to    

Eisenhower and Montgomery.  The embroiderers were their own 

masters in choosing the threads, stitching techniques and final  

design but the overall production was never out of sight of Sue 

Reynolds as to the actual embroidery. 

Tavistock  

Town Hall  
 

 

 

 

Superb Historical Venue 
 

At the very centre of the  
Ancient Market Town of Tavistock 

 
Ideal for hosting weddings, banquets, dances,    
exhibitions, conferences and dinners. 

Oak beamed, wood panelled hall, complete with a 
minstrelôs gallery.  The hall will seat up to 190 
guests for dinner.  The pale wood polished floor 
makes it ideal for dances and an extendible stage 
for performances. 

COMPLETE DISABLED FACILITIES 
Contact 01822 617232 for further information. 


