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Summary

This report presents the results of an archaeological  assessment carried out by the Rediscovering Tavistock Abbey Project in March 2026.  The Desk-Based Assessment incorporates a study of  both the known archaeological and historical records covering the site of the extant remains of the Abbey Cloister and Betsy Grimbal's Tower (the Abbey's West Gate). The results of this research were that both structures evidently have their roots as part of the Medieval Abbey complex of buildings, and that both show signs of multi-phase repairs, rebuilds, and restoration. 

The walls of Betsy Grimbal's Tower  have been assessed and provisionally phased, but there has been no sub-surface archaeological examination of the building and much of the phasing remains unconfirmed and open to question.

The Cloister, by contrast, has had no formal recording or buildings assessment, but has been subject to several nearby excavations and sub-surface recording. Even so, the recording of the main excavation was minimal. and more recent works were restricted in area (pipe trenches) and were not close to the extant remains. 
It is suggested that the understanding of both structures would be enhanced by further excavations designed to cause minimal damage to archaeological deposits and none to the structures themselves.
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1 Introduction

1.1 The Abbey.

1.1.1   The site of the former Benedictine abbey of St Mary and St Rumon, founded in AD 974, was given its foundation charter by King Aethelred in AD 981. The abbey, destroyed by the Danes in AD 997, was subsequently rebuilt and by the late 11th century was the richest religious house in Devon. Its presence provided the impetus for the development of the town, located as it was at a convenient crossing of the River Tavy where routes from Okehampton, Plymouth, Liskeard, and the Dartmoor crossings converged. The tin trade was the mainstay of the town’s economy in the medieval period and Tavistock was one of four stannary towns of Dartmoor. The wealth this trade created was augmented by the manufacture of woollen cloths, particularly in the period after 1400.

1.1.2  Following the dissolution of the monastery in 1539 it was granted to Lord John Russell, later Earl of Bedford. The Abbey church survived as a ruin until the early 18th century (see Fig 9) when what remained was demolished. The merchant Jacob Saunders is thought to have demolished much of the remainder of the abbey when he constructed ‘Abbey House’, later part of the Bedford Hotel, in the early part of the 18th century (Radford 1929, 85 and 72 3). The remainder had largely disappeared by the 19th century when Plymouth Road was built (EH 2012).

1.2 The Cloister Ruin and Betsy Grimbal's Tower.
1.2.1  This report is limited to the extant remains of these two structures. The Cloister Ruin comprises a length of wall forming part of the south side of the abbey church and the  north wall of the cloister (cover & Fig.1). The ruin shows evidence of multiple phases of construction, the earliest being a doorway and blind arcading typical of Transitional Norman - Early English decoration, overlain by later rebuilds including extensive late medieval work (the arch over the arcading) (Fig.2) and an indeterminate amount of modern (20th century) consolidation. Records suggest a major rebuild of the church was completed in the very early 14th century, but that does not match the architectural evidence of the extant remains. The recent consolidation has been carefully blended in and it is not easy to see the boundaries in every case. This is compounded by a suggestion (Radford 1929) that the eastern end of the wall has been finished off in the L19th or E20th centuries, which seems to be contradicted by visible remains of a window embrasure at this end of the structure.
1.2.2  The history of Betsy Grimbal's Tower (the West Gate) is extremely complex (Fig.3), with so much post medieval alteration that the very medieval existence of the current ruin has been called into doubt (Gedye, S. blog post 2024). The structure has been studied twice in recent years in an attempt to understand the phasing (Blaylock 2001, Govier, 2017) but there is still much more to be explained. It is very likely that a gate of some description existed to give access to the monastic orchards and gardens  thought to lie to the west of the abbey, but the only features that contain original windows that suggest a medieval date are the two roughly octagonal towers that flank the western entrance to the building. Almost all the other openings are late medieval or 17th century inserts and could date to any period after the dissolution of the Abbey (Govier, ibid).
2 Archaeological Background

2.1    This section summarises the results of excavation and recording work done in the centre of Tavistock as they relate to the extant remains of the Abbey at Betsy Grimbal's Tower and the Cloister Ruin. 

2.2    Archaeological works within the abbey precinct have been minimal and primarily comprise excavations by Mrs G. H. (later Lady) Radford in the western end of the Abbey Church (Radford 1914 and 1929); excavations by Exeter Archaeology during sewer improvement works and pedestrianisation of Bedford Square (Stead 1999); and a Watching Brief by Cotswold Archaeology (2012) on a gas main repair along Plymouth Road.
2.3    The first recorded excavations by Lady Radford took place in 1914. The original record of this excavation has not yet been located although a rough plan and section exist (Fig.5, Radford 1929) but some details are known from extant evidence and notes from a newspaper interview with Radford by Mildren (1984). 
The excavations extended out from the surviving wall and arch in the churchyard, and eventually showed the ruin to be a part of the south side of the abbey church, opening on to the cloister. The wall was shown to extend eastwards to the path through the churchyard and to continue on the other side. The arch of the ruin was labelled here as "Early English" in style, though this is disputed below. A tiled floor was located, apparently some seven feet below the present ground level next to the extant wall. The tiles were dated to the Early 14th C (it is not clear whether this was the assessment of Lady Radford or her relative, the archaeologist Dr Raleigh Radford in his interview with Mildren for the newspaper report). During these excavations the line of the north wall of the church was located, and is now marked by a small granite block.

Two graves were located within the trench as recorded in the section (Fig 5), that of Rev. Bray next to the decorated wall, and an anonymous grave  against the north side of the wall.  Both were left  unexcavated and from the depth at which they were identified may be assumed to belong to the post-dissolution cemetery of St Eustachius.

2.4   The Exeter Archaeology excavations identified walls and a floor make-up layer associated with the eastern end of the Abbey Church, where a side chapel was proposed. Three stone-lined monastic graves were also identified within the north aisle of the Abbey Church (see Fig.6). Two of these graves contained chalices and patens (one had probably been robbed in antiquity), one contained a silver coin dating to 1281-1282 and fragments of vestments were also identified. It is thought that Grave 1 was that of a bishop or mitred abbot, whilst Grave 2 may have been that of an abbot. Evidence for post-medieval development was also identified, including the remains of the Bedford Inn, formerly located at the intersection of Plymouth Road and Bedford Square (Stead 1999).  

2.5      The Cotswold Archaeology WB (C.A. 2012), included three trenches containing deposits recognised as belonging to the latter phases of the medieval Abbey (Fig.6):

T1 contained 3 contexts at about 1.2m depth, containing disarticulated fragments of human bone. These were recorded as possible grave fills either side of the foundations for a substantial wall. 

T4 contained two layers of probable made ground to 1m depth over a thick layer of 'decayed slate' thought to be a possible demolition deposit.

T5 contained another wall foundation [very disturbed] at 1.08m, and a possible robber trench cutting the foundations. The wall foundation had a single fragment of a stone column dated as medieval and was thought to have been foundations for a side chapel (just N of the Chapter House)

2.6      There are no recorded excavations at Betsy Grimbal's Tower, although the northern extension has clearly been investigated at some point. This work may have been part of  buildings conservation works in the past, and requires further research to locate any extant records.

3 Historical Background

3.0.1.
The data in the following section were collected from documents stored at the Devon Record Office (RO), The Tavistock Subscription Library and from copies available to the THT researchers.

3.1 Map Regression

3.1.1    The 1752 Wynne Map of Tavistock was the first to show details of Betsy Grimbal's Tower (Fig.7). Although the Cloister ruin is not marked, it can be located fairly accurately on the map and is most probably at the edge of the churchyard forming the south-west corner of the property marked as '21' on the map where it backs on to the schoolhouse (property 23). It is worth noting that the large building numbered 21 here, listed as "The Great House called Saxon School" may be part of the south range of the cloister (see Fig. 9) and part of the original Refectory building.

Across the road building 17 is the structure known today as the Abbey Chapel, listed then as "The Dissenters' Meeting House". The outline of the Abbey porch is clearly visible in the plan.

3.1.2   The 1757 Aislabie Map, not shown in this report, is a redrawing of Wynne's map, in which certain errors have been corrected. There are also later annotations and alterations such as the pencilled in arch at Betsy Grimbal's Tower. Note that this could have been added at any time after publication of the map in 1757.

3.1.3   The 1883 (1st Ed?) Ordnance Survey Map shows both the extant remains of the Abbey /Cloister Ruin and the current outline of Betsy Grimbal's Tower (Fig.8).

3.1.4    Neither the gate nor the Cloister Ruin appear on the pre-war six-inches-to-the-mile series OS maps. Larger scale maps have not yet been studied.

3.1.5   There have been several attempts to reconstruct the  abbey, some with plans to show putative locations for the buildings. Almost all are open to question for one reason or another, and the truth is that neither the actual outline of the abbey church and the layout of the cloister complex can be drawn with any degree of certainty. Blaylock's 1998 plan (Fig 9) follows others in creating a second courtyard south-east of the main cloister. He places the dormitory (dorter) on the north side of the second courtyard, although this is an extremely unusual displacement for a  Benedictine establishment. The location of the Tower at the west end of the abbey church is also contentious (though common) as it appears to conflict with details of the surviving ruin.
3.2 Pictorial Evidence

3.2.1  Prideaux's drawing of 1716 that is a view of the abbey from the east of the river (Fig 10). It shows a number of familiar buildings including the Court Gate, the mill and the range of buildings down to the Water Gate. On the left is a building that is surely the 'Abbey Chapel' (see 3.1.1 above) with a structure behind it that may be the Porch leading to the refectory. In this and other early images the building projects east of the porch (unlike today) which suggests the hall may have been truncated. St Eustachius' parish church is in the background, with the middle ground occupied by a ruinous range that can only be the remains of the Abbey Cloister and the Chapter House. Behind the porch is a roofed building that is likely the refectory, a part of the southern range of the Cloister. The extant portion of the Cloister Ruin is out of sight behind it.
3.2.2 Delafontaine's 1741 Prospect of Tavistock shows the area between the parish church and the Still House quite clearly (Fig.11). It shows Saunders' Abbey House, the grand edifice that was to become the Bedford Hotel, roughly where the "Great House" stood fifteen years earlier. In front of that is the building known as the Abbey Chapel, although the pinnacles of the old cloister gateway are clearly in the wrong place. The rear of the building bears some resemblance to the layout on the 1752 map, but there is a small ruin on one corner and a ruined tower which do not seem to be on the map. These may be impressions of Betsy Grimbal's Tower although that structure is in reality some thirty metres behind the Chapel. There is also no sign of the west perimeter wall, and the hedges shown in its place look more like those in the fields beyond the Abbey grounds. There is indeed such a difference between the prospect and the Wynne map of a decade later that the portrayal of at least this part of the view must be considered of dubious accuracy. 
3.2.3 Finally, there is a photograph of the cloister ruin taken early in the 20th century (Fig.12, Radford 1929).  It shows three things of interest. The four-centred arch and the blind arcading are in a very similar state of decay as they are today and may indicate that the damage to them was early, perhaps even during the demolition of the church. The second point is that just in fromt of the arch is what looks like Rev. Bray's gravestone, lying at the current surface level, which means that it has been replaced at a lower level, probably after infilling of the 1914 excavations. The final point is that the west wall behing the tree appears to be at a lower level than today, and it is likely that it has been raised by several courses since the photograph was taken.

3.3 Historical Evidence

3.3.1   Woodcock (1986) records that John Maynard was born in 1602 at Abbey House, the former abbot's lodging on the western edge of the Abbey precinct. His father dwelt in  "the Great Gate" leased from the 2nd Earl of Bedford. This could well be Betsy  Grimbal's Tower, and would suggest that buildings were habitable at the start of the 17th century. The house was still in the lease at the end of the century (1691) when it was leased  to Thomas Willesford  and later Jacob Saunders. It was described in a lease as "the Room, Vault, a House commonly known by the name of the Dungeon" this being the southern tower of the old house that had formerly been the Great Gate of the abbey. This suggests its use as a prison, and White's Directory refers to the 'old gatehouse' being use to hold captured seamen  in the late 17th C.

3.3.2    In their review of historian's interpretations of the abbey, Freeman & Wans (1996) spend some time discussing Betsy Grimbal's Tower. They note that letters of 1373 and 1388, the Bishop instructed successive Abbots to finish building the Bell Tower, so the Abbey was clearly still a work in progress at the end of the century. The later letter and another of 1391 described the bounds of the abbey (with respect to the monks); in both cases the description appears to miss out not just the West gate, but also the Still House and the entire curtain wall. It is therefore considered possible that the West gate — or at least the accommodation therein — was  not even built at that time. They add that Finberg (1969) and Radford (1929) had both suggested that Betsy Grimbal's tower was built in the 15th century, further supporting this claim. Freeman and Wans (ibid) do not accept, however, their predecessors' identification of the gatehouse as the Abbot's lodging, on the grounds that it is too small.
3.3.4    There is also a mention of a "new cloister" by William of Worcester in the 1470s which might explain the perpendicular (15th century) arch on the cloister ruin.

4 Discussion

4.1 The Cloister Ruin
4.1.1   In Trench 1 of the 2012 watching brief, 3 possible grave fills containing disarticulated fragments of human bone were recorded. It should be noted that, if their wall remains were indeed part of the cloister and rebuild, two of these fills would have been inside the cloister, and underneath the buildings of the west side of that area. T1 lay outside the parish churchyard but was within the Abbey grounds, so might have had burials from an earlier phase of the abbey where the cloister was differently positioned. It may be, however, that these were simply the result of levelling for the cloister buildings, with the soil and bones derived from elsewhere in the Abbey grounds.

4.1.2   It is worth noting that these remains were located some 1.2m below the road surface, which would put their level some 1.7 - 1.8m below the surface in the churchyard. This is slightly at odds with the reported depth of the Abbey Church floor at 7ft (c 2.15m) below ground level cited by Mildren for the Radford excavations.

4.1.3...The extent to which this wall has been rebuilt or repaired over the centuries is unclear. It is possible that it was for a time part of a new building. It was certainly part of a property boundary wall from the Wynne map. Radford suggested the east end was a modern rebuild, and the photograph from that period shows that further work has been done since then. 
4.2 Betsy Grimbal's Tower
4.2.1   The absence of a shaded  building at Betsy  Grimbal's Tower (BGT) on the 1752 Wynne Map has been used to suggest there was no arched entrance and gatehouse there in 1752. We see on the same map that the Court or Town gate is treated the same way, and we are in no doubt that there was a gatehouse there surviving from the medieval Abbey. The representation of the Court Gate shows an opening in the walls, but in order to do so it ignores any overlying structures or roofs  above the entranceway. The buildings either side of the Court Gate are however, shaded solid, so the absence of a structure where the northern extension stood suggests that it was in ruins even then. This ruinous state is supported by the drawing in the 1741 townscape of  a ruinous tower roughly where Betsy  Grimbal's Tower should have been.
4.2.2   This scenario is strengthened by the leases noted by Woodcock (1986). By implication, the description of the building matches the ruin very closely: the 'vault' is the gateway, the 'room' being the upstairs accommodation, and the 'Dungeon' being the downstairs room accessed only from above, but with a makeshift privy added in the tower, and unusual feature if this was just a cellar or storeroom.
4.2.3    So whilst it appears there is reasonable evidence that the Gatehouse and extension are earlier than 1752, and likely were intact and used in the 17th century, it is by no means certain how much of the structure dates back to the dissolution or earlier. Although the gateway arch looks to be 15th century, It also appears to have been slotted in to a gateway already defined by the two octagonal towers. The walls of the structure have been repointed several times since they were in use, and except where there is obvious patching or infill (such as around the inserted windows), it is hard to tell what if anything is original by looking solely at the above-ground remains.
5 Archaeological Implications

5.1 Betsy Grimbal's Tower
5.1.1    The standing walls of BGT can convey a great deal of information in themselves, but much of the detail required to untangle the complex phasing is hidden beneath repointing and carefully blended restoration. This is especially true when trying to establish the contemporaneity or otherwise of adjacent walls.  
5.1.2    To this end, the limited set of excavations proposed to expose key parts of the footings would aid comparison of the structures in a more pristine condition. In particular, it would help distinguish the relationship between the original build of the passageway and the 'extension', and whether the gateways at either end of the passageway are part of the original phase or later alterations. Internal trenches might also demonstrate whether or not there was a ground floor access to the lower floor of the extension. 
5.2
The Cloister Ruin
5.2.1    The plan of the 1914 excavations shows that most of the proposed trenches will be within the  bounds of Lady Radford's digs. Unfortunately the exact boundaries  of the earlier trenches cannot be ascertained with accuracy, and it is possible that fresh soil will be removed for safety reasons in further excavations.
5.2.2    To clarify, the floor of the Nave is recorded as 7ft below the present surface. This is beyond the legal safe limit for unshuttered excavation, and would require a stepped side to the trench, which might take the surface width of the trench beyond the edges of the 1914 digs to a depth of about 1m. This depth should however still be within the range of modern levelling and should not greatly impact on the historic graveyard.

5.2.3    Only one grave was found in the 1914 trenches, and its location is marked on the plan, so it will be possible to find and leave that all in situ. If other graves are encountered where the new trenches extend beyond the old, the known grave will give an indication of the level at which these might be encountered, so as to mitigate any interference with their integrity well above the level of any human remains. As soon as they are located (should they be present), the excavation can be adjusted to  avoid further disturbance.
5.2.4    This corner is almost certainly the inner wall of the cloister's west wing, which means the buildings extended further to the west. It is inconceivable that such a structure would project beyond the west end of the nave, so that the church must extend past this corner. Yet no wall remains were recorded or mentioned by Lady Radford, and it would be extremely useful to know what the nature of the foundations were immediately west of the ruin. 

5.3
Finally...

5.3.1    The data presented here show the extent of our knowledge of Tavistock Abbey. What is clear is that there is even more that remains unknown, particularly in respect of the layout and physical structure of the Abbey and its ancillary buildings. Lady Radford perhaps put it best: "The fact that a little excavation has proved much, encourages the hope that future excavations may settle forever all that is now uncertain." (Radford, 1914, 155).
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Fig.1:  The Cloister Ruins in St Eustachius' churchyard  2025
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Fig.2: The Cloister Arch, showing large  4-centred arch overlying  Transitional blind arcading. (L12th/E 13th C).
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Fig.3:  Betsy Grimbal's Tower (The West Gate) 2023
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Fig.4: Phasing of Betsy Grimbals Tower (Extracted from ACD1544 Tavistock Abbey HBR Report, Liz Govier 2017)
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Fig.5:   Plan of Lady Radford's trenches at the Cloister, 1914
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Fig 6: Trench Plan from the 2012 Watching Brief  (T1 Arrowed). Drawing by Cotswold Archaeology
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Fig.7: Extract from 1752 Wynne Map of Tavistock. Showing locations of Cloister Ruin (Yellow Arrow), The Court Gate (Green Arrow), and Betsy Grimbal's Tower (Red Arrow).
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Fig.8: Detail from 1883 25inch to the mile OS Map of Tavistock. Showing the Cloister Wall (Yellow Arrow) and Betsy Grimbal's Tower (Red Arrow).
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Fig.9: Reconstructed plan of the Abbey, extracted from Blaylock, 1998. Black lines show known remains, grey area is a considered estimate. Note the line along the side of the Reredorter indicates a drain, which is the basis for this identification. 
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Fig.10:  Tavistock Abbey 1716 by Prideaux, showing ruins of abbey cloister still extant - including ruins of the chapter house and the intact refectory.
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TAVISTOCK ABBEY
IN OLOISTER AGAINST WALL OF THE ABBEY CHURCH, AND THE ONLY PART OF THE LATTER
INING ABOYE GROUND, IT IS NOW INCLUDED IN THE PARISH CHURCHYARD

Photograph by Frith & Co., Reigate.





Fig.11:    Detail from 1741 'Prospect of Tavistock' by Delafontaine. The Still House is on the extreme left, with the Hotel on the right and the Abbey Chapel centre right, behind the Watergate


Fig.12: Early photograph of the  Cloister Ruin c 1914, probably a pre-excavation image for Lady Radford,  showing the  blind arcading in much the same state as it is today. 
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