The Mystery Shield
of
Duckes Almshouses

By Stephen Bees
Lost and Found

Part One

In the early 1960s, two teenage boys were target shooting with an air pistol in the grounds of the former East
Wonford Lodge. On a wall they spotted some stone carvings. One of the boys, Robert, thought nothing more
about this strange sight until nearly six decades later when his curiosity and interest in local history took over.

After making several enquires Robert had no clear answers to the significance of the carvings.

A comment made by archaeologists John Allen and Richard Parker was “... they look to be 16th or early 17th
century in date. After the Second World War Exeter city council removed many monuments and architectural
features to this area. A number of these have been demolished or disposed of during subsequent development
but this could explain the presence of the shields in the wall”. Later research would predate this Second World
War explanation.

It was discovered by chance in the Devon Archives six photographs taken in 1916 of stone carvings on the west
garden wall of East Wonford Lodge. Three photographs taken in 2022 were of the same stone carvings and
putting the new and old photos side by side it was possible to match them.

The Victorian owner of East Wonford Lodge was William Richard Crabbe, a bachelor, who died in 1878.

William was a Fellow of the Society of Antiquaries and Honorary Secretary of the Exeter Institution. He trained as
a lawyer but seldom practised his profession, and was better known in his generation for his love of antiquities.
After William died at 59, (after a stroke and iliness of several years, and only 18 months after his father who was
89) his brother’s widow, Ellen Wood Crabbe and her son Arthur, occupied East Wonford Lodge until about 1883.
At that point her brother-in-law’s belongings were auctioned and the house let. It appears the house had some
repairs and painting done in 1889. Ellen died in 1905, her son Arthur having pre-deceased her. Probate was left
to her married daughter Ellen Cumming, but the estate was not wound up until 1921 with the sale of many of her
mother’s properties on the south side of East Wonford Hill: 13 cottages plus East Wonford Lodge and Windout
Hill House in Salters Road.

The tenant of the East Wonford Lodge in 1916 when the photographs were taken was Robert Stanley Lang -
grandson of former mayor of Exeter and proprietor of the New London Inn, Robert Pople.

It is uncertain who was responsible for having the stone carvings mounted into the wall. It could have been the
Crabbe family, or one of the several tenants who later occupied the house. The successive tenants until 1915
included: a widow of a farmer, a bank manager, an auctioneer, a widow of a clergyman, two military officers, and
a spinster of independent means. The display of carvings in a wall was not unique. Nearby at the demolished

St Loyes House, which stood opposite the old St Loyes pub in Salters Road, local historian Ethel Lega-Weekes
commented in 1920: “ The Jones family, with their antiquarian proclivities, were probably responsible for the
insertion In the modern brick walls of the coach house and garage... large fragments of handsomely carved
stone...”



The stories and the histories of the stone carvings can only be imagined. Old repairs done to the wall offer a hint
of where the missing three carvings might have been. An enquiry made at the archaeology department of Exeter
museum could not shed any light on the missing carvings (a fragment of a Buddha, a sculptured frieze of Greek
figures and a carving of two men wrestling) but noted the medieval wrestlers were particularly nice and it would
be a shame if they have vanished.

1916 Photographs from Devon Archives and Local Studies, Exeter.

The existing three carvings, two shields and a sculpture of two skulls with wings are in very poor condition and
appear to have been scrubbed clean at some point in the past, the ancient patina of dirt and grime removed.
However, the story of one of the mystery stone carvings might emerge:

The shield with a wavy band and three lozenges: The shield of Duckes Almshouses.

Part Two

It’s very probable the carving of the shield bearing a fess with wavy charged three lozenges, the arms of
Ducke, was previously mounted on the front of the old Duckes Aimshouses in Heavitree.

The spelling of Duck which merges to Ducke is for the same family. Searching through old newspaper reports
and other miscellaneous items revealed the following.

By the 1830s Duckes Almshouses - four, old thatched dwellings with mud walls and gardens attached, were in
poor condition. Later they were patched up with a new front and finally they were rebuilt in 1853.

Some years earlier in 1846, a passerby going through the picturesque village of Heavitree spotted on the new
front of Ducks’ Almshouses a shield, and below the shield an inscribed tablet with the name of the benefactor -
Richard Ducke, yeoman. The passerby, feeling irritated, wrote to a local newspaper to question the status of
Richard Ducke’s title of yeoman. In the article the passerby (going by the name of Querist) described Ducke’s
shield with the exact details as the one found at East Wonford: Or, a fess wavy sable charged with three
lozenges, of the first.

The passerby was told the shield was recently torn from a family tomb near the late church.

Heavitree churchyard, and some of those interred there, was cleared and the site lowered to the level of coffins
for the new church in 1844. The Western Times reported:

“ Desecration, - This peculiar ecclesiastical ceremony - being a kind of opposite to consecration - was fully
exhibited, in all its revolting features, a few days since, in Heavitree church-yard. In the course of clearing the
ground for the site of the new church, the church-yard was lowered to the level of the coffins and dead bodies, a
very considerable number of which were thus exposed to the view of their living acquaintances. As in most cases
it was known of these bodies - like poor Yorick’s - whose they were, such coffins as could not decently stand in
the yard were carried off to another part, where they remain covered, till it can be determined what to do with
them. They were all ages, from a few months only, and in various states of decomposition. Much anxiety was felt
by some of the relatives to protect the remains of their friends. One poor man and his wife we saw watching the
coffin of their child, which had been buried eighteen months.”

The family tomb alluded to by the passerby was most likely the altar tomb of the Duck family. The extract below is
from the Biography of Exonians by George Oliver, and helps to connect events.



“In the churchyard of Heavitree, an Altar Tomb was erected at the expense of these learned brothers (the sons of
Richard Duck, the founder of Aimshouses) as a votive monument to the memory of all the members of the Duck
family that had been buried there.”

The brothers, Nicholas and Arthur, (who would distinguish themselves) commissioned the altar tomb circa 1620s,
and a 4 x great grandson of Nicholas, Richard Duck, (1690 -1755) who was possibly the last male heir and
inheritor of Babbs’ Doddiscombsleigh estate, had the altar tomb repaired around the 1740s.

When the alImshouses were rebuilt the shield and tablet were not replaced. The probable reason for this was the
armorial was not granted at the time of the original construction. It was in 1602 when Richard Duck’s son
Nicholas was granted the armorial Or, on a fess wavy sable three lozenges.

The simple tablet you see today, stating matter of fact: Duckes Almshouses Founded 1589 Rebuilt 1853.

The Exeter and Plymouth Gazette, December 1855, reported: Two out of the four these houses are at length
finished, and great credit is due to the builder for their neat and pretty appearance.

The question arises.
What might have happened to the Ducke shield when it was removed from the front of the old almshouses?

William Richard Crabbe, the antiquarian, would have been well aware of the importance of the ancient Ducke
shield of the almshouses, as would his father Joseph Crabbe the senior churchwarden. (Joseph was involved
with the burying of glass bottles with coins of Queen Victoria and documents about the building of the new church
when the cornerstone was laid in 1844.) To illustrate the passion for historical shields, church historian Beatrix
Cresswell recorded: “To Mr. Crabbe’s antiquarian tastes Heavitree Church owes various armorial bearings that
are carved on the soffit of the south third arch, or painted on the roof with perhaps more zeal than judgment.’

It seems likely the Crabbe family retrieved or acquired the Ducke shield and stored it in their garden along other
stone carvings. When | first saw the 1916 photographs | thought some of the carvings had the appearance of
being recently set into the wall, but this might have been due to the fact the carvings were protected to some
extent from the weather. When repairs to the house were completed in 1889, did workmen set the carvings into
the wall, or perhaps on a different occasion?

To add to the intrigue another plaque is found nearby.

Inserted on the boundary brick wall of the football pitch at Heavitree Social Centre, which had adjoined an
orchard and pasture, is a plain tablet inscribed: William. R. Crabb 1870. This date suggests when the wall was
built, and a notice of a property sale indicates the orchard and pasture had belonged to the Crabbe family.

Summary

Do the research notes support a theory that the shields are one and the same, or just a set of coincidences.
The Ducke shield that was once on an altar tomb in Heavitree churchyard,

The Ducke shield that was once on the front of Duckes Alimshouses and

The Ducke shield found in a garden at East Wonford.

If we assume this shield came from the altar tomb then it’s 300 - 400 years old.

Further notes of interest.

In Heavitree Church there are two floor memorial slabs at the east end of the church of the descendants of
Richard Duck, founder of the Aimshouses.

The Crabbe family have their arms twice repeated in the upper light of the south window of the Chancel, where a
stained glass figure of the Virgin with a Lily in her hand in memory of Joseph Crabbe’s wife Isabella. (Isabella
was the younger sister of Pitman Jones who had lived at the demolished St Loyes House.)

An example of the carving of the skulls with wings can be seen at St Petrock’s Church, Exeter.

Sources.

The Photographer of the 1916 photos was Charles Stephen Wheeler (1869 - 1927). Charles lived at Monks
Road, Heavitree. His occupation: private male nurse. Records for 106 photos he took between 1906 - 1916.
The publisher of the photos was Mary Hare (1875 - 1952). Mary, who lived with her parents at Honeylands
House, Whipton, took an interest in photographing Exeter buildings circa 1900 - 1920.

Exeter Churches, Beatrix F. Cresswell. Suburbs of Exeter, Charles Worthy. Devon Heritage Centre, Exeter.
Report & Transactions Devon Association Vol.52 Ethel Lega-Weekes. British Newspaper Archive. Ancestry
websites. RAMM museum, Tom Cadbury.

Researched for Robert Stoneman. Formerly of Hoker Road, Wonford, now of Countess Wear.
Researched and written by Stephen Bees. Formerly of Cherry Gardens, Wonford.



Edited: Revision July 2023. Kingsteignton.
NB Please respect privacy. The remains of the carvings are on private property.

Robert Stoneman who spotted the carvings in the 1960s Ducke family shield
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Photograph taken November 2022




