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Message from our Chair  

Hello everyone 

I am hopeful that by the time you read this we will have spring weather with bright sunny 
days and are able to look forward to a lovely long summer.  Our annual visit this year is to 
Bygones and it would be great if you are able to join us on 10th July - a date for your diary. 
The Heritage Centre is flourishing and if you haven’t had the opportunity to visit yet, please 
do so.  It is open on Mondays, Thursdays and Saturdays from 11.00am-3.00pm and is 
situated on the first floor of Paignton Library which is accessed by the stairs or a lift.  Also, if 
you have any books, documents that you think would be of interest please taken them along 
with you.   
 
Iris Butler - Chair 
 

Membership   

Kay Heaven is our Membership Secretary - should you wish to contact Kay, please email 

– phsmem47@btinternet.com    

 

Diary Dates   

Our monthly Thursday meetings are as follows, all commencing at 7pm at the Gerston 

Chapel (opposite the Post Office):   

• 19th March – John Tomkins: Bringing Music Heritage to Documentary Films 

• 16th April – to be advised 

• 21st May – to be advised 

Entry to our monthly talks is £4 for members, £5 for guests.  

Message from our Treasurer, Maggie - she says it is now impossible to deposit small amounts 

of change at the Post Office unless it is in designated quantities, which we never have. 

Therefore she will not take anything other than card payments, or £5 or £10 notes or £1 coins.   

Your cooperation will be greatly appreciated. 

 

 

An Audience at the Palace   

The autumn programme of talks is:  

• 19th March – ‘Take Three Boys’ Orphans’ Story’ – Rita Trotman 

• 16th April – ‘Wild Coasts and Bleak Moors’ – Jason Mann 

• 21st May – ‘Torquay Museum and its Artifacts’ – Alex Hemming 

Doors open at 10.00 for a 10.30 start. Tickets for the talks are £5 for PHS members - £6 for 

non-members.  
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PHS website  

If you have anything you would like to submit for the website, contact Sarah on  

Paigntonheritagesocietyfunding@gmail.com and keep an eye on our website 

https://www.paigntonheritagesociety.co.uk/ for updates.  

 

Committee Meeting 
Since Covid, our Committee has met monthly by online 
Zoom meetings. This has proved very successful, and we 
are able to discuss the business of the Society quickly and 
efficiently. However, the problem with an online meeting is 
you miss out on the social contact with others, and so we 
decided to arrange an “extraordinary in-person contact” – 
or to put it another way, we decided to meet at Churston 
Golf Club for brunch!   
It was so good to meet up and have a lovely chat, that our 
brunch lasted from 11.00 a.m. to 2.30 p.m. 
Thank you to Lee who organised the event. 
 
PHS Annual General Meeting 
The 36th Annual General Meeting of Paignton Heritage 
Society took place on Thursday, 19th March – can you 
believe we have been going for 36 years? 
So – here’s a blast from the past – PHS members (then 
Paignton Preservation and Local History Society) in 2001 on an outing to Torre Abbey. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

The Committee would like to thank all those who voted to re-elect us – we do appreciate the 
support we receive from our members. 
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Update on The Monastery by Maggie Loates 

The buildings constituting Paignton Monastery were 

purchased in 1881 by the Marist Fathers, who 

transformed them into a monastery and chapel. The 

chapel opened in 1883 while the wider site became a 

seminary preparing young people for religious life. 

Following departure of the Marist Order, the building 

was purchased by Torbay Council in 1971. The interior 

was reconfigured and let out to various organisations, 

including charities, until 2017, when the last tenant 

moved out. In 2019, the Council decided the building was surplus to requirements and put it 

up for sale. However, no offers were forthcoming, and the building remained empty and 

started to deteriorate. Over the intervening years, several groups, including Paignton 

Heritage Society, attempted to get the building listed with English Heritage, but unfortunately 

this was refused due to the stripping of the interior. Last year the Council was asked to 

designate it as an asset of community value, but this was also denied. 

The Clifton with Maidenway Ward has no place that is suitable for use as a community centre 

and the Monastery building would fill the gap perfectly. However, the building is in a very 

dilapidated condition and will require major funding to bring it back into a usable state. A 

recent inspection revealed a false ceiling in the chapel hiding some interesting religious 

murals on the domed ceiling arches. Unfortunately, the roof itself is currently leaking. 

In 2025, a group of residents got together and decided to ask the Council to sell it to a 

community interest company for a minimal price. The Council agreed to the sale for £1 to 

Paignton Monastery CIC. The group has held several public meetings to find out what 

residents would like to see the Monastery used for and envisions renting out space to 

community groups such as yoga classes, mother/baby groups, older persons support groups, 

councillor ward meetings, as an election polling place, and many other types of community 

enterprises. Several other groups have also expressed an interest in renting space in the 

refurbished building. There was a kitchen on the ground floor and it is hoped that a cafe can 

eventually be opened. 

The group is in the process of setting up the CIC and obtaining quotes for repair of the leaking 

roof. Research has also been conducted into funding opportunities, and the CIC hopes to 

encourage local skilled tradespeople to volunteer in remediating the fabric of the building. 

There is now a Facebook page: Paignton Monastery CIC and a website has recently been 

set up: paigntonmonastery.co.uk. Further information can be obtained from Cat 

(cat.johns@torbay.gov.uk) or Lynn (lynn@cinnamonhealth.co.uk). 

 

  

Obituary Notices 

Regret to inform you of the deaths of two of our members: 

Jean Masters – one of our long term members, Jean died in January 2026.  Our 

condolences to her son, Keith, and to her family. 

Pam Milne – a regular face at our talks and a great help in the kitchen with the washing up.  

Pam died in February 2026.  Our condolences to her husband, Jim, and to their family. 

mailto:lynn@cinnamonhealth.co.uk
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BISHOP MILES COVERDALE 

For several years now, I have been showing visitors the inside of the old Tower behind 
Paignton Parish Church.  I have told them that the Tower is known as either 

• The Bishop’s Tower,  

• The Coverdale Tower, or  

• The Bible Tower.   

I then go on to explain that until relatively recently, local people liked 
to tell of Miles Coverdale, at one time Bishop of Exeter, who was seen 
in candlelight at night, working in the Tower on his translation of the 
Tyndall Bible from Latin into English. 
Then I scoff and tell them that is a load of rubbish as it is a known fact 
that Coverdale was in Flanders at the time his translation of the Bible 
into English was published, and that there was no way he could have 
been working on his translation in Paignton – the dates just do not tally.   

I now must eat humble pie and admit the story MIGHT have an element of truth! 
 
The Saxon manor of Peintone (Paignton) became the personal property of the Bishop of 
Exeter in 1049 (17 years before the Norman conquest) and remained part of all subsequent 
bishops estates for the next 500 years. 
Since the mid 1500s, the story of Miles Coverdale, Bishop of Exeter, sitting in his Tower at 
night, at work on his translation and correction of Tyndall’s English Bible was passed by word 
of mouth onto the next generation of Paigntonians.  The story was generally accepted for 
about 450 years until 20th century researchers pointed out that Coverdale spent considerable 
periods abroad whilst rewriting Tyndall’s work, and they believed there was no evidence to 
show Coverdale was anywhere near Paignton when his version of the Bible was printed in 
1535. 
Briefly, Coverdale is thought to have been born near Middleham, 
Yorkshire in 1488 and entered Cambridge University to study 
philosophy and theology. He ordained as a priest at Norwich in 
1514, then in 1523 entered the convent of Augustinian friars at 
Cambridge, where he met a prior called Robert Barnes who 
introduced him to the Protestant ideas of Calvin and Luther – the 
‘New’ Religion as it was becoming known. When Barnes was tried 
for heresy in 1526, Coverdale assisted in his defence, then 
promptly left the convent of friars to give himself entirely to 
preaching. Coverdale and Barnes had researched the works of 
Augustine, which led them to the bible where they had made a thorough study of the 
scriptures and, in doing so, had encouraged many other students and ministers of the church 
to look more deeply into Christianity and Biblical theology. 
At Thomas More’s house, Coverdale met Thomas Cromwell, who became a good friend and 
supporter. Coverdale also became involved in a secret group which met at a place called the 
‘White Horse Tavern’ where many theological questions were discussed in secret. The first 
English translation of the New Testament was written by Tyndall secretly in Hamburg and 
printed in Worms in 1526. It is said this Bible, initially 15,000 copies, was smuggled into 
England in bales of merchandise, sold very cheaply, and proved very popular throughout the 
country. However, the convocation (a higher order of English bishops) were none too happy 
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with the problems that might follow this publication, so the Mayor of London (Cuthbert Tonsall) 
bought up every copy and had the lot publicly burnt. It became very dangerous to hold 
Protestant views in England, and in 1528, Coverdale was informed against and because he 
was in danger of being burnt for heresy, he quickly left for Europe where he met and listened 
first hand to two eminent reformers, Martin Luther (left) and John Calvin (right).  

Between 1528 and 1535, Coverdale 
spent most of his time in exile in 
continental Europe, mainly in 
Antwerp. There he worked on 
revisions to Tyndall’s version of the 
bible and it is believed that the 
Coverdale Bible was printed in 
Antwerp and finished on 4th October 
1535. If this is correct, the good 
people of Paignton would not have 
been able to gaze up at our Tower to 
see Coverdale at work. 

 
By 1548, Coverdale was back in favour and had returned to England.  On 14th August 1551, 
on the King’s authority, Miles Coverdale was consecrated as Bishop of Exeter by Archbishop 
Cranmer at Croydon.  On taking up his post in Exeter following his first sermon on the new 
faith, two attempts were made to poison him, and Coverdale was also horrified to discover 
the Exeter Cathedral had been virtually stripped clean of anything of value. 
In 1553, Edward VI died of tuberculosis and was succeeded by Queen Mary, daughter of 
Henry VIII. Mary followed the Catholic faith, but upon her accession to the throne she was 
pressured into giving up the Mass and to acknowledge the English Protestant faith. Her 
conversion was not long lived, and soon Mary 
was intent on returning England to Catholicism. 
The crime of heresy was regarded as an 
offence amounting to treason, as it meant you 
were against the religion of the Sovereign and 
so were disloyal. This led to hundreds of 
Protestants being accused of heresy and put to 
death by burning at the stake, leading many 
who opposed her to refer to her as ‘Bloody 
Mary’.    
Mary took the bishopric away from Miles 
Coverdale on account of his Calvanistic 
preaching.  He had taken a wife which, under 
the Catholic faith, was an unlawful marriage.  Mary imprisoned Coverdale, although where is 
not known and he remained imprisoned for two and a half years. 
At this time in English history, it was considered proper for imprisonment to be at a place 
suitable for your rank in society.  Nobility would be imprisoned under house arrest in a noble’s 
castle, common prison would be for the common man (and at that time, prisons were bursting 
at the seams). So where to imprison Coverdale? – son of an ordinary Yorkshire man, and a 
man of the cloth. At that time, feeling in the west was strongly pro the Catholic faith, and in 
Paignton, Coverdale was not popular with the ordinary people who could not accept him 
because he preached the Gospel in English and because he had broken the celibacy law of 
the Catholic faith and taken a wife. The Vicar of the Parish of Paignton was Cannon Lawson 
– a man bitterly opposed to his former Bishop.  This, coupled with the public opinion against 
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Coverdale, could have made Paignton seem a safe place to imprison the troublesome 
preacher. 
By this time it is recorded that the Bishop’s Palace was in a state of decay, although the Great 
Stable was still said to be habitable and was indentured to a Richard Churchward.  However 
the Tower remained a strong fortification, which could quite easily be guarded to provide a 
secure prison.   

Is it possible that a legend which 
survived for almost 450 years, 
passed down through generations 
of Paigntonians, was true, if a little 
skewed by the re-telling. 
The Coverdale Bible was printed in 
1535, and Coverdale was 
imprisoned in 1553 – an easy 
mistake to confuse 35 with 53. 
Could the good people of Paignton 
have seen Coverdale imprisoned in 
the Tower at night, still working on 
his religious tracts by candlelight, 
and told their children they ‘saw 
Miles Coverdale, the translator of 
the bible, imprisoned there’, rather 

than they ‘saw Miles Coverdale translating the bible up there’? 
It is said that Coverdale was frequently questioned on his beliefs and in constant peril of 
death, but strangely came to no harm. This may be due to his wife’s connections with King 
Christian III of Denmark, as Christian pleaded with Queen Mary to release Coverdale and 
eventually in 1555 Coverdale was granted freedom and a safe passage to Denmark.  He and 
his family joined the hundreds of people fleeing England at this time.  He busied himself on 
a translation of Calvin’s treatise on the Eucharist and preached amongst the English 
refugees. 
In 1558, the reign of ‘Bloody Queen Mary’ ended with her death, 
and in 1559 Coverdale returned to England.  He was offered back 
his bishopric, but refused.  In February 1568 he died, still a preacher 
and still attracting large audiences.  
 
 
Karen Chapman 
February 2026 
 
 
 
 
 
References: 
The Legend of Coverdale Tower – Peggy Parnell 
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