Historian and author Hugh Meller has visited over 700 religious buildings, churchyards, and cemeteries

across Devon. His most recent book ‘Devon Dead & Buried’ is about notable and notorious people

who have been buried and commemorated in Devon’s burial grounds. This is a book about mortals

and memorials. Winner of Devon History Book of the Year 2025. In this blog, Hugh tells us:-

A Memorial in Chittlehampton Parish Church

Memorials commemorating a saint are a rarity in Devon
and perhaps the least known among them is the tomb
which honours St Hieritha at Chittlehampton. She was
born nearby at Stowford, probably in the 6" century, and
named Ulrith. While still young she was inducted into
the Christian faith, allegedly by the travelling hermit St
Kea or perhaps by Glastonbury monks, much to her
heathen stepmother’s disapproval who believed her
conversion was the cause for a catastrophically poor
harvest. In revenge she urged the local farm-workers to
kill Ulrith who was decapitated with a scythe.

The murder was not forgotten. Ulrith the martyr, whose
name was latinised to Hieritha, was buried at
Chittlehampton where a church was builtin her
memory. It became the focus for Christian pilgrims and
enlarged to include the west tower, 115 feet high - one of
the finest in Devon which includes a niche containing a
statue of Hieritha. Within the north-east chapel a large
medieval slab has been resited over Hieritha’s relics.
She is also remembered by a prayer inscribed within a
gothic-style niche above a small font added to the
column at the chapel entrance.

Copies of Hugh’s book are available from
www.blackdogpress.co.uk/product/devon-dead-
buried-by-hugh-meller

Price £20. Please mention Devon Historic
Churches Trust if you place an order as Hugh has
kindly offered £5 donation to DHCT for every book
purchased through www.DevonChurchland.co.uk
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The churchyard at the parish church of St
David, Thelbridge.

Thelbridge is a little known parish, 10 miles
north of Crediton, populated by a scattering
of isolated farms. Tucked away down a pot-
holed road is the parish church of St David’s,
an unremarkable and rarely visited building
so it may come as a surprise to discover that
itaccommodates two exceptional
memorials.

Standing next to the south porchis a
headstone, erected in 1833, which
commemorates the death of Anna Maria
Bennett with a beautifully carved epitaph
headed by a magnificent flourish followed by
13 lines, some in capital letters, others in low
case or italics, created by a letter carver
signed “Harris South Molton”. Surrounding
the inscription is a decorative border and in
the top corners two cautionary reminders —
“Life isavapour—-Time a moment” a
reflection perhaps on Anna’s age at her
death, only 30 years, a tragedy emphasized
by the verse at the base of the memorial
beginning — “Death like a leaf cut from a tree/
so Death has parted you and me. “

The other, and very different memorial,
commemorates Stanley Hayes who died aged
96 in 2009. His unassuming churchyard
headstone is supplemented by a brass
plaque attached to the church organ case.
This records that he was the Thelbridge
organist for 83 years — (a world record.)




