
TAVISTOCK ABBEY 

Tavistock Abbey, also known as 

the Abbey of Saint Mary and Saint Rumon 

was originally constructed of timber in 

974AD but 16 years later the Vikings looted 

the abbey then burned it to the ground, the 

later abbey which is depicted here, was 

then re-built in stone.  

On the left  is a 19th century engraving of 

the Court Gate as seen at the top of the sketch above and which of 

course can still be seen today near Tavistock’s museum. In those 

early days Tavistock would have been just a small hamlet so the 

abbey situated beside the River Tavy is sure to have dominated the 

landscape with a few scattered farmsteads and open grassland all 

around, West Down, Whitchurch Down and even Roborough Down 

would have had no roads, railways or canals dividing the land, just 

rough packhorse routes. There would however have been rivers 

meandering through the countryside of West Devon such as the Tavy 

and the Walkham but the land belonging to Tavistock’s abbots 

stretched as far as the River Tamar; packhorse routes would then 

have carried the black-robed monks across the border into Cornwall.  

So for centuries, religious life went on in the abbey until the 16th 

century when Henry VIII decided he wanted a divorce which was 

against the teachings of the Catholic Church. We all know what 

happened next of course, the Dissolution of the Monasteries, 

when along with all the other abbeys throughout the land, 

Tavistock Abbey was raised to the ground. Just a few ruined bits 

still remain into the 21st century. In the long wall to the right of 

that sketch at the top of the page is this so-called Still Tower 

facing the River Tavy near 

Abbey Bridge so it looks likely 

that the Benedictine monks once dabbled in wine making? 

This tower depicted in an old postcard is still standing near the 

Bedford Hotel; known as Betsy Grimbal's Tower it was once the 

West Gate of Tavistock Abbey and its name is probably a corruption 

of Blessed Grimbald, a saint revered by the Benedictines. That 

rather large stone coffin is 

kept inside the tower. This 

last photo features part of the abbey’s cloisters 

that are situated in the grounds of St Eustachius' 

Church in Tavistock town centre.  



BUCKFAST ABBEY 

The first abbey here was founded during the reign of King Cnut in 1018 by Benedictine monks, the 

same order of monks as those at Tavistock.  About 25 miles separated the two by packhorse, a 

journey the monks from both abbeys would 

have been familiar with before the 

dissolution when news and knowledge is sure 

to have been shared along with a bit of 

trading, I imagine. After the Dissolution, the 

land which Buckfast had formerly owned also 

became the property of King Henry VIII and 

its buildings too were stripped and left to 

decay just like those at Tavistock. 

On the right is a photo of the modern day 

Buckfast Abbey near Buckfastleigh in Devon, 

it is the only English mediaeval abbey to have 

been restored and used again for its original 

purpose. In the 19th century rebuilding began 

on a new abbey which took many years until 

finally, the 25th August, 1932 was the day chosen for its Consecration. The French, Benedictine 

monks are famous nowadays for distilling Buckfast Tonic Wine based on a traditional recipe from 

France.  

This drink is affectionately known as 

"Buckie" in Scotland where it is said to be very popular but another name for it is “Wreck the 

Hoose Juice” and quite often it is linked to the committing of offences, especially in Glasgow. It 

was famously mentioned in no less than 5000 

Strathclyde Police crime reports in the three years 

leading up to 2010. Many Scots venture south to try 

and discover what goes into this popular drink but 

soon find that those at the abbey are very tight lipped 

and indeed, the local shops don’t even sell the drink.  



 

  

 

 


