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Trinity Chapel  in Kingswear and the first Day Mark 

by Michael Stevens 
 

Summary.  Trinity Chapel was located at Coleton Farm in the parish of 

Kingswear since before 1258.  Coleton was the seat of the local lord of the 

manor and, unlike Kingswear, is listed in the Domesday Book.  For many 

years the chapel tower was used as a navigation aid to locate the entrance to 

Dartmouth harbour and when it fell down it was replaced by the present Day 

Mark. 

 

The first recorded church or chapel in the Kingswear area is St Thomas of Canterbury which 

is mentioned in Totnes Priory deeds
1
 dating from the period 1170 to 1196.   

I, Willelmus de Vasci, for the safety of my soul and of my ancestors and of the soul of 

Willelmus Buzun my lord, have conceded and confirmed to God and to the Church of the 

Blessed Mary of Totonia and to the monks serving God there, half of the whole of my land 

which I have in Kingeswere, just as it can be reasonably divided by just men of our mutual 

friends, that is to say for the increase of the maintenance of the chaplain who for the time 

being serves the chapel founded in honour of the Blessed Thomas the Martyr at the said 

Kingeswere. 

Thomas Becket was murdered in 1170 and canonised in 1173 so it is assumed that the church 

dates from just after 1173.  The church was rebuilt in 1847 except for the tower which was 

retained. 

Yvo de Vasci had been one of William the Conquerorôs army and was given the barony of 

Alnwick in Northumberland in 1093 when the previous incumbent, Gilbert Tyson, rebelled 

against the king.  Kingswear would have provided a link with the familyôs still extensive 

holding in Normandy.  

Kingswear is not mentioned in the 1086 Domesday Book but nearby Coleton is listed which 

suggests that the latter was more significant at that time.  The Domesday Book records that 

Coleton was held by Warinus
*
 under Judhel of Totnes

2
.  Judhel was the person who built 

Totnes priory in 1088.  Coleton is about 2 miles east of Kingswear and has an elevated 

position.  In those days settlements near the coast were liable to raids from the sea and so the 

seat of the lord of the manor was often a distance inland where he would also build his chapel.  

(Similarly on the Dartmouth side of the river Townstal (Dunestal in Domesday) is at the top 

of the hill and the church there predates by many years the chapel of ease of St Clare and the 

church of St Saviour in the town of Dartmouth.) 

Arthur Ellis
2
 reported that in the time of Henry II (1133 to 1189) Coleton was held by Martin 

de Fishacre.  The deed quoted above was witnessed by Osmundus de Coleton and a second 

deed, by Willelmusôs son Walterus confirming the gift, was witnessed by both Osmundus de 

Coleton and Martinus de Fissacre.  A person named Martin de Fisacre is recorded as living at 

Coleton in 1243 and a Martin de Choletun in 1258
3
.   Presumably these Martins are the same 

person. 

Ellis also writes that the lords of the manor were encouraged to build their own chapels by a 

law exempting from taxation payable to King or Pope any 20 acres of land on which a church 

or chapel was built.   

A chapel at Coleton is mentioned in the Totnes Priory deeds in 1258
4
, when Nicholaus, then 

prior of Totton, granted to:  

Martinus de Cholatun a chantry
5
 in his chapel of Cholatun on the condition that the 

foresaid Prior shall cause the chaplain of Brixham to celebrate divine service in the chapel 

on twenty days of the year, namely the first four days on Christmas, the day of the 

Circumcision, the day of the Epiphany, the day of Purification, the first day of Lent, the day 
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of the Annunciation of St Mary, the first three days of Easter, the day of Ascension, the day 

of Pentecost, the day of the Holy Trinity, the day of St John the Baptist, the day of Saints 

Peter and Paul, the day of the assumption of St Mary, the day of All Saints and the day of 

Souls. 

The above does not give the dedication of the chapel and the inclusion of the feast of the Holy 

Trinity as one of 20 days when a service was to be held in the chapel does not prove that 

Trinity was its name although the omission of a reference to the day would have cast serious 

doubt that this was Trinity Chapel.  Clearly there was a chapel in existence at Coleton in 1258 

and could have been built much earlier, possibly even before that in Kingswear.  

G H Cook
6
 writes that  

ñThe significance of the chantry in the religious life of the later Middle Ages can hardly be 

over-emphasized.  The doctrine of Purgatory was no ófond thing vainly invented,ô as it is 

termed in the Book of Common Prayer, nor less readily accepted was the teaching that 

souls in that intermediate state could be benefited by intercessory prayers and the 

recitation of masses.ò  ñThe considerable properties with which many Chantries were 

endowed and the costly chapels that were built for the recitation of masses afford evidence 

of the very real doctrinal belief underlying their foundation.ò   

He also reports that almost without exception the chantry chapels that still remain are in the 

larger churches and cathedrals.  According to Cook (p 17) the earliest recorded Chantries are 

at Lincoln Cathedral (1235), Lichfield (1238) and Ely (1254).   

ñNo doubt other Chantries were unrecorded at the time but very few date earlier than the 

fourteenth centaury.ò   

If this statement is true then the granting of a chantry at Coleton in 1258 must have been 

exceptional. 

Coleton Fishacre Farm is now known as Coleton Barton Farm and is not to be confused with 

Coleton Fishacre house and garden which was built by Rupert DôOyly Carte in 1923-6.  

 

Figure 1  1838 tithe map of the area 
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The National Trust Archaeological Survey
7
 lists three possible sites for chapels in the area: 

1. ñColestonò Chapel (NT ref. 100,457), said to be a fourteenth century chapel at the hamlet 

of Coleton and pulled down in about 1873.  (The location is shown by a blue spot in 

figure 1 which is taken from the tithe map of 1838) 

2. Coleton Fishacre Chapel (NT ref. 100,458) stated as a medieval chapel recorded at 

Coleton and thought to have been built by the de Fishacre family.  (purple spot) 

3. Trinity Chapel (NT ref. 100,459) at Downend.  The National Trust description states that 

the site is shown as an admiralty flag station on the 1800 Ordinance survey map and was 

used as radar station during the 1939-45 war.  (red spot) 

Shirley Blaylock, National Trust regional archaeologist, has suggested that it is most likely 

that there was only one medieval chapel at Coleton, probably dedicated to the Trinity, and 

that it was lost before accurate mapping existed. This could have led to confusion as to where 

it was located and also led to the supposition that there was more than one chapel.  The chapel 

could be have been anywhere within the hamlet of Coleton and the surrounding fields.  

The fields marked in green in figure 1 are listed on the tithe map of 1838 as Higher Church 

Park, Middle Church Park and Meadow (left to right).  They are feoffees (held in trust) to St 

Maryôs Church in Brixham and do not appear to be associated with the chapel at Coleton.  

The two fields near to Coleton, shown pink, are named as Lower Chapel Park and Upper 

Chapel Park.  It was the custom to endow chapels with land and that is presumably what these 

two fields are.  Following the dissolution of the monasteries by Henry VIII in 1524 and the 

Chantry Act of 1547 this land and any associated chapel would have been sold into private 

hands.   The chapel fields were included in the Fownes-Luttrell sale of Coleton Farm in 1874 

while the church fields were listed as Church Land on the sale map and not available for 

purchase from him.  

There is a fourth possible site, marked orange in figure 1.  Mr Eddie Shepperd was head 

gardener of the modern Coleton Fishacre house and garden (built in 1923-6 by Rupert DôOyly 

Carte) when it was subsequently owned by Rowland Smith.  He became a warden with the 

National Trust when that institution bought the property in 1982 and has intimate knowledge 

of the local area.  Mr Shepperdôs reasoning follows from two early maps, Saxtonôs map of 

1575 and Emanuel Bowenôs map of 1754, see figures 2 and 3.  These maps show Trinity 

Chapel to be on the coast and if this is an accurate positioning then the site near Ivy Cove is a 

good candidate. These two maps are the only historical references which give a name to the 

chapel.  However a site right on the coast does not accord with any of the three possible sites 

suggested by the National Trust. 

  

         

                     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

       Figure 2 Saxtonôs map of 1575                                            Figure 3 Bowenôs map of 1754. 
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Captain Collinôs Coastal Pilot of 1693, Figure 4, shows a tower and buildings at the top of the 

hill approximately where Coleton Farm is.  This tower obviously assists ships to find the 

entrance to Dartmouth Harbour which from other angles is hidden in the folds of the cliffs.  

The two buildings shown close to the waterôs edge are Dartmouth and Kingswear Castles 

which guard the entrance to the river Dart.   

 

Figure 4 from Captain S Collinôs Coastal Pilot of 1693 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5  Map of 1538 


