
The sign of the Three Tuns 

If, on your next visit to the Museum of Barnstaple and North Devon, you turn left from the entrance 

hall and head on through geology, archaeology, pottery, farming and railways, you will find, attached 

to the wall above your head just before you pass into the Natural History Gallery, the sign that used 

to hang outside the Three Tuns Inn (now Pizza Express) in the High Street. The sign, which was made 

by William James Norman of Pilton early in the last century or in the late 19th century, comprises 

three miniature tuns or barrels suspended one above the other.  

The earliest record of the name The Three Tuns dates from 1704, so it probably goes back to at least 

the 17th century. Today the building appears to be a vaguely Elizabethan survivor in a street which 

otherwise shows little sign of its thousand year antiquity. In fact this appearance dates from 1947 

when local architect and antiquarian Bruce Oliver was commissioned by the owner Harry Daw to 

‘restore’ the building to its imagined historic state. Before that date it had a flat Georgian frontage 

like many other High Street buildings, as can be seen in an early 20th century photograph.  

This is not to say that the building does not have deep historic roots. It probably began life as a 

merchant’s home and premises in the 14th century, a period when stone buildings were beginning to 

replace timber buildings in the town. The earliest surviving features are elaborately carved beams, 

oak panelling, fireplaces and a detached kitchen joined to the first floor hall by a gallery. Other 

‘ancient’ features, notably the door and door frame, were brought in by Bruce Oliver from other old 

buildings in North Devon. The frontage was completely transformed to create what is now a 

pastiche. One curiosity found by Oliver’s workmen was a pair of 18th century lady’s shoes inside a 

cloam oven beside a ground-floor 16th century fireplace, apparently put there to dry and then 

forgotten. 

The sign of three tuns or barrels hung over the door of the pub for about one hundred years until 

Pizza Express took over the building in 2011. The sign was then claimed by William Norman’s 

grandsons who presented it to the Museum. William Norman himself was killed in action just 100 

years ago in July 1916. 
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