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INTRODUCTION


Themes, sources and acknowledgements


THEMES



Three wooden boards adorn the base of the tower inside the little church of St Petrox at Dartmouth Castle in southern Devon. Upon them in white letters are written the names of twenty-eight men from the parish who perished as a result of the First World War. Unlike most such memorials, though, it records more than names. Five of the men, it says, died on HMS Monmouth on 1 November 1914, the day she was sunk at the Battle of Coronel, off the coast of Chile. Another died on HMS Defence on 31 May 1916, the day she blew up at the Battle of Jutland. Several more, soldiers probably, are mentioned as ‘killed in action’, but one could be recorded only as ‘missing’. The dates are scattered across every year of the war, and so are those for others who are recorded as dying from ‘wounds’ and ‘disease’. One, a ‘prisoner of war’, died on 9 November 1918, just two days before the war ended. Another succumbed to ‘exposure’ on 23 November 1918 after serving on his ‘last ship HMS Oppossum’, one of a class of early destroyers renowned for their unhealthy all-pervading wetness. The last man did not die until 13 November 1919, a year after the Armistice was signed.


As this sombre memorial signifies, the war went on for nearly four and a half desperate years, men died in many places and in many ways, and the Armistice on 11 November 1918 did not end the suffering. Across Devon hundreds of granite crosses and brass plaques record similar heavy losses that families and their communities somehow had to bear. The conflict began in August 1914 in a blaze of patriotic fervour, as crowds gathered to cheer army reservists off to a war that most expected to be won within a few weeks, after glorious cavalry charges on the northern plains of Europe and a triumphant new Battle of Trafalgar at sea. Many men thought themselves fortunate to have joined local Volunteer and Territorial Army battalions in earlier years. They had enjoyed peacetime training in rifle drill, life under canvas and basic manoeuvres, and now anticipated being called upon to defend the kingdom from possible invasion, or even, perhaps, agreeing to service overseas. Hundreds of thousands more flocked to recruiting stations across the land. Some no doubt were caught up in the heady excitement of the moment, some believed the war was one of national honour in the defence of Belgium against remorseless German brutality, and others saw enlistment as an escape from lives of monotony, misery or poverty; or perhaps all three.
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St Petrox Church at Dartmouth Castle. (Author’s collection)


All these initial feelings were soon dashed as the brief open conflict in southern Belgium and across its border into France settled down into the prolonged war of attrition between millions of troops in hundreds of miles of opposing trenches winding across the plains, valleys and hills of Flanders, Picardy, Champagne, Lorraine and Alsace to the Swiss border. There was a never-ending need for more men on this Western Front as one indecisive battle after another consumed tens of thousands of lives, and Devon was repeatedly scoured first by recruiting parties and then by conscription and accompanying tribunals as the initial rush died away. And all the while families looked with horror as a succession of railway trains arrived with the wounded to fill local hospitals, and never-ending lists of casualties filled the newspapers.


As the memorial in St Petrox reveals, the war took Devon soldiers and sailors across the world. They served in the battleships, cruisers, destroyers, minesweepers, armed trawlers and submarines of the Royal Navy, and in a host of regiments in India, Africa, the Middle East and Italy, as well as the trenches of the Western Front. A few flew rickety aeroplanes into increasingly lethal dogfights. These men are far from forgotten in this book, not least because their experiences exerted an immediate and often lasting impact upon those they left at home. Primarily, though, the book is about those men, women and children who were left behind, and how those in the cottages, terraces and mansions, farms and factories, churches and chapels, hospitals and schools across Devon responded to the demands and pressures of this totally unprecedented war.


The book has adopted a thematic approach rather than a chronological one. Each chapter therefore identifies and expands upon a key theme throughout the war, with succeeding chapters supported by ideas and arguments in preceding ones where cross-referencing is appropriate. Such an approach, it is hoped, minimises the number of sharp breaks in the overall story, and makes its component parts more readable. This Introduction identifies the themes, comments on the sources and offers my thanks to the many people who have helped me. Chapter One sets the geographical and historical scenes. It identifies the curious mix of ancient and modern apparent in Devon in 1914, and argues that the county was far from being a social or economic backwater. Chapter Two concentrates upon Devon’s response to the demands of active service, from the initial rush of volunteers to the intensive recruitment marches, and the mounting controversies surrounding the introduction of compulsion. It looks, too, at the nature of the news that families received from abroad. Chapter Three describes Devon’s reaction to ‘outsiders’ – notably the host of Belgian refugees, real and imagined enemy spies, ‘aliens’ at Buckfast Abbey and those whom contemporaries called ‘conscientious objectors’. Chapter Four discusses the hurried establishment of numerous war hospitals, the work of medical staff and dozens of voluntary organisations, and the response of local communities to the wounded in their midst. It analyses the roles of women, and contemporary views on their ability to cope with wartime demands and emergencies. Chapter Five identifies the war-related activities of schoolchildren, and follows the marked changes in wartime attitudes towards the health and education of the rising generation. Chapter Six looks at rural and urban communities under pressure – the war economy, industrial unrest, farmers wrestling with labour issues, the arrival of new and unusual groups of workers, and the imposition of draconian central controls. Finally Chapter Seven draws the threads of these themes together, and explores how key issues and stories unfolded in the 1920s.


SOURCES



It is a curious but common mistake to think that people back home knew little of the lives of the men at war. Devon’s newspapers were full of news about the war, and although most reports, and especially the headlines, were up-beat about the fighting qualities and successes of the Allied forces, the small print often noted heavy losses, minimal advances and grim retreats in the face of the enemy’s determined resistance. The initial breathless and often wildly inaccurate reports of successful battles were usually followed by those that added cautious amendments and more measured claims. As the interminable casualty lists appeared, only the most optimistic of headline readers could believe in a stream of Allied successes and imminent Allied victory as the months and years of relentless warfare ground on. Without doubt, though, regular newspaper readers could easily gain a reasonably accurate picture of the unfolding campaigns on land and sea across the world. Certainly the locations of battles were not kept secret for very long, and sometimes, a little carelessly perhaps, incidents that were part of a bigger battle were reported before that bigger battle had run its course. All in all censorship of any news about the build-up to battles was tight, but it bordered on the loose once those battles had been joined. And no doubt just as army and naval commanders tended to put self-justifying ‘spins’ in their reports, and accentuate successes while diminishing reverses, so newspaper editors freely padded out articles with patriotic comments and added favourable details to particular incidents. Editors were well aware what was expected of them as purveyors of news at a time of unprecedented national crisis, and of course too much talk of defeat, and associated pessimism, could easily lead to prosecution under the draconian clauses of the wartime Defence of the Realm Act. Nevertheless, by and large everyone knew how well or badly the war was going.


Countless letters have survived from Devon servicemen to their families, employers, and old schools. Some are matter of fact, some highly emotional, some fervently patriotic, some deeply religious and some alarming in their accounts of life in war zones. Although all were censored, many do not spare the feelings of their readers about narrow escapes from death, the hideousness of artillery bombardments, ghastly wounds and the sudden deaths of colleagues, and the sorry plight of refugees. Far from sparing loved ones these gruesome experiences, they wanted to share them. Some recipients of letters let local editors publish extracts in newspapers, and some servicemen wrote directly to newspapers in response to war-related articles they had read. Perhaps from time to time local editors may have invented letters to suit the edition they were currently planning, and indeed one is suspicious of letters published without a name, address and date, but the vast majority are accredited by reference to the local serviceman’s name, rank, regiment or ship, and the name and address of the person to whom it was sent.


Several wartime diaries kept by Devon servicemen, and one by a south Devon farmer, have survived, and so have a number of memoirs composed in later times, including those by Captain Gamblen, a gentleman-farmer’s son who enlisted as a private and rose to a captaincy; Alfred Gregory, the local newspaper editor and wartime mayor of Tiverton; Ruth Whitaker, an Anglican clergyman’s daughter who served as a Voluntary Aid Detachment (VAD) nurse in Exeter; Dick Pym, a mariner and sportsman from the small port of Topsham; and Devon’s influential Lord Lieutenant, Earl Fortescue, whose privately printed manuscript is particularly illuminating. Generally speaking the soldiers’ diaries are matter of fact, but the very ordinariness of most of the entries reveals the events and routines, such as the meals, illnesses, news from home and visits to local towns, that mattered most to the writers. As many Devon men served in India and the Middle East, their entries reveal the striking impact that long sea voyages and the sights and sounds of foreign cultures had upon them. The memoirs are different. They were compiled with a wider readership in mind, and invariably pass more comment upon events and personalities the writers selected as significant; the immediacy of the diary is lost, but the reflections can reveal much about the writers’ character, attitudes and times.


A variety of sources illuminate social issues during the traumatic years of war. The minutes of Devon County Council, Exeter City Council and Plymouth Borough Council and their various subcommittees have survived, although mainly they limit themselves to decisions finally reached rather than giving any flavour of the contributory discussions. Fortunately local newspapers contain almost verbatim accounts of many county and city council meetings, and often, too, they include the deliberations of major subcommittees, notably the key ones of education, public health and agriculture. Adding interest, the editors were frequently disposed to write comments on these debates, thereby revealing their social assumptions and political leanings.


Newspapers also devoted a great deal of space to meetings convened by religious bodies and charitable organisations, and to discussions by editors and correspondents about women’s physical, spiritual, moral and financial well-being while so many menfolk were away from home. Detailed and sometimes salacious reports of court cases arising from drunkenness and prostitution fuelled wider fears for the fragility of women and their inherent inability to cope alone – despite the mountain of evidence to the contrary. The equally detailed accounts of juveniles brought before the courts for theft and vandalism added to the wartime panic about the collapse of civil discipline, the decay of family life and declining standards of elementary education. Despite the fines and imprisonment imposed on the women, and the birching and dispatch to reformatory schools handed out to young offenders, newspapers constantly bemoaned the failure to stem the tide of criminality.


Yet notwithstanding the largely unwarranted panic, women and children were also perceived as having key roles to play in the war effort. The same newspapers that derided the weaknesses of women on one page often contained adjacent reports and correspondence about their determined and capable work having replaced men in a range of occupations, and as efficient and energetic organisers of war-related charities. Certainly, as a variety of records show, the numerous Devon hospitals caring for the wounded could not have succeeded without the volunteer nurses and the host of female support staff. The concept of women of all social classes as the providers of devoted care and loving comfort, and giving wholehearted support to men at war whatever the cost in personal worry, was of supreme importance to the nation’s morale, and was consistently appealed to in recruiting meetings and advertisements.


Children’s needs, and the nation’s needs of its children, moved from the shadows towards the limelight as the war progressed. The headteachers of all elementary schools – those provided by the state and churches for the vast majority of children up to the age of fourteen – were obliged to keep logbooks in which they recorded important details such as attendance rates, holidays, epidemics, visits by school medical staff, inspectors, school managers and local dignitaries, holidays, changes to staff and syllabuses, and other activities and incidents thought worth recording, such as school repairs, prize days, outings and confrontations with parents. Although rarely discursive, they are a mine of information, and accumulatively the numerous logbooks consulted for this book significantly supplement newspaper reports and the generally terse minutes of council meetings. As one year of war followed another the logbooks reveal changes that took place as schools became increasingly subject to the needs of the war effort. Several schools were requisitioned by the army, a high proportion of eligible male teachers enlisted, and there were drastic economies in staffing, equipment and building repairs. Attendances nearly everywhere dropped sharply because of the increased demand for child labour and tacit relaxation of attendance by-laws. The schools were very much subject to the exigencies of the times, and children were expected to do their utmost to promote the war effort. Many lessons were linked to the war and to the inculcation of greater patriotism, and schools were perceived as major promoters of local war charities.


Nevertheless, records reveal longer-term changes in attitudes towards children as the war progressed. The appalling casualty rate, coupled with the havoc wreaked upon the nation’s international commerce, started to focus attention upon the means of ensuring the physical health, mental well-being and carefully honed manual skills of the rising generation, upon which would rest responsibility for the restoration and future defence of the nation’s imperial supremacy and economic strength. Extended child healthcare and broader educational opportunities were suddenly serious items for discussion and, more importantly, political action.


The war led to the creation of emergency committees with specific local functions, and some records of these have survived. The intensive activities and internal controversies of the Exeter Committee for the Relief of War Refugees and its successor, the Devon and Cornwall War Refugees Committee, are well recorded in minutes, letters, reports and printed pamphlets. Some records of the wide-ranging activities of Devon’s branch of the Red Cross, notably in connection with the numerous war hospitals and their hard-pressed supply depots, have survived to reveal both the struggles and triumphs of its members. Devon’s War Agriculture Committee records are extant, although latterly it was largely superseded by the County Executive Food Production Committee, with its remit to radically enhance agricultural production, a task it carried out with a vigour bordering on ruthlessness. Some records survive of the remarkably determined women’s war service committees in Devon, which reveal the difficulties they experienced in breaking down male prejudices. In addition there are the papers of special committees responding, or not responding, to the government’s grant-backed invitation to create a network of maternity and infant welfare centres.


Each event, trend and opinion in this book stems from evidence in one, and very often more than one, of these many sources. As space was severely limited in this publication, and the vast number of references would overwhelm the text whether they were long lists at the end of each chapter or the book, it was decided to limit the information on sources to the itemised bibliography. However, via the publisher the author will furnish any reader who wishes to pursue particular points with the detailed references.


A NOTE ON CURRENCY



Pounds ‘£’, shillings ‘s’ and pence ‘d’ (from the Latin denarius, for penny) were the currency of the day, with 12d making a shilling and 20s making a pound. There were also farthings, of which 4 made a penny. Thus, five pounds, twelve shillings and sixpence farthing would be written as £5 12s 6¼d. A guinea (shortened to ‘gn’) was £1 1s 0d. There was no single coin for this value, and it was usually reserved for expensive goods that were primarily the preserve of the rich.


A strict conversion to decimal coinage is easy: 6d is 2½p in decimal coinage, 1s is 5p, 2s and 6d is 12½p, 5s is 25p, 10s is 50p, and 20s or a pound is £1 – the only similar figure. A 1914 penny is less than half a modern 1p; a farthing beyond comparison. At the other end of the scale 5gns is £5.25, and 20gns is £21.


However, the relative value of money is far more difficult to calculate. At the start of the twentieth century, around 25s was a southern counties farm labourer’s weekly wage – £1.25 today – although he probably occupied a cheap or even free farm cottage with a sizeable vegetable patch. Approaching 40s, or £2, was what a skilled local building worker might expect. In real terms, rents today are far higher, while most everyday items are much cheaper. Approximately £1 in 1914 would be worth over £75 today, if the retail price index is used, but nearer £300 if average earnings are the basis for calculation. According to the first formula, 6d then would be £3.75–£4.00 today. For many families in 1914 6d, or 2½p, was a coin to be stored away and spent wisely.


As the modern amounts appear so small and historically meaningless, it seemed pointless to accompany every £ s d amount in the text with the decimal equivalent.
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CHAPTER ONE


DEVON IN THE SUMMER OF 1914


Ancient landscapes, traditional hierarchies, recent initiatives


As spring turned into early summer in the year 1914 there were many issues for the people of Devon to worry about, but imminent war with Germany and Austria-Hungary was not one of them. There had been intermittent sabre rattling over the past couple of decades, largely centred upon rival commercial ambitions in far-flung parts of the world, but flurries of diplomatic activity had always settled things down. Germany’s belated attempts in the last decades of the nineteenth century to create a few colonies in Africa had led to irritating moments in its relationship with Britain, but realistically Kaiser Wilhelm II seemed unlikely to seriously challenge the world-wide dominions and colonies of King George V. There appeared no chance of Germany’s growing number of battleships attaining superiority over the Royal Navy, and as a military precaution Britain had recently signed a defensive Triple Entente with Russia to the east of Germany and France to its west. And besides, most European royal families were inter-related and visited each other amid splendid ceremonies apparently full of bonhomie. As a backup, though, the new International Tribunal at The Hague was ready to resolve disputes before they led to war. A few pessimists perceived ominous signs that mounting jealousies would inevitably tip over quite soon into armed conflict, but nothing much regarding international alarms presaging war appeared in the newspapers. The arrest and conviction of a German spy in Devon in 1911 no doubt thrilled readers, but local newspapers could not have done more to mock the amateurism of Ober-Leutnant Max Shultz, who had posed as a journalist and attempted to elicit information about Devonport Dockyard from some workers he invited onto his houseboat.


DOMESTIC WORRIES



There was far more to worry about at home, as local as well as national newspapers revealed. The bitter strikes in Glasgow, Liverpool, London and Manchester among the dockyard and transport workers, and the drafting of troops into the capital, were headline news in 1911, and on 2 September the Exeter Flying Post was sure that Socialist agitators were to blame. ‘An epidemic of malignity reduced society to chaos’, a leader thundered, and locking onto a favourite target added, ‘of what use is it to boast of our universal education when underlying masses of sheer savagery suddenly burst forth amongst us’. The class war was ever present.


In 1912 the widespread coal strike quickly caused local difficulties. The Great Western Railway’s goods yards and most branch lines were at a standstill, and Meldon, Teign Valley and Beer quarries, Silverton Paper Mills, and Messrs Willey’s iron foundry in Exeter had to close. Exeter opened a soup kitchen, the Mayor’s Poor Box was drawn upon, Lord Poltimore gave £50 to help relieve the city’s poor, and the Earl of Devon allowed villagers to forage in his woods. Rumbles of industrial unrest and threats of national strikes continued well into 1914. In July that year a lengthy and sometimes violent strike brought production to a halt at Trusham quarries in the Teign valley; and at the end of that month the grievances of building workers in Exeter erupted into another strike.


The suffragettes were equally alarming, and certainly newsworthy. In 1912 and again in 1913 and 1914 the Exeter Flying Post was horrified at their actions – breaking the windows of key political opponents across London, smashing Kew Gardens’ orchid house, putting tar in pillar boxes, cutting telegraph wires and, most shocking of all, interrupting a service in St Paul’s Cathedral. More comfortingly, it noted that the Exeter meetings of the National League for Opposing Women’s Suffrage were supported by both male and female members of the influential Fortescue, Buller, Acland and Kennaway families. To applause, at one of the meetings in 1913, the chairman asserted, ‘The destinies of the country, of great imperial and commercial importance, must be managed by men’, and a Mrs Greatbatch did women little service when she ‘spoke from experience of life in an industrial district, and she knew that the women there did not want the vote and would not know what to do with it’. Another female speaker exclaimed that equal pay was nonsense as equal work was impossible.


In December 1913 Exeter was astir as news spread that the suffragette leader, Mrs Pankhurst, had been arrested on the liner Majestic just off Plymouth and taken to Exeter Prison. As she grew weaker on hunger strike, and endured forced feeding, suffragettes flocked to the prison gates and so did a crowd of local men who charged the female pickets. ‘Much rough horseplay ensued’, said Trewman’s Flying Post, and one suffragette was barely saved from being thrown off the parapet of the nearby railway bridge. The agitation continued up to the outbreak of war. In January 1914 the wealthy Miss Rosalie Chichester hosted a non-militant pro-suffrage rally at Arlington Court in north Devon. In May similar meetings were held in Exeter and Newton Abbot, both of which were supported by the local press and a scattering of councillors and businessmen. Speakers steadfastly proclaimed the enrichment of women’s lives through the extension of the franchise and their participation in political affairs.


The intractable problem of Home Rule for Ireland was equally high profile, as Irish Nationalists and Protestants geared themselves for violent civil war whatever political solution was forthcoming in Westminster. Tension was heightened by sensational news reports that caches of rifles and ammunition were being smuggled into the country. In December 1913 a train taking Sir Edward Carson, the fervent Protestant Unionist, to Plymouth stopped at Exeter St David’s station and an appreciative crowd gathered to hear his brief impromptu talk. Exeter’s Unionist MP, H.E. Duke (later Lord Merrivale), together with sympathetic editors, ensured that the Protestant and Unionist opposition to Home Rule was to the fore in numerous local meetings and extensive follow-up reports.


PROTECTING THE NATION



The times were indeed turbulent, with future social stability an uncertain prospect. Nevertheless, despite all this domestic turmoil, some key local figures tried to ensure that Devon was prepared for war, although of course not envisaging a global conflict. In the middle of May 1914 it was probably with mixed feelings of surprise, excitement and apprehension that families in several market towns and seaside resorts across east Devon witnessed a full-scale military exercise undertaken by the Royal Army Medical Corps, Red Cross and VAD nurses, orderlies, stretcher-bearers and drivers. It was based on the assumption that enemy forces had landed at nearby Bridport in Dorset and were being counterattacked by troops of the Wessex Territorial Division. Replicating assumed wartime conditions as much as possible, with boys from Exeter School acting as extra patients and numerous companies of Boy Scouts employed as assistant orderlies, 1,300 casualties were created, of whom 1,160 were deemed hospital cases. Huge quantities of bedding and stores were brought out, and temporary war hospitals were set up in Honiton, Ottery St Mary, Budleigh Salterton, Exmouth, Topsham and Exeter. Rest and receiving points were created at the railway stations in Honiton, Ottery St Mary and Exeter’s Queen Street, a fully fitted ambulance train was used for severe cases, and an array of motor- and horse-drawn transport was used to take the wounded to and from the railway stations. War Office officials observed the massive event, and the newspapers rather blandly concluded that it was a great logistical success, much like the colourful annual manoeuvres of the Devon militia.


For centuries Devon had seen its ports and shores as likely landing points for continental invaders, and VADs for both men and women had been raised across Devon soon after the appointment in late 1909 of the first county director, Mr J.S.C. Davis, immediately after the government had inaugurated the scheme. Their primary aim was to supplement the medical services of the nation’s Territorial Forces in case of war. The influential Buller family, whose recently deceased and locally revered doyen had been General Sir Redvers Buller VC from Downes, near Crediton, had ensured that the initiative maintained a high profile, with the active support of Earl Fortescue, Devon’s Lord Lieutenant and a key figure in the Territorial Force. Not surprisingly, Countess Fortescue was president of the county branch of the British Red Cross Society, and her committee represented a roll-call of notable county families, including Sir Ian and Lady Amory of Knightshayes Court near Tiverton, the Dowager Lady Churston of Churston Court near Brixham, Mrs Rennell Coleridge of Salston Manor near Ottery St Mary, Sir John Kennaway and Miss Kennaway from Escot near Ottery St Mary, Mrs Mildmay of Flete near Ivybridge, Lady Seaton of Buckland Abbey near Yelverton, and the Honourable Mrs Lionel Walrond of Bradfield House near Uffculme.
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Earl and Countess Fortescue and Castle Hill. (Devon Record Office)


The Devonshire Regiment had a peacetime strength of three regular army battalions, and still retained close links with the county from which it customarily recruited most of its men. Formed in 1685 to help crush the Duke of Monmouth’s western counties rebellion against his uncle King James II, the regiment won its fearsome nickname ‘The Bloody Eleventh’ in 1812 after its desperate struggle against the French at Salamanca in northern Spain during the Napoleonic Wars. By 1914 several additional Territorial battalions had been created, based in various towns across the county. A sign of their popularity was the Military Tournament and Tattoo held at the County Ground on the outskirts of Exeter in June 1914. The infantry undertook a skirmish, the artillery unlimbered and prepared guns for firing, the engineers erected an observation tower and sent telegraph messages to the command post, the signallers laid cables ‘at a gallop’ and established contacts with various outposts, and the cavalry ‘showed they were quite at home in the saddle’. More serious training by regular army units was undertaken from 1893 until 1914 at the Okehampton Field Artillery Practice Camp on Dartmoor, a vast expanse prohibited to the public which was fully equipped with barracks, stabling and gun stores.
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Knightshayes, near Tiverton, seat of the Heathcoat-Amory family. (Devon & Exeter Institution)


The Territorial volunteers took part in annual training and manoeuvres, usually in tented camps on scrubland. In May 1914, 450 members of the Royal North Devon Hussars and their horses went for a fortnight to Ashwick, north of Dulverton in Somerset. That August, just a few days before war broke out, large crowds watched 3,371 officers and men of three Territorial battalions of the Devonshire Regiment, and two Territorial battalions of the Duke of Cornwall’s Light Infantry, detrain at Exmouth and march the 4 miles to Woodbury Common accompanied by military bands and wagons drawing tons of equipment for two weeks of summer manoeuvres. Also active in the county under the umbrella of the Devonshire Territorial Force Association was the Royal Devon Yeomanry, first raised locally in 1794 by Sir Stafford Northcote of Pynes, Exeter, primarily to suppress civil disorder within the county – which it did on several occasions. By 1914 it had four squadrons spread across the southern half of the county with its overall headquarters in Exeter, and that May large crowds gathered as 430 men from the yeomanry and an accompanying transport column encamped at Lower Haytor Downs outside Bovey Tracey. Linked to all these forces were Territorial Transport and Supply Columns, Garrison Artillery, and Royal Army Medical Corps (RAMC) Ambulance and Hospital Units. Recruitment was good, the battalions were largely up to strength, and, of course, their officers were drawn from the ranks of the nobility and gentry. Earl Fortescue was colonel, and also president and chairman of the Devonshire Territorial Force Association, and his deputy was Lord Clifford of Chudleigh.


Holidaymakers and residents of Devon’s seaside resorts such as Ilfracombe and Westward Ho! in the north and Seaton, Sidmouth, Exmouth, Dawlish, Teignmouth, Torquay and Paignton in the south were often treated to the impressive sight of British battleships gliding slowly past or moored off shore. Such appearances were good public relations events for the Royal Navy and summer tourist attractions for the towns. In June 1914 the elderly HMS Commonwealth visited Ilfracombe, and crowds flocked to Capstone Hill, the Pier and the Parade to see it. Local people and the crew put on a sports day in the public park and a concert in Alexandra Hall, and parties of schoolchildren had the awesome experience of visiting the ship and viewing its four 12in guns at close quarters. A month later the warm welcome and mutual visits were repeated, and the sights were even better, when two modern sister ships, HMS Conqueror and Thunderer, moored off the resort, each massively armed with ten 13.5in guns. During three months of summer 1914 Ilfracombe Pier recorded 33,179 paying entries; ‘the battleships were responsible’ remarked a council member – ‘but don’t forget the bands’ added another.
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HMS Conqueror, moored off Ilfracombe, July 1914. (Ilfracombe Museum)
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Capstone Parade, Ilfracombe. (Author’s collection)


On the southern coast Devonport was a major naval port, employing thousands of local people not only servicing, repairing and rebuilding warships of all types, but also building new ones. Launches were occasions for local celebration, especially if the ships were large, such as the battleships HMS King Edward VII, Queen and Royal Oak, and the cruisers HMS Arrogant, Aurora, Cleopatra, Furious and Minotaur, launched and completed there between 1898 and 1915. After stiff competition from other ports, and interminable delays, the small Devon town of Dartmouth was chosen as the site for a new naval college to replace the Dart’s ancient floating hulk Britannia. Eventually completed in 1905, the imposing new Royal Naval College high above the deep water estuary dominated the town, and the annual passing-out parades, royal connections, annual regattas and visiting warships helped ensure naval affairs maintained a high local profile.
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Torquay harbour, with warships anchored off shore. (Author’s collection)


THE HEIGHT OF THE AGE OF STEAM



Just as the Territorial battalions on their way to Woodbury Common had travelled across Devon to Exmouth by train, and the pre-war VAD exercise had relied upon the railways, so the naval dockyards and numerous commercial ports were coming to rely on the speedy communications provided by increasingly powerful steam locomotives. In addition, the growing prosperity of many Devon farms and seaside resorts would have been impossible without the steadily expanding network.


Amid great public excitement, the first Great Western Railway (GWR) train arrived in Exeter from Paddington via Bristol, Taunton and Tiverton Junction on 1 May 1844. In due course branch lines fanned out from Tiverton Junction east to the rural communities around Hemyock and west to Tiverton itself. The substantial market town of Tiverton was also halfway along a later GWR line that wound its way from just outside Exeter through the countryside to Bampton, a few miles later joining the equally winding GWR line from Taunton through South Molton to Barnstaple. From Exeter the main GWR line reached Plymouth via the southern coastal and market towns of Dawlish, Teignmouth, Newton Abbot, Totnes and Ivybridge in May 1848, before winding on to Penzance by 1859. Substantial branches were later built from Newton Abbot north to Bovey Tracey and Moretonhamstead, and south to Torquay and Paignton and then onwards to Brixham and Kingswear. Others went north from Totnes to Ashburton and south from Brent to Kingsbridge. Among the lines serving Plymouth and its hinterland was one that stretched to Princetown, the location of Dartmoor Prison.


The London and South Western Railway’s (LSWR) more southerly route from Waterloo via Salisbury, Yeovil and Axminster reached Exeter in 1860, and then laboriously skirted the northern and eastern slopes of Dartmoor via Crediton, Okehampton, Lydford and Tavistock to reach Devonport and Plymouth in 1890. To the south of Exeter one short branch line connected with Topsham and Exmouth, and later on Budleigh Salterton. A few miles to the east a second went to Ottery St Mary and Sidmouth, and a third to Seaton. A far longer LSWR line wound northwards from Exeter through Crediton and a dozen villages in the Yeo and Taw valleys to Barnstaple Junction. From here three short lines branched out to Ilfracombe, Bideford and Lynton, again each one passing through several villages. Further west, a line wandered from Okehampton through agricultural communities to reach Halwill Junction, where further rural lines continued westwards to Holsworthy and Bude or turned north towards Hatherleigh, Great Torrington and Bideford. With just a few miles of line to be completed in the 1920s, notably between Hatherleigh and Torrington, by 1914 the county network was virtually at its peak.


The railways made many towns and villages more accessible, thereby encouraging new developments and enabling the produce of farms and factories to be sent to new and distant customers far more quickly and in greater bulk than ever before. Admittedly many subsidiary lines curved back and forth across the countryside taking routes involving the fewest cuttings, embankments or bridges, and often the daily number of trains were few, the rolling stock far from new and the journeys full of stops and starts, but they represented a liberating advance on the horse-drawn coaches, wagons and carts that had lurched along dusty and uneven roads in summer and waterlogged ones in winter. And, of course, mainline services had cut the travelling time to major cities outside the region to hours rather than days. The fastest horse-drawn coach between Exeter and London had taken sixteen and a half hours, but very few could afford seats on it, while the mid-Victorian express trains took only four and a half hours and charged lower fares. As old railway photographs reveal, even the smallest rural stations possessed a siding or two with animal pens and ramps for loading and unloading goods wagons. Superior hotels in holiday resorts ensured their carriages or motor cars were waiting for their clients as trains arrived, while local private carriers were there for less socially elevated visitors. Lilian Wilson, born in Ilfracombe in 1896, recalled the ‘very smart affair drawn by two horses’ that conveyed visitors to and from the Royal Clarence Hotel, and the way residents and ordinary holidaymakers gawped at wealthy visitors.
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An advertisement for Moorland Hotel, Ilsington, Dartmoor. (Devon & Exeter Institution)


The steam locomotive significantly enhanced Devon’s economy, and was to play a major role in the war.


TOURISTS AND THE RESORTS



The railways seriously eroded the services of the sea-going packet steamers that brought visitors from London and Southampton to the southern resorts, although the paddle-steamers offering trips up and down the coast with stop-off points for walks, meals and entertainment proliferated alongside the seaside hotels and guesthouses. In the summer of 1907 a young boy from Euston in London, probably aged about twelve, kept a diary of his family holiday in north Devon. It reveals both the attractions and frustrations that the locality afforded visitors. He and his family travelled on the 11.10 a.m. train from Waterloo to Exeter and then on to Barnstaple and their final destination, Ilfracombe, arriving at 5.20 p.m., an hour behind schedule. One day they took a trip on the SS Gwalia to Clovelly, and on another went by train to Mortehoe, where they took a carriage ride to Woolacombe. Fortunately, the boy wrote, the return train from Morthoe was thirty minutes late or they would have been stranded. A coastal steamer trip to Lynmouth proved frustrating. It started forty-five minutes late, and as there was no pier it took an hour to unload the passengers by two small boats. Towards the end of their stay a carefully planned railway outing took them to Barnstaple Junction, where they changed trains for Bideford. They took lunch there, and went on by train first to Westward Ho! and then to Appledore, where they crossed by ferry to Instow. Typically, the weather was invigorating but variable, the diarist concluding that Devon was ‘exceedingly pretty but very damp’.


Today the line from Exeter to Barnstaple still exists, but all the other north Devon lines have long closed. In the early twentieth century, though, trains were probably far more crowded than the roads. Lilian Wilson recalled that Ilfracombe children ‘used to play happily in the street, traffic went round them and no-one thought it dangerous’. The streets, she said, were merely dirt with quarried stones pressed into it from time to time by a steamroller. On particularly hot days they required the town’s water cart to dampen down the choking dust.


Writing in 1745, a century and a half earlier, Robert Fraser had noted how the wildness of Devon’s remote high moors, deep valleys, looming cliffs and hidden bays had combined with their enduring reputation for enhancing physical health and mental well-being to attract wealthy visitors who were prepared to put up with the discomfort of the overland or coastal journey and the generally high cost of accommodation. In 1879 the publisher John Murray thought it commercially worthwhile to issue A Handbook for Travellers in Devonshire, which combined eulogies about the scenery and historic sites with full details of the fast growing rail network and recommended inns and hotels. A couple of contrasting quotations give the flavour of this and many other guidebooks designed to entice Victorian and Edwardian travellers. In southern Devon between the rivers Tamar and Teign, it advises the visitor, ‘From the cliffs of the coast, when requiring relief from the glare of the sun and water, he can hasten to the skirts of the moors, there to wander through shady dells, amid mossy rocks and mossy trees, or along the banks of pellucid streams …’ At Devonport the county ‘contains the greatest Naval and Military Arsenal combined, in the British Empire, planted on the shores of a harbour not to be surpassed for spaciousness, security, and scenic beauty’. Its docks, fitting yards, barracks, granite forts, gun wharfs, and, ‘above all, the floating Armaments of iron and wooden war ships floating peacefully on the bosom of the Hamoaze, combine to display to the fullest, the power of Great Britain, and present along a spectacle worth coming far to see’. Awesome scenery and awesome Imperial power were in close proximity in Devon.
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A paddlesteamer and tourists at Totnes. (Author’s collection)
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Paignton beach before the war. (Author’s collection)


By the end of the nineteenth century the middle classes and even many artisan families from across the country were flocking to the county’s burgeoning resorts, those blessed with sandy beaches not surprisingly prospering commercially far more than those burdened with shingle. As the early twentieth-century visitors’ lists in local newspapers reveal, the wealthy and titled still patronised luxury hotels in resorts such as Ilfracombe, Torquay and Sidmouth, but Devon was not nearly as exclusive as it had once been. Indeed the wealthy owners of coastal land had contributed to the change. The Cary and Palk families had developed much of Torre and Torquay as an upper-class winter resort but a middle-class summer one, and the Rolle family agreed a multitude of leases that allowed the almost unchecked growth of Exmouth and Withycombe.


By 1914 many locals were holidaymakers themselves. Day trips became popular as families took advantage of the introduction of cheap excursion trains on bank holidays and weekends. On Whit Monday 1890, 3,000 day tickets were issued from Exeter to sandy Exmouth, and numbers grew year by year; far fewer, though, went to pebble-strewn Budleigh Salterton. Piers were built, military bands played, tennis, golf and archery clubs abounded, horses and bicycles could be hired, swimming baths were opened, and trips by buses, charabancs and pleasure steamers were heavily advertised. Catering for thousands of holidaymakers was already big business, and the war would hit that business hard.


THE CHANGING COUNTRYSIDE



In contrast, agriculture had dominated the Devon landscape for centuries, but it had also undergone great changes in recent years as it strove to recover from the deep depression that had blighted farming since the 1870s. The picture of the Devon farming countryside outside the moors drawn by John Murray’s 1879 Handbook is one of ‘exuberant vegetation, the results of rich soil and favourable climate, warmed by mild sea breezes on two sides, resulting in products of the garden approaching those of the shores of the Mediterranean’. It adds, ‘The lanes are steep and narrow, and bordered by tangled hedges, often thirty feet above the road … In the deep shadowy combes villages lie nestled, with ruddy walls of clay and roofs of thatch, and seldom far from one of those crystal streams which enliven every valley.’ The descriptions, affected though they appear, are little different from those of the traveller and commentator Robert Fraser in 1745, mentioned earlier.
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A pre-war postcard of a Devonshire lane. (Author’s collection)
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The market at Holsworthy. (Author’s collection)


The exotic phrases in Murray’s Handbook, although not untrue, took no account of the mounting economic pressures upon landowners, working farmers and their labourers as bulk grain started to pour into the country from the vast plains of America, seriously undercutting local prices. Farmers were forced to adapt, and in the county between 1870 and 1895 the acreage devoted to wheat diminished by a massive 65 per cent, and barley by 36 per cent, as they were replaced by a concentration upon lamb, beef and dairy production for national as well as local markets.


By 1914 there were 800,000 sheep in Devon, 300,000 dairy and beef cattle, and 92,000 pigs; they were big business. Around a quarter of a million livestock were leaving the county from numerous town and country railway sidings each year. Based on acreage, in 1914 oats were Devon’s most prevalent cereal crop, with wheat and barley still substantial but lagging far behind. There were sizeable crops of turnips, swedes, potatoes, mangolds and rape. Vast quantities of apples were produced, and a minority of favourably sited farmers continued to cultivate cherries, plums and soft fruit, such as strawberries, raspberries, currants and gooseberries. A huge acreage was put down to permanent pasture, and also to clover, sainfoin and grass. Hay harvesting was a great annual event in many rural communities. In addition over 168,000 acres of Devon’s heath and moorland was used for grazing.


As well as livestock, by 1914 many tons of south Devon fruit and Taw and Teign valley potatoes were dispatched by train to London and other major cities. Nevertheless Exeter and the three adjacent towns of Plymouth, Devonport and East Stonehouse were large customers for locally produced food, and the huge number of holidaymakers added to local demands. Small farms everywhere were diversifying, and by 1914 many farmhouse dairies were producing cheese, butter and clotted cream for local sale to supplement family incomes. As a pre-war schoolboy in Topsham on the Exe estuary, Dick Pym remembered that animals were regularly driven down the main street to market, and the irresistible horror of peering through the cracks in the high gates of the local slaughterhouse.


Greater productivity also involved the efficient use of labour, however, and by 1914 the county’s agricultural workforce had declined dramatically since 1870. Calculated at 1.8 for every 100 acres, it was well below the national average of 2.43. Wages were low. Pre-war advertisements offered a skilled adult labourer about 15s to 16s a week with a cottage and a garden, and boys aged fourteen to sixteen could expect around 7s.


Many advertisements sought men with the ability to handle horses, which in 1914 remained the major source of motive power on the county’s farms and roads. Across Devon the 43,000 working horses provided mounts for business and pleasure, and for pulling the host of carriages, carts, wagons, ploughs, harrows and drills, and delivery vans, omnibuses and charabancs. They were often used to shunt single goods wagons in station sidings. Nevertheless the internal combustion engine was making an appearance, and by 1914 the first Devon motor haulage company was operating, along with forty-six motor engineering companies, forty-three garages, seven motor car proprietors, six builders, six repairers and five accessory companies. In his memoirs Earl Fortescue mentions that although Castle Hill, his mansion, had no telephone in 1914, he did possess a motor car.


[image: Book title]


A 1907 advertisement picturing a Tavistock District Laundry motor van. (Devon & Exeter Institution)


Despite these changes, the structure of Devon farms remained little altered, with small family-worked enterprises dominating the landscape. In the 1790s William Marshall had observed that most farms were between 20 and 40 acres, with very few over 200 acres. In 1913 the situation had not changed greatly. There were 6,536 holdings of 20 acres or less, 6,150 between 21 and 100, 4,1781 between 101 and 300, and only 315 that were more than 300 acres. The typical Devon farming family had its farmhouse and yard surrounded by a series of small varyingly shaped fields, each a few acres in size and surrounded by a hedge. Occasionally the historical vagaries of ownership and tenancies, and perhaps local custom, led farmhouses to be integral components of large villages, such as in Broadhembury, Otterton and Ugborough, with their fields scattered in no particular pattern outside them.


GREAT HOUSES AND ESTATES



Beneath this traditional appearance, however, the ownership of the land was beginning a gradual revolution that would not reach its peak until after the war. In the 1870s most Devon farmers were tenants, with many of their holdings part of the vast estates, several well over 20,000 acres, owned by the Duke of Bedford, Earl Fortescue, the Earl of Devon, the Earl of Portsmouth, Sir Charles Dyke Acland, Lord Clinton, the Honourable Mark Rolle and the Duchy of Cornwall. It has been calculated that in mid-Victorian times over half the land in Devon was owned by just 198 families. By 1914 the sale of estates in part or in whole was beginning to enable an increasing number of farms to be owner-occupied, a process that was accelerated, as will be seen, during the First World War. A notable event occurred in 1911 when the Duke of Bedford sold up much of his estates in and around Tavistock, wherever possible to tenants. It was part of his policy of concentrating his holdings around Woburn and Endsleigh, but other factors prompted his action. The ownership of land was losing its political importance, and income from agriculture had fallen for a generation. On top of this, David Lloyd George, the pre-war Liberal Chancellor of the Exchequer, imposed a land tax, and threatened even more punitive measures in his populist campaign against the largely Conservative landed aristocracy. In June 1914 the last of a series of sales of the Earl of Portsmouth’s Eggesford estate took place. There were eighty-four lots totalling 2,763 acres of small farms, cottages and woodland across the parishes of Wembworthy, Winkleigh, Coleridge, Chawleigh and Eggesford itself. Nearly all were sold to tenants, although no-one wanted Eggesford House – which had been abandoned in 1911.


Nevertheless a large house and plenty of land were still linked to significant social status and local authority. In 1907 a richly covered and copiously illustrated book was published, describing in deferential terms the nobility, gentry, senior army and naval officers, and grander clergy, gentlemen farmers and businessmen of Devon, together with their houses and estates. Nearly 450 major properties scattered across the countryside are featured. Most of their owners were Justices of the Peace, and the majority served on county, city or local councils, Boards of Guardians or the committees of charitable institutions or societies – such as the illustrious members of Countess Fortescue’s Red Cross Committee mentioned earlier. Among the other dignitaries scattered across the county were Sir Charles Dyke Acland of Killerton House, Broadclyst, Charles Calmady-Hamlyn of Leawood, near Bridestowe, Miss Rosalie Chichester of Arlington Court, north Devon, Lord Clifford of Chudleigh at Ugbrooke, Lord Clinton of Bicton House, near Budleigh Salterton, and Heanton Satchville, near Petrockstowe, the Earl of Devon of Powderham Castle, George Lambert MP of Cofyns, Spreyton, Lord Leith of Fyvie of Lupton, Sir Henry Lopes of Maristow, Tamerton Foliot, the Earl of Morley of Saltram, near Plymouth, Sir Robert Newman of Mamhead Park, Starcross, Lord Poltimore of Poltimore House near Exeter and Court Hall, North Molton, and Colonel Hugh Acland Troyte of Hunstham Court.
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Mamhead Park, Starcross, seat of Sir Robert Newman. (Author’s collection)


There were a few impressive mansions, such as Earl Fortescue’s Castle Hill and the Earl of Devon’s Powderham Castle, although none were on the scale of palatial residences such as Blenheim in Oxfordshire, Castle Howard in Yorkshire or Hatfield House in Hertfordshire. A few more were Georgian creations or recreations, such as Saltram, Ugbrooke, Arlington and Killerton, but the great majority are better described as substantial Victorian country houses in rambling mock-Gothic style, complete with sizeable entrance halls, panelled reception rooms, cavernous kitchen suites, courtyard carriage and stable blocks, and walled kitchen gardens. Every approaching visitor would glimpse the house through an array of shrubs and trees, and admire the manicured lawns, terraces and parterres while attending garden parties. These houses were showpieces and reception centres ensuring the social standing of the owners, as well as mere places in which to live. Nearly all were characterised by pointed arch doorways and numerous bay windows, patterned brickwork, complicated roofs and skylines, carved gables and finials, and a host of tall chimneys.


In 1914 many of the families in these houses still dominated the communities in which they were situated. They owned much of the land and most of the cottages, employed a significant number of local people, held the right to nominate the local Anglican parson, and were benefactors of village schools, halls, charities and societies. Most people in most rural communities still acted deferentially towards the socially superior family in the ‘big house’ – whether it was through well-earned respect or the traditional due owed by the grateful or vulnerable worker to his powerful employer.


In Anne Acland’s history of her family she records a cousin of Sir Thomas Dyke Acland (1842–1919), who succeeded as 12th baronet in 1898, being struck by his ‘patriarchal appearance and attitude towards his tenants and lesser members of his family’. On Lady Day and at Michaelmas his tenants appeared dressed in their best to pay their rents, and those living on the Killerton estate were expected to attend the Sunday service in the family’s Killerton chapel. Mrs Simcoe of Dunkeswell was a generous benefactor to the school and village, and with an accepted sense of social hierarchy her uniformed servants preceded her to church on Sundays; she expected to see her tenants and their families there too. About 300 people lived in Filleigh in north Devon. The great majority worked on Earl Fortescue’s Castle Hill estate, including the head gardener, head gamekeeper, clerk of works, land steward, foreman carpenter and forester, or were Fortescue’s tenant farmers and their employees. The earl was the sole landowner, and his family had built the village school, provided the library and appointed the rector.


In 1914 the ties of paternalism and patronage remained strong across Devon, if sometimes creating tension, and both the ties and the tensions were to play their part in the county’s response to war. One example stemmed from that classic event in the English countryside – the hunt. For many decades the Amory family’s renowned pack of staghounds had hunted each Wednesday and Saturday in season, and scattered across the county there were twelve packs of foxhounds and ten packs of harriers. They provided employment, sporting enjoyment and popular spectacle, as well as signifying a major landowner’s wealth and devotion to upper-class rural life. Nevertheless, even the traditional sights and sounds of the well-patronised stag and fox hunts were to come under critical scrutiny by 1916, being increasingly seen as the unfairly protected and unacceptably labour-intensive indulgence of the wealthy.
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The Heathcoat-Amory staghounds. (Devon & Exeter Institution)


LIFE IN THE VILLAGE



Life for most villagers was hard, if not quite as hard as in earlier centuries; even in the early and middle years of the nineteenth century the yeomanry had been called out to control food rioters in several Devon country towns. Family cottages were usually built of cob, which is local subsoil mixed with straw and water and pressed into a sticky mass. The reputation of the county’s rural homes was low. In 1913 Bampton’s medical officer of health recorded that ‘generally speaking, the buildings were very antiquated, with low walls, small windows and badly ventilated’. Many, he said, fell just short of condemnation. A typical cottage had two or three lime-washed rooms downstairs, one a store, which were divided by interior walls usually created from timber frames filled with reeds or lathes and plastered over. One or two upstairs rooms provided sleeping facilities. An open fire in the main room, or perhaps a small range, was used for cooking, heating and light. By 1914, though, paraffin wax candles were affordable and some families were aspiring to paraffin lamps, but the poorest still resorted to making spluttering rushlights. Some villages had piped water and cesspits, and even sewers, but most outlying cottages relied on springs or pumps and wells for water, and outside soil closets for toilets. Food included bread, salt fish, a little mutton, with luck some home-produced eggs and chicken, and eked-out portions of preserved ham, bacon and black or white pudding from the family pig, together with vegetables from the cottage garden. Tea was a treasured commodity, cider was a common drink and public houses plentiful. Lasting health and security were precarious. Much depended on the seasonal crops, the health of the animals and the strength of the cottagers, who had to work long hours, usually for six days a week.


Devon’s villages might have seemed buried in the country, but Kelly’s Directory for 1914 reveals that they contained many skills and services. King’s Nympton lay 2½ miles from South Molton Road station (later renamed King’s Nympton) on the GWR’s Exeter to Barnstaple line, and 5 miles from South Molton itself. It had fewer than 500 inhabitants, but possessed a school, a post office with several collections and deliveries six days a week, an Anglican church and a United Methodist chapel. In the parish tradesmen included a bootmaker, butcher, carpenter, carrier, dairyman, draper and grocer, farmer and dealer in poultry, eggs, cream and butter, insurance agent and valuer, mason, watermiller, sawmiller, two publicans, shoemaker, general shopkeeper, tailor, thatcher and wheelwright. Sheepwash was even smaller, with just 284 inhabitants. It lay 5 miles from Hatherleigh, 10 miles from Great Torrington and 6 miles from Halwill and Beaworthy station on the LSWR line from Okehampton to Bude. Nevertheless, it had a post office, an elementary school, an Anglican church with a resident vicar, and Baptist and United Methodist chapels. The commercial addresses included several farmers, two shopkeepers, a grocer, butcher, publican, a shoemaker who doubled as the newsagent, a dressmaker, thatcher, corndealer, watermiller, two stonemasons, carpenter, wheelwright, cycle repairer, midwife and the sub-postmaster, who was also a blacksmith.
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