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Devon in the 1920s: 
Building a New Understanding 

of our Past
Introduction to The Devon Historian themed edition

JULIA NEVILLE

Introduction: The Devon in the 1920s Project
The Devon in the 1920s project was a research collaboration between Devon 
History Society, Devon Family History Society, South West Heritage Trust 
and The Box (Plymouth). The intention in establishing such a collaboration 
was to study a period which, locally and nationally, had been under-
researched by comparison with the period of the First World War (WW1) 
before it and the era of recession, depression and appeasement after it. 
Between 2020 and 2024 researchers either individually or in groups worked 
on different aspects of the 1920s both at a local level and county-wide. 
Memories and family histories were contributed by people who had lived or 
had relatives living in Devon in the 1920s. The aim was to create a picture of 
the county 100 years ago and to begin to identify ways in which it resembled 
or differed from the national picture. 

There are currently 67 completed essays in the research collection; 73 
family histories or memoirs; and more than 50 additional research notes. 
Some essays are still in hand, and it is planned to add those to the collection 
as they arrive. The research essays and other papers will be archived at the 
Devon Heritage Centre and at The Box and will also be available in a research 
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collection on the Devon History Society website, www.devonhistorysociety.
org.uk. A full list of the essays and their authors is included at the end of this 
edition of The Devon Historian, but the host organizations also extend their 
thanks to everyone who contributed to this project even with the smallest of 
snippets.

What happened to Devon in the 1920s?
A framework was created for the collection of the research contributions, 
using five headings associated with the social, cultural, economic and 
political history of Devon: Legacy of the First World War, Growing Up, Rural 
Life, Progress and Technology and Tourism and Leisure. This framework 
was revised as research progressed and ‘Rural Life’ was replaced with the 
more generic ‘Everyday Life’, in particular to accommodate the large body 
of material that dealt with housing problems and housing initiatives, both in 
rural and in urban areas. 

The picture that emerged was one of communities and families picking 
up the pieces after the war and rebuilding their lives. For many, particularly 
in small rural communities, life did remain much the same as it had been 
before the war: the crops the farmers grew, the chore of fetching water from 
the well, the old school buildings. For others life did change, sometimes for 
the better and sometimes for the worse. The school leaving age went up 
from 12 to 14. Motor vans and lorries began to replace the horse and cart 
or the river boat, improving business for some but making others redundant. 
There were women magistrates, women councillors and even, in Plymouth, 
a woman MP. The numbers of those affected by tuberculosis had risen 
during the war, and sanatoria, hospitals and after-care for their treatment 
increased. New ‘council housing’ was built, but councils could not keep pace 
with demand for housing, and many people struggled to find a decent home. 
Clubs and societies, suspended during the war, were revived and new ones 
founded: in particular the Women’s Institute, which set up a network of 
branches in rural communities. As a result of war-time concessions to the 
labour force some people worked shorter hours, and there was more leisure 
time: time to go to the pictures, to play sport, to go dancing, and particularly 
to pick up the newest dance crazes from the United States, the Charleston 
and the Shimmy.

Devon in the 1920s was thus a place of contrasts: of mourning and 
remembrance, but also of going out and having fun; of opportunities taken 
by people who prospered but also of their unintended consequences for 
others; and of an increasingly comfortable domestic life led by sections of 
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the growing middle classes contrasted with the hardship and disability that 
others experienced without the safety net offered by the later ‘welfare state’.

A time of change
There were two principal forces driving change in the 1920s that pervaded 
everyday life. The first of these was the continuing pace of scientific and 
technical innovation that had been part of life since the Industrial Revolution. 
Many of the pre-war innovations, such as electricity, petrol-driven engines, 
the wireless, or orthopaedic surgery, had been developed apace to support 
the war effort, and now came into their own in civilian and domestic settings. 
Peter Mason’s article in this collection, By Wagonette and Charabanc, 
demonstrates the way in which the opportunities offered by charabancs, 
motor cars and motor buses took more visitors to the beauty of Dartmoor 
and thus intensified the importance of the developing hospitality industry. 
The final article, based on contributions about transport in the research 
collection, Ever Increasing Circles?, emphasises the fact that it was the 
change to the transport of goods and supplies that came most swiftly to 
rural areas. The impact of the introduction of petrol-driven engines also 
hastened the decline of some traditional industries, as demonstrated in John 
Bradbeer’s article, Shipbuilding in North Devon.

The second driver for change was the national plan for ‘reconstruction’ 
after the war. A Ministry of Reconstruction had been set up by the war-time 
coalition government in 1917 with the brief to plan how at the end of the war 
the country should be returned to its previous state. Under the leadership of 
Dr Christopher Addison as Minister for Reconstruction, however, the Ministry 
took on the more challenging task of creating a ‘better world after the war’. 
They intended:

to give shape and satisfaction to the strong feeling which has arisen 
in all sections of the community, among men and women of the most 
widely differing opinions and outlook, that there is very much to be 
ashamed of when we look back to the conditions of July 1914, and that 
out of justice to the living and out of reverence to the dead, we are called 
to rebuild the national life on a better and more enduring foundation.1 

Their recommendations, many published in detail in Ministry of 
Reconstruction Reports, aimed to tackle (a) the waste of life, particularly 

  1  Ministry of Reconstruction, The Aims of Reconstruction (London: HMSO, 1918), 4.



4	 The Devon Historian, vol. 95, 2025

through premature deaths of children and young adults; and (b) the waste 
of talent, with so many children leaving school at the age of 12, and with 
women unable to participate to the full in the social and economic life of the 
country. They also intended to secure better conditions for people to live in, 
through better housing and enhanced amenities, particularly in villages; and 
to improve food and material security by supporting farming and fishing. 

In 1918 and 1919 a number of Acts were passed to give effect to these 
recommendations for change (see Figure 1 below). 

Figure 1: Legislation for Reform, 1918-1919

Two of the articles in this collection, Clare Greener’s Return of Servicemen 
and the Growth of Smallholdings, and Tim Lomas’s How Effective were 
School Medical Services in Devon in the 1920s? deal specifically with the 
implementation of acts in this list and identify the progress that was made, 
as well as the problems that were encountered.

It was a time of optimism and opportunity. However, much of the action 
to implement the legislation required substantial funding and in 1920 the UK 
began to slide into recession. The Gross Domestic Product (GDP) fell by 23% 
between 1920 and 1921 and did not recover until 1924. The Government 
instituted an austerity programme, and public sector expenditure plans 
were cut back savagely under what became known (after the chairman 
of the committee that made the recommendations) as ‘The Geddes Axe’. 
This affected many of the areas where developments had been planned. 
A further rise in the school leaving age from 14 (a change implemented in 
1919) to 15 was deferred; the financial support farmers were intended to 

1918
•	 Maternity and Child Welfare Act
•	 Representation of the People Act
•	 Education Act

1919
•	 Land Settlement (Facilities) Act
•	 Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries Act
•	 Public Libraries Act
•	 Sex Disqualification (Removal) Act
•	 Ministry of Transport Act
•	 Housing, Town Planning etc. Act
•	 Ministry of Health Act
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receive to enable them to compete with imports was removed. Above all 
the plans to build new houses to provide for a growing population and to 
enable the clearance of the slums were stopped before even the first wave 
of council housing programmes had been completed. 

Keeping Opportunities Alive
Central and local government plans were cut back in every sector, yet the 
1920s was not entirely a time of stagnation. What has been particularly 
striking in exploring Devon’s 1920s’ history is the way in which, in spite of 
all the obstacles to progress, individuals in different fields took a lead in 
creating change. The daunting economic situation set against the aspirations 
for a ‘better world after the war’ called forth a creative entrepreneurial spirit 
amongst those convinced of the need for change. 

To illustrate this, four such outstanding individuals have been identified 
during the research, each working in different areas of the service provision. 
Two of them worked in the local government sector: county councillor Sir 
Francis Acland; and secretary to Plymouth Education Committee, Ernest 
Chandler Cook. The other two, once it became evident that neither central 
nor local government had the answers to the problems with which they were 
concerned, turned to the voluntary sector for their support: they were GP Dr 
Charles Lovely, and midwife Rachel Allen.

(a) Implementing the 1926 (Rural Housing) Act in Devon
Francis Acland’s most substantial contribution to service improvement was 
in the field of housing, and is discussed in the article by Philippe Planel, 
Restoring Devon’s Cottages: the 1926 (Rural Housing) Act. At the time the 
Act was passed, Acland was an appointed member of the Devon Agriculture 
Committee and a member of the Council of Agriculture for England and 
Wales. One of his roles there was as a member of its Standing Committee 
on Rural Housing. In 1925 he had presented the report of the Committee to 
the Council. As the newspapers reported, he told the Minister that:

the state of housing in rural areas was ‘the very devil’ and they did not see 
any chance of getting it right, and that it must be put right ‘at once if not 
sooner’… existing legislation offered little chance of an early remedy and 
urged immediate action by the Government.2

  2  The Scotsman, 20 Mar 1925.
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After Acland lost his seat as a Liberal MP in the General Election at the 
end of 1924 he stood for Tiverton Rural District Council, intending, as he 
said, to ‘strengthen the hands of public spirited men willing to improve the 
dwellings of rural workers’ as he felt that ‘it was time local authorities got a 
move on in rural housing’.3 But in fact it was his county council seat, secured 
at a by-election in January 1926, that was to give him the opportunity to 
tackle rural housing problems. When the 1926 Act, which provided for grants 
to be made direct to landlords who improved their cottages, was introduced 
a Devon conference agreed that its implementation should be managed by 
the County Council in conjunction with the local sanitary inspectors. Acland 
was appointed chair of the sub-committee of the Public Health and Housing 
Committee charged with implementing the Act. As Planel points out, Acland 
ensured that Devon ‘was the only county council to enthusiastically and 
comprehensively take advantage of the government subsidy in the 1920s’.4

Acland understood his own worth as a man who could rise to the 
challenge when there were problems to work through. ‘I am a fairly good 
man to go tiger-hunting with as long as there are tigers to be hunted’, he 
said at the end of his next chairmanship, that of the County Education 
Committee, implying that it was only when the work was challenging that he 
really enjoyed it.5

(b) ‘Freeing’ the Secondary Schools in Plymouth
Arrangements for the provision of secondary education across the county 
council education area were to be Acland’s next ‘tiger’. In Plymouth, however, 
by 1927 they had already achieved what few other local authorities had 
attempted, the ‘freeing of the secondary schools’, meaning that no parents 
were required to pay fees for the secondary education of their children. 
Before the change there had only been a limited number of scholarships 
available, and these were awarded to the highest placed pupils in the 
qualifying examination, not to all those who met the standard for admission. 

Ernest Chandler Cook, the secretary to the Plymouth Education 
Committee and before that to the Plymouth School Board, who was the 
driving force for this change, described this policy as ‘putting all the good 
things on the bottom shelf for all to take, and not only on the top shelf for just 

  3  WT, 17 Apr 1925.
  4  Philippe Planel, Restoring Devon’s Cottages: the 1926 Housing Act, page 52
  5  E&E, 6 Jan 1937.
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those who were tall enough to reach them’.6 Cook was a remarkable man 
who spent his whole career working to improve education in Plymouth. By 
the 1920s he had already spent more than a quarter of a century doing so, 
and he was to continue in post until 1934. Like John Ruskin, after whom he 
named his house, he believed that: ‘Education is the most powerful weapon 
which you can use to change the world’. As well as having a vision for how 
to improve educational opportunities he had a deep understanding of the 
powers within which the Council could operate. 

Once a reorganization of Plymouth’s elementary school accommodation 
had taken place and space existed to expand secondary education Cook 
set to work to ‘free’ secondary education. He was supported in this goal by 
the Education Committee chair, Alderman James Godding. Godding was a 
leading Conservative councillor and had himself been educated at Eton on a 
scholarship. His aim in entering public service had been, he said, ‘to secure 
for those less fortunate than myself some little portion of the inestimable 
advantage which I have received myself.’ He saw improving access to 
secondary education as one way of achieving this.7 

Cook and Godding tried first of all to introduce a sliding scale of fees 
based on parental income, but the Board of Education would not permit 
this.8 Within two months of this refusal, in July 1924, they had come up with 
a policy for ‘the freeing of the secondary schools.’ They calculated that by 
using the Board of Education grants to the full they could do this at less 
than the cost of a penny rate to the ratepayer. Of course, they encountered 
opposition from ratepayers and the Ratepayers’ Association and from 
some of their fellow councillors, including the vice-chair of the Education 
Committee, who ran a private school himself.9 They had to survive a change 
of national government from Labour to Conservative which many felt would 
result in a veto on the proposal. This was not the case. When Plymouth 
Borough Council voted on the proposal the result was 47 in favour and only 
29 against. From midsummer 1925 no parent in Plymouth was required to 
pay fees for their children to receive a secondary education. 

After this major improvement, Cook and Godding took the Council even 
further forward. In 1928, using the technical device of creating a local bye-
law, they raised the school leaving age from 14 to 15, a development which 
had been envisaged in the 1918 Education Act but continually deferred at a 

  6  Ernest Chandler Cook, addressing a school prizegiving, WMN, 20 Dec 1928.
  7  Alderman James Godding, WMN, 13 Jan 1925.
  8  Godding’s report on the visit to the Ministry, WMN, 22 Jul 1924.
  9  WMN, 3-10 Oct; 26 Nov 1924 to 13 Jan 1925, report in detail the range of views about the 
proposal and the final decision.
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national level.10

(c) Tackling Slum Housing in Exeter
Acland and Cook had both worked within the established framework of 
central and local government and succeeded in achieving progress in their 
areas of interest. The next two examples relate to people who were unable 
to bend the national or local government system to achieve priorities they 
considered important. The examples above related to Devon County and 
Plymouth City; these two relate to the City of Exeter.

The first problem in search of an entrepreneur was the question of urban 
slum housing, one of the most intractable of the 1920s. Local authorities had 
been instructed to schedule their slums and plan for their clearance in 1919, 
but the reality was that none of the new housing that they were planning to 
build was going to provide slum dwellers with alternative accommodation. 
The rents, which were set by local authorities at levels that enabled them to 
service their loans, were unaffordable. This problem was well understood 
in Exeter but discussions about building in greater density or the possibility 
for a ‘trickle down’ as occupants of new houses vacated poorer quality 
accommodation failed to solve the problem.

Next to the sanitary inspectors the members of the middle class who saw 
the most of slum housing were probably the GPs. Their visits to patients’ 
homes made them aware of all the problems. Dr Charles Lovely was one of 
these. He once gave an example of the conditions that he found:

... a few days ago he visited a place where the rain was coming through the 
roof onto the bed, the ceiling was falling down, a rat ran across the floor and 
a candle had to be used to go up and down the stairs owing to the darkness. 
For such accommodation a rent of 4s 6d was being charged.11

Lovely had attended a meeting of concerned people in Exeter aiming to 
establish a public utility society (a term superseded by ‘housing association’ 
in 1936) whose purpose was to provide housing to let to large families at 
rents they could afford.12 It resulted in the creation of the Exeter Church Army 
Housing Society (ECAHS) which, between 1926 and 1930 built 18 houses. 

  10  Regrettably this was overturned during the 1930s as one of the consequences of the 
recession after the Wall Street crash.
  11  D&EG, 12 Oct 1929.
  12  D&EG, 14 Oct1925. The records of the Society were apparently destroyed in the Exeter 
Blitz in 1942.



	 Devon in the 1920s: Building a New Understanding of our Past	 9

Lovely, however, felt that this pace was too slow to remedy what he saw 
as urgent and pressing problems. He determined to work through another 
public utility society, the Exeter Workmen’s Dwellings Company, and on the 
death of its founder he was elected chair.

Lovely was a man in a hurry and operated on more entrepreneurial 
lines than did the ECAHS. He negotiated with builders to block-purchase 
properties already under construction; he persuaded the Great Western 
Railway to buy some houses to rehouse their own employees who lived in 
slum housing; he developed a scheme under which 200 people paid a small 
amount each week to secure the construction of another house.13 So within 
three years, to the ECAHS’s 18 houses the Exeter Workmen’s Dwellings 
Company built 79. Dr Lovely also took steps to prevent landlords in the slum 
area of the West Quarter reletting the slum tenements. He insisted that a 
house was closed for every house into which he took a West Quarter family.14 
By the end of the 1920s Exeter was publicly recognized for the progress it 
had made in public utility society housing.15

(d) Promoting Better Reproductive Health
The final example in this essay of a prominent 1920s’ Devon social 
entrepreneur is Rachel Allen, the founder of the first reproductive health 
service in the county, which happened in Exeter. Allen was a qualified 
midwife who had retired from the profession on marriage and came to Exeter 
when her husband was appointed Deputy Official Receiver. As a trained 
midwife she was soon co-opted onto the City Council’s Maternity and Child 
Welfare Committee. She was later elected as a Labour councillor and sat on 
the committee as a councillor. 

Much progress had been made in tackling high levels of infant mortality 
by the mid-1920s and campaigners began to change their focus to the 
stubbornly high rate of maternal mortality, deaths of women within two months 
of giving birth. Allen had already established through the Medical Officer of 
Health that every woman who died in or soon after childbirth in Exeter was a 
working-class woman. She had then caused consternation in the committee 
by demanding that there should be an inquest on every woman who died in 
childbirth to determine the cause of death. ‘Mothers … were aware of the 

  13  D&EG, 8 Dec 1926; 28 Sep 1927 .
  14  D&EG, 28 Sep 1927.
  15  T. Speake, ‘Housing of the Poor and Slum Clearance’, Sanitary Institute Journal, 1929, 
571-5.
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danger’, was one doctor’s comment, and he suggested that the ‘distressing’ 
experience of an inquest should be avoided.16 Allen turned her attention to 
promoting better reproductive health. ‘Family planning’ services were at that 
time only available in Exeter if a woman could afford to pay a guinea (£1 and 
1 shilling) for a private consultation. Alternative provision for those who could 
not afford a private consultation was, in Allen’s view, an important service. 
To ensure that such a service was available she persuaded fellow members 
of the Exeter and District Citizens’ Association to set up a Women’s Welfare 
Association and employ a woman doctor and a nurse to offer advice on 
reproductive health free of charge. The clinic opened at the beginning of 
January 1930.17

The examples above demonstrate how some men and women, 
inspired by a vision of ways in which lives could be improved, could take 
on an entrepreneurial role and secure change both within and outside 
the statutory framework of public sector services even during a period of 
government restriction and austerity. They were people of some standing 
in their communities, whether by birth or by office, able to claim a hearing 
and persuade others of the justness of their cause. When they encountered 
obstacles, and the financial climate of the 1920s presented many of these, 
they worked to remove or circumnavigate them. When national or local 
government failed to act, they created alternative pathways. They made a 
real difference to the fortunes of many in the county in the 1920s.

Where individual entrepreneurs were responsible for leading action for 
change, the result was necessarily a patchy service. Other entrepreneurs 
can be identified, working in parallel or following an initial lead. In Plymouth 
the Astors took a lead in public utility housing. Dorothy Elmhirst in Dartington 
followed Allen’s lead in setting up a local reproductive health service. 
However, services remained what nowadays would be termed a ’postcode 
lottery’, and this did cause some friction. Residents of Plympton whose 
children attended Plymouth schools, for example, were aggrieved to find 
that they were still required to pay the fees from which Plymouth parents had 
been freed. Investment in housing was even more variable: the smallest rural 
district councils were unable to raise sufficient funds through the proceeds 
of a penny rate to secure a complementary government grant for a housing 
scheme. The great expectations of the Ministry of Reconstruction remained 
unfulfilled not only because of national financial problems but also because 
of the variability of the performance of the local government institutions on 

  16  D&EG, 7 Mar 1928, 20 Mar 1929.
  17  D&EG, 22 Oct 1929.
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which they depended for delivery and the availability or otherwise of local 
entrepreneurs prepared to push at boundaries and develop innovative ways 
forward. 

Devon in the 1920s in a broader context
One of the reasons for undertaking this project was because the 1920s 
is an under-researched area of local history. This does not mean there 
is no relevant material on which to draw. Our contributors are indebted 
to the giants on whose shoulders they stand whether in national history 
like Professor David Cannadine or in local history, like W.G. Hoskins. 
Present-day historians who have not themselves written for the project 
have nonetheless been generous in their help in making their researches 
available and discussing them with people in the project. These include 
Professor Henry French, Professor Colin Diwall, Dr Paul Brassley, Dr John 
Broughton, Dr David Pindar and a number of contributors from specialist 
historical societies such as those related to public transport or to electricity.

Our researches pose the question – and this goes to the root of what local 
history is – whether there can be a history of ‘Devon’ at all. Devon is a huge 
county with more road miles than Belgium. It has two coasts, two moors, 
eight estuaries, two large urban centres, 20 smaller towns, and 535 or more 
parishes. Generally it was, to use J. B. Priestley’s description, a part of ‘Old 
England’ rather than ‘Nineteenth-Century England’, or ‘New England’.18 It 
was a county of the squire and the parson, rather than one of the industrial 
revolution or the modern age, and the continuation of that way of life is well 
illustrated by Helen Turnbull’s study in this volume on the Cliffords in the 
context of Landed Gentry, Land Sales and Social Change. There were other 
aspects to Devon life, however: essays in the research collection include one 
on HM Dockyard in Plymouth, which dominated the economy of the borough 
and its hinterland and one on the significant pottery industry in Torquay. Yet 
in the 1920s, an era which was the heyday of local government, the unifying 
feature of Devon was as it had been since the Middle Ages the framework 
of county government based on the shire of Devon. Even the autonomous 
entities of the county boroughs of Exeter and Plymouth acknowledged a 
connection to the county, both formally through collaborative arrangements 
such as the Devon Vagrancy Committee and less formally through the many 
institutions with ‘Devon’ in their name.

Whilst this provides a case for writing about ‘Devon’ questions remain 

  18  J.B. Priestley, English Journey (London: Heinemann/Gollancz,1934), 397-401.
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about how Devon might be compared with other counties or entities within 
England. The mix of communities or geographies that produces a ‘Devon’ 
statistic suggests that comparisons may be more meaningful at sub-
county level, and of course this is where most local societies and individual 
researchers in the field of local history operate. This challenge is well 
illustrated in the discussion in the Devon Farming in the 1920s essay within 
the collection where, as an example, the high volumes of soft fruit produced 
along Devon’s principal estuaries are suppressed in the county statistics, 
but the areas themselves can usefully be compared with fruit production in 
districts of Cambridgeshire.19 It is interesting that the appeal for societies or 
individuals producing similar research published by the British Association of 
Local History in 2021 produced almost no response and those researchers 
who responded did so in relation to smaller scale areas. The framework for 
comparative studies needs to be carefully chosen. Using our framework of 
exploring how local authorities elsewhere in the country took forward the 
legislative opportunities offered by Acts of Parliament passed between 1918 
and 1920 may be a more fruitful approach.

Conclusion
The research collection offers a firm foundation for further development, and 
indeed work is already under way to add to it, particularly by developing 
some of the research materials already contributed, notably, for example, 
on education and on public health. As indicated in the previous section 
comparative work could usefully focus on the response in other counties 
to the post First World War legislative programme. Did other places build 
more houses, have a greater proportion of students staying on in full-time 
education after 14, tackle rough sleeping more successfully, expand their 
network of Women’s Institutes to a greater proportion of their communities? 
And if so, was this also enabled by individual entrepreneurs or did institutions 
and agencies take a more corporate lead?

David Killingray has recently challenged local historians to stretch out 
beyond the production of descriptive narratives of the past, and to give 
consideration to the particular characteristics of the age about which they 
are writing. In the study that he and Iain Taylor undertook of Sevenoaks in 
the long nineteenth century they chose the framework of risk and mitigation, 

  19  Jonathan Spain, Fruit Farming in the Cam Valley (Shepreth: RiverRhee Publishing, 
2021).
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choice and its development.20 From our present state of knowledge, the 
overall picture of Devon in the 1920s that we have collaboratively created was 
one of a time of opportunity: both of opportunities taken and opportunities 
foregone, and of those who sought to shape those opportunities not only for 
themselves, but for those less fortunate than themselves.

  20  Iain Taylor and David Killingray, Sevenoaks, 1790-1914: Risk and Choice in West Kent 
(Hatfield: University of Hertfordshire Press, 2022).
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Returning Servicemen and the 
Growth of Smallholdings in the 1920s

CLARE GREENER

Introduction
A smallholder is ‘a farmer who farms a holding or small piece of land not 
exceeding an annual rental value of £50, and usually not exceeding fifty 
acres in extent’.1 Any holding above fifty acres was deemed to be a small 
farm. A market gardener also had a small plot of land but ‘specialised in 
intensive cultivation of plants out of season’, mostly vegetables and fruit.2 
However, there was a lot of overlap between market gardeners and 
smallholders during the early decades of the twentieth century and it was 
not until 1919 that just 26 smallholders were listed separately in the trades 
section of Kelly’s Devon Directory. By 1930, this number had increased to 
384 with the addition of over 200 market gardeners and fruit growers. 

This study looks at the role of the Devon County Council (DCC) in the 
implementation of the Land Settlement (Facilities) Act 1919 and the Small 
Holdings and Allotments Act 1926. Despite the challenges of acquiring land 
at a time of high prices and the depression in British agriculture during the 

  1  Ministry of Labour, A Dictionary of Occupational Terms based on the Classification of 
Occupations used in the Census of Population, 1921 (London: HMSO, 1927).
  2  Ibid.

© 2025 The Devon History Society



	 Returning Servicemen and the Growth of Smallholdings in the 1920s	 15

first half of the 1920s,3 the DCC oversaw training schemes for ex-servicemen 
and ensured financial support for new tenants, utilising government funding. 
Their response and encouragement of diversification led to the creation of at 
least 50 smallholdings for market gardeners, pig and poultry farmers in the 
Holcombe and Dawlish area.

Background
Demand in Devon for land, provided by DCC grew during the latter years of 
WWI and the years following when there was concern about food production. 
It was thought that the mental and physical health of returning soldiers, 
traumatised by the war, benefited from working on the land. For example, Lt 
Col Dr Arthur Hurst, a British physician who worked at Seale Hayne Military 
Hospital in 1918 and 1919, had successfully combined occupational therapy 
of working on a farm with intensive therapy sessions to help men suffering 
with shellshock.4 Some ex-servicemen were medically unfit to return to the 
jobs they held pre-war. In 1921, Harry Pincock, of Kingskerswell, was waiting 
for training in horticulture as he had returned from the war with tuberculosis. 
The Astor report, a major study by the Departmental Committee on 
Tuberculosis set up by the Ministries of Health and Pensions found that 
up to August 1919 approximately 35,000 ex-servicemen were suffering 
with tuberculosis attributable to, or aggravated by, conditions of service.5 It 
maintained work on the land helped men with recovery and recommended 
they should be assisted to acquire smallholdings.6 

It was also thought that animal welfare and breeding would be enhanced 
as individuals on smaller holdings would spend more time looking after their 
stock. To help with this aspect, the Ministry of Agriculture and Fisheries, 
prepared a series of Guides to Smallholders which it was hoped would be of 
benefit to servicemen intending to settle on the land. Individual guides dealt 
with the basics of pig-keeping, growing farm crops, soils and manure, and 
fruit and potato growing. Costing 2d. (1p) each they were issued, post free, 

  3  Alun Howkins, ‘Death and rebirth? English rural society, 1920-1940’, 10-25, in Paul 
Brassley, Jeremy Burchardt, Lynne Thompson (eds.), The English Countryside Between the 
Wars: Regeneration or Decline? (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 2006),13.
  4  https://heritagecalling.com/2018/12/14/home-from-the-war-what-happened-to-disabled-
first-world-war-veterans/  (accessed 31 Jan 1924).
  5  The Royal British Legion states over 55,000 ex-servicemen suffered from tuberculosis, of 
whom 18,000 had died by 1922. They were responsible for setting up Tuberculosis hospitals 
to help treat the disease (see britishlegion.org.uk/stories/tb-hospital. (accessed 31 Jan 1924)
  6  WEH, 11 May 1920.
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to all those who requested them.7
The Land Settlement Act aimed to fulfil several criteria; to reward 

returning servicemen for the trauma they had experienced during the war 
by creating homes, a job and independence; to prevent rural depopulation 
and to create an agricultural career ladder. It was hoped that a man would 
start with a smallholding, move on to a larger holding, then a small farm and 
finally a larger farm keeping families on the land. As it was suspected that 
many of the men applying would have little or no experience in farming or 
running a business, the Ministry stated that applicants could not dictate the 
choice of land. The policy was ‘to group Small Holdings together in large 
blocks’ to give an opportunity for tenants to work co-operatively with people 
in similar situations, sharing tools, purchasing and marketing costs, and 
offering mutual help and support to ‘have the best choice of securing a good 
livelihood’.8 

Initially there was to be a two-year project with Government loans paying 
for land and expenses, with a payback period of eighty years. Land was 
acquired by private treaty, leasehold or compulsory purchase. It was not 
always possible to acquire sites that the Council thought would be suitable 
for smallholdings. Land was in demand, both for food production and for 
building purposes, this frequently pushed the prices up beyond the Council’s 
means or beyond that which government surveyors had set as a suitable 
price for a particular site.

Existing tenant farmers, in place from before the war, who hoped 
to purchase their farms, resented competition from the Council as this 
increased the final price of land at auction, especially in the case of land 
which could be easily converted to several smallholdings. A farmer from 
Tiverton maintained he had had to pay £1,500 more than he would otherwise 
have done to secure his farm.9

Initial Applications for Land
At the end of the war, returning servicemen were invited to apply for land. By 
May 1919, DCC had received 376 applications, including 40 from men who 
had no connection with Devon. However, the General Purposes Committee 
agreed that no men, or officers, should be considered until those who either 

  7  E&PG, 24 May 1919.
  8  DCC Minutes, 11 Mar 1920. The minutes are held by the DHC in the deposit DCC/148.
  9  Similar complaints were made by Farmers Unions. E&PG, 26 Sept 1919; NDJ, 22 Oct 
1919 and 20 Nov 1919.
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lived in the county or had a close connection with Devon had been dealt 
with. By 25 September 1919 there were 507 approved applications with a 
further 71 under consideration. Being approved for a smallholding did not 
mean applicants automatically became tenants, some had to wait years for 
a suitable place in the area they wanted.10 

A list of 236 applicants from East Devon has survived in the papers of 
Col Acland-Troyte of Huntsham Court, Tiverton, a member of the Agricultural 
Committee and the Smallholdings and Allotments Sub-Committee. It 
included seventeen men from out of county and two women. The majority, 
176, were ex-service.11 The list details an individual’s choice of holdings. 
These included bare land to add to existing farm holdings, held by tenants 
before the war ended, or to be near where they lived; land with outbuildings 
such as poultry houses, sheds, and stables, or cottage holdings with just 
one or two acres. The most popular choice was for a house and buildings 
with land of five to fifty acres with requests from 125 applicants.

Using directories and censuses over half of the East Devon applicants 
have been identified. They came from all walks of life, but not surprisingly 
the majority had an agricultural or horticultural background (see Table 1). 
Amongst some of the individual applicants Sydney Hill from Elton Road, 
Exeter was a plumber, George Martin, from Escot, a bricklayer. Marwood 
Welsman’s father was a market gardener in Newton Poppleford. Marwood 
was listed in Kelly’s Directory from 1919 to 1930, but it is not known whether 
he was awarded the five acres he applied for. George Felton Hedger was 
a gardener. He trained at Castle Hill, South Molton. From there he went 
to Bicton Gardens in East Devon, where he was working as a foreman 
gardener when he enlisted in the Devon Regiment in October 1916. He was 
gradually promoted to the rank of Sergeant and when he was demobilised 
he returned to his old job at Bicton, living as a boarder in the bothy in 1921. 
His application was for a cottage holding with 3-5 acres. There are no details 
of him ever having a smallholding of his own, instead, in 1926 he was listed 
as a head gardener to Miss Chichester at Arlington Court in North Devon 
and in 1939 as head gardener at Maristow Gardens, Bickleigh.

  10  DCC Minutes. There were 48, pre-December 1920, ex-service approved applicants still 
waiting for a holding in March 1924.
  11  DHC 2547M/SS/25/9. Papers of Col J. Acland Troyte of Huntsham Court.
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Table 1: Breakdown of occupations of 143 applicants for smallholdings c.1919.

Agricultural and Horticultural Training
DCC was allocated £85,000 of Government money, to train and resettle 
men. Intensive college courses, at reduced rates, were available for able-
bodied officers at Seale Hayne Agricultural College, 49 were in training and 
36 had been trained by March 1921.12 There were also residential courses 

  12  DCC Minutes, 17 Mar 1921.

CATEGORY OCCUPATION TOTAL
Agricultural 58

Farmer
Farm / Agricultural labourer
Thresher

Horticultural 22
Gardener 
Market Gardener

Services 23
Baker
Builder
Butcher
Chimney Sweep
Postman
Saddler
Wheelwright

Transport 11
Carrier
Driver
Haulier

Unemployed 11
Ex-Service
Pensioner and Retired
invalid

Other 18
Clerk
Dealer
General Labourer
Miller
Porter

TOTAL 143
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available at a Farm Centre in Launceston.13 Disabled officers had a separate 
scheme paid for under the Royal Pensions Warrant. There were twelve 
officers in training under this scheme in September 1920 which included 
George Nosworthy of Exeter who had been gassed during the war and also 
suffered a ‘derangement’ of his right knee.14

An alternative was a farm placement lasting up to two years. Farmers 
were expected to provide board, lodging, and training for which they would 
be paid up to £1 10s (£1.50p) per week. Trainees would receive an allowance 
of £125 per year with an additional allowance of £24 per year for each child 
up to a maximum of £96. By 11 March 1920, it was noted that 63 men were 
training with selected farmers.15 

Under the Training in Horticulture scheme, where trainees lived at home, 
Tancred Purdue, was placed with Mr Percy Stevens, market gardener, at 
Woolbrook Nurseries, Sidmouth. An artist, Purdue had been in the Labour 
Corps during the war. Harold Bolt, a former cabinet maker, was sent to train 
with Torquay Co-operative Society on their market gardens and nursery at 
Oldway Gardens, Paignton. Alexander Dark, a disabled army officer, and 
former milliner, trained in fruit farming with George Pyne at Denver Nurseries 
in Topsham.16

Court Farm Training Centre, Holcombe, Dawlish
An important example of local authorities initiating training schemes came 
about in 1919 after DCC acquired Court Farm at Holcombe. Lying midway 
between Dawlish and Teignmouth, it was purchased initially to create more 
smallholdings. However, it was decided that 85 acres of the farm would make 
a good site for training disabled ex-servicemen. Livestock was purchased, 
which included cows and calves, steers, breeding ewes, six pigs, three 
horses, ducks and 230 head of poultry.17 Army huts were erected on site 
and the farmhouse utilised for the staff who were employed to train and look 
after the men. 

The training centre opened on 28 April 1920.18 The Farm Principal 
was James Owen Baulkwill at a salary of £200 per annum. This was later 
increased to £250 due to ‘the number of detailed returns which he is required 

  13  DCC minutes, 11 Dec 1919 and 23 Sep 1920.
  14  Forces War Records. DCC Minutes, 23 Sep 1920.
  15  DCC General Purposes Committee Minutes, Sep 1919 and 11 Mar 1920.
  16  Devon census returns 1921.
  17  DCC Minutes, 23 Sep 1920.
  18  DCC Minutes, 17 Jun 1920.
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to keep’.19 House Master, Thomas Henry Cole; Poultry Instructor, George 
Edward Dixon, and Horticultural Instructor, Mr E. Gillard, were each paid a 
salary of £180 per annum. Baulkwill was employed from 6 April, all were in 
post by 21 April.20

In June 1920 there were 43 ex-servicemen at the centre which increased 
to 60 in September and included ten men from out of county. They were 
undertaking courses which included dairying and general farm work, market 
gardening and pig breeding. Poultry farming, of free range and intensively 
kept birds, included carpentry where the men were taught to make poultry 
houses and incubators. The most popular, for half the men, was a mixture of 
all the courses.21 

Men were paid training allowances - single men £2 per week, married 
men £2 10s. plus 6s. per child plus 17s. 6d. if he had to keep a home 
elsewhere. Extra payments were made for rank held in service from 3s. 4d. 
to £1 per week. Out of their allowance, men paid £1 per week for board 
and lodgings plus 3d. towards the provision of games, newspapers and 
similar for the recreation hut. They were housed in three of the 60 by 20 
foot corrugated-iron Army huts. Other huts housed recreation, dining and 
teaching areas. Initially the centre aimed to train 50 men, although there was 
accommodation for 72.22

Horace Thacker Jeary was an example of a trainee who did not go on to 
have an agricultural or horticultural career. A former railway porter at Bethnal 
Green in London, he had been living with his widowed father before he 
enlisted in the army on 26 February 1912. Discharged on 16 February 1919 
with ‘defective vision’, he lived at 14 Stepcote Hill, Exeter, a tenement house 
which was pulled down at the end of the 1920s, with wife Fanny and three 
small children and his mother-in-law.23

Holcombe Farm as a training establishment was short-lived and by 
December 1920 the list of ex-service applicants requiring training was 
closed. The economy had taken a sharp downturn in the early 1920s which 
affected agricultural funding. Government cutbacks, and the Ministry of 
Agriculture’s concerns that there were limited opportunities for disabled men 
to be employed in agriculture led to early closure of a successful enterprise. 
However, the Ministry insisted that civilians should not have newly created 
holdings, and that special preference should be given to those who had 

  19  DCC Minutes, 23 Sep 1920.
  20  DCC Minutes, 17 Jun 1920.
  21  DCC Minutes, 17 Jun 1920.
  22  DCC Minutes, 11 Mar 1920.
  23  Julia Neville, email notes 23 Jul 2023.
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served overseas during the war.24

The centre closed on 30 September 1921.25 Of the 76 men who completed 
their training there, 21 had become smallholding tenants. A further 21 had 
been approved for a holding when suitable land was available. Twenty were 
working in agricultural employment, five of those abroad. The remaining 
fourteen were in other jobs or unemployed.26 Each man who had completed 
their training was paid an efficiency bonus of 5s. for each week of approved 
service and was also given tools up to the value of £10.27 It was noted that 
‘The marked difference in the health of the men and good average of those 
who have obtained or likely to obtain work in connection with the land have 
been very pleasing features of the scheme’.28 Eleven men who were still in 
training were transferred to other centres, six were placed with private firms 
within the county. 

On the closure of the training centre, the land was let as smallholdings to 
seven ex-servicemen at Michaelmas 1921.29 Six men, who had been working 
or training at the Centre took holdings including Lewis Milford (1890-1962). 
Serving with the Royal Garrison Artillery, he had been gassed on the Western 
Front and was invalided out with the resultant continuing health problems. 
Milford had been living in St Marychurch, working as a commercial traveller 
at the outbreak of the war, possibly for the local brewery which employed his 
father.30 Until there was an outbreak of fowl pest Milford ran his smallholding 
as Brookside Poultry Farm, but then changed to market gardening growing a 
mixture of vegetables, fruit and flowers, sent to London by the Dawlish Train. 
He paid £3 10s. a week for his bungalow, one of the converted huts from the 
training centre, and £32 10s. per annum for his holding of 2.88 acres.31

Five of the trainees, who lived in the newly converted ‘bungalows’, had 
holdings of slightly less than three acres each.32 The farmhouse at Court 
Farm was converted into accommodation for two families. One half was 
tenanted by James Baulkwill who had overseen training at the centre. His 
holding became an approved egg station for sale of eggs including those of 

  24  DCC Minutes, 23 Sep 1920.
  25  DCC Minutes, 16 Dec 1920.
  26  DCC Minutes, 29 Sep 1921.
  27  DCC Minutes, 16 Jun 1921,
  28  DCC Minutes, 29 Sep 1921.
  29  DCC Minutes, 16 Jun 1921; E&PG,15 Jun 1921; WT, 16 Jun 1921; 30 Sep 1921; DHC 
7491C, Smallholding registers 1908-47.
  30  Family history information from Tony Bartlett and www.findmypast.co.uk, accessed 1 Apr 
2021 and written up by Julia Neville, Apr 2021. 
  31  Family history information from Tony Bartlett written up by Julia Neville, Apr 2021.
  32  Oliver Hart, William Laing, Frank Bellamy and Cyril Turner.
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Light Sussex and Buff Rocks.33 The other half of the farmhouse was let to 
Joseph Campbell a former landlord of the Three Crowns Hotel, Chagford. 
Campbell had moved early in 1922, ‘being an ex-service Army Captain’ to 
take the other half of the then divided farmhouse; 

The cob part of the farmhouse – Court Farm, took some 50 acres on the 
north side, and the big stone house, Manor Farm, took 50 acres to the south 
side, including the stream as far as the end of the orchard. There were also 
in these fields two more semi-detached cob farm cottages. These were 
turned into a farmstead with about 22 acres.34 

The whole of the 145 acres of Court Farm was let as fourteen individual 
smallholdings, split in 1921 between twelve smallholders.

Women Smallholders
Government directives stated that smallholdings could only be let ‘to suitable 
women who are certified by the Board to have been engaged in whole-
time employment on agricultural work during a period of not less than six 
months during the war’.35 Two women were on the East Devon applicants 
list. Kathleen Maud Granger was born in June 1895 at Padiham, Lancashire. 
Her father was a bank manager. In 1921 she lived at Hillside, Topsham and 
had applied for three acres of bare land. Adelaide Acland was born in 1878 
at Nymet St George (George Nympton), Devon. In 1921, listed as a ‘Poultry 
and Dairyman’, she was a boarder with Earnest Frost, a gardener, and his 
family. She was single, aged 43, and worked for Captain Phillips at Bydown, 
Swimbridge in North Devon. She had requested five acres with a house and 
buildings in East Devon. Both women were registered as ex-service, but, to 
date, no details have been found of their service careers, nor does it appear 
that they became smallholding tenants.

Of the nearly 500 smallholders noted on the 1921 Devon Census, 56 
were women. The youngest was Milly Stanbury, aged 15 who assisted her 
mother, Eliza, at Bishop’s Tawton. The oldest was Fanny Dart at Newton St 
Cyres aged 86. Not surprisingly most women were widows (33) or single 
(17).

  33  Dawlish Gazette, 8 Oct 1921.
  34  Christine Campbell, The Story of Court Farm Holcombe Nr. Dawlish in the County of 
Devon (unpublished manuscript, 1968). Courtesy of Dawlish Museum.
  35  DCC Minutes, 17 Jun 1920.
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There was encouragement for women to gain a horticultural or agricultural 
education. Ten-week courses which covered market gardening, dairying and 
poultry management at a reduced rate of £15 to cover board, lodging and 
tuition, were available for women at Seale Hayne.36 These were held in the 
summer when there were no courses running for men. 

At Lee House, Marwood, in north Devon, Hilda Meugens and Helen 
Tabor ran an up-market smallholding as a training centre for gentlewomen 
from early 1921 to November 1924. With a small staff which included Edith 
Reeve, a poultry manager and Lottie Herring a gardener, they offered 
residential and day courses covering a range of subjects which included 
dairying, market gardening, poultry and beekeeping with fresh produce sold 
locally.37 Students were also encouraged to take Royal Horticultural Society 
examinations. Meugens was a passionate believer that women should play 
their part in food production to help the war effort and had encouraged 
women’s work on the land through a series of talks during the war.38

Shutterton Farm, Duckaller and Gulliford, Dawlish
On the edge of Mamhead and Dawlish parishes, 37.76 acres, part of Gulliford 
Farm, was acquired by DCC and divided into one large plot of 35 acres rented 
by William Trant, and a smaller plot of 2.496 acres tenanted by James Tarr. 
A further 207 acres, part of Duckaller farm, would be converted into more 
than thirty smallholdings.39 At Shutterton, opposite Duckaller, approximately 
38 acres of bare land was divided into six plots of between four and eight 
acres held by Messrs G. J. Tutty, W. J. Rendell, W. E. Rabbage, L. S. Gilpin 
and the Farley and Beck families.

In 1920 Dawlish builders, J. H. Lamacraft, agreed with DCC to erect six 
semi-detached cottages, and to sink wells at Duckaller Farm. A further eight 
cottages, with wells were added in 1921, two more in 1925.40 The properties 
had earth closets and provision for sink waste only, the latter drained 
through clinker filter that became clogged and unworkable. Wells were 
needed because it had proved too expensive to connect to the mains water 
supply. The cost of laying the pipework had increased from about £300 per 

  36  E&PG, 23 Apr 1920: NDJ, 17 Mar 1927.
  37  NDJ, 10 Mar 1921; 24 Aug 1922; 23 Oct 1924; 6 Nov 1924: Common Cause, July 28, 
1922.
  38  Wells Journal, 15 Dec 1916.
  39  DCC Minutes, 1919.
  40  DCC Minutes, 1920, 1921 and Jun 1925.



24	 The Devon Historian, vol. 95, 2025

mile prior to the war to almost £1,000.41 By 1929 DCC had to build brick 
cesspits for the houses due to the number of complaints about the drainage, 
and, in September 1930, Newton Rural District Council were asking DCC 
for a contribution towards the cost of supplying mains water which had been 
estimated at £1,459.42 

Tenants were expected to keep their homes and buildings in ‘good 
tenantable and decorative repair … including doors, gates, posts, fixtures, 
pumps, water pipes, drains’ and so on. Timber was supplied by the Council 
for some repairs, but tenants frequently paid half the cost of improvements.43 
They also had to prove that they were capable of running a smallholding. 
This meant that they should have some capital for tools, equipment, animals 
and so on. Match-funded loans were awarded to some tenants to purchase 
livestock and equipment, fruit trees, seeds and fertilisers. Initially, with 
interest set between 3½% and 5%, loans were not to exceed £500 and to be 
repayable in two years for seeds and fertiliser, in five years for other items.44 
In 1920 the largest loan given was £300, for livestock, to W. H. Heal who had 
two holdings at Great Stone Farm, South Molton. The smallest was given to 
A. J. Farley, of Lot 178a at Duckaller, Dawlish. He had already spent £150 of 
his own money on his holding and asked for £25 ‘for seeds etc’ to be repaid 
over two years.45

Rents varied according to the size of the plot, the quality and the cost of 
the land. Land had been bought when prices were high; DCC had to charge 
an economic rent which meant some ex-service men struggled due to the 
slump and there were several references to arrears in the DCC minutes.46 
William Ashplant, at Holcombe, needed a rent rebate following a poor harvest 
and depressed trade in cider apples. He survived by diversification into pig 
keeping.47 Plots, as they became vacant, were often snapped up by existing 
tenants to enlarge their holdings. When Mrs Searle gave up her tenancy due 
to rent arrears, her plot was taken by Lammas who had an adjoining plot. 
By 1925 some holdings had been combined with tenants cultivating two or 
three separate plots.48

  41  Dawlish Gazette, 28 Aug 1920.
  42  DHC 7491C, Smallholdings Registers 1908-47, Duckaller 2 Jan 1929: E&PG, 25 Sep 
1930.
  43  DHC 7491C, 1908-1926 Agreement. Clause 7 (repairs).
  44  DCC Minutes, 11 Mar 1920.
  45  DCC Minutes, 17 Jun 1920.
  46  WEH, 28 Jul 1922.
  47  Bryan Weston, Captured in Time: Memories of a Devon Village (Dawlish: author, 2003), 
106.
  48  DHC 7491C, Smallholdings Registers 1908-47.
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Produce
Smallholdings held a mixture of animals and crops. Poultry provided both 
eggs and birds to local markets. Pigs were also sold locally, cattle provided 
meat, milk and cheese. Staple vegetables such as beans, cabbages and 
potatoes were also grown together with orchard and bush fruit. Agricultural 
and horticultural shows encouraged careful breeding and selection of animals 
and crops. High-value crops, such as violets and primulas were beginning to 
be grown in Dawlish and Holcombe from 1916, and by 1930 A. G. Lammas 
& Son, initially pig farmers, advertised gift boxes of violets in three sizes for 
sale across the country from Duckaller Violet Farm.49 Holdings at Holcombe, 
Starcross and Dawlish had easy access to trains to transport produce to 
Covent Garden Market, London and to other large towns and cities. Produce 
was carried to stations by horse and cart or lorries. 

In 1931 Lewis Baker took over a smallholding on the Duckaller 
site. The varied produce listed in the inventory of the holding included 
chrysanthemums, violets and bulbs, also vegetables and fruit. (See Appendix 
at end of article). Livestock consisted of fowls and chickens accommodated 
in two fowl houses. Baker, a pensioner of the Admiralty, had ‘about £250 
to enable me to commence in business as a Small-holder at Duckaller, 
Dawlish’. Two years later, after struggling to make a go of the holding, he had 
returned to the navy.50

Conclusion
Twenty million pounds was allocated by the Government for resettlement 
following WWI enabling 24,000 men to be settled in England and Wales. 
The number of smallholdings doubled. The number of separate holdings 
returned in England and Wales as exceeding one acre and not exceeding 
50 acres in extent on 4 June 1928, was 260,125.51 Confirming a continuing 
demand, the number of applicants on the DCC’s waiting list on 31 December 
1927 was 5,821 of whom 2,522 had been approved, while the remaining 
3,299 were waiting for a fuller inquiry into their qualifications.52

Part of the aim of the 1919 and 1926 Acts was to keep a large population 

  49  Grace L. Zambra, Violets for Garden & Market (London: Collingridge, 1950): The 
Scotsman, 29 Nov 1930.
  50  DHC 7491C Smallholdings Registers 1908-47, Duckaller.
  51  https://hansard.parliament.uk/Commons/1929-01-28/debates/f894a9c4-2395-4246-
95c9-8dbce95ba9e0/SmallHoldings(Ex-ServiceMen). Accessed 19 Sep 2021.
  52  DCC Minutes.
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on the land under what was considered satisfactory and attractive conditions, 
and many men benefited physically and financially by having a smallholding. 
However, smallholdings were not available to all ex-servicemen; they needed 
to have sufficient start-up capital, be physically capable of cultivating their 
plot and to have some knowledge of what was involved, either as a result 
of DCC training schemes or through previous experience. In some cases, 
financial problems occurred as tenants, especially those unused to running 
a business, suffered with disease and crop failures. 

Despite setbacks, such as the ending of the Court Farm scheme at a 
time when British agriculture generally was enduring hard times and the 
acreages of land given over to cultivation were falling significantly during 
the first half of the 1920s, Devon’s initiatives in relation to smallholdings 
were mainly successful. By the end of the decade there were thriving 
smallholders, market gardeners, fruit growers, poultry and pig farmers 
in Holcombe, and on the outskirts of Dawlish to the west, many of them 
DCC smallholding tenants. Although many holdings were small in terms of 
acreages there were opportunities for those willing to diversify and small 
businesses were expanded to incorporate new products and handed down 
through the family. Dawlish and its area benefited from local produce, and 
national markets benefited too, especially from the expanding flower trade 
which became a feature of the area in the 1930s. These findings accord with 
the broad thrust of argument made by Paul Brassley et al, in The English 
Countryside Between the Wars: Regeneration or Decline, in that agriculture 
was more resilient than the traditional image of inter-war depression and 
decline suggests.
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APPENDIX 
Valuation of Produce and Equipment of Small Holding No 11 at Duckaller, 
Dawlish July 19 1931:
	 £.	 s.	 d.
Chrysanthemums	 1.	 0.	 0
Peas	 2.	 11.	 0
Kidney Beans	 4.	 0.	 0
Potatoes 18 yds	 1.	 16.	 0
Violets	 2.	 0.	 0
Strawberries	 3.	 0.	 0	
Cob	 4.	 0.	 0
Harrows		  10.	 0
Plough	 4.	 0.	 0
Skuffle	 3.	 10.	 0	
Plannet Hoe	 2.	 0.	 0
Plum Trees. 11 in number	 3.	 6.	 0	
Bulbs	 13.	 0.	 0	
Fowls	 3.	 8.	 0
Chickens	 2.	 0.	 0	
Wirenetting	 2.	 18.	 0
2 Fowl Houses	 3.	 0.	 0
Galvanised Sheeting	 3.	 12.	 0
Frame work for shed	 1.	 10.	 0
Waggon	 2.	 0.	 0
Frame 		  2.	 6
Tools	 1.	 10.	 0
Marketing baskets		  2.	 0	
Chips	 1.	 2.	 0
Boxes		  5.	 0
Harness		  15.	 0
Scales & Weights	 2.	 0.	 0	
Spring Balances	 1.	 9.	 0
Seeds.		  5.	 0	
Lamp Buckets & Watering Can		  2.	 0	
	 70.	 13.	 053 

  53  This was added incorrectly and should have read £70.13. 6d. DHC 7491C (Dawlish) 
1927-31.
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The Landed Gentry: 
Land Sales and Social Change

HELEN TURNBULL

Introduction
In the years immediately before and after the First World War, one quarter of 
the land of England was sold by gentry and grandees.1 The Ugbrooke Estate, 
situated in the parish of Chudleigh, Devon was brought to the Clifford family 
in 1604 through the marriage of Anthony Clifford, squire of Kingsteignton, to 
the Courtenay heiress. The land holdings grew over the years. In 1880 on 
the death of his father, Lewis, 9th Lord Clifford of Chudleigh succeeded to 
the family estates in Devonshire, Warwickshire, Somerset, Buckinghamshire 
and Cornwall, which comprised a total of 7,860 acres of land worth £9,109 a 
year.2 

On the death of Lewis, his widow, the Dowager Lady Clifford remained 
at Ugbrooke House and her brother-in-law, William, the 10th Lord Clifford 
retired to a house in Kent. Because Lewis had a poor opinion of his brother’s 
financial acumen, he left all that he could of his estate to William’s son, the 
Hon. Charles Clifford.3 William handed over the Clifford entailed estates to 
his son Charles, and in return received £2,000 per annum free of tax.4 

  1  David Cannadine, The Decline and Fall of the British Aristocracy (London: Yale University 
Press, 1990), 111. 
  2  Hugh Clifford, The House of Clifford (Chichester: Phillimore, 1987), 198. 
  3  Ibid., 204
  4  Ibid., 201

© 2025 The Devon History Society



	 The Landed Gentry: Land Sales and Social Change	 29

In the early 1920s, the Cliffords still owned approximately 8,000 
acres of land. Such an estate falls into the category (between 3,000 and 
10,000 acres) which social historian Alun Howkins claims was that which 
suffered the most from the agricultural depression since ‘they relied mainly 
on agriculture for their income’.5 Like so many of his peers, Charles was 
squeezed between a dwindling income, heavy taxes, death duties, a large 
mortgage, tithes, jointures, rates, and insurance premiums. The rising costs 
of estate maintenance were also of concern. 

This study focuses on the actions taken by the Clifford family in response 
to the agricultural downturn in the 1920s. It tries to discover firstly, if the 
sale of property affected the prosperity, lifestyle and status of the family, 
and secondly, its impact on the tenants, estate workers and the wider 
community.        	

When Charles returned to Ugbrooke after the war, he moved to the 
dower house, a fashionable residence, known as ‘Lawell’, situated on the 
estate. It was furnished and equipped almost entirely with goods purchased 
from Harrods.6 Charles remained there until the death of the Dowager Lady 
Clifford in 1921. Soon afterwards, he moved into Ugbrooke House with his 
Aunt Bertha, the Countess de Torre Diaz together with his friend, Sir George 
Hammick who was the estates’ agent.  

Property sales 
The exigencies of war had deprived the estates of builders and carpenters 
and many of the old cottages were now in a bad state of repair. The cottages 
in Kingsteignton in Devon and Cannington in Somerset needed modernising 
which was not considered financially viable. There were four cottages in 

  5  Alun Howkins, The Death of Rural England: A social history of the countryside since 1900 
(London: Routledge, 2003), 60. 
  6  Ugbrooke Archive, DHC Clifford II/1/Ugbrooke Estate/chapel/house/staff.

Figure 1: 
Ugbrooke House 
(photograph by 
kind permission of 
Andrew Turnbull).
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Gestridge, Kingsteignton, which had been condemned by the Rural District 
Council. Sir George Hammick advised the Council that the cottages were 
not worth repairing and it was the Clifford Estate’s intention to demolish them 
and build new houses in the rear. In the meantime, as there was nowhere 
available for the tenants to relocate, it was agreed that they could remain at 
the properties rent free.7 The cottages still stand to this day!  

As a consequence of falling rents, rent arrears and other pressures on 
the estates, Sir George wrote to the solicitors acting for the Clifford Estates’ 
trustees recommending that a better return could be achieved by selling 
property and investing the proceeds in other commodities.8  

Landowners were consolidating their holdings geographically since the 
work of management and supervision could be very costly.9 The first of the 
Cliffords’ land holdings to be sold comprised 1,326 acres of land on the 
Warwickshire estate. Land and houses at Gwennap in Cornwall were also 
sold.10 The Cornish mines had been a valuable asset in the early nineteenth 
century but had produced little revenue since the late nineteenth century.11  

The market for land picked up briefly in 192312 and Charles arranged for 
a large part of the Kingsteignton Estate to be offered for sale. This included 
freehold business premises, dwelling houses and cottages, small holdings 
and building sites together with ground rents with reversions. The cottages in 
the centre of the village were numerous and basic: such as Lot 21 in the sale 
catalogue in March 1923 which comprised three cottages in Fore Street, 
one containing a sitting room, kitchen, scullery, landing and two bedrooms, 
the other two comprising a kitchen, scullery and two bedrooms. To the rear 
of the properties were two brick built galvanised iron roofed WCs for the use 
of the three cottages together with a piped water supply.13 

In April 1923, the Estates’ auctioneers wrote to Sir George advising him 
that it was in Lord Clifford’s best interest to sell properties on the Cannington 
Estate14 situated west of Bridgwater, Somerset. 58 lots were offered for 
sale including houses, farmland and business premises in the village of 
Cannington together with shops and dwellinghouses in the nearby village of 
Nether Stowey, and dwellinghouses and land at Spaxton. It was agreed that 

  7  WT, 25 Aug 1922, 8.
  8  Ugbrooke Archive, Office 7.
  9  Lord Scarbrough’s Archive, Glentworth Estate.
  10  Ugbrooke Archive, WB/Estate Papers/3.
  11  John Bateman, The Great Landowners of Great Britain and Ireland (London: Harrison, 
1879), 91.
  12  Cannadine, The Decline and Fall, 111.
  13  Ugbrooke Archive, WB/Estate Papers 3, Sales Catalogue, Kingsteignton.
  14  Ibid., WB/Estate Papers,4(e).
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no cottages would be sold which were required for the accommodation of 
labourers on the estate’s remaining farms.15

During the early part of the century, the large-scale country house was 
giving way to a more manageable house in the country and in a depressed 
market, there were few purchasers willing to buy large country houses.16 
Cannington Court, a former priory and seat of the Clifford family in the first 
half of the nineteenth century was an extensive premises which included a 
chapel. After various attempts to sell the property, it was sold to Somerset 
County Council together with Court Farm as a farm institute in 1926.

Although whole villages were sold off throughout the country, the 
alternative view was to sell cottages, commercial properties, smallholdings 
and allotments, but to retain the majority of the farms. Capt. Buller of the 
Downes Estate sold much of his interest in Crediton and St Thomas, 
Exeter, but retained the farms.17 Similarly, the larger farms on the Clifford’s 
Kingsteignton estate were retained. Between 1924 and 1930, building plots, 
buildings and cottages were sold piecemeal. In fact, the account books show 
that there were 78 cottages in the village owned by the Clifford Estates in 
1921 but by 1929 there were only five remaining.18 This meant that the estate 
would no longer be saddled with expensive repairs. The revenue from these 
sales enabled Charles to make a substantial reduction to the mortgage held 
by the Bank and to improve the condition of the remaining properties on the 
estate. 

Alongside land sales, some of the great territorial families disposed of 
their expensive town houses. Unlike his predecessors, Charles did not take 
a London house and made other economies too. Shortly after he moved 
into Ugbrooke House, he sold Lawell together with eight acres of land. He 
also disposed of ‘The Ness’ at Shaldon which had been the family’s summer 
residence for five generations.19 

The Outcome
The village of Kingsteignton was described by the local Medical Officer 
of Health as ‘chiefly inhabited by a working-class population’.20 The sales 

  15  Ugbrooke Archive, Office 7.
  16  Adrian Tinniswood, The Long Weekend, (London: Jonathan Cape, 2016), 142.
  17  DHC 2065M/E/10/16 Downes Estate, Schedule of property sold.
  18  Ugbrooke Archive, Cottage Rent Books 1921-1923, 1929.
  19  Clifford, The House of Clifford, 171.
  20  WWI to be found at http://www.kingsteigntonhistorysociety.org.uk/history, Accessed 12 
Oct 2023.
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carried out by the Clifford family enabled the local shopkeepers and 
tradesmen to purchase their business premises along with their homes. 
Others bought land on which to build houses and some of the dwellings 
were acquired for rental purposes. The sales gave new owner-occupiers 
the opportunity to invest in new businesses which led to a growth in the 
local economy. One was John Osborne, an oil merchant who set up a filling 
station on land adjacent to his house. This was the first filling station to serve 
the motorised transport in the village.

There was a desperate need for new housing21 and the sales provided 
much needed building land. In the 1923 Kingsteignton sale, thirteen freehold 
building plots were sold in a central location of the village (some small, others 
one to two acres). Lots 35 and 36 were purchased by Mr Kerslake who set 
up a nursery in Lot 35. A pair of shops were built with flats above and a short 
section of an un-metalled road put in to serve his nursery. The following year 
another seven small plots were sold on the edge of the village22 which in fact 
generated more house building activity than the 1923 sale. Some of the land 
in Kingsteignton was purchased for clay extraction and this gave rise to the 
foundation of new clay companies providing much needed employment.23 
The 1923 sale enabled Mr Blake of Watts, Blake Bearne & Co (also director 
and chief shareholder of Hexter, Humpherson, clay merchants) to buy the 
freehold of the Newton Abbot Potteries together with 24 dwellinghouses and 
land to the rear.24 

The Kingsteignton Estate had been in the ownership of the family for the 
longest time, but by the 1920s the village appeared to be largely independent. 
The family patronised tradesmen from Chudleigh rather than Kingsteignton, 
save one wax chandler. However, Charles supported Kingsteignton in many 
other ways, not least selling land at New Cross for a new burial ground at a 
very fair price.25 He also offered two acres of the recreation ground free of 
charge with the remainder of the field at £80,26 gifted land for the erection 
of a new British Legion Hall,27 and agreed to a long lease of land to provide 
allotments for 100 men.28 The water supply to the village had never been 
plentiful. The supply to those houses on the higher levels ran for a brief 

  21  E&PG, 2 Jan 1925, 11.
  22  Ugbrooke Archive, WB/Estate Papers 3 Sale Catalogue, Kingsteignton.
  23  Lionel Bolt, The Potters Field, A History of the South Devon Ball Clay Industry, (Newton 
Abbot: David & Charles, 1974), 59 & 61.
  24  E&PG, 23 Mar 1923, 16.
  25  E&PG, 17 Oct 1928, 7.
  26  TE&SDE, 20 Apr 1929.
  27  E&PG, 6 Aug 1929, 5.
  28  WMN, 8 Oct 1926, 3.



	 The Landed Gentry: Land Sales and Social Change	 33

period only each day and the situation worsened in 1924 after thirty new 
houses were constructed. Charles agreed to increase the amount taken 
from a spring in Ugbrooke park and this enabled further development to go 
ahead. 29

The photograph below taken c.1928 shows a line of houses formerly 
owned by the Clifford estates, some of which were in situ at the time of 
the auction sales of 1923/4 and new buildings built on the vacant plots. The 
land to become a recreation ground is to the left of the picture in front of the 
terraced houses and the allotments mentioned above were to the right of the 
picture in front of the bungalows and to the rear of the three trees.

Following the sales, the new focus was on the Ugbrooke Estate. It 
comprised a large number of tenanted farms and in-hand enterprises which 
included farming, forestry, quarrying, and haulage. The most profitable 
industry was that of forestry for which men were employed in plant cultivation, 
felling timber and work in the sawmills.30 The least profitable enterprise was 
that relating to the Hackney canal since the bargemen’s wages together with 
repairs to both boats and to the canal ate into the profits. The canal closed 
to clay traffic in 1928 since by that time, most of it was being transferred to 
lorries.

In many villages the aristocracy were traditionally predominant, providing 
employment, trade, education, and benevolence. When they sold their 
estates, their withdrawal was detrimental to the lives of the villagers. During 
the early nineteenth century, the Cliffords were influential in Kingsteignton, 
Chudleigh and Cannington. They provided for the religious needs, education 
and medical care of some of the tenants, estate workers and residents. 
By the 1920s their importance in Kingsteignton and Cannington was 
diminishing.  This was counterbalanced by the rise of middle-class elements 

  29  WT, 25 Jan 1924, 5.
  30  Ugbrooke Archive, Office 7.

Figure 2: 
Kingsteignton in 
1923 (photograph by 
kind permission of 
Richard Harris).
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of rural Devon society who were to benefit from land sales; investors in local 
business enterprises and housing.

Cannington was primarily an agricultural community. In the 1800s the 
village was self-sufficient with numerous businesses such as grocers, 
drapers, saddle and harness makers,31 many serving the Clifford household. 
By 1921 as a result of WW1 and the depression in agriculture, the population 
had dropped to 871. The Catholic elementary school for boys and girls had 
closed. The Catholic Industrial School for boys had moved to Bath, and 
Cannington Court leased to Somerset County Council.32 As a result, the 
influence of the Clifford family had already been eroded.

Community administration
Cannadine states that the agricultural depression of the late nineteenth 
century undoubtedly forced many notables to withdraw from county 
administration and constitutional politics and the great land sales of 1910-
22 only intensified this development.33 Lewis, 9th Lord Clifford had taken a 
keen interest in both national and local politics and supported the Liberal 
Unionist cause. His contributions to the House of Lords debates were many 
and varied.34 Prior to his death in 1916 he was heavily involved in Devon 
County administration, e.g., chairman of the Devon Education Committee, 
Justice of the Peace, Deputy-Lieutenant and County Alderman.35  

Although Charles became a local magistrate and shared his Uncle 
Lewis’s interest in the Territorial Army,36 he was far less involved in County 
administration than his uncle had been. However, he kept up to date with 
agricultural developments and held a number of roles on agricultural 
bodies.37 He joined other members of the county elite in the affairs of 
the South Western district of the Fire Brigades Association.38 He was a 
prominent member of a number of organisations in Chudleigh and loaned 
money to the Chudleigh Town Band to help with their financial difficulties,39 
and as a keen sportsman, was involved with the local golf, tennis and cricket 

  31  Cannington Parish Council, About Cannington, to be found at https://www.cannington.
org.uk.
  32  Cannington Education to be found at https://www.history.ac.uk/vch/som/vol6/p90.
  33  Cannadine, The Decline and Fall, 180. 
  34  Clifford, The House of Clifford, 199.
  35  E&PG, 21 Jul 1916, 10.
  36  Clifford, The House of Clifford, 198.
  37  D&EG, 12 Apr 1929, 5.
  38  D&EG, 2 Dec 1929, 7.
  39  Ugbrooke Archive, WBXII (Box 2)
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clubs. His other passion was fishing. He was a member of the Lower Teign 
Fishing Association and was chairman of the Teign Board of Conservators 
who were particularly concerned with the effects of pollution on fish stocks.40   

 Like his peers, Charles offered his home as a venue for a number of local 
events.  The park was used for a number of summer camps for local troops 
of Boy Scouts and Girl Guides. It was a training camp for 1,700 territorials, 
constituting the 130th (Devon & Cornwall) Infantry Brigade.41 In 1925 Charles 
opened the centre lake at Ugbrooke for trout fishing, the proceeds of which 
went to the Chudleigh Cricket Club and the Chudleigh Lawn Tennis Club.42 
Despite a diminished income, Charles continued to support numerous 
charities, not least the restoration of Buckfast Abbey.

Lifestyle
The family had always been well connected. In 1899 the Duke and Duchess 
of York visited Ugbrooke. The house party included the Duke and Duchess 
of Somerset, Lord and Lady Churston, Sir Stafford Northcote, Sir Redvers 
and Lady Buller, and Sir Thomas and Lady Acland.43 Clifford and his wife 
entertained both British and foreign royalty, senior politicians, diplomats, 
authors, musicians and local dignitaries.44 House parties were lavish. 
Guests stayed for long weekends and were feted with amateur theatrical 
performances which rivalled the celebrated performances at Chatsworth.45 

Although the number of domestic servants in Ugbrooke House had 
fallen since the start of the war, there was still employment for estate 
maintenance men, gardeners, gamekeepers46 and those employed in the 
various industries. Families often became almost ‘hereditary’ tenants or 
employees.47 In 1928 there were sixteen members of the Coombes family 
living on the Ugbrooke Estate.48 

Life at Ugbrooke House in the 1920s took a rather different form to that 
of the previous generation when the 9th Lord was alive. Gone were the lavish 
long weekends. The popular ‘London season’ enjoyed by the county elite 
was to some extent replaced by a season of local balls. Some were private 

  40  E&PG, 25 Jan 1929, 12.
  41  WMN, 28 Jul 1924, 3.
  42  WMN. 26 Feb 1925, 2.
  43  WMN, 6 Jul 1899, 5.
  44  Ugbrooke Archive, Visitors Books.
  45  Pall Mall Gazette, 7 Sep 1906.
  46  Ugbrooke Archive, Clifford II/1/Ugbrooke Estate/chapel/house/staff.
  47  Ugbrooke Archive, Workmen’s Account Book.
  48  Interview with Miss Dorothy Coombes, 2007.
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and others charitable events. Charles and his house party were among the 
guests at the Lindridge Ball along with those of the Hon. Lois Yarde-Buller 
and Lady Goodson.49 House parties appeared to be intimate affairs often 
associated with sporting events such as hunting, racing and shooting.50 

Despite a change in fortunes, the aristocracy and gentry continued to 
enjoy a hectic social life. The first hunt ball to be held at Ugbrooke after the 
war was held in April 1924 to raise funds for the South Devon Hunt. Guests 
were received by Charles and his aunt, Countess de Torre Diaz together 
with the Master, Mr W. Whitley and his wife. Members of the hunt attended 
in red coats with buff facings which, with the beautiful dresses presented a 
brilliant spectacle.51 A number of lawn meets were held at Ugbrooke for both 
the South Devon Hunt and the Haldon Harriers. Followers were provided 
with refreshments before hounds drew the first cover.  

Land sales and the rural community
Hunting had always been the province of the rural elite. But times were 
changing.  Aristocrats like the Duke of Beaufort and the Duke of Rutland 
had provided sport at their own expense and were in complete control of 
the proceedings, but in the period of the agricultural depression in the late 
nineteenth century, they were obliged to ask for subscriptions to help with 
rising costs. Lord Haldon, great grandchild of Sir Robert Palk of the Haldon 
estate was Master of the South Devon pack who, in 1884 had promised to 
provide all the funding needed to hunt the country (territory) but found himself 
two years later compelled to sell the hounds.52 Thereafter the management 
and funding of the hunt was no longer solely in the hands of the master. A 
committee would be set up to assist in these matters.53   

Land sales had the effect of breaking down class divisions on the hunting 
field and in the countryside. Wealthy supporters and farmers now became a 
valuable commodity, and the balance of power was shifting. Farmers were 
the new owner-occupiers who had authority over the land they farmed. 
Without the sporting rights reserved, they could control vermin which had an 
adverse effect on the number of foxes to hunt. Farmers were asked not to use 
gin traps to catch rabbits and foxes. Farmers’ hunt balls were organised with 

  49  E&PG, 27 Aug 1924, 2.
  50  Ugbrooke Archive, WBXII (Box 2) Diaries, The Hon. Charles Clifford.
  51  WT, 25 Ap 1924, 6.
  52  Cannadine, The Decline and Fall, 361.
  53  Edward Tozer, The South Devon Hunt: a history of the hunt from its foundation, 
(Teignmouth: Tozer, 1916). 
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special endeavours to attract as many farmers and their wives as possible. 
Fund raising events were run by sub-committees comprising principally 
members of the middle classes, both male and female. Hunt supporters 
would be invited to ‘puppy walk’ which meant keeping and exercising young 
hounds. They would then be invited to the puppy shows.  These were 
elaborate affairs where they could mingle with the ‘great and the good’. In 
common with other traditional pursuits and leisure activities after the First 
World War, foxhunting was ceasing to be a solely upper-class recreation, it 
was also becoming a middle-class pastime. 

Hunts were an integral part of country life and were important to the 
local economy. They provided work for local people such as the groom, the 
farrier, the saddler and the veterinary surgeon. Charles procured both his 
hunting apparel and his saddlery from Chudleigh tradesmen.54 Farmers also 
provided animal feedstuffs. The hunts ran numerous whist drives, dances, 
races, and gymkhanas to which as many as several thousand spectators 
could be attracted.55 Meets at Chudleigh and Kingsteignton provided a 
spectacle for local people. The introduction of the motor car now meant that 
followers need not be mounted. There was also an increase in women riders 
who also took on the roles of joint masters.  

Commenters note that throughout the Country, diminished incomes and 
sales of land had an adverse effect on shooting. By the 1930s even the 
great game estates were affected. Some let their shoots to syndicates as 
a commercial exercise.56 Charles let his Devon shooting rights during the 
season 1926-27 but syndicates are not in evidence until the season 1933-4. 
However, the nature of the shoot was changing. There were signs of practices 
moving towards commercialisation.  Before the war, the Ugbrooke Game 
Books show that the birds shot were wild birds and not purely pheasants. By 
the end of the 1920s the three Ugbrooke gamekeepers procured 4,000 eggs 
for rearing into adult pheasants. 

Unlike hunting, which was absorbing the middle classes, the Ugbrooke 
shoot, like other Devon shoots was class orientated. It was principally 
enjoyed by the upper class. Guests would include Lord Cable of the Lindridge 
estate, Sir Robert Newman of the Mamhead estate, and Lord Courtenay of 
the Powderham estate. The grandees would in turn invite Charles to their 
shoots.57 The gamekeepers and the beaters who were estate workers or 

  54  Chudleigh & District Amenity Society, Oral History Project, 1999.
  55  D&EG, 16 Sep 1929, 8.
  56  Adrian Tinniswood, The Long Weekend, 293.
  57  Ugbrooke Archive, Ugbrooke Game Register.
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their family members were well aware of their status, and were segregated 
from the other group over lunch. A traditional rook shoot as well as a rabbit 
shoot were held each May when tenants could enjoy a day’s sport which 
also served as a means of vermin control.58 

Women were not always welcome at shoots since many of the older 
‘guns’ including the King disapproved of females shooting but during the 
1920s increasing numbers began to do so.59 Charles does not mention any 
women present at the shoots in his diary although there is a reference to 
wives being invited to a dinner party which followed the day’s shooting. 

Conclusion 
Like other Devon aristocratic families, the status of the Cliffords remained 
largely unchanged unlike the decline of the upper-class elites cited by 
David Cannadine in the country as a whole. Land and buildings were 
sold principally for economic reasons. It was expedient for the Clifford 
Estates to sell property, particularly that which needed costly repairs and 
renovations, and to invest the proceeds in commodities which produced a 
better return. The family enjoyed an opulent lifestyle, albeit less lavish than 
its predecessors. 

Charles was highly respected.  He enjoyed a busy social and sporting 
life and continued many family traditions. He also managed to steer a furrow 
through the difficult economic times keeping Ugbrooke House and the estate 
intact.

A growing middle class was on the rise, but the grandees remained 
supreme.  Class distinctions softened but class divisions remained. The 
people of Kingsteignton and Cannington were largely unaffected by the 
sales from a paternalistic aspect. In fact, the sales provided opportunities for 
certain tenants to become owner-occupiers and entrepreneurs to establish 
various businesses. The village of Kingsteignton was able to grow and 
develop economically.  In all, the sales brought about a catalyst for change.
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How Effective Were the School Medical 
Services in Devon in the 1920s?

TIM LOMAS

The School Medical Background to the 1920s
The common assumption is that the Medical Service established on 1 
January 1908 for England was the result of concerns about the poor 
state of general health during the Boer War. However, evidence that 
there was anxiety about the state of children’s health dates back to 
the board school era. Even so, developments in the late Victorian and 
early Edwardian periods were ad hoc.1 Despite this, Bernard Harris 
avers that the establishment of the school medical service represented 
a major new development and could be regarded as one of the single 
most important steps on the road to the creation of the welfare state.2 

What was being established gradually was the school clinic which 
became the main vehicle for treatment. The demand for doctors in the War 
effort slowed down school medical progress but this was only temporary.3 It 

  1  Derek Gillard, Education in the UK: a history (2008), Chapter 6 1860-1900 A State System 
of Education (online at https://education-uk.org/history/chapter06.html).
  2  Bernard Harris, Health of the Schoolchild: A History of the School Medical Service in 
England and Wales (Buckingham: Open University Press, 1995).
  3  David Hirst, The origins and development of the School Medical Service 1870-
1919 (unpublished thesis, Bangor University, 1983 (online at https://research.bangor.
ac.uk/portal/en/theses/the-origins-and-development-of-the-school-medical-service-
18701919(7225a1cf-01aa-40a3-9073-d2681e49ae00).html).
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was only in 1918 that LEAs (Local Education Authorities) were given a duty to 
provide treatment as well as inspect. In the early days the LEAs had to fund 
this directly – there was no capitation hence there was some reluctance as 
there were plentiful demands for the limited finance. Early reports of Medical 
Officers also refer frequently to parental reluctance for treatment. The LEAs 
were also often hesitant – treatment could mean long pupil absences with 
loss of capitation grant.4

This article focuses on the evidence for improvements in Devon and, to a 
lesser extent, Plymouth LEAs in the 1920s. As is the case today, Plymouth 
ran a separate education service to Devon. In general, the Education 
Committee minutes for Devon for the 1920s do not have a great deal to 
say about medical services. The key documents are the reports (quarterly) 
from the County Medical Officer, Dr George Adkins who provides detail and 
analysis for the Education Medical Sub Committee. These reports obviously 
capture the attention of the public as they are fairly fully reported in the local 
press. In fact, Dr Adkins was extremely well known and respected. He was 
County Medical Officer until the end of decade when he was succeeded by 
Dr Meredith Davies from Northamptonshire County Council.

Overall, the records point to a relatively harmonious relationship 
between the Medical Officers and the County Council although there were 
some tensions especially over staffing, expenses and salaries. Part of the 
harmonious relationship must have resulted from Dr Adkins’ tact and both 
newspaper reports of his retirement in 1929 and his death a few years later 
were full of respect and appreciation of his work over a 21-year service as 
County Medical Officer. As one paper noted, when he took office, Dr Adkins 
‘found the county without a public health service worthy of the name … on 
his retirement the health services of Devon lacked little’.5

Plymouth is also well reported in school medical matters. Both Devon 
and Plymouth reports often make the same points relating to the inexorable 
link between children’s health and social and economic conditions. The 
Chair of the Public Health Committee of Plymouth Corporation, Dr B. Soltau 
gave an address saying there were three essentially important things in front 
of the Borough Council – health, housing and education. Until they could 
sweep away the insanitary overcrowded, miserable houses in which so large 
a portion of the population lived they could not go ahead. Until they got the 
housing and health of the community established it was no use going on 

  4  J. David Hirst, ‘The Growth of Treatment through the School Medical service 1907-1918’, 
Medical History 33 (1989), 318-342.
  5  E&PG, 2 Nov 1934.
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with the third point – education.6 

Immediate Post War and the Early 1920s: Getting Things Moving
However, what clearly emerges is the dedication and attempts by some 
to effect improvements. There were certainly some positive developments 
into the 1920s despite a constant shortage of resources. Also noticeable 
is a gradual if not rapid improved attitude of parents towards the health of 
their children. The move from antagonism towards school medical services 
improving their offspring’s health was quite noticeable. Plymouth was 
clearly quite proud of its open-air education. In 1920 the Annual Report of 
Dr Octavius Hall, Chief School Medical Officer for Plymouth noted that it 
continued to do good work, and further efforts in the extension of this class 
of school are to be commended. There was also a need for special classes 
in schools for tuberculous, crippled and blind children and any contemplated 
extension should include classes for children suffering from ringworm, also 
stammerers, and for backward scholars. The question of providing a centre 
for cleansing verminous children and treating scabies was deemed an 
urgent one. Dr Hall reported 40 cases of insufficient clothing and footwear, 
but the most prominent figures related to the children requiring treatment for 
defective teeth. He added that the confidence and appreciation of the parents 
are growing rapidly; the old hostile attitude was gradually decreasing.7 

The evidence for gradual improvement overall in the 1920s includes the 
statistics provided of child illness and disease – often referred to as ‘defective’. 
In fact, the terminology often deployed would certainly be regarded with 
horror today. The Exeter and Plymouth Gazette reporting on the previous 
Quarterly Report noted as ‘defective’. 2419 children in 369 schools. 385 were 
referred for treatment. 254 were examined as ‘specials’, 18 schools were 
closed for infections – mostly measles, whooping cough, diphtheria, chicken 
pox, mumps, scarlet fever, impetigo, scabies, or ringworm. 55 children were 
described as ‘dull and backward’ including some ‘feeble minded’ and ‘idiots’.8

This was obviously far from saying that the medical situation was 
satisfactory in Devon. Resources and parental attitudes were causal factors 
in the continuing health problems for many of the years during the 1920s. The 
unsanitary conditions were followed up in 1921 stating that 60% elementary 

  6  WMN, 15 Apr 1920.
  7  WMN, 24 Jun 1920; WEH, 24 Jun 1920.
  8  E&PG, 5 Nov 1920.
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and secondary children had medical defects.9 Water supply was deemed 
a real problem. The NUT (National Union of Teachers) had recommended 
school baths and a good midday meal for each child, but the Education 
Committee disagreed. Dr Adkins reported a shortage of health visitors to 
follow up medical cases in one third of schools and he also referred to poor 
playground facilities. 17.5% of parents refused treatment for their child’s 
dental problems. Secondary teeth were markedly worse. The report had a 
side swipe at caretakers not doing their job properly. It reported that things 
worked much better when older girls took their turn cleaning rooms after 
younger ones had left.10 

Dr Adkins was also prepared to put his head above the parapet arguing 
for better rates of pay, travelling and out-of-pocket expenses especially for 
the oculist, health visitors, mental specialist and three dentists. His advocacy 
must have had some effect as the Education Committee minutes do show 
some raising of salaries and expenses as well as a filling of posts.11 However, 
it was slow progress. 

It was Dr Adkins’ opinion that dentistry was by a large margin the most 
important element of a child’s medical well-being for it gave the child a clean 
mouth which is the most important endowment for the start of a healthy 
life. The Medical Sub Committee of the Council, however, did not approve 
of dental inspection of secondary children and liked the idea of using 
senior pupils to help with sanitation such as seeing windows were open in 
intervals.12

The range of health problems referred to in the Devon and Plymouth 
records seemed almost inexhaustible. For example, in mid-1921 Dr M. 
O’Connor, the Plymouth School Medical Officer, in her Annual Report added 
the additional issue of the poor deportment of the average school child and 
the faulty position assumed when sitting and standing. Appropriate remedies 
might include frequent admonitions on the part of teachers, high desks and 
support for the feet. As in Devon as a whole bad teeth were said to prevail 
to an alarming extent. Other Plymouth problems cited were scabies and 
ringworm.13

As in previous ones, Dr Adkins in his 1922 medical report for Devon14 

  9  WMN, 1 July 1921.
  10  WMN, 7 April 1922.
  11  E.g. DCC Education Committee Minutes 11 Mar 1920, p.9; 29 Sep 1921, p. 1; 15 Dec 
1921, p. 3.
  12  WMN, 24 Feb 1922.
  13  WMN, 19 Jul 1921.
  14  WT, 11 May 1921 and 18 May 1921.
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continued to bemoan staff shortages regretting that it was not possible to 
increase the number of health visitors to 26 which was the minimum number 
required to cover the county for ‘following up’ children referred to treatment 
by the school medical inspectors. The number of children inspected, and 
the percentage of defects found amongst these, remained much the same 
as in previous years but there had been a larger number of special and re-
examinations than in previous years. There was the usual number of minor 
ailments, diseases of the tonsils and adenoids, defective vision, defective 
teeth, malnutrition, crippling, mental deficiency and ‘backward’ children 
but the school nurses reported a great improvement in cleanliness and 
there had been less skin disease due to scabies and ringworm and fewer 
infectious diseases with a corresponding smaller number of schools having 
to be closed during such outbreaks – 79 against 131 for the previous year. 
Medical officers had also been asked to carry out an investigation into 
‘summer time’ and they concluded some ‘evil results did accrue’ such as a 
loss of sleep and rest.15

Dr Adkins also reported on conditions in the non-provided schools 
(those not funded by the rates) with regard to ventilation, heating, lighting, 
playgrounds, water supply, desks and cloakrooms. He noted 

the evil influence on the health of children already handicapped by the 
wretched homes in which many had to live, together with insufficient feeding 
and clothing, bad water supplies and want of proper recreation only tended 
to perpetuate the C3 class of adults which was discovered during the 
medical examination of the late war recruits. 

Dr Adkins spoke of using the machinery of school medical inspections 
for the pre-school period of the child’s life when the ‘beginnings’ of disease 
were in evidence.16 He summarised his key issues 

•	 Air in motion in the classrooms 
•	 A proper midday meal 
•	 Means of drying wet clothes and footgear
•	 Abundant supply of drinking water 
•	 Healthy recreation 
•	 Good school desks with appropriate lighting
...but this was only ancillary to the most important point of all – better 

  15  E&PG, 7 Apr 1922.
  16  WT, 11 May 1923.
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housing and home environment.17

The Medical Sub Committee mixed understanding with reluctance often 
resulting in vague or inadequate recommendations. In various reports, for 
example, they agreed actions such as sending letters to parents about the 
importance of their children going to bed at a proper time and teachers 
were asked to bring the matter to the children. Headteachers were to be 
invited to attend managers’ meetings to discuss ventilation, heating, lighting, 
playgrounds, water supply and caretakers’ duties. Older children should help 
keep the schools clean and tidy. The Committee claimed that if older girls 
were associated with keeping schools clean and tidy it would be a great help 
in inducing them to interest themselves in domestic duties. 

Dr Adkins’ later reports largely continued in the same vein. 35% 
children at age 5 brought health defects. The recommendations included 
more education for parents as preventative work; urgent sanitary defects 
needed better addressing and sanitary monitors for weekly tours should be 
mandatory not permissive. There should also be better arrangements for 
drying children’s boots and clothes and ensuring a well cooked, sufficient, 
properly served midday meal. There was evidence of his efforts being 
appreciated. Correspondence in a local paper praised Adkins for the 
courage of his convictions and advocacy of a midday meal.18 

The Medical Officers as a whole seem to have been a dedicated group 
of people and in Adkins they had a strong advocate for sufficient resources 
and remuneration. Not everyone in the County Council was sympathetic 
and there was a need to defend the service especially amongst those 
complaining about costs and value for many especially in the earlier 1920s 
when identified ‘defectives’ were so high. Sacrifices were made and Adkins 
reminded Councillors that pay rises had been frozen to help with the 
necessary economies.19 In the straitened economic times there was often 
attempts to not replace staff or to reduce expenses. It was not always a 
them and us situation. The Education Committee did raise expenses for 
dentists.20 In the following year they approved an additional dentist at a 
starting salary of £400 though the Committee had to incur the wrath of the 
Council financiers.21 Also in the earlier part of the decade they went against 
charging parents for dental treatment arguing that it was impractical in an 
area like Devon – a decision that the Board of Education later made them 

  17  E&PG, 7 Apr 1922.
  18  E&PG, 15 May 1925.
  19  WMN, 2 Jun 1922.
  20  DCC 11 Mar 1920, p.9.
  21  DCC 15 Dec 1921, p.3.
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reverse.22

Yet there would be no way that one could describe Devon County Council 
as generous. There were often attempts by councillors to compare costs 
with other authorities to ascertain that the ratepayers were not suffering. 
Dr Adkins may well have achieved success, but he also failed on other 
occasions.23 

Plymouth’s medical statistics were little different. In the 1923 Annual 
Report of Dr O. Hall, it was reported that one in every 12 children attending 
schools belonging to Plymouth LEA was found at medical inspections 
during the year to have been in an unclean state though in the previous 
year it had been one in 10. The main infectious diseases were scarlet fever, 
whooping cough and diphtheria. Despite this general health was improving 
in Plymouth - the general death-rate being 14.35 per 1,000 of the population, 
or 1.17 below the average for the five previous years; the infantile death-
rate of 74.31 per 1,000 births compared with 88.9, the average for the five 
preceding years and the birth-rate, 19.65 per 1,000, was the lowest since 
1919.24

Into the Mid-1920s
In Devon, further improvements were noticeable by 1924 including in dental 
and ocular although questions were now being asked about feet defects. 
Epidemics still continued with a measles epidemic that affected the north of 
the county whilst leaving the south untouched. In late 1924 it was reported 
that the proportion of ‘defectives’ in Devon was 42.7% elementary and 
33.7% amongst secondary pupils, evidence of further decline.25 

Dr Adkins referred frequently to the underlying social conditions and 
regularly made suggestions for many poorer families in particular improving 
their lifestyle. He was a keen advocate of health education for children,26 
an issue that reached the full Education Committee in 1924 when they had 
tasked the Medical Sub Committee to report on the teaching of hygiene 
and approved a Junior Red Cross Scheme.27 Many of his suggestions (if 
not the terminology) seemed rather ahead of the age. He understood the 

  22  DCC 15 Jun 1922, p.5.
  23  E&PG, 29 Jun 1923 and WT, 23 Jul 1926.
  24  WMN, 17 May 1923.
  25  E&PG, 8 Feb 1924. Improvements also noted in WMN, 2 May 1924 and WT, 20 Jun 
1924.
  26  WT, 3 Oct 1924.
  27  DCC 18 Dec 1924, p.2.
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importance of pre-school upbringing and bemoaned the lack of monitoring 
of this age group.28 He also saw the dangers of cigarette smoking.29 He 
advocated the drinking of milk by young children.30 Through the Quarterly 
and Annual Reports there are a range of issues raised – the importance of 
dry clothes, why feet were important, the dangers of teachers spreading TB, 
clean water, healthy meals and the dangers of bent backs.

Controversy resulted in 1924 when Dr Corkery, School Medical Inspector 
for Plympton, contributed a special report The Decadence of the Rural 
Child. He suggested that many children in country schools were pale faced, 
anaemic-looking with eyes lacking lustre, undersized, underfed and sad 
faced and without the joie de vivre. The chief factors he argued were the 
migration of the fit from the country to the town and consequent breeding 
of the unfit alongside bad housing, lack of suitable and sufficient food, 
intermarriage and large families. Devon Education Committee after a lull 
decided they should consider this report but felt that some aspects were 
unfair.31 Corkery’s report caught the attention of the Chief Medical Officer 
at the Ministry of Health – something quite rare for Devon, although by itself 
probably changed little.

In the mid 1920s Plymouth appointed a new Medical Officer of Health. 
Dr Nankivell. He asserted in an early interview that the ideal of all health 
departments should be to secure healthy childhood and reasonably decent 
surroundings for the young.32 Things were better than some 12 or 14 years 
earlier when he was appalled to see the dirty and verminous condition of 
school children. He advised that he was always willing to give ‘health talks’ 
and lectures. This was soon transformed into action with accounts of his 
delivering a health talk from Plymouth Broadcasting Station. His ire was 
reserved for the many people keeping putrid, decaying and rotting teeth in 
their mouths and swallowing the poison from them all day long. Children’s 
teeth recurred as an issue on a number of occasions and a third dentist 
was accepted as needed.33 Nankivell served effectively for eight years in 
Plymouth but his later life saw him on the wrong side of the law serving a 
prison service for gross indecency.34 

Dr Nankivell was always prepared to court controversy. In late 1926 

  28  WT, 18 May 1928.
  29  Taunton Courier and Western Advertiser, 8 Oct 1924.
  30  WMN, 9 May 1925.
  31  DCC 24 Sep 1925, p.5. Also WT, 3 Oct 1924; E&PG, 26 Nov 1924.
  32  Cornishman, 31 Dec 1924; WMN, 16 Jan 1925.
  33  WMN, 27 Mar 1926.
  34  Hartlepool Northern Daily Mail, 20 Jul 1932.
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he insisted that Plymouth must choose between healthy children and 
ancient houses following proposals put forward for the preservation of 
historic buildings in the area near Plymouth Barbican. He emphasized that 
restoration of the existing houses would not abolish the conditions which 
were now causing rickets and other diseases among children in this ‘slum 
area’.35

Medical matters were given a fair prominence in local papers in the 
middle part of the decade. Dr Adkins noted ‘more intelligent interest is 
displayed by parents in the physical welfare of children’ with an increase in 
parents at clinic and medical inspections. However, he added

Unfortunately, uncleanliness showed little inclination to decrease of 
late years and probably the county has got near a low water mark until a 
more active campaign involving an attack on the home conditions was in 
existence.

Two subjects needed earnest attention – 

making provision for the prevention and treatment of the crippled children 
and … providing some nutriment in the schools for underfed children … 
especially in the rural areas. 

Dr Adkins suggested half a pint milk at lunchtime. The Education 
Committee debated Adkins’ report where some condemned working-
class habits spending on silk stockings and cigarettes rather than milk for 
children.36

Some praise was apportioned to the effective treatment of epileptics at 
the Western Counties Institution, Starcross, excellent work also at Dartmouth 
and Crediton for ‘dull and backward children’ and the very plucky efforts 
at Crediton Elementary School to deal with its ‘dregs’. Overall though there 
was still real concern especially about rural children’s health with the school 
medical officers claiming that it was worse in 1924 and 1925 than before the 
war.37

Further Improvements in the Later 1920s

  35  WMN, 10 Jun 1925; 16 Dec 1926; 29 Oct 1927; WMN, 23 May 1928.
  36  WT, 8 Apr 1927.
  37  E&PG, 9 May 1925.
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Maybe reluctantly the Education Committee in 1927 approved the 
appointment of additional health visitors. Those leaving tended to be replaced. 
Free dental and optical treatment was provided for the necessitous.38 Those 
receiving free places in secondary schools were now to receive free dental 
treatment although other parents had to make their own arrangements.39 The 
Education Committee supported Dr Adkins in milk being brought to school.40

Numbers reported as ‘defective’ continued to fall though - in 1927 
‘defectives’ were numbered at 26.6% of elementary children and 26.7% in 
secondary schools whereas four years earlier the proportion was 45% and 
39.5%. Numbers for dental refusals were still relatively high especially in 
secondary schools - in one area they were 31.8%. However, when dental 
work started in elementary schools, refusals were 22% but were now 
half that. The reasons given were that some parents objected to state 
interference, others preferred private, some believed it made the children ill 
and some children forged letters from their parents.41

In 1927 the Child Guidance Council was formed aiming to encourage 
the provision of skilled treatment for children with behavioural difficulties.42 
Early in the same year a flu epidemic in Devon resulted in 27 schools closed 
and 80 teachers absent. It was claimed that more would have been closed 
if retired and unemployed teachers had not been available to fill the gaps. 
On the whole though many fewer schools were closed through infectious 
disease as the decade proceeded.43

An unwelcome intrusion for Devon County Council was the publication 
of a pamphlet by Dr Addison, a former Liberal minister and now prospective 
Labour candidate, on the dreadful conditions of many rural Devon schools. 
He reserved especial venom for Church schools. Not only were such schools 
unsanitary but the management was not representative of the workers. They 
were dominated by the parson, big landowners and farmers. He concluded 
that their aim was to run the schools at the lowest cost.44

Despite this attack, the latter part of the decade saw continued progress 
in the decline in number of ‘defective’ children; it was not continuous and 
there were many caveats and concerns in the reports from Adkins. Whilst 

  38  DCC 18 Mar 1926, p.4.
  39  DCC 23 Sep 1926, p.4.
  40  DCC 16 Dec 1926, p.5.
  41  WT, 7 Oct 1927.
  42  John Stewart, ‘The Scientific Claims of British Child Guidance 1918-1945’, The British 
Journal for the History of Science, 42, no. 3 (Sep 2009), 407-432.
  43  WMN, 22 Feb 1927.
  44  WMN, 19 Apr 1927.
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the proportion of identified children fell to around a quarter, many concerns 
remained including dental treatment, refusal rates and optical health, 
especially in the secondary sector. In part this may have been the result 
of the Devon Education Committee determining that, unless necessitous, 
secondary age parents would be expected to pay for treatment.45 There was 
also a plea for more milk to be available.46

Devon was not operating in a vacuum and there was no shortage of 
public health guidance in the latter years of the decade. All local sanitary 
authorities had been urged to adopt Part 4 of the Public Health Act 1925. The 
suggested improvements included cloak rooms with teachers doing more in 
arranging dry shoes and stockings, the replacement as soon as possible of 
trough closets or midden closets, adequate water supply including drinking 
water.47

Dr Adkins had been a dominant figure in Devon throughout the 1920s 
but in spring 1929 he reported that he would prefer to retire before facing 
the next busy winter as Medical Officer of Health.48 His last annual report 
in 1929 noted improvements in ventilation, lighting, heating and sanitation 
of schools. 29% of pupils examined were ‘defective’ though some of these 
were for uncleanliness and minor issues. Problems were reported with 
mental illness, and the lack of places for epileptics.49 Dr Adkins left his role 
at the end of the decade and his successor was able to refer to the real 
improvements that had taken place in recent years under him and described 
Devon as being in a satisfactory situation.50 

Nationally, in 1929 the Wood Report focused on mental deficiency. 
It found 105,000 school children were mentally deficient but only a small 
proportion were assessed. It argued that mentally deficient children 
should not be separated from the mainstream education and the system of 
certification should be abolished. Special education should be a variant of 
ordinary education.51

  45  WT, 1 Jun 1928.
  46  WMN, 30 May 1928; TTSDA, 1 Jun 1928.
  47  WT, 8 Apr 1927.
  48  TT&SDA, 1 Jun 1929; WMN, 29 Nov 1929.
  49  WMN, 31 Oct 1930.
  50  WT, 24 May 1929; EPG, 1 Jun 1929; TT&SDA, 1 Jun 1929.
  51  Derek Gillard, Education in the UK: a history (2008), Chapter 8 1923-1929 From Hadow 
to Spens (online at https://education-uk.org/history/chapter08.html). Also Report of the 
Mental Deficiency Committee : being a joint committee of the Board of Education and Board 
of Control (London: HMSO, 1929) (online at https://wellcomecollection.org/works/a5qhhf3s).
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A Time of Progress or a Missed Opportunity?
From a lowish base just after the First World War, there is plentiful evidence 
that the School Medical Service in Plymouth and the rest of Devon was both 
taken seriously and was bringing about improvements. Supported by some 
national legislation, the school medical staff of Plymouth and Devon fulfilled 
their role with integrity and dedication. Their reports are a testament to 
improvements during the decade in the numbers of children without defects 
and a gradual decline in the parents unwilling to accept medical treatment 
for their children. Throughout, these school medical staff could see that their 
role was much more than treating children but on improving the underlying 
conditions causing the illness – most notably cleanliness, better housing, 
lighting and sanitation. Inevitably they ran up against some of the Devon 
councillors who saw their task as keeping down the rates. After all, much of 
what people such as Dr Adkins were advocating had financial implications. 
Behind the scenes there must have been some tensions and frustrations, 
some of which spilled over into the public domain. Overall, the language 
used in the reports may have been firmly rooted in the period but many of 
the sentiments expressed would resonate today.

Comparisons with other places are difficult and dependent on LEA size, 
economic and cultural circumstances and the actions of individuals such as 
officers and elected members. If one had to best guess, Devon did recognise 
its responsibilities and worked hard to address many of its challenges of 
providing school medical services, but in seeking to identify the pioneers in 
this area, one would need to look elsewhere.
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Restoring Devon Cottages: 
The 1926 (Rural Workers) Housing Act

PHILIPPE PLANEL

There are a number of otherwise unremarkable houses in Devon villages 
that conceal earlier existences. Had these houses been restored today, they 
would look, from the outside at least, much as they had done when they 
were built several hundred years ago. Their much-altered form is the direct 
result of a central government initiative to provide improved housing in rural 
areas: the 1926 Housing (Rural Workers) Act. A typical example, 1-3 Church 
Hill cottages in Awliscombe, near Honiton in East Devon, demonstrates 
how some of these houses leave few visual clues as to their transformation, 
requiring both local knowledge and archival research to identify them. See 
the 2023 and c.1926 photos below.

© 2025 The Devon History Society

Figures 1-2: 1-3 Church Hill, Awliscombe. 2003 (left) and c.1926 (right) (Author 
and Shears, 1968)
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In the early 1920s, following a period of coalition government in which 
all three main political parties recognised the need for improved housing 
(see the 1919 Housing, Town Planning (Addison) Act)), no serious thought 
had been given to the specific needs of rural housing, although a national 
legislative framework was already in place in the form of a series of 
subsidised housing acts (1885, 1890, 1909). In East Devon, at least, this 
had resulted in one or two rare examples of pre-WWI rural council houses 
(Newton Poppleford, 1913, for example). Local authorities throughout Devon 
received letters from the Local Government Board, regarding the need for 
housing, before the dust of a World War had even settled.1

Whilst council houses in Devon were indeed being built in the villages as 
well as in the urban areas in the first half of the 1920s, especially following 
the 1924 Housing (Wheatley) Act, of the short-lived Labour government, 
attention to the specific needs of rural housing had to wait until 1926 when 
the then minister of Health, Neville Chamberlain, convincingly argued that 
the problem for rural workers was often not a shortage of housing but the 
poor quality of housing stock and low wages:

In the country districts we have a population which is, generally speaking, 
stationary, if not declining, and consequently you have not there the problem 
which you have in the towns of having to provide for a constantly increasing 
number of families. The other feature is that even in pre-War times the 
agricultural labourer was never expected, and, as a matter of fact, was never 
in a position, to pay an economic rent for his house. Perhaps to that fact 
must be ascribed the practical stagnation of house building in rural districts 
for a great number of years.2

As a Conservative and a minister who had already stimulated the private 
housing sector in a previous Housing Act (1923), Chamberlain preferred 
subsidising rural property owners to restore their properties rather than 
resort to compulsory purchase or other local authority intervention. However, 
although the 1926 Act was national legislation, it was to be largely a Devon 
matter, since Devon was the only county council to enthusiastically and 
comprehensively take advantage of this government subsidy in the 1920s.  A 
few smaller authorities, such as Atcham (Shropshire) Rural District Council, 

  1  J. Moss, ‘Housing in the 1920s: Tiverton Rural District Council’s House Building Program’, 
unpublished essay, Devon in the 1920s Project; P. Planel, ‘Homes for Heroes’, Country 
Smallholding, June 2004, 76-77.
  2  Hansard, House of Commons Debates, 3 Aug 1926, vol., 198, cc2839-919.
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also made use of the act but it was only after the act expired in 1931 and 
was extended until 1936, and then 1939, that any other county councils took 
advantage of its provisions.3

The reasons for the uneven take up of the act in other parts of the 
country is discussed by Hoggart.4 The 20-year fixed rent tenancies, which 
landowners had to agree to for their properties to qualify for 1926 Act 
funding, tied them down and prevented them from renting to holiday makers 
or tenants willing to pay higher rents. Chamberlain, and he was not alone, 
laid the issue of lack of interest firmly at the door of landowners: ‘I think the 
only way to stimulate them is to get the District Councils to make themselves 
disagreeable to the owners’.5

Chamberlain’s interest in Devon and the leading role of Sir Francis 
Acland (Liberal member for Tiverton 1923-4) were no doubt catalysts in 
the success of the Act in Devon. The ability of the two men, from different 
political horizons, to embrace this project may indicate a survival of the idea 
of cross party working but also reflects well on their individual qualities. 
Acland’s interest in housing had led him to support Labour’s 1924 Housing 
Act in his election address for the October 1924 election and yet he was also 
willing to chair the Devon County Council committee which administered the 
Conservative-inspired 1926 Act.6

Chamberlain visited Devon in 1926: ‘as one of a series of visits he was 
making to confer with local authorities about the coming changes in the 
reform of the Poor Law’, but, as Shears goes on, Mr Chamberlain, when in 
Devon, ‘intimated that there was another important and more urgent problem 
facing the country, namely the housing conditions of Agricultural Workers’.7

Either on the above, or a later occasion in the same year, Chamberlain is 
described as:

 ... spending the vacation in visiting rural districts with a view to obtaining 
knowledge on the housing conditions … the tour will be of a semi-private 
nature and will not include any public meetings ... The Minister will be 
accompanied by Sir Arthur Robertson, secretary to the Ministry of Health, 

  3  R. T. Shears, The Conservation of Devonshire Cottages (Bideford: Gazette Printing 
Service, 1968), 21, 39.
  4  K. Hoggart, A Contrived Countryside: The Governance of Rural Housing in England 
1900-1974, (Cham, Switz.: Springer, 2021), 212.
  5  Diary 19.11.1927, in Hoggart, A Contrived Countryside, 212.
  6  G. Tregidga (ed.), Killerton, Camborne and Westminster. The Political Correspondence of 
Sir Francis and Lady Acland, 1910-29, DCRS n.s. vol 48 (2006), 146-7.
  7  Shears, The Conservation, 1.
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and they will be the guests in Devon of Mr Brian S. Miller, clerk to the County 
Council, who is making the local arrangements.8

The following year, as we learnt in a Zoom talk (11 Sep 2023) by Nigel 
Hyman for the Devon in the 1920s Project Housing Group, Chamberlain was 
once more in Devon; in Sidmouth, opening the excellent Arcot council estate 
designed by R. W. Sampson, as evidenced by a two-minute film that has 
survived from the period. Chamberlain’s speech, in which he compliments 
the architect on layout and amenity as well as house design, supports the 
widely held view that he both knew and cared about housing.9 We should 
note that the rents, at 9s. 6d. for the two parlour houses and 8s. for single 
parlour houses were high for lower paid workers. Chamberlain could not 
refrain, in his speech, from a swipe at the now defunct Addison Act.

In addition to the enthusiasm of a leading member of central government, 
Devon was fortunate in having several local figures dedicated to housing (for 
example, Sir Robert Newman, Conservative then Independent MP – Exeter). 
Another individual who seems to have played a leading role in implementing 
the 1926 Act in Devon was R. Shears, clerk to the Devon County Council 
1926 Act Committee, whose book, The Conservation of Devonshire 
Cottages, was published in 1968, following his retirement. The tone of this 
work, from his criticism of the state of some rural housing in Devon as: ‘little 
short of scandalous’, quoting extracts from damning Medical Officers of 
Health (MOH) reports, to the photographs he took of examples of houses, 
demonstrate a quiet but passionate interest in the work of administering the 
act. Shears took his own photographs; some of houses before they were 
restored, some after they were restored and some both before and after.

For professionals on the ground, Sanitary Inspectors (SAs) and MOHs, 
there was relief that older properties could be saved, something a 1925 act 
militated against:

The Rural Sanitary Inspector welcomes this act as one that should assist 
him in dealing with old cottages. He dare not take strong action to get these 
places made into a satisfactory condition for human occupation for fear he 
loses the cottages altogether. If section 3 of the Housing Act, 1925, is put 
in force in Rural Districts it nearly always results in the Ministry conforming 
the closing orders made by the owners on the grounds that the houses 
cannot be made fit in all respects for human occupation, without structural 

  8  TT&SDA, 8 Oct 1926.
  9  E&PG, 25 May 1927.
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improvements ... therefore if the 1926 Act is used … this will mean … new 
roofs as well as drastic repairs to existing walls, floors, etc.10

A. J. Redfern, quoted above, was the SA for Honiton Rural District Council 
(RDC) and seems to have come to the same conclusion as Chamberlain 
several years before the 1926 Act was passed:

Mr A. V. [sic] Redfern, of Honiton, speaking at the Sanitary Inspectors 
Conference at Bath …. put in a word for the rural districts, which he said did 
not require new houses, but did require the present number to be kept up. 
The rents were as low as 2s. 6d., and it was impossible for the owners to 
do large repairs as the houses were falling down. It was cheaper to buy and 
repair them than to spend £1,000 on building new houses, yet the Ministry of 
Health refused to let rural authorities do that.11

The two large volumes which constitute the record of the Sub-Committee 
of the Public Health and Housing Committee (Devon County Council), 
mentioned above and chaired by Sir Francis Acland, considered each 
application for funding through the successive stages of: condition reports 
and submission of plans; approval, modification or disapproval; completion; 
inspection and the paying out of funds to the owner of the property.12 The 
committee worked closely with architects and rural district SAs and MOHs. 
Some applications were turned down; sometimes because the houses were 
too far gone to be saved, sometimes because the owner had started work 
without official permission.

A. J. Redfern, believed strongly in the contribution his profession brought 
to applying the 1926 Act:

The local Sanitary Inspector knows the local conditions best and has records 
in his office of most of the cottages in his district, so that he could give the 
history for years back of most of the property.13

Identifying the 1926 Act houses on the ground today is complicated by 
the fact that exact addresses are rarely given, either in the records or in 

  10  A. J. Redfern in C. E. Tangye, H. B. Mapleton, A. J. Redfern, ‘The Housing (Rural 
Workers) Act’, Journal of the Royal Sanitary Institute, 48 (1) (1927), 20.
  11  WT, 3 Sept 1921.
  12  Minutes of the Sub-Committee of the Public Health and Housing Committee: DHC 
155/2/11/1 (Mar 1927 - Feb 1937); DHC 155/2/11/2 (Apr 1937 - Oct 1947).
  13  Redfern, ‘The Housing (Rural Workers) Act’, 21.
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Shears’ book. This is why local knowledge combined with the reading of the 
fabric of the houses themselves is often required in identification. To assist 
this process the DHS website has helped identify several properties by 
placing some of the photographs on-line with the request: ‘do you recognise 
this building?’

Awliscombe – a case study
If we consider the Awliscombe properties, referred to in the paragraphs 
above, identified by local resident John Cann, we find that they were, in one 
respect, atypical, since they were owned by Honiton District Council – see 
No. 376 in the following illustration.

Figure 3: Page from the Minutes of the Sub-Committee of the 
Public Health and Housing Committee (Devon County Council), 
formed to administer the 1926 Housing (Rural Workers) Act 
and led by Sir Francis Acland. (Courtesy of the Devon Heritage 
Centre).
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Cottages B & C were not deemed large enough for families with 
children. This was permissible in a row of cottages, but in general the Sub-
Committee was conscious of the need to provide sufficient space - a third 
bedroom where possible. This space debate is similar to the parlour debate 
surrounding 1920s council houses in Devon: yes or no to a front parlour in 
a council house? An additional factor, cited by Shears, was the threat of TB 
and the need to provide for patient care at home if necessary.14

Clearly, the Awliscombe cottages were of some antiquity. The 1840 Tithe 
map reproduced below (see plot 666) suggests the building may already 
have comprised three living units because there appear to be three separate 
gardens.

A late 19th century painting (Lyman, 1894) and a 1904 postcard both 
suggest at least a twofold division, given that the thatch seems to have been 
renewed in two distinct episodes, see the following illustrations. The property 
had become near ruinous by the mid-1920s.

Estate agents plans for No. 3 Church Hill, below, testify to the thickness of 
the original walls, in contrast with a more recent extension, and the survival 
of features such as fireplaces and chimney breasts. East Devon Council 
planning application drawings for 1 Church Hill tell the same story.  

However, the building has unfortunately been deprived of a couple of 
metres of its characteristic steep thatched roof and its gables. A lowered 
roof was a cheaper solution, both as regards lighter roof construction, using 
shorter and smaller section timbers, and presenting a smaller area to cover.

  14  Shears, The Conservation, 21.

Figure 4: 
Awliscombe 
Tithe map 
(1840). 
(Courtesy of 
the Devon 
Heritage 
Centre). 
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Prospect Cottage, in nearby Kentisbeare, appears to have received the 
same treatment (courtesy of a grant of £87 2s. awarded on 2 May 1929). 
The roof, the size of the windows and the low recessed door also reveal the 
thick walls and hint at an earlier 
existence – see below.

East Devon ‘pointy’ council 
houses were also being built in 
Awliscombe in the mid-1920s, 
only a stone’s throw from 1-3 
Church Hill, but, whilst they 
might also house rural workers, 
they did not exclusively do so.15 
Villages such as Awliscombe, 
Combe Raleigh or Monkton 
were only a mile or two from 

  15  P. Planel, ‘Pointy Houses for Heroes: Honiton Rural District Council housing in the 
1920s’, 218-34, TDA, 156 (2024), 228.

Figures 5-6: 1-3 Church Hill by 
Lyman (left) and 1904 Postcard 
(below left)
Figure 7: 3 Church Hill, 
Awliscombe, after Stags estate 
agent plans.(below)

Figure 8: Prospect Cottage, Kentisbeare, 
after Google Street View, 2021.

BLURRY
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Honiton and their newly built council houses, known as ‘pointy houses’ 
satisfied the housing needs of a more diverse workforce.

The wider picture in Devon
Several hundred houses in Devon were in various stages of progress towards 
restoration by 1930 and a total of over 2,000 restorations was achieved 
before the scheme initiated by the Rural Workers Act was finally wound up 
at the outbreak of war in 1939. Although most of the grants were awarded 
to farmers and estate owners, titled and untitled, and often for groupings of 
several cottages, it was possible for owner-occupier rural workers to apply 
for a grant. Shears, already writing articles about the cottage restorations in 
the late 1920s, no doubt to promote wider adoption of the scheme, captions 
a photograph of a simple but very attractive cottage where the thatch has 
in this case been retained: ‘all the work was carried out by the owner, an 
agricultural labourer’ – no location is provided. Interestingly, in the same 
article Shears also writes, in a caption beneath another thatched house: 

Cottage (possessing archaeological interest) before reconditioning. The 
owner desired to remove the bay and thatched roof but has been requested 
to supply a revised scheme so that these picturesque features may be 
retained.16

Clearly there was something symbolic and cherished about the Devon 
thatched cottage and it was perhaps inevitable that a tension should 
exist between cost and aesthetics. In the cases of the Awliscombe and 
Kentisbeare houses, retaining desirable features such as the roof pitch may 
have been too expensive, but equally the owner, in one case a public body, 
may not have possessed any sentimentality regarding cottage architecture. 
It is worth noting that improving landlords such as Mark Rolle and his 
steward Robert Lipscombe considered thatched buildings in the lower Otter 
valley to be inherently unhealthy and backward even in the late 19th century, 
and demolished a number of them;17 but it is difficult to gauge how much 
this opinion was shared in the 1920s by other landowners and the general 
public. Certainly, when Shears, several decades later, compiled his work on 

  16  R. T. Shears, ‘Reconditioning of Rural Workers Cottages’, Journal of the Ministry of 
Agriculture, 36 (1) (1929), 207-214.
  17  A. Ford, Mark Rolle: his architectural legacy in the Lower Otter Valley (Colaton Raleigh: 
Otter Valley Association, 2002).
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Devon cottages, he exhibited a strong attachment to the idea of the cottage. 
The frontispiece of his book consists of a quote from Stanley Baldwin:

Nothing is more characteristic of England’s countryside than the cottage 
homes which for century upon century have sheltered her sturdy sons of toil 
... Ought we not, then, to be proud of them, to protect them, to do everything 
in our power to save them from decay.

SAs and MOHs, united in their desire for better housing, clearly also felt 
the tension between modernity and aesthetics. Restorations were clearly 
preferred to new build council houses:

The desire of the Ministry that the time-honoured architectural features of 
the countryside shall be respected and preserved [through the 1926 Act] 
is a most welcome indication of the revulsion of feeling in official quarters 
against naked modernity … The conservative mind from the time of cave 
man right down the ages has been horrified by each successive wave of 
new building, but we who live in the age of Council Houses have been 
reserved a greater trial.18

Tangye was a MOH who shared a conference platform with Redfern and 
would no doubt have relished Anthony Powell’s term, passed down from a 
similarly lofty height, concerning ‘tenements’ of the same era: ‘experiments 
in architectural insignificance’ (Dance to the Music of Time). Chamberlain 
clearly also had a preference for older buildings and did not wish to replace 
cottages with: ‘buildings which, though they may be sensible, are of a 
different style and cannot be said to harmonise with surroundings’.19

Assessed as a building or a machine for living, rather than a symbol, 
the cottage does, however, unlike a new council house, come with some 
less attractive features: the absence of a damp course or of cavity walls, 
low ceilings and small window openings. So, what were the relative costs of 
restoring a damp cottage compared with tearing it down and building anew 
with brick, featuring cavity walls and damp courses? 

In Chudleigh in 1928, a contract for 20 council houses at Pullin’s Terrace 
was for £10,980 13s. 8d. – or around £500 a house.20 The grant to property 

  18  C. E. Tangye in C. E. Tangye et al., ‘The Housing (Rural Workers) Act’, 16.
  19  Hoggart, A Contrived Countryside 211.
  20  H. Turnbull, 2023, ‘Housing for agricultural workers’ (unpublished essay DHS Devon in 
the 1920s Project), 6.
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owners under the 1926 Act was 
for a much smaller sum: up 
to £100 per house - provided 
the value of the property on 
completion was not in excess of 
£400.21 And, of course, building 
a single house in a more isolated 
location would cost more than 
a house in a row of 20 terraced 
houses with good road or rail 
access for materials and labour.

On the basis of this 
assessment, £100 per house 
looks like money well-spent, at 
a time when a certain amount 
of damp was in any case taken 
for granted at all levels of society 
in rural areas and also when 
building materials were in short 
supply due to massive urban 
building projects initiated by the 
Wheatley Act (1924). This was 
the first use of improvement 
grants in the UK and came 
several decades before such 
grants were adopted in towns.22

The idea of the cottage is 
indeed a complicated one in 
our national psyche: the Rolle 
houses, although brick built and 
sometimes in terraces of four 
(at Knowle Village, Budleigh 
Salterton, for example), are referred to as ‘cottages’. However, importantly, 
the Rolle cottages were built for estate and farm workers, and somewhere 
in the idea of a cottage there is also perhaps the notion of life and work in 
the countryside - the labouring but dignified rural poor; to be contrasted with 
the subversion of the cottage by the upper classes in the form of the Cottage 

  21  Shears, The Conservation, 7.
  22  Hoggart, A Contrived Countryside, 60.

Figures 9-10: Fremington barn, before and 
after; Chagford textile mill (Shears and R. 
Boys)
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Orné (the Knowle, Sidmouth, for example). Rural workers, Baldwin’s ‘sturdy 
sons of toil’ quoted above, are mentioned in the same breath as the cottage 
as a home, making the cottage an institution as much as an example of 
vernacular architecture. The desire to recognise labouring heroes, returning 
from the ravaged soil of the trenches to till home soil near their cottages, 
may have held a particular resonance in a rural county such as Devon and 
may also help to explain Devon’s enthusiastic adoption of the 1926 Act.

Sentiment aside, the notion of economic value was, as we have seen, 
undoubtedly present in Devon’s implementation of the 1926 Act. This is also 
evidenced in the fact that, under the act, buildings not initially constructed 
for human habitation could also be converted to housing by their owners; for 
example: the Fremington barn, identified thanks to Fremington Heritage and 
History Group, near Bideford, converted into three cottages, or the textile 
mill, identified as being in Chagford (thanks to Chagford History Society), 
converted into multiple dwellings – see Figures 9-10 on previous page. 

Conclusion
Whilst the adoption of the 1926 Act in Devon was a far-sighted and 
progressive move, ultimately improving the lives of thousands of people, 
there was also economic value to the act – very much in accordance with 
Chamberlain’s views on social policy and spending. Chamberlain believed 
that government policy was to ‘to use the great resources of the state, not 
for the distribution of an indiscriminate largesse, but to help those who have 
the will and desire to raise themselves to higher and better things’.23 The 
1926 legislation was ahead of the game in terms of grant aid and saved 
many cottages and other interesting buildings from abandon. Recent work in 
East Devon has shown that there are entire congeries of cottages and farms 
present on the Tithe maps which have since disappeared,24 a process that 
was still active in the 1920s and even beyond; Hooknoll in Branscombe, for 
example,25 and Aplins in Offwell.26 Whilst some of the 2000 cottages saved 
by the 1926 Act have unfortunately lost their exterior, ‘cottagey’, look, they 
are at least still present in the landscape. Underneath the new roofs of the 
1920s and 1930s many much older features still remain.

  23  A. Marwick, A History of the Modern British Isles 1914-1999 (Blackwell, 2000). 
  24  H. Riley, Excavation of a Deserted Cottage at Summerdown Farm (Northleigh), Devon, 
2010 (East Devon AONB report).
  25  Covered in the ‘Disappeared Houses Walks’, 2008, 2009, put on by the Branscombe 
Project.
  26  Covered in the Parishscapes Project, East Devon AONB, 2007-2010.
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Shipbuilding in North Devon 
in the 1920s

JOHN BRADBEER

Introduction
The decade of the 1920s was to prove to be a significant one in the history 
of shipbuilding in North Devon. It saw a final act of shipbuilding at Barnstaple 
and Bideford was to cease construction of larger vessels and only to build 
smaller craft such as launches. Appledore was, at the end of the decade, the 
only place with the capacity to build larger vessels, and even here the period 
for 1925-1929 saw only two barges and five launches and yachts produced. 
North Devon’s yards never converted to boatyards and yacht building, 
unlike those at many centres around the Solent or in East Anglia. The whole 
decade was a difficult one for the shipbuilding industry nationally, as there 
was a short-lived boom with new vessels built to replace some of those lost 
to enemy action in the First World War, but then the economy stagnated and 
demand for ships and shipping fell. North Devon was perhaps fortunate that 
its shipbuilding industry survived at all. Ship repair was a principal factor in 
this, as was the survival of what was essentially a nineteenth century tradition 
of wooden sailing vessels locally owned and operated, which required repair 
by shipwrights skilled in working with wood, and modernisation in the fitting 
of auxiliary motors. 

In this paper first the overall pattern of building will be discussed and 
then followed by some comments about each of the building sites and 
their ownership. To conclude some detail will be given about the vessels 

© 2025 The Devon History Society
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constructed and their later careers. Throughout, I shall refer to vessels, rather 
than ships, which is the technical term of a sailing vessel with three masts, 
each setting square sails (i.e. sails at right angles to the hull). North Devon 
did build a few true ships in the nineteenth century, principally at Bideford 
and the Sarah Neumann, at 1,004 tons launched at Bideford in 1859, was 
the largest of them and the largest sailing vessel of any rig ever built in North 
Devon, although in gross tonnage terms several of the vessels built at both 
Barnstaple and Bideford in the early 1920s came close. I have used the term 
‘launch’ to refer to smaller craft, typically of 15-40 tons and used for a variety 
of purposes and for purposes of analysis I have combined these with the 
handful of yachts constructed. The term ‘barge’ is rather more self-evident, 
although all the barges produced in North Devon at this time were powered, 
with most being employed within the Taw-Torridge estuary to dig gravel and 
carry it principally to Barnstaple and Bideford for use in construction. 

Output 1920-1929
In Devon, most of the output of the shipyards occurred between 1920 and 
1924, with North Devon yards contributing roughly 71% of the tonnage.1 
For the decade 1920-1929, North Devon built roughly 51% of the vessels 
by tonnage in Devon. Most of the data on construction in North Devon 
have come from Graham Farr’s monograph and are supplemented by data 
obtained from the Shipping and Shipbuilding website.2 Figure 1 shows the 
total shipbuilding output 1920-1929. It is evident that the period after 1924 
saw very little construction and no vessels were built in 1927 and 1928. It is 
also clear that Barnstaple and Bideford constructed the bulk of the tonnage 
in North Devon in the 1920s. The total output 1920-1929 was 9,795 tons 
(gross), which was greater than that of the entire period from 1900 to 1919 
(6,150 tons) and the output of 4,496 tons in 1921 surpassed that of any year 
during the nineteenth century. However, this is a gross tonnage figure and 
so includes engines and bunkers, but nineteenth century output figures are 
for sailing vessels and are net tonnage (which of course is the same as 
gross tonnage in the absence of engines). So net tonnage for 1921 is only 

  1  David J. Starkey, ‘Devon’s shipbuilding industry, 1786-1970’, 78-90, in M. Duffy, S. Fisher, 
B. Greenhill, D. J. Starkey and J. Youings (eds.), The New Maritime History of Devon, 
Volume 2: From the Late Eighteenth Century to the Present Day (London: Conway Maritime 
Press & Exeter University, 1994).
  2  Graham Farr Shipbuilding in North Devon (London: Trustees of the National Maritime 
Museum,1976); Shipping and Shipbuilding Database, online at www.shippingandshipbuilding.
uk - accessed Jan 2023. 
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2,043 tons, a figure matched and surpassed many times in the nineteenth 
century, although roughly comparable with the average annual output in the 
first three-quarters of the nineteenth century (1,725 tons). 

Figure 2 shows the total gross tonnage output of the three centres by type 
of vessel constructed. As noted above, the barges were all powered vessels 
and ‘launches’ include a variety of small craft, such as pilot cutters, ferry 
boats, and cruising boats. It shows that at Appledore barges and launches 
comprised more than half the tonnage, but that Barnstaple and Bideford only 
built steamships and thus dominate the total tonnage built in North Devon 
in the 1920s. Table 1 is a summary showing the actual numbers of vessels 
built and shows that Appledore constructed more of these than Barnstaple 
and Bideford combined, although, as already established, these were almost 
entirely the smaller barges and launches.

Shipyards and shipbuilders
Table 2 summarises the sites, yards, and builders at work in North Devon 
in the 1920s. As already noted, the yards in Barnstaple and Bideford did 
not survive the 1920s, but all the sites and yards in Appledore remained 

 

 
 

Figure 1:  Annual output 1920-1929 by place of construction. 
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Figure 1: Annual output 1920-1929 by place of construction.
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Figure 2:  Total output in the 1920s by type and place of construction. 
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Figure 2: Total output in the 1920s by type and place of construction.

Table 1: Numbers of each type of vessel built in the 1920s.
(S = Ship, B = Barge, L = Launch).

YEAR APPLEDORE BARNSTAPLE BIDEFORD NORTH DEVON
S B L S B L S B L S B L

1921 - - 3 5 - - 2 - - 7 - 3
1922 1 1 - - - - 1 - - 2 1 -
1923 - 4 3 - - - 4 - - 4 4 3
1924 - 3 1 - - - 2 - - 2 3 1
1925 - 1 2 - - - - - - - 1 2
1926 - 1 2 - - - - - - - 1 2
1929 - - 1 - - - - - - - - 1
TOTAL 1 10 12 5 0 0 9 0 0 15 10 12

active after World War Two, although the boat-building operations from the 
Irsha Street area of West Appledore now no longer continue. The demise 
of shipbuilding in Barnstaple and Bideford lay as much in the particular 
circumstances of operations there as in the challenging economic climate 
in the United Kingdom. The Taw Shipyard at Barnstaple was the successor 
to the government programme to build concrete ships and drew on no long-
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established tradition of shipbuilding and repair. The Bideford yard at Bank 
End formed part of the vertically integrated business of Sven Hansen, whose 
other interests in shipping and coal in South Wales were just as exposed to 
the economic downturn as shipbuilding. It seems that Hansen decided to 
sacrifice his Bideford shipyard in an attempt to save the rest of his enterprise. 
The majority of what follows draws on the work of Graham Farr.3

Appledore
Table 2 shows that there were two shipbuilding and three boat-building yards 
in Appledore, all with roots in the nineteenth century. Figure 3 shows the 
locations of these yards and that at Bank End in Bideford. Three boatyards 
lay off Irsha Street, running down to the river Torridge. The Tavern Yard 
was run by the Blackmore family, who had commenced building in the 
nineteenth century at Hubbastone, further up the river. The Tavern Yard was 
found to be too small and in 1928, Matthew Blackmore, by then running the 
operation, moved briefly to Boat Hyde, not that much further upstream than 
Hubbastone where his grandfather had worked, and then to Ford Yard above 
Bideford Long Bridge in 1933. Blackmores built launches and other small 
craft, producing five in the 1920s. The Ibex Yard was run by Philip Waters 

  3  Farr, Shipbuilding, especially pp. 8-9, 13, 15-18, 36.

LOCATION YARD BUILDER DATE OPERATIVE 
Appledore Irsha Street 1 (Tavern 

Yard)
M Blackmore c 1890-1928

Irsha Street 2 (Park 
Yard) 

J Hinks 1878- 1967

Irsha Street 3 (Ibex 
Yard) 

P Waters 1890- 1970? a

New Quay Dock P K Harris 1908-1954 b
Richmond Dock R Cock 1892-1932 

Barnstaple Taw Yard, Sticklepath Taw Shipyards Ltd 1920-1922
Bideford Bank End Hansen Shipbuilding 

and Ship Repair Co Ltd
1919-1924

Table 2: Shipyards and shipbuilders operating in the 1920s.
a Closure date not known; still working in late 1960s.
b Operations merged with Richmond Dock on failure of R. Cock & Sons in 1932 and 
acquisition of Richmond Dock by P. K. Harris.
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and Sons, also constructing launches, of which five were built in the 1920s. 
Figure 4 captures the atmosphere of this yard in the 1920s. Close by, the 
Park Yard was the site of building by John Hinks and Son, although most of 
their output at this time was of yet smaller open boats, especially the salmon 

Figure 3: Shipbuilding and 
boatbuilding sites of the 
1920s on the Torridge
(BE: Bank End; IS: Irsha 
Street; NQ: New Quay; RD: 
Richmond Dock).

Figure 4: Waters boatyard in 1923. Painting by A. W. Lilley 
(supplied by David Carter).
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boats used in the Taw and Torridge estuary and of the so-called ledge boats 
used off the beach at Bucks Mills and from the harbour at Clovelly. Alan 
Hinks took over a site at Watertown in 1967 to build the slightly larger yachts, 
passenger boats and fishing vessels which had become a speciality, whilst 
retaining the Park Yard. Alan Hinks achieved further fame in building replicas 
of Henry Hudson’s Nonsuch in 1968 and Drake’s Golden Hind in 1973. 

Most people now approach Appledore via Richmond Road and Myrtle 
Street and pass the Richmond Dock, behind its wall on their right. The 
Richmond Dock lies at the heart of the Appledore tradition of shipbuilding 
and dates from 1849-1856, when it was constructed by James and William 
Yeo specifically to fit out vessels built by their yards in Prince Edward Island 
in Canada. The enterprise came to an end with the death of James Yeo in 
1868 and his son William in 1872 and the absence of male heirs to carry 
on the business. Robert Cock had been active at the Sea Gate yard from 
the middle of the nineteenth century and took the opportunity to acquire the 
Richmond Yard in 1882, which was run by him and his sons until the business 
failed in 1932. The Richmond Yard was then taken over by P. K. Harris and 
operations merged with their New Quay Yard. Although the Richmond Yard 
produced a few steel steamships in the immediate post-World War One 
period, the bulk of the new construction output was of barges and other 
smaller craft. P. K. Harris embarked on ship repair at New Quay Yard in 
1908 and then began to build a few vessels, with the P T Harris, a wooden 
schooner of 130 tons in 1912 the last. Perhaps the loss of this vessel with 
several of his extended family in 1916, discouraged new construction of 
anything larger than a barge, of which four were built in the 1920s and the 
yard focused on ship repair, until returning to new construction during World 
War Two and thereafter. 

Bideford
Nineteenth century shipbuilding came to an end in Bideford in 1892 when the 
Bank End yard of H. M. Restarick closed. However, in 1920, Sven Wohlford 
Hansen took out a lease on this site to build ships. Hansen had shipping and 
coal interests in South Wales and sought to build his own ships. Hansen 
Shipbuilding and Repairing Company was established in 1919 to build ships 
at Bideford. The yard built ten coasters, not all for the Hansen shipping 
interests, but the enterprise collapsed in 1924. The playing fields behind the 
works passed to Bideford Borough Council, and now are the home of the 
Bideford Rugy Club. The main part of the site came into the hands of the 
Southern National Omnibus Company for use as the engineering depot for 
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its North Devon fleet and the site was sold after the privatisation of the bus 
industry in 1986, being used for the headquarters of the Bideford Building 
Society, and then, after this merged with the Bristol and West Building 
Society, the building became the offices of Torridge District Council. There is 
nothing now surviving at the site to hint at its long shipbuilding history.

Barnstaple
A similar fate befell the short-lived Taw Shipyard in Barnstaple. Shipbuilding 
in Barnstaple had come to an end in 1885 and John Westacott had closed 
the Sticklepath yard and moved to build briefly in Appledore at the New 
Quay Yard. In 1918, the British Construction Company was one of several 
businesses established across the country to build concrete ships as part of 
a government programme to replace shipping lost to enemy action in World 
War One. The locations had been chosen so as not to draw skilled men away 
from established shipbuilding sites. Percy Westacott, a further generation of 
the Westacott shipbuilding family, was the local manager on the site once 
run by his family. However, there were problems with the concrete building 
process, never satisfactorily resolved, and the yard closed in 1920, as did 
the other sites. The same year a new company, Taw Shipyards Ltd was set 
up, with headquarters in London and Percy Westacott again as the local 
manager. The yard, which had cost in the order of £30,000 to set up for 
the concrete shipbuilding, was sold to the new company for £5,000. The 
yard launched five coastal steamers in 1921 but built no more and the 
company was finally dissolved in 1928. The yard remained derelict, and 
the slipways were still to be seen into the 1930s. Since then, the site was 
occupied by Devon Concrete Works and has now disappeared partly under 
the approaches to the high-level Taw Bridge, built in 2007, and new housing 
developments built from 2018. 

The larger ships built
Table 3 gives a summary of the larger steamships built in North Devon in 
the 1920s. It shows that six were built in Barnstaple, to two basic designs, 
ten were built at Bideford to three basic designs, and that one was built 
at Appledore. In terms of gross tonnage, these were among the larger 
vessels ever built in North Devon, but only the five 800-900 tons steamers 

Table 3: (Opposite page) The larger vessels built in North Devon 1921-1924. 
Source: data from Shipping and Shipbuilding Database 
(www.shippingandshipbuilding.uk) accessed Jan 2023.
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Name Other names Gross 
tonnage

Date Builder Engines

Angus 605 1921 Taw Aitchison, Blair Ltd, 
Clydebank

Craigolive 605 1921 Taw Aitchison, Blair Ltd, 
Clydebank

Enid Mary Riverville (1956) 605 1921 Taw Aitchison, Blair Ltd, 
Clydebank

Gowerian Kinnaird Head 
(1923)

449 1921 Taw Aitchison, Blair Ltd, 
Clydebank

Hubbastone Jurgensby (1940) 873 1921 Hansen Lytham S & E Co
M J Craig Pool Fisher 

(1935)
Holdernile (1951)

605 1921 Taw Aitchison, Blair Ltd, 
Clydebank

Monkstone 1 Wild Rose (1922)
Sussex Elm 
(1951)
Holdernene 
(1953)

873 1921 Hansen Lytham Shipbuilding 
& Engineering Co

Monkstone 2 Sussex Elm 
(1946)
Sappho (1951)
Kentbrook (1953)

867 1923 Hansen Lytham S & E Co

Orenie Rockville (1932) 484 1922 Cock Plenty & Son, 
Newbury

Runnelstone Algeiba (1946)
Foamville (1954)

869 1923 Hansen MacColl & Pollack, 
Sunderland 

Stevenstone 873 1921 Hansen Lytham S & E Co
Sturdee Rose 873 1922 Hansen Lytham S & E Co
Taw Porthmeor (1922) 449 1921 Taw Aitchison, Blair Ltd, 

Clydebank
Wheatblade Denwick Head 

(1933)
Morefield (1946)

265 1923 Hansen W Beardmore Ltd, 
Clydebank

Wheatcrop Rockville (1953) 523 1924 Hansen W Beardmore Ltd, 
Clydebank

Wheathill Rathmore (1933)
Rimsdale (1937)
Comala (1948)

265 1923 Hansen W Beardmore Ltd, 
Clydebank

Wheatplain 523 1924 Hansen W Beardmore Ltd, 
Clydebank
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Name when 
built

Year built 
to year of 
loss or 
disposal

First owner 
and port of 
registration

Last owner Fate Age

Angus 1921 Angus 
Shipping, 
Dundee

Angus Shipping, 
Dundee

Sunk at Le Havre 1

Craigolive 1921-65 H. Craig & Co., 
Belfast

H. Craig & Co., 
Belfast

Broken up 44

Enid Mary 1921-60 William A. 
Phillips, Cardiff

Enid Shipping 
Co., Cardiff

Broken up 39

Gowerian 1921-40 Cymric 
Shipping, 
Cardiff

A. F. Henry & M. 
McGregor, Leith

Mined and sunk, 
off Southend

19

Hubbastone 1921-43 Hansen 
Shipping Co., 
London

J. Jost, 
Flensburg, 
Germany

Lost off Rügen, 
Germany

22

M J Craig 1921-52 H. Craig & Co., 
Belfast

T. Kettlewell, Hull Sank in the 
Scheldt after 
collision

31

Monkstone (1) 1921-58 Hansen 
Shipping Co., 
London

G. W. Grace, 
Liverpool

Broken up 37

Monkslone (2) 1923-54 Hansen 
Shipping Co., 
London 

Williamstown 
Shipping, 
London

Sank off 
Orfordness

31

Orenie 1922-52 R. Cock & 
Sons, Bideford

John S. Monks, 
Liverpool

Broken up after 
accident at 
Birkenhead

30

Runnelstone 1923-61 Hansen 
Shipping Co., 
London

John S. Monks, 
Liverpool

Broken up after 
damage on 
Manchester Ship 
Canal

38

Stevenstone 1921 Hansen 
Shipping Co., 
Cardiff

Hansen Shipping 
Co., Cardiff

Missing on 
passage in North 
Sea

1

Sturdee Rose 1922-45 R. Hughes & 
Co., Liverpool

R. Hughes, 
Liverpool

Capsized and 
sank off Trevose 
Head

33

Taw 1921-41 Welsh 
Coasters Ltd., 
Cardiff

Richard S. 
England, Cardiff

Sank in St 
George’s Channel

20
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constructed at Bideford, with a net tonnage of around 430 tons, were 
significantly larger than the many schooners and brigantines of between 
100 and 200 tons which were such a feature of nineteenth century building 
in North Devon. Only the Orenie was first owned in North Devon, in this 
case by her builders, Robert Cock and Sons. Five were built by Hansen at 
Bank End for their own shipping interests and registered variously at Cardiff 
and London. North Devon had always been integrated in the maritime 
affairs of the Bristol Channel, and until the nineteenth century, this meant 
being subordinate to some degree to Bristol. The rise of copper smelting in 
Swansea and later of coal exports from Cardiff led to South Wales playing 
more of a leading role and this was reflected in the ownership of the vessels 
built in North Devon in the 1920s. Besides the five vessels built by Hansen 
for its shipping interests, three further steamers went to smaller Cardiff 
based enterprises and the four Wheat prefixed steamers built by Hansen 
went to Spillers Ltd flour millers and were also registered in Cardiff. It seems 
clear that Sven Hansen’s contacts with the Cardiff shipping community must 
have played some part in securing these orders. Curiously, the Reardon-
Smith line also based in Cardiff, and whose founder William Reardon Smith 
came from Appledore, never placed any orders with North Devon yards, 
probably because at around 3,000 tons net, the typical size favoured by the 
line, this would have been beyond the capacity of Appledore at the time. 

Name when 
built

Year built 
to year of 
loss or 
disposal

First owner 
and port of 
registration

Last owner Fate Age

Angus 1921 Angus 
Shipping, 
Dundee

Angus Shipping, 
Dundee

Sunk at Le Havre 1

Craigolive 1921-65 H. Craig & Co., 
Belfast

H. Craig & Co., 
Belfast

Broken up 44

Enid Mary 1921-60 William A. 
Phillips, Cardiff

Enid Shipping 
Co., Cardiff

Broken up 39

Gowerian 1921-40 Cymric 
Shipping, 
Cardiff

A. F. Henry & M. 
McGregor, Leith

Mined and sunk, 
off Southend

19

Hubbastone 1921-43 Hansen 
Shipping Co., 
London

J. Jost, 
Flensburg, 
Germany

Lost off Rügen, 
Germany

22

M J Craig 1921-52 H. Craig & Co., 
Belfast

T. Kettlewell, Hull Sank in the 
Scheldt after 
collision

31

Monkstone (1) 1921-58 Hansen 
Shipping Co., 
London

G. W. Grace, 
Liverpool

Broken up 37

Monkslone (2) 1923-54 Hansen 
Shipping Co., 
London 

Williamstown 
Shipping, 
London

Sank off 
Orfordness

31

Orenie 1922-52 R. Cock & 
Sons, Bideford

John S. Monks, 
Liverpool

Broken up after 
accident at 
Birkenhead

30

Runnelstone 1923-61 Hansen 
Shipping Co., 
London

John S. Monks, 
Liverpool

Broken up after 
damage on 
Manchester Ship 
Canal

38

Stevenstone 1921 Hansen 
Shipping Co., 
Cardiff

Hansen Shipping 
Co., Cardiff

Missing on 
passage in North 
Sea

1

Sturdee Rose 1922-45 R. Hughes & 
Co., Liverpool

R. Hughes, 
Liverpool

Capsized and 
sank off Trevose 
Head

33

Taw 1921-41 Welsh 
Coasters Ltd., 
Cardiff

Richard S. 
England, Cardiff

Sank in St 
George’s Channel

20

Table 4: (Opposite and above) The careers of the North Devon built steamers 
of the 1920s. Source: data from Shipping and Shipbuilding Database (www.
shippingandshipbuilding.uk) accessed Jan 2023.

Name when 
built

Year built 
to year of 
loss or 
disposal

First owner 
and port of 
registration

Last owner Fate Age

Wheatblade 1923-65 Spillers, Ltd., 
Cardiff.

Lochbroom 
Trading Co., 
Glasgow 

Broken up 32

Wheatcrop 1924-56 Spillers 
Steamship Co., 
Cardiff

John S. Monk, 
Liverpool

Broken up 32

Wheathill 1923-55 Spillers, Ltd., 
Cardiff

Mac Shipping 
Co., Glasgow

Broken up 32

Wheatplain 1924-30 Spillers 
Steamship Co., 
Cardiff

Spillers 
Steamship Co., 
Cardiff

Wrecked on 
Tory Island, Co. 
Donegal

6
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Nonetheless, the company was to register many of its vessels at Bideford, a 
port too shallow to be reached by most of them. 

Table 4 summarises the working life of the North Devon built steamers. 
Overall, they had a respectable mean working life of 23.6 years, with 
two lasting into the 1960s. However, even in the first half of the twentieth 
century, seafaring was a hazardous business, and nine of the vessels were 
lost or sank and one further was the victim of enemy action. Leaving these 
casualties aside, then the mean working age of the North Devon built vessels 
was nearly 29 years, although in the days of wooden sailing vessels, there 
was the expectation that they would last for 30-40 years, and some passed 
their half-century. 

Some of the North Devon-built steamers had interesting careers and 
many passed through several ownerships. A selection of the vessels and 
their careers will be discussed. One of the first steamers launched at 
Barnstaple was the Craigolive, of the larger design built there. As with all the 
Taw Shipyard vessels, she had engines supplied by Aitchison, Blair Ltd of 
Clydebank. She and her sister ship, the M J Craig, were supplied to H. Craig 
and Company of Belfast. One can only speculate that the Workman and 
Clark yard in Belfast was too busy to be able to meet this demand and that 

Figure 5: Craigolive at Cardiff in 1921 (Phil Goodinson Collection via Shipping and 
Shipbuilding Database).
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Harland and Wolff were only interested in very much larger vessels. Figure 
5 shows the Craigolive at Cardiff in 1921. She continued to work for H. Craig 
until 1965, when she was taken to Passage West on Cork Harbour to be 
broken up. At this time, she was the last of the North Devon built steamers of 
the 1920s to survive.

The first steamer to be 
launched from Bank End in 
Bideford by the Hansen yard was 
the Hubbastone, of 873 tons, 
and one of the largest built in 
North Devon in the 1920s. She 
was given engines manufactured 
by the Lytham Shipbuilding 
and Engineering Company. 
Hubbastone is the name of a 
locality on the Torridge, just 
south of Appledore. Figure 6 
shows her on the occasion of 
her launch. Hansen had built the 
ship for their own use but with the 
financial troubles of the company, she was sold on in 1924 to Stone and 
Rolfe Ltd of London but registered at Llanelli. She was caught at Dieppe 
in May 1940 and bombed and sunk by the Luftwaffe, only to be raised and 
repaired and passed on to J. Jost of Flensburg in Germany. She was lost in 
unknown circumstances off the island of Rügen in the Baltic in June 1943.

The Runnelstone was the last of the larger vessels built by Hansen at 
Bank End, but unlike her sistership the Hubbastone, her engines came 
from MacColl and Pollack of Sunderland, who supplied just this vessel of 
those built by Hansen. The Runnelstone is a rock reef off Gwennap Head in 
Cornwall. She is shown in Figure 7 after two further changes of ownership. 
As with her sistership, she was sold to Stone and Rolfe on the collapse of 
the Hansen business and remained in their service until 1946, when sold to 
R. H. Penney and Sons and renamed Algeiba. Then in 1954 she was sold 
on to John S. Monks Ltd of Liverpool, whose company acquired a couple of 
other North Devon built ships. At this change of ownership, she was once 
more given a new name, this time Foamville, in keeping with J. S. Monks’s 
pattern of using the suffix ville for its ships. She did not last too long in her 
final ownership, being damaged in a collision on the Manchester Ship Canal 
in March 1961 and a couple of months later was taken to Preston to be 
broken up. 

Figure 6: Hubbastone just after launching at 
Bank End January 1921
(unattributed picture in L. Harris A Two 
Hundred Year History of Appledore 
Shipyards).
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Hansen continued construction into 1924, with four vessels of two 
different designs, for Spillers. These ships were all given the prefix Wheat 
and all had engines supplied by William Beardmore Ltd of Clydebank. 
The Wheatplain at 523 tons was one of two larger ships and had only a 
short career, being wrecked off Tory Island, Co. Donegal in March 1930 on 
passage from Birkenhead to Westport, Co. Mayo, with flour. Her sister ship, 
the Wheatcrop, served with Spillers until 1953, when she was sold to John 
S. Monks Ltd of Liverpool and renamed Rockville. In this latter guise she is 
shown in Figure 8. She was sent to Barrow for breaking up in July 1956. The 
two smaller vessels of 265 tons were the Wheatblade and the Wheathill. This 
latter was sold in 1933 to W. A. Leith of Aberdeen and renamed Rathmore 
and then in 1937, sold to George Couper and Co also of Aberdeen, to be 
renamed Rimsdale. A final change of ownership and another renaming 
occurred in 1948, when she became the Comala, of the Mac Shipping Co 
Ltd of Glasgow. She is shown in their ownership in Figure 9. 

Figure 7: Foamville (ex Runnelstone) (Photographer unknown, from Shipping and 
Shipbuilding Database).
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Ship repair
It is difficult to quantify ship repair in the same way as can be done for 
shipbuilding. The tonnage of a vessel means little compared to the nature 
of repair carried out and the term repair covers a great deal, from routine 
maintenance and dealing with normal wear and tear to rectifying significant 
structural damage or installing 
new engines, and even in some 
cases, a major rebuilding to equip 
a vessel for new tasks. In his 
history of Appledore’s shipyards, 
Len Harris offers the comment 
about the 1920s that ship repair 
kept the whole operation going, 
especially as no larger vessels 
were built there between 1922 
and 1939.4 He makes the point 

  4  Len Harris, A Two Hundred Year 
History of Appledore Shipyards (Combe 
Martin: Hargill, 1992), 36.

Figure 9: Comala (ex Wheathill). 
(Richard Cox Collection from Shipping and 
Shipbuilding Database).

Figure 8: Rockville (ex Wheatcrop). (Clive Ketley Collection from Shipping and 
Shipbuilding Database).
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that Appledore was one of a handful of places where repairs to steel as 
well as wooden vessels could be carried out and that the workforce was 
trained in both modern and more traditional practices, although he suggests 
that, especially among the older employees, there was a preference for 
working with wood. All vessels had to be dry-docked every four years for 
survey to maintain classification with Lloyds, and rather like the modern MoT 
test, owners would get their vessels checked over and have essential work 
carried out before submitting them to survey. There was clearly enough of 
this kind of work as Lloyds in 1925 had a surveyor in Plymouth for the south 
coasts of Devon and Cornwall and one, Mr T. Pearce of Appledore, for the 
north coast. Another important aspect of ship repair at Appledore was the 
fitting and replacement of the auxiliary engines installed in most of the locally 
owned fleet of sailing ketches.

Conclusions
The decade 1920-1929 was a difficult one for North Devon shipbuilding, as 
it was for the United Kingdom as a whole, and by the end only Appledore 
maintained facilities capable of building larger vessels as opposed to small 
craft. In the United Kingdom the trend towards concentration of shipbuilding 
in the major centres of Belfast, Clydeside, Tyneside, Teesside, Wearside and 
the Mersey continued and to contemporary observers it must have seemed 
a very open question as to whether shipbuilding would survive anywhere in 
North Devon. The decade saw the last vessels launched at both Barnstaple 
and Bideford. Appledore, however, kept going by repairing steel ships and 
sustaining the last fleet of wooden sailing vessels in Great Britain, and 
ownership of which was now concentrated in Appledore, and Braunton. 
It was the resilience of Appledore that contributed to its survival and the 
resourcefulness of the yard’s owners, combined with the adaptability of the 
workforce being able to switch from building and repairing steel vessels 
to refurbishing wooden sailing ships helped greatly. North Devon’s owner-
masters were also resourceful and somehow found enough cargoes to carry 
to sustain their operations, returning home only infrequently. The option 
to turn exclusively to yacht building, which occurred around the Solent, in 
parts of East Anglia, and was starting to occur in parts of South Devon was 
not available to Appledore, as it was simply too far away from the major 
yachting centres for this to have been viable. In the end it was the symbiotic 
relationship between local owner-masters of auxiliary sailing ketches and 
schooners and the Appledore yard with its reservoir of shipwrights skilled 
in working on wooden vessels that contributed to the survival of both, at 
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least until the immediate post-war years. The only other place in Britain and 
Ireland to do this was Arklow on the Irish Sea coast, south of Dublin, where 
very similar circumstances prevailed. 

The output of North Devon’s yards in the 1920s was some 38 craft, 
ranging from a handful of yachts to small-medium sized steamers and 
represented roughly half that of Devon as a whole. The actual tonnage built 
was comparable to that of the great era of sail in the mid-nineteenth century 
and was not to be exceeded until the 1950s, when Appledore found a niche 
in building tugs and sand dredgers. North Devon built no new commercial 
sailing vessels in the 1920s and work at Appledore focused on sustaining 
a fleet of auxiliary ketches and schooners built at a variety of ports in the 
United Kingdom. The last of the steamers built in North Devon in the 1920s 
did last until the mid-1960s, although in ownerships well beyond the Bristol 
Channel.
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By Wagonette and Charabanc:
Tourism on Dartmoor in the 1920s

PETER F. MASON

Introduction
Three years into the 1920s, a journalist writing in the Western Evening Herald 
described the scene on Dartmoor on Easter Monday: 

Not since pre-war days have I seen such multitudes of people flocking 
Dartmoor way … They came in charabancs, motor cars, converted 
commercial lorries, in a variety of horse-drawn vehicles, on motor or push 
bikes, and on foot.1

Dartmoor had begun to be a tourist destination in the late 18th century, 
and it developed in popularity with the railway reaching Exeter in 1844, the 
Newton Abbot to Moretonhampstead line opening in 1866, and the northern 
route via Okehampton and Lydford completed in 1874. Numbers of visitors 
to Dartmoor continued to increase during the last decades of the 19th 
century and the first 14 years of the 20th. Although visitors stopped coming 
to Dartmoor when War was declared in 1914, tourism did revive to a certain 
extent during the war years – possibly more so on Dartmoor than at the 
seaside resorts.

  1  ‘The Charm of Dartmoor’, WEH, Apr 1923.
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In the 1920s and on into the thirties, with the increasing mobility of middle-
classes, the tourist industry in Devon became less reliant on seaside resorts 
and this enabled ‘increasing numbers to seek out remoter coastal villages 
and the countryside, often as parts of touring holidays’.2 From the start of 
the twenties there were those who were seeing the commercial potential of 
tourism to Dartmoor. For example, in a scheme never to be fulfilled Dartmoor 
Restaurants Ltd issued a prospectus in March 1922 proposing a ‘modern and 
up-to-date Pavilion Restaurant’ to be located on the high ground overlooking 
the Two Bridges Hotel.3

A measure of the increasing interest in Devon as a tourist destination 
can be seen in the sales figures for Holiday Haunts, published by the Great 
Western Railway (GWR) to raise interest in the county, which rose from 
100,000 copies of 712 pages in 1924 to 200,000 copies of 964 pages in 
1928.

So how were people finding out about Dartmoor?

Dartmoor on the page, stage, and screen
Guidebooks4 would have been the main source of information for the 
prospective tourist to Dartmoor, but reading about it in novels and seeing it 
portrayed on film and on the stage would have also been influential.

In addition to Holiday Haunts, already mentioned, the guidebooks that 
were most used by visitors to Dartmoor were Dartmoor with its Surroundings, 
a Homeland Guide handbook; the Ward Lock Guide to Dartmoor; and the 
Western Morning News Guide to Dartmoor. All of these ran into numerous 
editions. Beatrix F. Cresswell, the author of the Homeland Guide described 
Dartmoor as being ‘…the finest health resort, the best rest cure, and the 
most fascinating playground for holiday makers in the West of England’.5 
William Crossing, in the preface to the Western Morning News guide, set out 
to ‘furnish the visitor with an account of all that is to be found on the moor 
worthy of note, and to acquaint him with the best means of reaching the 

  2  G. Shaw, J. Greenwood, A. Williams, ‘The Growth of Tourism in the Nineteenth and 
Twentieth Centuries’, in R. Kain and W. Ravenhill (eds.), Historical Atlas of South West 
England (Exeter: University of Exeter, 1999), 456.
  3  M. Kelly, Quartz and Feldspar: Dartmoor – A British Landscape in Modern Times (London: 
Jonathan Cape, 2016), 184.
  4  Cautionary note: firstly, guidebooks are not always easy to date as they rarely include 
a publication date and, secondly, the main text was not always changed between editions 
therefore the descriptions may refer to an earlier time.
  5  Beatrice F. Cresswell, Dartmoor with its Surroundings, 17th ed. (London: Homeland 
Association, 1921), Preface.
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various objects from any point’.6

The editor of the eighth edition of the Ward Lock guide chose to introduce 
Dartmoor with a lengthy quote from Eden Phillpotts.7 His novels, particularly 
the 18 in his ‘Dartmoor Cycle’ published between 1898 and 1923, were highly 
popular. Other writers who set novels on Dartmoor included H. Clayton 
East (The Jingle Driver) and Agatha Christie (The Sittaford Mystery). The 
most famous was Conan Doyle’s The Hound of the Baskervilles, originally 
serialised in The Strand Magazine from August 1901 to April 1902.

Interest in Dartmoor as a destination would have been boosted by the 
release in 1921 of the first film adaptation of The Hound of the Baskervilles. 
This was a silent version starring Elle Norwood.8 According to the advertising: 
‘One of the finest detective mysteries ever presented on the screen. The 
night scenes on Dartmoor must be seen to be believed – they are unique’.9

Other films included The Farmer’s Wife, based on Eden Phillpotts’ novel 
Widecombe Fair, which was released in 1928. Adapted first as a play in 
1924, it had been performed 1,300 times by 1926 when Laurence Olivier 
went on tour in the lead role. An adaptation of Phillpotts’ novel The American 
Prisoner, with scenes set in Dartmoor Prison, was filmed in 1929 for British 
International Pictures and, in the same year, the director Anthony Asquith 
was making a silent film, A Cottage on Dartmoor, described on the British 
Film Institute website as ‘one of the jewels of British silent cinema’.10 John 
Galsworthy’s play Escape, about a prisoner escaping from Dartmoor Prison, 
was premiered in London in 1926 before going on to tour the country and 
then being filmed in 1930.

We should also remember that publicity about visits to Dartmoor by well-
known people would have helped promote it and attract visitors. The most 
famous of these in the 1920s was the Prince of Wales, the future Edward 
VIII, who as part of his tour of the Duchy of Cornwall, walked from Princetown 
to Cranmere Pool on Thursday 19 May 1921. Arriving there he signed the 
visitors book and left postcards in the famously remote post box.11

  6  W. Crossing, Western Morning News Guide to Dartmoor, 2nd ed. (Plymouth: Western 
Morning News,1912).
  7  A Pictorial and Descriptive Guide to Dartmoor, 8th ed. (London: Ward, Lock & Co.,1932/3).
  8  Born Anthony Edward Brett (1861-1948), online references spell his acting name Eille but 
a showcard for the film uses the spelling Elle.
  9  Coventry Evening Telegraph, 29 Oct 1921.
  10  https://www2.bfi.org.uk/news-opinion/news-bfi/lists/10-great-films-set-west-country 
(Accessed 7 Feb 2022).
  11  WMN, 20 May 1921.
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Places to stay
The majority of places providing accommodation were, as they are today, 
around the fringe of the moor – places that were accessible by public transport. 
So, Christow, Dunsford, Bovey Tracey, Lustleigh, Moretonhampstead, 
Buckfastleigh, Ivybridge, Yelverton and Princetown were reached by Great 
Western services and Okehampton and Tavistock, by Southern Railway. Bus 
services or private transport took visitors on to Chagford and Widecombe.

Yelverton was ‘a favourite centre for visitors from Plymouth and the 
West’; Ashburton is ‘beautifully situated [with] some of the most attractive 
portions of the Moor … within comparatively easy reach’ and it provided 
‘an admirable headquarters … easy of access by rail.’ Bovey Tracey is 
recommended as an excellent base for Dartmoor excursions and for walking 
on Dartmoor. Lustleigh is described as ‘one of the most prettily situated 
villages in the vicinity of the Moor.’ Tavistock is ‘an attractive place and a 
delightful and convenient headquarters’.12 Chagford is ‘the most popular 
place on the borders of the moor’.13 The author of Holiday Haunts thought 
that ‘to spend an hour in Widecombe is to think it quaint. To stay there is to 
love it for ever’.14 In the words of the author of the Homeland Handbook, ‘the 
surrounding scenery [of Princetown] is magnificent, and many interesting 
features of the moor are within easy walk’.15

Hotels, apartments, and camp sites provided accommodation for visitors. 
There was an increase of 36% in the number of hotels in our study area 
being advertised between 1919 and 1930. Some of these were entirely new, 
others were upgrading themselves from either a boarding house or an inn. 
Some boasted of their proximity to the moor: the Moorland Hotel, Haytor, 
was ‘the nearest to the famous Haytor Rock’,16 and others that they were on 
the moor itself, for example, the Prince Hall Hotel which was ‘situated in the 
heart of the Moors’.17

An example of increasing confidence in the tourist market through the 
1920s can be seen from the opening of three new hotels in the Chagford 
area, in addition to ones that were already well established. These were 
Kestorway which opened in 1923, and the Mill End Hotel and Easton Court, 
both of which opened right at the beginning of the 1930s.

  12  A Pictorial and Descriptive Guide to Dartmoor, 6th ed. (1917/18).
  13  Cresswell, Dartmoor with its Surroundings, 47.
  14  Holiday Haunts (London: GWR, 1933), 337.
  15  Cresswell, Dartmoor with its Surroundings, 80.
  16  A Pictorial and Descriptive Guide to Dartmoor, 6th ed. (1917/18).
  17  Crossing, Western Morning News Guide to Dartmoor.
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In 1919 in the Dartmoor area, apartments were listed in Kelly’s 
Directory by 21 people in Okehampton, 14 in Chagford, 11 in Belstone, 9 in 
Moretonhampstead, 7 in Lustleigh and 6 in Bovey Tracey. Other places with 
apartments to let included Brentor, Dousland, Ilsington, Postbridge, South 
Brent, Sticklepath, Tavistock, Walkhampton, Yealmpton and Yelverton. In 
fact, visitors had the pick of every town and village on and around Dartmoor. 
The names of the properties no doubt helped to attract bookings: Dartmoor 
House, Moorland House, Tors Park, and Moors Hall in Belstone, Moorland 
View in Bovey Tracey, Moorlands and Teign View in Chagford, Cleve House 
in Lustleigh and Dartmoor View in Moretonhampstead, to name but a 
few. By the 1930s there were over 300 bedrooms on offer in apartments 
around Dartmoor in Holiday Haunts and 443 in the Automobile Association 
Handbook.18

Farmhouse accommodation was popular: by the beginning of the 
thirties there were 43 places offering this type of accommodation in Holiday 
Haunts.19 Jacqueline Sarsby, in her book about a farming family on the 
northeastern edge of the moor suggests that, by the 1920s: 

farm tourism was already much better developed in the county than is 

  18  The Automobile Association Handbook (London: Automobile Association, 1929).
  19  Holiday Haunts (1933), 319.

Figure 1: postcard of Easton Court Hotel, Chagford (courtesy of D. Morecombe).
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generally realised, and this was true of Dartmoor … visitors were bringing 
useful money into the farm, visitors had their own bedrooms, sitting rooms 
and full board.20

There were plenty of opportunities around the moor for camping. By the 
1930s, the Come to Dartmoor Guide included listings for over 50 campsites.21 
The Homeland Handbook suggested that

camping out on Dartmoor in fine weather is one of the most delightful 
experiences possible … Tented out by some brawling stream that lulls you 
to sleep at night, and serves for bathing, washing, and fishing during the 
day, a sense of delicious repose comes over one.22

Among its other services, the Haytor Tea House offered ‘tents equipped 
for camping out’.23

  20  J. Sarsby, A Dartmoor Farmer, his Daughters and his Diary (Dursley: Rotherfold Press, 
2018), 205-6.
  21  Come to Dartmoor Guide (unknown: Come to Devon Association, post 1932), 51-2.
  22  Cresswell, Dartmoor with its Surroundings, 106
  23  Kelly’s Directory of Devonshire (London: Kelly & Co.,1923).

Figure 2: postcard advertising the facilities at Moor Park Hotel, Chagford, in the 
1920s (by kind permission, part of the Tom Greeves collection).
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Transport
How were visitors reaching Dartmoor and how were they getting around 
whilst on holiday? Services provided by the GWR enabled visitors to travel 
by train to at least ten places on the borders of the moor as well as Lustleigh, 
Moretonhampstead, and Princetown. Southern Railway services reached the 
northern and western side of the moor enabling visitors to reach Okehampton, 
Lydford and Brentor, the latter two places also served by the GWR. Holiday 
season tickets were also available.

Visitors arriving by train would be collected by local firms and they, and 
their luggage, would be taken to their hotel or guest house. On the southern 
and southeastern edge of Dartmoor these firms included Blue Cars of 
Ashburton, which began operating motor buses and charabancs in 1920 
and Potter’s Tor Bus of Liverton, first seen on the local roads in 1921.24 In 
1923 Wilfred Beard of Widecombe began taking residents and visitors on 
shopping and site-seeing journeys in a car that the family had purchased.25

The 1920s was the decade in which motor coaches began to replace 
those drawn by horses which had taken visitors to scenic spots on Dartmoor 
in the 19th century and the early years of the 20th. After the end of the First 
World War there had been a rapid expansion in the number of firms running 
charabanc tours. Devon General was set up in 1919 and Bulpin’s of Newton 
Abbot started ‘Pride of the Moor’ tours at a similar date. In 1923 the GWR 
began an expanded series of daily road excursions from Bovey Tracey and 
Moretonhampstead using their own fleet of ‘Road Motor’ vehicles – largely 
Daimler-built charabancs. In 1925 these vehicles carried 19,696 passengers 
from Bovey Tracey and 24,446 from Moretonhampstead and Chagford.26 In 
that year the GWR started a service from Bovey Tracey to Tavistock and 
back, via Moretonhampstead, stopping at the Warren House Inn for coffee, 
lunch in Princetown and on to Tavistock passing Dartmoor Prison on the way. 
Passengers were allowed two hours to explore Tavistock before returning 
via Dartmeet, Widecombe, Manaton and Becky Falls.27

Holidaymakers staying in the resorts of South Devon looking for day trips 
to the moor were well served by local firms. By 1923 there were nearly 100 
vehicles owned by some 30 to 40 members of the Torquay Motor Coach 

  24  For a full history of Potter’s Tor Bus see R. Grimley, Tor Bus Remembered (author, 1994). 
  25  R. Grimley, Memories of the Widecombe Bus (Droitwich: Kithead Ltd., 1995), 11.
  26  J. Owen, The Moretonhampstead Branch, A Railway from Shore to Moor (Cullompton: 
Kingfisher Productions, 2000), 61.
  27  J. Cummings, Railway Motor Buses and Bus Services in the British Isles, 1902-1933, vol. 
2 (Oxford: Oxford Publishing,1980),118.
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Proprietors Association alone. One of the most adventurous firms, and the 
leading member of that Association, whose name still exists today, was 
Grey Cars established in 1913. In the 1920s they set up a series of tours 
from various locations in south Devon, including Torquay. For example, 
passengers were given the chance to enjoy a circular journey ‘specially 
planned in order to convey the tourist to most of the salient points of interest 
on Dartmoor, embracing an infinite variety of attractive scenes’.28 Outings 
could last eight hours and cover 90 miles, although half day trips were on 
offer as well. Excursions were also offered by firms based in Dawlish, Exeter 
and as far away as Ilfracombe.

Only four years after the end of the First World War the number of 
coach tours visiting Dartmoor was causing problems. The large numbers 
of charabanc parties visiting Buckfast Abbey was commented on,29 and the 
author of Motoring in the West Country, Mrs Stawell, writing about Haytor, 
observed that ‘… all through the summer, except at early and late hours 
of the day, a constant stream of motors and charabancs brings a large 
population to the foot of this famous rock’.30 This pressure on the roads of 
Dartmoor led Devon County Council to bring forward proposals in 1923 to 
close certain roads on the moor to large vehicles including charabancs. At 
the subsequent enquiry some of the nearby urban district councils objected 
but, in the end, although some roads on Dartmoor were closed to heavy 
traffic, including charabancs, access to tourist destinations on Dartmoor 
remained open.31

  28  Guide book of conducted motor tours by the Grey Torpedo Cars starting from Torquay 
and Paignton (Cheltenham: E.J. Burrow, 1925).
  29  WT, 17 Aug 1923.
  30  R. Stawell, Motoring in the West Country (London: Hodder & Stoughton, 1925), 78.
  31  WMN, 26 Oct 1923.

Figure 3: Dartmoor Delights 
(courtesy of Tim Sandles).
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There are several reports of charabanc accidents. In 1924 one of the 
brakes failed on a charabanc on the road between Dartmeet and Holne 
Chase: ‘The driver, Mr George Partridge Jnr., immediately applied the 
second brake, and with great presence of mind, dragged the charabanc into 
the hedge, bringing it to a standstill without mishap’.32 However, a much more 
serious accident had happened in 1920 when two people died and eight 
others were seriously injured when a charabanc overturned near the top of 
the one-in-five gradient Six Mile Hill near Dunsford and careered downhill 
after the brakes failed.33

Through the 1920s private cars were an increasingly frequent sight. In 
1921 a seven days’ census was taken of vehicles using the Bovey-Haytor-
Widecombe road. This showed a daily average of 13 motor coaches and 52 
cars. By 1925 a new census revealed that the average number of coaches 
had risen to 80 and there was an average of 270 cars and 50 motor cycles 
using the road.34 Another indication of the increasing number of cars being 
brought by people holidaying on Dartmoor is the number of hotels offering 
garaging: by 1929 there was space for 807 cars and 344 motorcycles in 
hotel garages listed in the 1929 edition of the Automobile Association 
Handbook. ‘Experienced mechanics’ were also available at the White Hart 
Hotel in Moretonhampstead.35 All the main towns around the moor, as well 
as Princetown had at least one garage and, as well as doing repairs and 
providing breakdown services, by the middle of the decade most would have 
been selling petrol.

Today, we largely take for granted the provision of public conveniences at 
popular tourist spots, but this was not always the case. In 1921 Okehampton 
Town Council made an application to the Ministry of Health for ‘sanction to 
borrow £350 for the erection of public conveniences in Fore Street.’ The 
Western Times reported that ‘there was no public convenience in the town 
beyond a urinal by the Cattle Market, and there were constant complaints 
by visitors and others in consequence, while nuisances were frequently 
committed in the public streets and thoroughfares.’ In answer to questioning 
by the Inspector, the Deputy Town Clerk, Mr Fullwood, confirmed that what 
had brought the issue to a head was the number of charabanc parties 
‘stopping in the town daily, while touring from Plymouth, Exeter, North Devon 
towns, and places further afield’.36

  32  From a post on https://www.facebook.com/Legendary Dartmoor.
  33  WT, 23 Jul 1920.
  34  A Pictorial and Descriptive Guide to Dartmoor, 8th ed. (1932/3), 47.
  35  Royal Automobile Club Guide and Handbook (1929-30), 171.
  36  WT, 28 Apr 1921.
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Recreation
We get an idea of the recreational activities that visitors were coming for from 
the advertisements of hotels and inns. In 1930 the London Inn in South Brent 
was advertising that there is ‘Hunting, fishing, shooting and golf nearby’.37 
Hunting, fishing and golf were also advertised by the Brentor Hotel.38 Other 
activities that guidebooks drew attention to included the opportunity to follow 
fox, hare and otter-hunting.39 The Moorland Hotel and the Haytor Hotel were 
both offering tennis, croquet, and bowls in 1927.40

Whilst staying at these hotels and in other holiday accommodation visitors 
no doubt visited the places on Dartmoor that are popular today as did the 
day visitors from other Devon resorts. These included Haytor, Widecombe, 
Princetown, Lydford and Fingle Gorge. But some sites much visited in the 
twenties are not on the tourist itinerary today. Vixen Tor and the stone 
rows at Merrivale were apparently ‘visited by thousands of tourists’.41 There 
were also privately owned areas of the moor that were opened on a limited 
basis for a charge. Hawns and Dendles, situated on the southern edge of 
Dartmoor north of the village of Cornwood, was highly recommended, it 
being open to the public on three days a week. Also with limited access were 
the carriage drives that took the visitor through Buckland Woods following 
the River Dart.42

Walking on the moor was of course an important recreational activity. 
In the early days a guide was often employed to lead walkers – particularly 
on to the more remote parts of the moor. Cranmere Pool, situated at the 
remotest point on the northern part of the moor, was the prime location 
requiring a guide to lead you there, the best known of them being James 
Perrott of Chagford who began guiding in the 1850s. In the 1920s James’ 
sons carried on the tradition, providing rides and fishing as well as guided 
walks.43

There is a long-established tradition of open-air swimming pools on 
Dartmoor. Some were provided by hotels, including the Fox and Hounds 
at Bridestowe, the Golden Lion, Ashburton, and the Bullaven Farm Hotel 
near Harford. There were also public open-air pools in Simmons Park, 
Okehampton, and in Longtimber Woods outside Ivybridge.

  37  Kelly’s Directory (1930).
  38  Royal Automobile Club Guide and Handbook (1929–30), 78.
  39  A Pictorial and Descriptive Guide to Dartmoor, 6th ed. (1917/18), 11.
  40  WMN, 5 Jul 1927.
  41  A Pictorial and Descriptive Guide to Dartmoor, 6th ed. (1917/18), 108-9.
  42  Cresswell, Dartmoor with its Surroundings, 98.
  43  Pers. comm. from Emma Cunis.
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When out for the day it is likely that visitors would have stopped for 
refreshments at a café or tea garden. The latter were often impermanent, 
being set up in someone’s garden just for the summer months. For example, 
a relative of the Lustleigh baker, William Osborne, has a family story from 
the 1920s of him setting up tables under an oak tree in the field opposite the 
station. No photographs or written records of this exist but I have no reason 
to doubt the veracity of the story. The ‘Tea Shelter’ at Fingle Bridge began 
life as a temporary structure open on one side with the roof covered with 
branches of heather when it was opened by Jessie Plant in 1907. Over the 
years this developed into what is the Fingle Bridge Inn today.

There were several tea rooms and gardens on the River Dart, notably 
Badger’s Holt at Dartmeet, which advertised ‘Devonshire teas served on 

Figure 4: Bullaven 
Farm Hotel swimming 
pool (courtesy of P. 
Cleave).
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riverside lawn’,44 the Dart Bridge Tea Rooms and the Dart Tea Gardens at 
Buckfastleigh. More than one was situated in places popular with visitors. 
Close to Haytor, for example, were the Haytor Tea House and Long Barn 
Café. In Widecombe the Old Inn built ‘a luncheon and tea room at the back to 
accommodate the many excursionists who find their way into Widecombe’.45 
This was in addition to the North Hall Café which, by the 1930s, had been 
extended to cater for 200 people. By the end of the decade all these 
refreshment places were operating as well as the Wayside Café and the 
Widecombe Green Tea Rooms.

Reminiscences
The writings of residents and those of visitors to the moor, including some 
well-known public figures, help provide a picture of Dartmoor in the 1920s.
Leopold Amery (1873-1955), a prominent Government minister in the 1920s, 
was a frequent visitor to Dartmoor, particularly Lustleigh from where his 
family originated. For instance, he and his family attended Sung Eucharist 
in Lustleigh parish church on Easter Day 1928, having spoken in London 
a few weeks earlier of his ‘hope to set foot on old Dartmoor again and feel 

  44  Royal Automobile Club Guide and Handbook (1929-30), 102.
  45  Cresswell, Dartmoor with its Surroundings, 30.

Figure 5: postcard of Abbey Tea Rooms, Buckfast (courtesy of Dart Abbey).
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the springy turf beneath my feet’.46 He wrote extensively about his love of 
walking and of Dartmoor in his first book of reminiscences, In the Rain and 
the Sun.47

Olive Katherine Parr (1874-1955), who wrote under the pseudonym 
of Beatrice Chase, celebrated Dartmoor in many of her writings and she 
became well known through her work. However, this fame brought problems 
with it. In her book Pages of Peace from Dartmoor published in 1920 she 
wrote about having to erect ‘keep out’ notices to protect her privacy. Despite 
this she concluded that 

they come because Dartmoor attracts them [and] therefore they cannot be 
wholly coarse and vulgar … They care enough to come in the first instance. 
After getting here they care enough to stay. They care enough to come 
again and they unquestionably love it whilst they are here.48

In his autobiography, True Thomas, the composer Thomas Wood (1892-
1950) wrote of the time he spent camping with friends on the banks of the 
River Teign in 1921. Each day Wood went off on his own on to the moor, 
somewhere between Shovel Down and Tavy Head to, in his words, ‘think 
and make notes’ in a large leather-bound volume of manuscript paper.49

An American, Herbert Corey, described the 50 days he spent touring 
Devon in 1928 in an article for the National Geographic Magazine. Although 

  46  Lustleigh Parish Magazine, 40, May 1928.
  47  L. S. Amery, In the Rain and the Sun – A Sequel to Days of Fresh Air (London: Hutchinson 
& Co., 1945).
  48  B. Chase, Pages of Peace from Dartmoor (London: Longmans, Green & Co., 1920), 120-
1.
  49  T. Wood, True Thomas (London: Jonathan Cape Ltd., 1936).

Figure 6: Enjoying a 
picnic near Lustleigh 
(courtesy of Lustleigh 
Community Archive).

BLURRY
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he and his companion enjoyed their visit to Devon and there were pleasant 
aspects of the time they spent on Dartmoor, he did not relish driving on 
Dartmoor’s roads, worrying about meeting charabancs, at Princetown they 
took fright at the prison and, despite ‘the cheery mutterings of the drinkers in 
the Three Crowns at Chagford,’ they continued to ‘fear the moor’.50

Most years from 1913 to 1930, Dorothy Brown and her husband Langford, 
who lived at Kingskerswell, took a purpose-built caravan to Dartmoor for the 
family’s annual summer holiday. Dorothy recorded their experiences in the 
logbook of ‘The Loiterer’ published by the Devonshire Association in 1999.51 
Apart from holidays elsewhere in 1926 and 1929 they came to Dartmoor 
every year in the decade. On their visits they experienced Dartmoor’s 
variable weather, a traffic jam on the road to Moretonhampstead and seeing 
other caravans on the moor for the first time. On each trip they were near 
enough to their home for servants to bring out vegetables and other supplies, 
as well as bringing the car over for day trips around the moor.

Into the 1930s
As we move into the 1930s it can safely be said that the modern era of 
tourism on Dartmoor had arrived. The developments that were changing life 
across Britain after the First World War were inevitably having their impact 
on the moor. Although the economy was slow to recover and the 1920s was, 
in fact, a period of deflation, depression and persistent mass unemployment 
in Britain, the better off middle-classes were exploring areas of the country 
that the motor car and improved transport had opened up and the increasing 
number of day-trips to the moor from Devon’s seaside resorts shows that the 
Dartmoor experience was now open to everyone who could afford to holiday. 

Its villages and towns were easily accessible and accommodation in 
every locality provided the facilities that visitors desired. Dartmoor’s tourism 
certainly experienced a period of substantial growth in the 1920s but 
whether this was in line with other places in Devon, or whether it exceeded 
it, is an open question. What we can say is that the Dartmoor of the 1920s 
would be recognisable to us today – it was no longer the ‘wild and wondrous 
region,’ that Noel Carrington described in his poem about the moor written a 
hundred years earlier.52

  50  H. Corey, ‘Down Devon Lanes’, National Geographic Magazine, 55, no 5 (1929).
  51  D. Brown, & T. Brown, Family Holidays around Dartmoor, From the Logbook of the 
‘Loiterer’ 1913-1930 (Exeter: Devonshire Association, 1995).
  52  N. T. Carrington, Dartmoor, A descriptive poem (London: John Murray, 1826).
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Ever Increasing Circles? Transport and 
Mobilities in Devon in the 1920s

CONTRIBUTORS to the DEVON IN THE 1920s 
PROJECT and JULIA NEVILLE1

Introduction
When Professor Colin Divall2 spoke at the Devon in the 1920s Symposium on 
Transport in 2022, he reminded researchers to keep a broad perspective on 
‘mobilities’.3 Although the 1920s was the decade when motor transport was 
expanding rapidly this did not mean that pedestrianism, cycling, or indeed 
the horse, the railway and the electric tram were no longer of significance. 
Divall urged the importance of understanding the interface between the 
evolution of transport and that of society more generally, and the role 
that local studies could play in illuminating this. Although no Devon in the 
1920s project researcher attempted to take so broad a look at transport, 
many contributors allude to the impact of changes in mobilities, and many 
of those who supplied family histories recorded their family’s experiences 

  1  Individual contributors are acknowledged at the point in the essay when their information 
is quoted and are listed on page 109. 
  2  Emeritus Professor of Railway Studies, University of York.
  3  This is described in more detail in Colin Divall, ‘Transport, 1900-1939’, in Chris Wrigley 
(ed.), A Companion to Early Twentieth-Century Britain (Oxford: Blackwell, 2003), 286-301.

© 2025 The Devon History Society
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and these form the basis of this essay.4 The discussion that follows starts 
with an assessment of the impact of growing numbers of motor vehicles, 
but then considers other forms of land-based mobilities and concludes that 
opportunity to travel away from home was increasing for some sectors of 
Devon society, but in the most rural of areas the orbit of everyday activity 
remained the same. Space does not permit the discussion of water-borne 
transport in the 1920s, but the full version of this essay, included in the 
Devon in the 1920s research collection, discusses the changes experienced 
there too.

1. The ‘Motor’: Vehicles powered by internal combustion 
engines
Motor cars, motor lorries, motor vans and motor-bikes had all been increasing 
in numbers before 1914 and their use accelerated during the First World War. 

  4  The Devon in the 1920s research collection is to be archived by South West Heritage 
Trust and The Box, Plymouth. Individual essays will be available to read online on the Devon 
History Society website,

Figure 1: Charabancs ready to depart from Newton St Cyres on a Sunday School 
outing in July 1924 (courtesy of Newton St Cyres History Group, from a postcard in 
the collection of Tim Sedgwick).
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Many men, and some women, learned to drive motor vehicles during the war, 
and this opened up new opportunities. Olive Wharry, the Devon suffragette 
who had set fire to the tea rooms in Kew Gardens, is reputed in the 1920s 
to have driven round Devon on a motor-bike to sell strawberries from her 
greenhouse;5 Henry Williamson rode down from London to Georgeham in 
North Devon on his Norton motorcycle to begin life anew after the war.6 The 
motor-bike became a powerful symbol of emancipation.

The 1920s saw a dramatic increase in the numbers of motor vehicles. In 
1921 13,033 motor vehicle licences were issued by the Devon local taxation 
licences committee. By 1929 71,128 were issued, a more than five-fold 
increase.7 The motor car opened opportunities for leisure activities not just 
to the well-off but to the comfortably-off. The families who contributed their 
memories of motoring to the 1920s project were ones where the head of the 
household had a ‘good job’. Charles Glover in Keyham, for example, who 
worked as a marine motor engineer, bought a car in the 1920s, and their 
family photographs show trips they made out with it to Weir Quay on the 
River Tamar for bathing and camping.8 

Farming families bought cars. Ruby, who grew up on a farm in Tawstock, 
remembered that her parents decided to buy a car for their outings to 
Barnstaple on Saturday nights to go dancing and on Sunday mornings to go 
to church.

Ruby remembered the expedition into Barnstaple very clearly … She and 
her mother stood by the bridge and waited. Her father was given half an 
hour of instruction by the garage on how to drive, she remembered waving 
each time he drove by as he went around the centre of the town until he 
knew what he was doing. After just half an hour and absolutely no driving 
test of any form he was let loose with his black Ford to drive them all home.9

Tom Robins, on the other hand, who farmed at High Bray in North Devon 
had a car driven out to the farm in March 1927 for a trial. In his ‘Boots’ 
Scribbling Diary’ he made a note of what he was told by Mr Prideaux, the 

  5  Personal communication from Olive Wharry’s niece, Carolyn Daniel, to Devon Rural 
Archive, 2019.
  6  ‘Move to Georgeham’, Henry Williamson Society, online at https://www.henrywilliamson.
co.uk/biography/movetogeorgehamo Georgeham. Accessed 22 Aug 2022
  7  DHC, DCC/153/1/2, Report of the Local Taxation Licences Committee, December 1929. 
This does not cover the separate licensing authority areas of Exeter and Plymouth.
  8  Glover family history notes, contributed to the Devon in the 1920s project by Anne 
Hawkins.
  9  Staddon family history notes, contributed to the Devon in the 1920s project by Pam Morris.
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proprietor of the dealership in Barnstaple, who came out to the farm with a 
Morris Cowley. 

Car – for Grease about 15 places in front and about 10 each side behind. 
Gear box front – back axle for oil – fan two greasers. Steering boss ½ gun 
full. Battery Cook’s once a fortnight very important’ and ‘Double of clutch 
doming from 3 to 2 and 2 to 1.10

The car was brought out again the next day, and Tom drove Mr Prideaux 
back and returned on his own. There were further lessons, including 
reversing, and finally Tom bought the Morris Cowley for £177 10s. His car 
was sometimes used for leisure: he records taking the family in the car to 
Saunton in May 1927, for example. It was used more often for his farming 
business and public service appointments, such as attending the Diseases 
of Animals sub-committee in Exeter. But cars were still a rare sight. Donald 
Gould estimated that in Bampton in the mid 1920s only Mr Scott (the local 
quarry owner) and about six other people had cars.11

Motor Vehicles transporting goods and produce: (i) agricultural 
produce
Motor tractors never became popular in Devon in the 1920s. Farmers had 
been unimpressed by tractor trials on the county’s small steep fields during 
the First World War. The agricultural college at Seale-Hayne tried again to 
interest farmers, providing Austin, Fordson and Sanderson tractors at trials 
in the autumn of 1920. Farmers, it was said, discussed the merits of the 
various types ‘keenly’, but few purchased one. 

Where petrol-driven vehicles did make a difference was in the transport 
of goods to and from the farm. Roger Tucker of East Prawle in South Devon 
described how his grandparents’ business evolved during the 1920s.12 His 
grandfather had driven a horse and cart to the market in Dartmouth every 
Friday, taking his own goods and acting as a carrier for other people.13 After 

  10  Diaries of Tom Robins, lent by Stuart Windsor to the Devon in the 1920s project.
  11  Donald Gould, Donald’s Memories, lent to the Devon in the 1920s project by Bampton 
Heritage Centre.
  12  Roger Tucker, 120 years of farming in Prawle, talk given to the South Devon AONB on 23 
Feb 2021, and subsequent conversation with Julia Neville. Further material available on the 
East Prawle History Society website, https://eastprawlehistorysociety.co.uk/farm-buildings. 
Accessed 20 Jun 2022.
  13  Kelly’s Devonshire Directory 1919, (London: Kelly’s Directories, 1919), 134.
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the First World War he bought a Ford, which he converted into a van, and 
later a Morris Commercial van. This new form of transport speeded up the 
journey, and instead of going once a week to market the Tuckers opened a 
shop there in 1921 for their farm produce.

Motor Vehicles transporting goods and produce: (ii) urban 
businesses
The increasing use of motor lorries can be seen in the businesses along 
Exeter’s Commercial Road. When the City Council commissioned a new 
valuation of some of the commercial properties in 1927 the surveyor found 
new garages built since 1922 in three of the 20 businesses inspected. The 
South Devon Ice and Cold Storage Company had converted a stable to a 
garage; Tremlett’s Tannery had constructed a stone and slate garage for one 
lorry; and Gabriel and Wade the timber merchants, while still maintaining a 
stable, had also built a garage.14

Changing from horse to steam wagon to motor lorry seems to have been 
a regular pattern, whether by big firms or by individuals. Thomas Griffin 
was an Exeter haulage contractor, and his different forms of transport are 
illustrated by references in the local newspapers. In 1919 he owned a horse 
and van. The horse bolted along the main street. In 1922 he owned a Foden 
steam wagon and was prosecuted for driving without a rear light. By 1926 
his motor lorry featured in a poaching incident.15

There was a gulf between those who had or could learn the skills 
of driving a motor vehicle and those who could or did not. It was largely 
a generational one. Ann Paltridge (Gaw} remembered how her father, an 
Okehampton builder, ‘had a little lorry, but he never drove. He used to hire 
a man to drive the lorry’.16 Henry Williamson in Georgeham noted that: 
‘Nowadays the baker called every afternoon in a motor van’ but that ‘his 
father, after two attempts to drive the car, stayed at home’.17

The increase in motor vans and lorries led to a decline in traditional horse 
traffic from villages to their nearest urban centre. Statistics on livestock 
collected at parish level by the Board of Agriculture show that the number 
of horses on farms in the county declined overall by almost a third between 

  14  The Box, Plymouth, 1023-217, Exeter Waterfront Rating Book.
  15  WT, 4 Sep 1919; 14 Jan 1922; D&EG, 9 Jul 1926.
  16  Ann Paltridge, later Ann Gaw, Okehampton Oral History Archive, Museum of Dartmoor 
Life.
  17  Henry Williamson, Life in a Devon Village (London: Faber & Faber, 1945), 20.
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1919 and 1929, in line with the decline nationally.18 The Poltimore Estate 
Research Society has identified that the decline in the numbers of horses in 
Poltimore parish was not in the numbers of ‘heavy horses’, which remained 
fairly constant, but in the numbers of ‘other’ horses, e.g. saddle horses, 
‘vanners’, who pulled the wagons, and horses for traps and carriages.19 

2. Pedestrianism
Walking was the natural way of getting around. Donald Gould remembered 
in his childhood in Bampton being sent out to the woodlands to pick up 
firewood; walking to church to sing in the choir on Sunday morning and 
stopping to deliver the Sunday joint for the baker to roast. His first job aged 
ten was to fetch the cattle in from pasture before walking to school. Even 
in Plymouth, where there was public transport, Vera Full remembered that 
‘there was never any money for tram fares – we walked in all weathers’.20

Pedestrianism was not merely utilitarian: it was undertaken for pleasure. 
Vera explained that ‘on Saturday evenings people went into [Plymouth] 
city centre and walked about in groups; we’d meet up with relatives.’ A 
Sunday morning walk after church or chapel was a tradition, for example 
in Petrockstowe. where Violet Bridgeman remembered that ‘the young 
people took the opportunity to get together after church … when, dressed 
in their smartest, they would go for a walk’.21 It could even become a lengthy 
exercise. Jim Crocker recalled that he and his father used to walk ‘from 
Okehampton out to Sourton Cross… and turn … and come back around 
Melliford Moor … on the Holsworthy road, and that was the Sunday morning 
walk before lunch.’22 

Walking was still the way most people went to work. As Donald Gould 
remembered in Bampton …’I would say 90% of the local people worked, 
mainly on farms or in the local industry, quarrying, [or] in local shops’. His 
early morning’s mile walk bringing in the cattle meant passing three or four 
men on their way to work in the sawmills. Ivy Cox also worked when she 

  18  The arrangements for recording and collecting the statistics are described by The 
National Archives, https://discovery.nationalarchives.gov.uk/details/r/C10469. Accessed 18 
Aug 2024.
  19  Poltimore Estate Research Society (2024), Poltimore in the 1920s, 20 horses had been 
recorded in this category in 1919 and by 1929 this had declined to 7.
  20  Vera Full family history notes contributed to the Devon in the 1920s project by Judy 
Davies.
  21  Violet Bridgeman, family history notes contributed to the Devon in the 1920s project by 
Brenda Powell.
  22  Jim Crocker, Okehampton Oral History Archive, Museum of Dartmoor Life.
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was 10. She delivered the milk around Lower Hooe with her fingers clutching 
about 12 cans ‘up over Hexton Hill through Hooe village, over the stile at the 
top and down over the allotments’ and up to Mrs Revell’s house.23 

Walking was not just a way of earning pocket-money for the young, but 
a part of a job. Reg Colley in Starcross remembered fisherman George 
Cornish ‘bare legged from the knees down and barefoot, with a basket of 
fresh, cheap fish on each arm which he would sell up and down the village’.24 
Street traders, known as hawkers, pushed barrows or handcarts. Vera Full 
remembered the ‘salt man’ with a block of salt on a handcart under a canvas 
cover mounted over a hoop. Violet Jeffery, who worked at German’s boot 
factory in Okehampton, was given a handcart to transport shoes for repair 
between the shop and the factory.25

	 For some, willing or unwilling, pedestrianism was a way of life. These 
were the ‘tramps’ or ‘vagrants’. Their numbers increased dramatically in 
Devon in the 1920s after the artificial suppression of the numbers of the 
unemployed during the war. In 1921 the numbers of admissions to the 
‘casual wards’ of Devon workhouses had fallen to 8,244. It rose abruptly in 
1922 to 22,752, and by 1927 had reached 52,915.26 Many tramps tried not 
to trouble the authorities, but May Sanders remembered the queue for the 
workhouse in Bideford:

Men on the road; they were always known as ‘tramping kiddies’ ... They 
would go from workhouse to workhouse, that's right. And afternoons, if you 
were out in Bideford, you'd see them congregate on the end of the bridge … 
until 4 o'clock, and then they'd all troop down to the police station to get a 
little ticket for the workhouse for the night …27

3. The Bicycle
Single-speed ‘safety’ bicycles were the models most in use. Three-speed 
bikes were being introduced, but Donald Gould remembered that: ‘A bicycle 

  23  Donald Gould, Donald’s Memories; Robin Blythe-Lord, Ivy’s Story: Growing up in Hooe, 
Working in Plymouth (Plymouth: Camelot, 2011).
  24  Reg Colley, Looking Back or My Memoirs (Starcross: Alan and Pauline Jarvis, 1980), 19-
20, loaned to the Devon in the 1920s project by Starcross History Society.
  25  Violet Jeffery, Okehampton Oral History Archive, Museum of Dartmoor Life.
  26  WMN, 4 June 1927, Devon Vagrancy Committee.
  27  Interview with May Sanders b. 21 Jan 1914, taped by Jacqueline Sarsby, 15 April 1986. 
The term ‘tramping kiddy’ seems to be connected with the archaic use of ‘kiddy’ meaning 
man or boy, and sometimes ‘low thief’.
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without a 3-speed cost about £3, and £1 more for 3 speeds’. He also recalled 
that a feature of bicycles at that time was a step for mounting, protruding 
from the axle of the back wheel. This, he remembers, was more often used 
by him and his teenage friends to allow a second person on the bike. 28

For children, the ‘fairy bicycle’ or ‘fairy bike’, with smaller wheels, was 
introduced during the 1920s. Alan Parsons was given a ‘fairy bicycle’ when 
his family moved out from the city to Plymstock and spent weekends and 
holidays riding round the country lanes. Although riding a bike was associated 
chiefly with boys, girls did ride too. Vera Full in Plymouth desperately wanted 
a fairy cycle for Christmas and saved up her pennies in a Christmas club to 
secure it. Sadly, when Christmas came, the Christmas club present was only 
a doll.29 

Bicycles were used by many to get to work. The Bishop of Exeter 
was perhaps Devon’s most distinguished cyclist. As Jocelyn Foulkes 
remembered: ‘the Bishop with his long white beard was a familiar sight riding 
round the city on his bicycle.’ He rode in to his office in the Bishop’s Palace 
from his home out at Cowley.30 William Garnham used his bicycle to get 
from his home in Poltimore to his place of work, the paper mills at Stoke 
Canon, three miles away. He also used to cycle from the mills into Exeter 
after work to buy groceries before going home, placing his purchases in a 
bag attached to the handlebars.31 Sometimes the bicycle was used for the 
first part of a commute to work. Reg Colley remembered that: ‘Young men 
and women would cycle down [to Starcross station] from Kenton and district, 
leave their bikes at the back of Dr Iles’ surgery … and catch the train’.32 Doris 
Hambly was a ‘daily’ in Exmouth; she cycled between there and her home in 
Littleham village, and recalled the experience of riding along a narrow lane 
on a dark winter evening with only a carbide lamp.33

Bicycles were also useful workhorses. Violet Jeffery (Parsons), mentioned 
above for using a handcart to take boots for mending up to the factory, was 
later lent a bike and used to ride between the factory and the shop with 
nailed boots hung round her shoulders and on the front of the bike.34 Bill 
Pratt from Exton, where his family ran a dairy, remembered taking milk in a 

  28  Donald Gould. Donald’s Memories.
  29  Vera Full, family history notes.
  30  Jocelyn Hemming, Exeter in the 1920s.
  31  D&EG, 11 March 1925.
  32  Reg Colley. Looking Back at Starcross, Part Two – 1923-1983 (Starcross: no publisher, 
1983), 7. 
  33  Hambly family history notes, contributed to the Devon in the 1920s project by Marilyn 
Hambly.
  34  Violet Jeffery, Okehampton Oral History Archive.
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can on his bike, and ladling the milk from the can into the customer’s own 
jugs.35

4. The Railways
The railways were veteran operators in the transport of passengers and 
freight. By the 1920s expansion was virtually over, and some projects, such 
as the extension of the line beyond Chagford to Moretonhampstead, were 
never completed. The idea of re-opening and extending the Appledore and 
Westward Ho! line, revived after the First World War, got as far as obtaining 
Parliamentary approval, but was abandoned once it was recognized that 
motor transport would be more economical and adaptable.36

Figure 2: Map showing the position 
of Devon’s railways in 1922, at the 
time of amalgamation, with Great 
Western Railway lines in grey 
(the dotted grey lines show bus 
extensions to rail services), and 
Southern lines in black.37

The map does exclude one railway still to come, the connecting 
link between Halwill and Torrington, which opened in 1925. Tim Lomas 
has written about the construction of the line for the Devon in the 1920s 
research collection.38 The intention was to improve transport for minerals 

  35  Pratt family history notes contributed to the Devon in the 1920s project by Eileen Pratt.
  36  Stephen Hobbs, Clovelly and Hartland in the 1920s, Devon in the 1920s Research 
Collection.
  37  GWR map of Devon, https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:GWR_map_Devon.jpg. 
Accessed 2 Aug 2024.
  38  Tim Lomas, Trials and Tribulations of the North Devon and Cornwall Light Railway, 
Devon in the 1920s Research Collection,
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and to offer farmers readier access to markets, with cattle-loading facilities 
at Petrockstowe, Hatherleigh and Halwill. The proposal received support 
from councils, MPs, landowners and ratepayers but its construction took 
longer than expected, and by the time it opened the world had moved on. 
It was never well used. Violet Bridgeman remembered that, after the line 
opened, it was still rare for Petrockstowe villagers to go to Bideford or even 
to Torrington.39

Throughout the 1920s the most significant development of the railways 
was their increased use for tourism, encouraging holiday makers and trippers 
to the county. On 19 July 1926 the Southern Railway ran the first ‘Atlantic 
Coast’ express service, leaving Waterloo for Plymouth and Ilfracombe, 
detaching carriages along the way for Sidmouth and Exmouth. It took over 
five hours to reach Ilfracombe. In spite of the efforts of railway companies 
and local authorities to promote rail travel, however, by the end of the 1920s 
passenger numbers were falling as the alternative of motor buses or motor 
cars became more readily available to more people. Michael Blower’s study 
of tourism in Ilfracombe shows that passenger tickets issued for Ilfracombe 
fell from 69,218 in 1928 to 46,245 in 1930 and continued falling thereafter.40 

Railways took many children to school. Once Donald Gould started at 
secondary school in in Tiverton he took on a paper round and recalled that 
‘the train guard kept the train standing when other boys gave the warning 
that I was approaching fast’.41 Sometimes journeys to school could be more 
complicated. Derek Lavers who lived at Huckworthy Bridge and went to 
school in Tavistock had to cycle a mile uphill all the way to Dousland railway 
station, catch a train for Yelverton and then at Yelverton change to the 
Tavistock line.

Children frequently travelled by train on their own. Ralph Brown and 
a group of boys from the new Mount Gould estate in Plymouth would be 
sent off in the summer for the day. They took the train from Lucas Terrace 
Halt to Turnchapel where they could walk to Bovisand beach. They had no 
timetable, no means of telling the time, so sometimes they had a long wait at 
the station for the train home.42 Barbara Cole from Princetown, whose older 
sisters had married and moved to Plymouth, remembered they were ‘always’ 
going down to visit them by train, particularly on Saturdays when there was 

  39  Violet Bridgeman, family history.
  40  Michael Blower, Ilfracombe and the Elements of Tourism during the 1920s, essay in 
the Devon in the 1920s research collection, quoting John Nicholas, The Ilfracombe Line 
(Clophill: Irwell Press, 1968), 44.
  41  Donald Gould, Donald’s Memories.
  42  Ralph Marshall Brown, Memoir.
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cheap travel.43 
Railways were still important for the transport of heavy or bulky goods. 

William Chown, who farmed just outside Bampton, used the railway for 
transporting specialist feed, or builders’ materials for whatever his current 
project happened to be. These were usually delivered to Venn Cross on the 
main line to Barnstaple rather than to Bampton itself, which was only on a 
branch line.44 Railways often employed their own staff to drive the motor 
buses between the station and the centre. Bill Gliddon in Okehampton 
remembered ‘course they ‘ad a bus always outside the Plume of Feathers ... 
that took you to the station, met every train and delivered all the people up to 
the Station Road and picked ‘em up, brought 'em down...’45

As the 1920s went on many lines no longer paid their way, if indeed 
they ever had, as many small rural branch lines were subsidised by other 
more profitable routes. The closure of the branch line from Plymstock to 
Yealmpton to passenger traffic was announced in 1928 by a public notice, 
which also asked for suggestions for increasing the revenue, but when none 
were forthcoming the line did indeed close to passengers in July 1930.46 

5. Other Forms of Public Transport
Horse drawn Transport
The horse cab did survive, just, throughout the 1920s. Jocelyn Foulkes 
(Hemming) remembered from her childhood in 1920s Exeter that close to 
their home

… was a cab stand with an old cabbie and his probably quite old horse. They 
never seemed to go anywhere and the horse had his head permanently in 
a nosebag, munching, while the cabbie smoked his pipe … The cab horse 
always got a pat when we went past which was quite often, and sometimes 
a lump of sugar as well.

This cabbie was probably Fred Lay, mentioned as still working in 1932. In 
an interview that year he was noted as the only remaining horse cab driver, 

  43  Barbara Cole, family history contributed to the Devon in the 1920s project, recorded by 
Debbie Watson.
  44  Bampton Heritage Centre, William Chown Farm Papers, transcribed for the Devon in the 
1920s project,
  45  Bill Gliddon, Okehampton Oral History Archive, Museum of Dartmoor Life.
  46  Brian Moseley, Encyclopaedia of Plymouth History, http://www.plymouthdata.info/
Railways-GWR%20Yealmpton%20Branch.htm. Accessed 23 Jul 2023. 
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and told a journalist that he would never change to a motor taxi. ‘There is 
nothing like a horse.’47

The Electric Tram
One alternative to the horse cab or motor taxi was the electric tram service 
which ran to a regular timetable. Tram services had been introduced in 
Exeter, Plymouth and Torquay before the First World War. Richard Pengelly 
from Peverell in Plymouth recalled that they ‘always’ used the tram when 
they went out for shopping, whether just down to Mutley Plain or into town 
for their weekly visit to the central market.48 Gwen White’s month by the 
sea at Paignton in August 1920 included going to Torquay on the tram to 
play tennis. Paignton, she remembered, was the terminus, and here the 
conductor alighted, undid the rope and swung the pole off the overhead wire 
and turned it to face the other way.49 

The popularity of the tram service in Exeter increased substantially after 
the war, even though it had only just over five miles of track, increased, 
as Martin McDonagh has demonstrated, with passenger numbers almost 
doubling during the 1920s.50 Houses in suburban Exeter were advertised as 
‘two minutes walk from the tram terminus’ or ‘within five minutes of trams’51 
and the city council placed their new council housing estates close to the 
tram termini. Yet it was the Exeter tram service that was the first in Devon to 
close. Congestion in the High Street where there was insufficient width for 
two parallel tracks meant that trams had to wait for the single track to clear, 
thus holding up other traffic. By 1928 the delays were intolerable, and the 
council decided to scrap the trams in favour of motor buses. The final tram 
ran in 1931.52 

Motor Bus Services
Urban public transport was also provided by motor buses. Alan Parsons, who 
lived in a suburb beyond the tram network in Plymouth, remembered how he 

  47  Jocelyn Hemming, Exeter in the 1920s; Martin McDonagh, ibid.
  48  Richard Pengelly, family history contributed to the Devon in the 1920s research collection
  49  Guy and Richard Moore (eds), Gwen White, An Exeter Perspective at the Dawn of 
the Twentieth Century, 1901-1922 (forthcoming), 248-49. Gwen White was the daughter 
of master carriage builder, Sebastian Moreton White, Sheriff of Exeter (1916-1917), who 
donated the Sheriff's Coach to the City.
  50  Martin McDonagh, The Horse Cab Trade in Exeter, 1820-1930 (2021)
  51  D&EG, 26 Aug 1921; 22 Aug 1924.
  52  Julia Neville, Exeter and the Trams, 1882-1931 (Exeter: Exeter Civic Society, 2010).
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used this ‘modern’ means of transport to his school. He also remembered 
how he once had to go on the bus to a Christmas party dressed as a ‘Shell 
Petrol Pump’, imagining that the other passengers were laughing at him.53

Setting up a motor bus service was a significant opportunity for 
entrepreneurs in the 1920s. Ivy Cox remembered the plans to establish bus 
services between Plymouth and Hooe. Two companies were interested: 
Eddystone Buses and the Palace Saloon. A friend of theirs drove for 
Eddystone, so she took round a petition to get signatures in its support. In 
fact both operators were licensed. ‘The Eddystone colours were blue and 
white, and the Palace Saloon was plum purple’.54

A detailed description of the evolution of a local bus service between 
Newton Abbot and Widecombe, the Tor Bus, was contributed to the project 
by Muriel Potter (Bunclark), the daughter of one of its founders.55 John and 
Mary Potter had built up a business with horse-drawn wagons taking people 
from the Liverton area to Newton Abbot, their local market town and major 
railway station. Demand for transport increased in the early 1920s, not merely 
for shopping but for transport for the products of the new pottery at Liverton. 
The Potters’ two sons bought a motor lorry, fitted it out with seats, and began 
to operate a regular service. In 1926 the brothers went to a motor show, saw 
a Doidge chassis fitted with a purpose-built fourteen-seater bus body, and 
bought it. Another followed a year later. The two buses provided a service 
between Newton Abbot and Haytor. By 1928 the service was extended to 
Widecombe. Families in other villages also became known for their bus 
services. In Mary Tavy Percy Down bought the family’s first motor bus in 
1923 and was an early beneficiary of Devon County Council’s contracts for 
school transport, introduced in recognition of the extra distances children 
had to travel when small rural schools closed.56 

Bus services did not necessarily take custom from the railway. Reg 
Colley remembered that the introduction of Devon General buses in 1922 
‘did not cotton on for a long time.’ Though the bus fare from Starcross to 
Exeter was cheap, the stopping train service between Newton Abbot and 
Exeter was more frequent.57

  53  Alan Parsons, family history contributed to the Devon in the 1920s collection by Val 
Bachelor.
  54  Robin Blythe-Lord, Ivy’s Story.
  55  Muriel Bunclark, family history contributed to the Devon in the 1920s collection. The early 
years of this service have also been written about by Roger Grimley, Tor Bus Remembered 
(author, 1994).
  56  DCC News 17 October 2023, online at www.devon.gov.uk/ news/end-of-an-era-coach-
operator-calls-it-a-day-after-celebrating-incredible-school-transport-milestone/ 
  57  Reg Colley, Looking Back at Starcross Part Two, 7. 
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Group travel for leisure activities
Buses and charabancs grew in popularity in Devon as the transport of choice 
to visit local attractions. The services might be aimed particularly at holiday-
makers, but they were also booked by local organizations for outings. As an 
example, the picture at the head of this chapter shows a row of charabancs 
lined up for the Newton St Cyres Sunday School outing to Dawlish in July 
1924. The newspaper reported in that same week outings by Ashburton 
Field Club to Buckland Beacon, Crediton Women’s Liberal Association to 
Ilfracombe and Lynton; a party from Gittisham to visit HMS Warspite in 
the bay at Seaton; Moretonhampstead Conservative Women’s Association 
to Minehead; Shobrooke Girl Guides to Torquay and Paignton; and by the 
Silverton Women’s Institute to Cheddar and Weston-super-Mare.58

Conclusion
It is evident from the discussion above that, like the rest of the country, the 
disruptor to established patterns of mobility in Devon in the 1920s was the 
petrol-driven vehicle in all its forms. Businesses saw the advantage of the 
greater flexibility of the motor vehicle, and traditional methods of transport, 
whether by horse, which was less speedy, or by rail, which usually involved 
additional unloading and reloading goods, began to reduce in significance. 
The motor bike and motor car made access possible to a wider range of 
leisure activities for those who could afford the initial outlay on their vehicle. 
Devon’s residents benefited from the additional opportunities in the hospitality 
sector created by the arrival of greater numbers of visitors and holiday 
makers. The village bus improved connectivity between villages and towns, 
speeding up the journeys for those going to market, taking children longer 
distances to the new secondary schools, and providing more opportunities 
for country people to visit the nearest town. Yet Devon remained a county 
with a multitude of villages and hamlets, not all of which had public transport 
by the end of the 1920s. For many people, although the baker or the builder 
might call in a motor vehicle, their personal mobility would have been, like 
those of an earlier generation, limited to what they could access on foot or 
by bike.

  58  WT, 4 July 1924.
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Clovelly and Hartland in the 1920s, by Steve Hobbs
Devon’s First Women Magistrates, by Penny Bayer
East Devon Women’s Institutes, by Penny Bayer
Education and Social Change in Chudleigh, by Helen Turnbull
Health and Sickness in Chagford in the 1920s, by Jean Rhodes
Plymouth Labour Party in the 1920s, by Jonathan Wood
Poltimore Village after the sale of the Estate, by Julia Neville
The Occult in 1920s Torquay, by Kevin Dixon
Women’s Political Activism in the 1920s, by Julia Neville

Tourism
By Wagonette and Charabanc: Tourism on Dartmoor in the 1920s, by Peter 
Mason
Ilfracombe and the elements of tourism during the 1920s, by Michael Blower
Plymouth Tourism Weeks, by Anne Corry
Plymouth, a Holiday Destination for American Tourists, by Anne Corry
Plymouth, Centre of a Hundred Tours, by Anne Corry
The Bovisand Beach Entrepreneurs, by Anne Corry
Plymouth – more than the ‘Centre of 100 Tours’, by Gemma Canham

Transport
Ever Increasing Circles? Mobilities in Devon in the 1920s, by project 
contributors and Julia Neville.
Trials and Tribulations of the North Devon and Cornwall Junction Light 
Railway, by Tim Lomas






