Memories of Bygone Flower Shows

By Audrey Taylor, in Bere Local History Archive

The Annual ‘event’ of the year for Bere Alston.

Preparations were made for days before the great day — at last ‘it’ had arrived! The schools
closed; many workers had a half-day holiday and everyone’s friends and family came to ‘visit’
and spend the afternoon at the show.

The streets were decorated and we children were dressed is our Sunday best. There were few
children’s classes — | remember entering a collection of wild flowers and a collection of ferns
arranged in a basket (getting the material took a long time — the best tongue ferns came from
Tuckermarsh Quay, and the Regal King ferns from the woods near Leigh Farm.)

Two days before the show day the ‘Fair’ people moved into the Parish Hall field. A majestic
steam tractor to supply electricity was sited where the garages are now, together with
gleaming brass, and horses complete with a steam organ with carousel figurines. Then there
were swinging boats, coconut shies; a ‘Test Your Own Strength’ machine; a Fortune Teller etc.

As the big day had arrived the band played, the sun shone. Bere Alston was en fete.

After aluncheon, held at the Victoria Hotel, (became the Victoria Café) the opening ceremony
took place.

On entering the Hall the first thing one noticed was the very heavy perfume of the flowers
being exhibited: carnations, roses, sweet peas, sweet Williams, Madonna lilies and many
more. Floral art was unknown, but there was a class for table decorations, each competitor
being supplied with a separate table together with one large and four smaller vases.
Competition was very fierce. The winner usually being the one using the most expensive
flowers. The domestic classes were staged in the outer room, (with) very few classes for
cookery, but these were pasties, saffron cake and bread, eggs, (pottery?) bowls of cream
(scalded and separated), butter patted up and stamped, jam and honey.

The Hall was very crowded with farmers, local gentry, visitors and villagers. Outside the band
played, Penny Cross Bill performed. Everyone was friendly and happy.

During the afternoon sports were held in Sarah Park, a gap having been made in the hedge,
and an arena was roped around. The children’s races included three-legged, sack, egg &spoon
etc. In more recent years Miss Faule, the Infant’s school teacher staged a Maypole dance.
Then followed a gymkhana. Teas were served under an awning attached to the Reading
Room. We sat at trestle tables, each of which was presided over by ladies who poured tea
from large tea pots. The tables were loaded with tuffs and cream and jam, buttered tuffs,
saffron cake and knobbies.

After the prize-giving, the hall was cleared for the dance, which was crowded. The dances
included ‘The Gay Gordons’, waltzes and the ‘Valetta’. What energy! No wonder no one



bothered about diets! People walked miles to get to the village and danced until the small
hours before walking home.

As a point of interest, the classes were in two sections: one for the cottage gardens and
allotments, the other for the exhibitors who employed gardeners or who had markets or large
gardens — for example Rumleigh House, Mount Tamar, Ward House, Hewton; the Doctor’s
and the Rectory had full time gardeners. The cottagers were allowed to enter both or any
section if they so wished.



