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Baker Bill takes a swipe at the sliced loaf

By Liz Hodgson (retyped from Tavistock Times cutting January 16, 1976)

If you called on Bill Palmer and gave him a loaf of sliced bread, he would probably

thank you politely but feed the birds with it when you had gone.

“You can’t call it bread,” said Bill. “I would rather eat biscuits than that!” And he
should know what he is talking about, for 87-year-old Bill Palmer is a master baker and he has

spent a lifetime baking crusty bread at Bere Alston.

Bill, of 26 Fore Street, had his first job picking raspberries when he was eight. When
he left school at fourteen he drove a horse-drawn cab. “l used to drive the old lady down to

the harvest festival tea at Bere Ferrers and she always gave me half-a-crown,”! he said.

122 % pence in today’s money.
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When he started working in the bakery at sixteen, there were four bakers in Bere
Alston. But there were also three tin mines and a brick works providing work for the people

who lived there.

The mines closed and people started to move away. Among them were Bill’s uncles,
who went to the Durham coal-mines, and his father, who went much further afield. He went
first to America, but decided it was too cold, and moved on to South Africa. From there he

went to a gold mine in West Africa. There he got dust in his lungs and died of silicosis.

But Bill stayed in Bere Alston. It was a bustling village in those days.

“There was a steamer that used to sail from Calstock to Plymouth and it called at
Hole’s Hole with goods. The big thing in those days were steamer trips to Looe and Salcombe.
“And you could get a return ticket to Plymouth on the railway for 16d.2 | used that a lot in my

courting days,” he said.

When he wasn’t courting, Bill played rugby for the successful Bere Alston team. In ten
years with the team he picked up a few broken bones, but lots of happy memories. “We beat
nearly all the Plymouth teams,” he said. “Once we beat Albion Reserves 9-0, so the next
season we challenged the first team, but they wouldn’t play — they were afraid of being

beaten!”

They had fun after the matches, too. “There was one man, Reg Galsworthy, who was
a wonderful singer. Once after a match at Salcombe he sang a song, and they wouldn’t let us

'II

go until he’d sung it again

27 % pence.



Bere Local History Archive

The village is a much quieter place now. Even some of the churches have gone, along
with the mines and the industry, and congregations are small. The old church behind the
Edgcumbe Hotel, which was closed when Holy Trinity Church was built, became a cholera
hospital in 1849. Bill Palmer’s grandfather found a miracle cure for the disease. “He used to
get a pitcher of water and give it to the patients. Those who drank it got better, those who

didn’t drink it died. The doctors couldn’t understand it,” he said.

Bill remembers the Bere Alston of his youth as a lively place. “You could never be
lonely.” “But now,” he told me sadly, “I go outside my door in the evening and can’t see a soul

anywhere.”

Bill Palmer spent many happy years with his wife Emma, who died nine years ago.
Another note of sadness which has recently come into his life is the death o his eldest son,

Cyril. Like his father, Cyril was a master baker and he took an active part in Bere Alston life.

Bill has two younger sons, Fred and Fernley, and four grandchildren and two great-

grandchildren who live on the Isle of Wight.

The family’s connections with the bakery business were severed a few years ago and

Bill is now able to relax and reflect on the Bere Alston of old — the village he loved so much.

Few people know as much about the village as Bill, and fortunately they all know

better than to offer him a loaf of sliced bread.



