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RURAL LIFE IN DAYS GONE BY

When | see the huge tractors and machines in fields today | can hardly believe that as a
youth | followed my father's shire horses. The ploughmen walked 13% miles then to plough
one acre--in all weathers. They were fit!

| was privileged to see the end of a way of life that had altered very little from the 19th
century. All farms were 'organic' then: mixed farms with the milking cow, cattle for fattening,
pigs, poultry, sheep for meat and wool. In those days before man-made fibres, the value of
the wool paid many tenant farmers' rent. The majority of the animal feed was produced on
the farm.

Here in the Tamar Valley most of the farms had an horticultural element: hard and soft fruit,
flowers and all the vegetables. A couple could live and raise a family on a market garden
holding of 5 to 10 acres.

Where did all the produce go? Before the railway it went to the three towns -- Plymouth,
Devonport and Stonehouse -- and the Royal Navy, via our ancient highway -- the Tamar.
After the arrival of the railway the whole country became the market. My father sent
strawberries as far as Edinburgh and Glasgow. Three goods trains per day left Bere Alston
goods yard, and daily life was governed by their departure times. Queues of vehicles, motor
and horse-drawn, would tail back from the goods yard and up the hill under the bridges,
waiting to offload on to the train. When the farm season arrived and the fruit left in wooden
barrels, the interior of the rail vans looked like a battlefield; floor and walls stained red with
spilt juice. (The tops of the barrels were covered with porous hessian sacking, held in place
by the top metal band of the barrel.)

However, habits die hard. Despite the railway, the market boat continued to run on
Tuesdays, Thursdays and Saturdays from Calstock to Devonport North Corner for
Devonport market, calling at all the river quays. This service survived to the mid 30s. Many
farmers' and gardeners' wives, with their containers of produce, caught this boat at Hole's
Hole: often in the early hours to catch the tide and, yes, falling into the water did occur!

In the days when geography, topography and climate governed how early crops would
mature, the valley had a great advantage. Steep, south-facing slopes were cultivated by
hand and kept in immaculate condition. Every few years the eroded soil would be brought
back to the top of the slope by horse-drawn earth scoop, with wire rope and snatch blocks.
All this hard hand work required a huge labour force, and the village and surrounding farms
and gardens were very inter-dependant. Besides the staff living in the farmhouses, a whole
army of men and women left the village daily to work the land. Their weekly wage
depended on a successful industry. For example, at Higher Birch Farm my father employed
9 fulltime men and 6 virtually full time women on 70 acres. With the exception of Hewton
Nurseries, you won't find 9 men employed in the whole parish now. It did mean, despite the
hard graft in all weathers, that people often worked in small groups. With a few jokes and
the latest village gossip and scandal, it helped one to cope with the work. Farming today is
a very solitary existence. | am old enough to remember the large number of market gardens
and farms in the parish. Sadly, most of the former are now wildernesses, while the latter are
much reduced in number, with land amalgamated and house and buildings sold off. |
cannot see a reversal of this trend. Why? | think it would be difficult today to find a man or a
woman who will turn over an acre of soil on a steep slope with a garden fork! But that is
how it was!
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