Memories of the Tamar Valley and old Bere Alston

By Harry Langman

At 84 I am, I suppose, an elder of one of the older families of Bere Alston.
I was born at Slimeford Farm where the Langmans had lived as long ago as
the beginning of the 19th century, if not before. I was born in 1906 in
the reign of Edward V11 and Queen Alexandra, and as a matter of interest
the year the Calstock Viaduct was completed. In the latter connection

it is of some interest that for many years the viaduct had a 1lift at the
Cornish end which would take a railway truck and lower it to the

quaywide,

From our farmyard one could see the Tamar winding down from Gawton
Brickworks to the viaduct and beyond and in the background you could

see Cotehele House (the residence of the Mount Edgcombe family), Kit Hill
and Gunnislake. On a summers eve with the sun setting behind Kit Hill it
made a lovely and attractive scene.

Pleasure Steamers journeying from Plymouth to Weirhead were frequently

seen and there were many barges, some bringing ‘'town soil’ (street sweepings)
to the Bere quays from where it was carted to the gardens and ploughed in
to enrich the soil. The Steamers also provided transport for fruitgrowers
and their produce to the markets at Plymouth.

We were a long family of youngsters and I started school at the age of 5
years in the baby's class. The school was Sir John Maynards, built in

1665 ~ formerly a charity school. The school is reputed to be the oldest
school in Devon and I have a newspaper cutting of it showing children
playing outside in the clothes current in my time there. A London
researcher tells me that the Charities Commissioners Report of 1826 records
that the Master of Sir John Maynards School was able to collect the rents
on a property at Stoke Climsland for his salary, and was provided with a
house and garden at Berealston; and up to 16 boys and girls were sent to
him for learning. In addition he could take paying scholars and on Sundays
had to instruct children of the parish in 'reading the Church catechism'.
The school was of course later taken over by the Devon CC.

My sisters and I walked two miles to school and carried our lunch in our
schoolbags over our shoulders. My dress comprised corduroy shorts, cycle
stockings, shirt with celluloid collar, jacket and hob-nailed boots, whilst
the girls wore pinafores over their dresses. If I lost a metal skute from
my boot I ¥isited Mr Sleep the shoemaker at lunchtime and had it repaired.
He sent a bill for shoe repairs to Dad once a month.

My teacher in the Baby's class was a Miss Goldsworthy, who lived in Rose
Cottage. At six years of age I went to First Class Infants where my

teacher was Miss Pugsley (later she became Mrs Wallace Spry).
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At seven years of age I went to the Boys' School, only pened two years
before. In Standard I my teacher was Miss Verny. Mr E.H.Guy was the
headmaster and he ensured in the following years that we were well versed
in the 'Three Rs' and so I progressed through the succeeding standards, or
classes, until I was 133 years of age when I left to work at home on the
farm.

There was a Tuck Shop in the village kept by a Mrs Pugsley - she made her
own mineral waters in different flavours and colours which she sold in
bottles as large as those we now buy cordials in - the price was a penny
per bottle and known as 'Mrs Pugsley's Penny Monsters'. The shop on
Saturday Nights was a meeting place for teenagers and above sampling the
drinks and sweets, etc. and chatting. The only other place of rendezvous
then was the Reading Rooms, built I believe at the instance of the Barl

of Mount Edgcome at a time when the village was full of miners and
railway navvies in an e=deavour to keep them from the pubs.

At the time I was at school the village had no street lighting, no
telephoe, no main water supply and no sanitation. There was, however, a
Post Office and Telegraph.

The surface of all roads, including the village streets was comprised of
cracked stones covered with soil and watered and rolled in by a steam
roller to bind the mixture together. In the laybys one saw elderly men
cracking stones with a hammer to pieces about two inches cube. The stones
were quarried by the Council and carted to the laybys and a man from the
Surveyors Department vivisted each site weekly to measure the pile cracked
and payment was thus calculated.

In regard to water, many cottagers had their own wells and pumps - others
had to fetch their water from taps such as the one in Tap Hill.

The householders with gardens could cope with 'night soil' and in the
spring use it to fertilise their gardens. Those not so fortunate were
catered for by the Council for once a week the Council Cart, an octagonal
affair on two wheels pulled by a horse, came around and the cottagers came
out with.their buckets. I remember the man in charge was a Mr Hooper and
a smelly old job he had.

In those days there were at least three bakehouses in operationin the village
and most cottagers, especially on Sundays, took their roast there for
roasting.

At this period there was the Church and three chapels, viz the Westleyan,
the Congregational and Bible Christian, in operation and all had good
congregations. Sunday evenings after Church boys and girls, in their teens

and over, walked up and down the street in groups, laughing and chatting
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until it was time to go home. They were content. I imagine lots of

courtships started from this. I went to the Church Sunday School and once
a year our treat was to journey to Beertown for tea in Dodges Party Field
and have races, etc. in the field adjoining. There was always a
character there known as 'Penny Cross Bill'. He played a mouth organ

and would turn a summersault for a halfpenny. I think the Reverend
Sharpe used to pay his fare from Plymouth where he was well known., I
have a paper cutting of him.

One of my earliest recollectionsis of the Coronation of King George V

and Queen Mary. Mother took we children to see the Village Carnival.

We watched from uncle's House in Bedford Street. There were lots of
decorated wagons and horses with brasses and ribbands and I recollect

the last one in the procession was brother Bill, then 18, on Dad's
favourite mare 'Polly' and he was dressed as a Crusader complete with
helmet and feather.

Also when very young I was taken to the 'Flower Show', a grand event in
those days with an Army Band in the forecourt and Handcocks or Anderten's
Fair in the field adjoining. 1In the evening there was Sports, including
some involving horses, in an adjoining field which terminated with
climbing the greasy pole for a leg of mutton tied to the top. This was
always followdd by a shilling dance in the Parish Hall. I went there in
later years when our own village brass band performed. Dancing the

Grand March Lancers to the music of the band is something I always
remember.

On the farm we grew much fruit and veg., which Dad supplied to shops

in Plymouth. In the summer he left home at 5 am with the produce in

his horse drawn spring butt wagon via Denham Bridge to arrive at Mutley
Plain by 8 am.

We children were treated to one trip a year with Dad, leaving home at

5 am, not long after dawn, with the dew on the grass and verges, rabbits
bobbing and birds singing as we journeyed along. To us it was fairy land.
When the produce was sold and the horse and wagon stabled at Caxton Mews,
in Saltash Street, we went to an eating house for breakfast and there met
other men from Bere who had come to sell their produce. We would then be
taken to Marks and Spencers Bazaar to spend our few pence, nothing there
then above one penny, and from there we. would be taken to see the swimming
on the Hpe. In those days it was separate baths for men and women and no
two-piece costumes. Then tea, collect the horse and wagon and home about

6 pm. I recollect Dad pointing out a ship lying under Jennycliff which he

explained was the Fever ship where patients suffereing from fever were
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placed.

In the town at that period all traffic, excepting for the electric trams,
were horsedrawn wagons and carriages. Some streets were paved with wooden
blocks and water carts operating to lay the dust. In those days it was
not uncommon to see some ragged children in bare feet.

I remember when the First World War Broke out in August 1914 when I was
8 years old. Norman Maker, our butcher's son, came on horseback with
the weekend joint and announced England had declared was on Germany. Dad
and my older brothers were picking cherries in the orchs®@ by the house.
A few days later brother William announced he was going to Plymouth to
join up. His cousin Jack Langman and Fred Channon accompanied him. At
that time all the youngsters looked on it as an adventure and feared it
would be over before they got there. They did not realise then the
terrible pain and suffering that came. The London and South Western
Railway to Waterloo traversed on an embankment through our farm, close
to the farmyard and I remember the troop trains going up with all the
young soldiers crowding the windows shouting and cheering.

I think it was about 1911, coming home from school on my own, that I
saw my first motor car. I had never heard of one. As I came down the
road and under the bridge by our farm lane L heard this noise behind me
and then saw this kind of carriage coming down the hill towards me and
making this noise..... there was no horse ....... I was mystified .....
it came right past me and into the farm lane ..... I was petrified.
Driving it was an Army Officer who I later learned was visiting farms
taking a census of horses. I imagine rumours of war were current.

I remember that during the subsequent war the Army commandeered one of
our hayricks and a military outfit arrived to make it into bales for
transporting to France.

Reverting to the Churches, etc. I have a paper cutting from a Tavistock
paper containing a photograph of the combined choirs, etc. taken in
1918 in the grounds of Marythorne and the names of those in the picture
and I have another photo of the Bere Soccer Team with the cup they had
won. The Revd.James Sharpe, Revd.Cording and the Schoolmaster Mr.Guy
were present. This was taken in the late 1920s 1 imagine. Included in
the photo is May Sherrell's husband Fred Sherrell who was killed in the
concluding offensive in France. I also have a postcard picture of the
School Soccer team, including myself, taken in 1919.

At school in those days there seem to be specific seasons for the
different games i.e. marbles,tops, hoops and leap frog, etc. At the
end of school, in hoop time, you would see scores of children truckling

their hoops along the road to home - the girls with wooden ones and the
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boys with iron ones. Famey trying to do that today?

It was not until after the war, i.e. 1918 that one or two motor cars
appeared in the parish. Horse drawn gingles with solid rubber tyres

were appearing owned by the more prosperous - they soundéd great when

you only heard the clip-clop of the horse as they went along.

Then the charabanc with solid tyres arrived. I have two cards with
pictures of local folks taking their outing. It was still stone-based
roads and in dry weather you could not see them for dust!! I suppose it
was in the late twenties when tarmacadam first appeared ... a wonderful
improvement.

In the village it was about 1928 that the streams on the outskirts were
harnessed and collected in a reservoir and so main water supply and
sewage disposal came.

About the same time a power house was built - electricity had arrived

and we had street lighting at last and about the same period the

village was connected to the telephone.

Radio was being tinkered with .. experimenting - with a 'cats whisker'

on the crystal. Now we have television, air liners carrying 400 passengers
and more and a man on the Moon. What has happened during my lifetime??????727
The same was happening on the farm, I remember the men cutting corn with
scythes, then came the self binder which tied the corn into bundles and
ejected them at the side to be stacked into sixes or eights by the men
following. When the corn was harvested into ricks or mows you waited for
the arrival of the steam thresher .. now you have the Combine Harvester
which cuts and threshes in one operation.

Harvest is no longer the event it used to be when all helpers finished the
day with a monster meal in the farmhouse prepared by the women folk.

Its the same with the hay harvest .. pitching hay to the wagon and then
to the rick is gone .. now it's all in the days work with the bailer.

You don't even have to stoop and drop potatoes anymore at tilling time ..
you just sit on a machine and on another machine when harvesting the crop
later.

You don't milk the cows by hand anymore or pare the road hedges by hand ..
now it is done by machine. I have seen all these things happen in my
time. A lot of brains must have operated and yet .. with it all ..
everything so much easier .. people seem to miss the simple things and
there appears to be more discontent. There shouldn't be really.

At one time when I was at school, school was discontinued for weeks at a
time on account of dyptheria and measles and amy children died. There
were a Mr and Mrs Luttrell who lived with their children at Ward House ..
I believe at one time he served in Parliament (unpaid then). They did
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much to help the children in the parish They organised one penny dinners

at Floods Pavilion and ran a Christmas Tree in the Parish Hall, I can
recollect going with another to Lillicrap's bakery to fetch the dinner .
and they were good dinners too.

The Pavilion, which was at the rear to Flood's Temperance Hotel, was
always the scene of ballroom dancing on Saturday nights. Mrs Flood taught
us the Iancers, waltzes, foxtrbts, etc. Apart from youngsters many
adults dame as well. Mrs Flood was a great help to we youngsters. I
recollect Mrs Flood's son Errol had a drum kind of band which he
operated to accompany the piano. We did have fun.

When I was a 'tacker' there were two policement, one at Bere Alston

and one at Beretown. They were PC Soper at Bere Alston and PC West at
Beretown. Now there are none and I feel sure the Village Bobby is
missed for in those days it seemed that the Parson, Schoolmaster and

the Bobby were the leaddng lights .. or so it seemed to us.

I have a photo of the Blacksmith's shop operated by Mr.Lillicrap and his
son Aubrey. I used to like the smell of the burning hoof when theywere
shoeing a horse. They also put the iron tyres on cart wheels,etc. and
repaired farm implements.

I also have a photograph of the unveiling of the war memorial in 1919.

I have another of Jean Grylls, later to be Mrs Reg Pyke, when she was
Carnival Queen,

One could go on I suppose.



