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Memories of the Tamar Valley and. old Bere Alston

By liarry Iangman

At 84 I am, I suppose, an elder of one of the old.er families of sere Alston.
I was born at S1j-meford. trbm where the Ia,ngmans had l"ived" as long ago as

the beg'innlng of the lgth eentury, if not before. r was born j.n 1!05 i"n

the reign of Edward. Yll" and" Queen Atrexandra, and as a matter of interest
the year the ealstock Viaduet was completed. In the latter connection
it is of some interest that for many years the viaduct had a lift at the

Cornish end which would ta,ke a ra,ilway truck and lower it to the
quay#ide"

trYom our f,armya:r -one eould s*e the Tamar winding d.ovn from Ga.wton

Sreickr,*orks to the viaduet and beyond and in the bael<ground. you could

see Cotehele House (the resid"ence of the Mount Edg:eombe family), Kit Hill
and Gunnj.slake. On a arurmers eve wlth the sun setting behind. Kj.t Hilt it
mad"e a lovely and attraotj.ve scene.

Pleasure Steamers journeying' from Plymouth to !,treirhead were frequently
seen and there were many barges, some brim6ing rtown soilr (street sueepings)

to the Bere quays from irhere it t*as earted ts the garde*s and. ploughed in
to enrj-ch the soil" The Steamers also provided. transport for fruitgrowers
and their produee to the markets at Plymouth.

We were a long family of young'sters and I started. school at the age of 5

years in the babyts elass. The school was Sir John Maynard.s, built in
1555 - formerly a aharity 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 elothes cument in my time there. -4. London

researcher tefls me that the Charities Commissioners Report of 1825 reeords

that the Master of Sir John I'laynards Sehool was able to col-leet the rents

on a property at Stoke Clims1and for his salary, and ,*as provided with a

house and ga,rden at Berealston; and up to 16 boys and girls were sent to

him for learning. trn ad.dition he eould take paying scholars and on Sundays

had to instruct ehildren of the parish in freadlng the Church catechismr.

The school was of eourse ]ater taken over by the Devon CC.

My sisters and. I walked two mifes to school- and carcied our lunch in our

sahoolbags over our should.ers. Iviy dress comprised. corduroy shorts, cycle

stockingsn shirt with eelluloid eo}lar, jacket and hob-nailed, bootsr whilst
the girls wore pinafores over their dreeses" If I lost a metal skute from

my boot I 'irfsited Mr Sleep the shoema:uker at lunchtime and had it repaired.

He sent a bilL for shoe repairs to Dad once a month"

My teaeher in tne Sabyts class was a Miss Gold-sworthy, who lived in Rose

Cottage" At six years of age I went to First Class Infants vhere my

teacher was Mies Pugsley (tater she became Mrs Wallace Spry).
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At seven years of age I went to the Boysr School, onlypened" two years

before" In Stand"ard. I my teacher was Mlss Yerny" ylr E.H.Guy was the

head.master and. he ensured. in the followi-ng years that we were well versed.

j.n the rThree Rsr and so I progressed through the euceeeding stand.ards, or
cla.soes, until I wa.s 1]$ yea.rs of ag:e when I left to work at home on the

farm.

There wa$ a Tuck Shop in the village kept by a Mrs Pugsley - she mad.e her

own mineral waters in different flavours and oolours whieh she sold. in
bottles as trarge as those hre now buy cord.ial"s in - the price was a penny

per bottle and known as tMrs Fug:sleyrs Penny Msnstersr. The shop on

Saturd.ay Nights was a meeting plaee for teenagers and above earnpling the

d.rinks and sweets, ete. and ehatting. The only other plaee of rendezvous

then was the Read"ing Rooms, built I believe at the instance of the -b.ia,rtr

of Mount Edgcome at a time when the village was fulI of miners and

railway nawies in an eedeavour to keep them from the pubs.

&t the time I was at sehool the viJ"lage had no street lighting, no

telephoe, no main water supply and no sanitation. fhere was, however, a

Fost Offiee and Telegraph"

The surfaee of all roads, i.ncluding the vi)"tage streets i.,'a,B eomprieed of

cracked stones eovered with soj.1 and watered and ro11ed. in by a stearn

ro1ler to bind. the mixture together. In the laybys one saw elderly men

craoking stones vith a hammer to piecee about two inches cube. The stones

were quarried, by the CounciX and earted to the i"aybys and. a man from the

Surveyors nepartrnent vivisted each site weekly to measure the pi.Ie eraeked

and payment was thus calculated..

In regard to water, many cottagers had their own we11s and pumps - others

had to fetch their water from taps eueh as the one in Tap Hi11.

The hsuseholders with gardene could cope with tnight soil r and in the

spring use it to fertilise their gardens, Those not so fortunate were

eatered. for by the Council for onee a week the Councll Ca,rt, an octagonatr

affair on two vheels pu1Ied. by a hors@,, oa,me around. and the eotliagers came

out with.their buckets. I remember the man in charge was a Mr Hooper and

a sme1ly o)-d. job he had.

In those days there were at least three bakehouses in operationin the village

and most cotta6;ers, especially on Sundays, took thelr roast there for

roasting"
At this period there wae the church and three chapels, vr-z the idestleyant

the congregatlonal and. Bible christian, in operation and. all had good

congregations" sunday evenings a,fter chureh boys and gir1s, in their teens

and over, waLked up and down the street in groups, laughing and chatting
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until it uas time to go home" Tltey were content. I j.magJ"ne lots of
eourtships started from this. I went to the Church Sunday Sohoo] and. onee

a year our treat was to journey to Beertor*n f,or tea in Dod.ges party Field
and" have racesn ete. in the field adjoining. There wae always a
character there known as rPenny cross Billt. He prayed a mouth organ
and would turn a, BurnmersauLl for a harfpenny. r think the Reverend
sharpe used to pay his fare from plymouth where he was well known. r
have a paper eutting of him.

One of my earliest reeol"lectionsis of the Coronatlon of King George V

and' Qussn Mary. Mother took we ehildren to see the Vj"llage Carnival"
we watched from unclets House in Bedford street, There were lots of
decorated wa8'ons and horses with brasses and ribband"s and I recollect
the last one in the procession was brother Bi&l, then 19, on Dadrs

favourite mare rPollyr and he was&essed a.s a crusad^er complete with
helmet and feather"
a.1so when very young I was taken to the rFlower Showt, a grancl event in
those days with an Army 3and. in the f,orecourt and Handeooks or And"erltg,nts

Fb,ir in the fieLd. adjol-ning" rn the evening there was sport*, including
some involving horses, i.n an ad.joining field which terminated with
climbing the greasy pole for a 1eg of mutton tied to tne top. ?his was

alwaye follotr{d by a shilling dance in the Parish Hal1. I went there in
later years when our own village brass band performed" Dancing the
Grand. Marsh La,ncers to t"he inueic of, the band is something' I always

remember.

0n the farm we grew much fruit and. veg:., which Dad. supplied to shops

in Plymouth. In the sunmer he left home at 5 am with rl:e produce in
hj-s horse drawn spring butt wagon via Denham Bridge to arrive at i'Iutley
PLain by I am.

We chil"dren were treated, to one trip a year with Dad, leavi-ng home at
5 am, not trong after d.awn, with the dew on the grass and verges, ra,bbits
bobbing and" birds singing s.s we journeyed along. To us it was fairy la.nd".

When the prod,uee was so1d. 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 f'rom Sere who had come to sel1 their produce" We would then be

taken to }ilarks and Spencers fu,zaax to spend ou.r few penee, noth3-ng there

then above one penny, and from there we. would. be taken to see the swirnm5"ng

on the Hse. In those days it was separate baths for men and women and no

two-piece costumes. Then tea, colleot the horse and wagon and home about

5 pm. I reeolleet Dad pointing out a ship lying und.er Jennyaliff which he

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

trn the town at that period all traffic, exeepting fCIr the electrie trams,

were horsed.rawn wagons and ca,rriages" liome streets were paved. with wooden

blocks and water ee,rts operatJ-ng to 1ay the dust. In those days it was

not uncommsn to see some ragged ehildren in bare f,eet"

I remember when the First tlorld War Broke out in fiugust l!tr"{ when f vas

I years old." Norman Maker, our butcherrs son, came of, horseback with

the veekend joint a,nd. announced England ira,d declared was on Germany. Daal

and my older brothers were pieking: cheruies in the orelrier& by the house.

A few days later brother hlilliam announced he was going to Plymouth to

join up. His oousin Jaek Langman and. I?ed Ohannon aceompanied him. At

that time all the youngsters looked on it as an adventure and feared it
would be over before they got there. ?hey d.id. not realise then the

terrible pain and suf,fering that came" The London and South Western

Railway to saterloo traversed. on an embankment through our farrn, elose

to the fqrnyard and. I remember the troop trains going up with all tha

young sold.iers erowding the windovrs shouting and eheering"

I think it was about 1911, comS,ng home from sehool on my ownr that I
saw my first motor car. I had. neyel heard of one" Ae I ca.rne down the

road" and und.er +,he bridge by our far:n lane r heard this noise behj.nd me

and then saw this kind. of carriage coming d.ovn the hill towards me and

making this noise..... there vas no horse I was mystified

it came right past me and into the farm lane . . " . " I r^ras petrif ied "

Driving it vas an Arrny 0fficer who I later learned. was visiting fa:rns

taking a census of horses. I imagine rumours of wal were eument.

I remember tha.t d.uring the subsequent rrar the Army eommand.eered one of

our hayricks and a military outfit arived to make it into bales for

transporting to trbance.

Reverti-ng to the Churches, ete. I have a paper cutting from a Tavistock

paper eontaining a photograph of the combined ehoirs, etc. taken in

1918 j-n the ground.s of Harythorne and the names of those in the pieture

and I have a,nother photo of the Eere Soceer f'eam with the cup they had

won. fhe Revd..James Sharpe, Rer*.Cording and. the Schoolmaster l4r.Guy

were present. Thj-s reras taken in the late 1!20s I imagine. Included in

the photo is May SherrelLrs husband }"ed Sherrell who uas ki]1ed' in the

eonoludJ"ng offensive in tr'bance. I also have a posteard pioture of the

School Soccer tearn, i-ncluding myself, taken j"n 1919.

At school in those d.ays there seem to be specific seasona for the

d.ifferent games i.e. marblesrtops, hoops and leap f'rog, ete' At the

end of school, in hoop time, you l+ouId" see scores of children tmaskling

their hoops along the road to home - the girls with u'ooden ones and the
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boys with iron ones. Fa,raroy trying to d"o that today?

trt was not until after t,he war, i.e. 1!18 that one or two motor ears

appeared in the parish. Horse d.rawn gingles with solid rr.rbber tyres

were appearing owned. by the more prosperous - they sounddd great when

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

fhen the charabanc with solid. tyres arrived. I have two earde with
pietures of 1oeal folks taking their outing. It was sti1I stone-based

roads and in dry weather you could nst see them for dusti! I suppose it
was in the late tuenties r^rhen tarrnacadam first appeared . .. a wonderful

improvement.

In the village it was about 1928 that the streams on the outsklrts were

harnessed. and collected. in a reseTvoir and so main water supply and"

sewa,ge disposal eams.

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

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

village was eonnected" to the telephone.

ltad.io was being tinkered vrith ". experimer*S.ng' with a rcats whiskerl

on the erystal" Now we have televisisn, air liners carrying 400 passengers

and more and a man on the Mcon. What has }:appened during my lifetime?????????

The same was happening on the farm, I remember the men cutting corn r^ri"th

seythes, then came the self bind.er vhieh tied the corn into bundles and

ejected. them a1 the side to be staeked" into sixes or eights by the men

fotlowing. When the corn was harvested" into ricks or mows you waited for

the apival of the stean thresher .. nol.r you have the Combine {darvester

whj-ch cuts and threshes in sne operation.

l{arvest is no longer the event it used to be when all helpers finished. the

day with a monster meaf in the far:nhouge prepa.red by the women fo1k.

trts the same with the hay harvest .. pitching hay to the wagon and then

to the riek is SoRe .. now itts all 1n the d.ays work vith the baifer'

Y6,u dontt even have to stoop a.nd drop potatoes anymore at tilling time "'
you just sit orr a maohine and on another machine when harvesting' the erop

later.
you donrt rnilk the cows by hand. anymore or pare the road hed'ges by hand ..

now it j-s d.one by machine. I have seen all these things happen in my

tj-me. A lot of brains must ha,ve operated and yet .. with it all ".
everything oo much easier .. people seem to miss the simple things and

there appears to be more discontent. 'lhere shouldntt be rea}ly.

A,t one time when f was at sehooL, sehool w4.s discontinued for weeks at a

time on account of dyptheria and- measles and a:ny children died' there

were a lub and l{rs truttrell who }ived with their chil"d,ren at }Jard HouBe ..

I belieire at one time he served" in ?arLiament (unpaid then) ' They did
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mucli to heJ.p the children in the parish i{,hey qr**rrised. one penny d.inners
at Floods Pavilion and ran a christmas Tree in the }arish tsarr. r can
recollect going,wj-th another to Lil"lieraprs bakery to fetch the dinner ".and they were good. dinners too.
fhe lavili"on, which r*as at the rear to FLoodrs Temperanee i{otel, was
always the scene of bal"]room d.ancing on Saturday nights. Mrs F1ood. taught
us the rancers, waltzes, foxtrots, ete. Apart from youngsters ma^ny

aduLts dame as welr. Itlrs },lood was a great he]-p to we youngsters, r
reeolleet Mrs Floodts son Error. had. a drum kind. of band whtch he
operated to a,ccompauy the piano. We did !:ave fun.
Hhen r was a ttackerr there were ti*o po]-icement, one at Bere Atrston
and one at Beretown. They were pc soper at Bere ar-ston and pc west a,t
Seretown" Now there are none and r feer sure the yiltr-age Bobby is
missed for in those days it eeemed that the parson, sahoolmaster and
the "Bobby were the leadeing J-ights .. or so i"t seemed to us.
I have a photo od'the Blaeksmithrs shop operated by Mr.I,illicrap 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 eart wheersretc. and
repaired farm 5.mplements"

r also have a photograph of the unveiling of the war memorial in L919.
I have another of Jean Gry11s, later to be Mrs Reg tyke, r*hen she was
CarnivaL Queen.

One eoul"d g0 on I suppoee.
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