Hole’s Hole, Bere Peninsula: some historical jottings
Clive Charlton
The Hole’s Hole Regatta, 1883
Hole’s Hole has a long, intriguing history. Before the railway came to the Bere Peninsula in 1890, and well into the 20th century, its quay alongside the Tamar was served by the ‘market boats’ that took locals and their produce to and from Devonport’s North Corner for visits to Devonport Market. Hole’s Hole has been the scene of many incidents – some known, some lost from memory, some admirable, some less so, some joyous, some tragic. This month there is only space for one relatively unknown event in the later 19th century. 
[image: ]On July 27 1883, an advertisement appeared in the Tavistock Gazette for the ‘Hole’s Hole Regatta’. On August 29th , there would be ‘eight races for good prizes and athletic and other sports’ and ‘steamers will be run from all parts.’  A report of the proceedings followed in the Western Daily Mercury newspaper of August 30th . What was evidently a major and popular affair was the initiative of a Mr. J. Ward of Devonport, who had formed a committee that included a Mr. R Gartrell of Holes Hole. Mr Ward “was chiefly instrumental in gathering subscriptions and arranging the details No one better could therefore be found to discharge the duties of hon. Secretary”. Clearly a mover and shaker of his day. 
As per the advert, steamers did indeed arrive, with “a large number of excursionists” – the ‘Albert’ from Saltash, plus the ‘Aerial’, ‘Eleanor’ and ‘Empress’ (this last was for many years the regular ‘market boat’). “Together with the people of the vicinity”, the visitors “made a good show of spectators”. They could view the events on the Tamar from a grandstand that was “erected on the shore, which formed an excellent point of vantage”.  On board the steamer Albert – designated the ‘committee boat’ - the band of the 2nd Highland Light Infantry “played a very nice programme to the delight of the villagers” (fashion note: the ‘2nd’ was the only Highland regiment that wore trews as dress uniform rather than kilts).  
Only a few extracts from the detailed news report can be provided here. Four two-oared boats (‘not exceeding 19 feet’) raced once around the course.  R. Tambling’s ‘Dart’ “at once shewed to the front, being managed very skillfully, and kept the lead, the others being in a cluster behind”. Boys under 14 raced around the same course in lightweight ‘hack skiffs’. The canoe race was a “spirited contest”, while the race “for boys belonging to the Mount Edgcumbe Training Ship was smartly contested” (this vessel was a former Royal Navy frigate, launched in 1822. As the TS Mount Edgcumbe, moored off Saltash, she acted as an ‘industrial training ship for homeless and destitute boys’). The boats they used at the regatta were not identical; they included a whaler, cutters and a ‘barge’.   
The news report offers an enthusiastic account of the race for the ‘sailing boats of the Mosquito Fleet’ (what were they?). They “started in good order, and went down in spanking style, with wind and tide with them”. But having rounded the buoy, the boats had “wind and tide against them and had to lower their spinnakers and run close-hauled against the wind”. ‘Sea Bird’, ‘Sunbeam’ and ‘Moonbeam’ finished first, second and third respectively. Reflecting the severe gender discrimination of that era, a short footnote notes simply: “Race for women in cockle skiffs – 1. ‘Flirt’ (M. S. Richards); 2. Little Willie (Lanyon) and 3. Little Charlie (Jane Johns). Maybe the winning ladies were having some sly fun with the names of their boats…. 
There were also ‘athletic sports “held in a field adjoining the pier” (where might that have been?). Some prizes were surprisingly generous; the winner of the under-18 boys quarter mile won a silver watch, although the sack race winner was presented with ‘a pair of ducks’.                                                                                                  
The regatta seems to have been a ‘one-off’ affair; no other record of a ‘Holes Hole Regatta’ has been found. Although it attracted many visitors in 1883, it is something of a local mystery.
Hole’s Hole – day trips, tragedy and heroism by the Tamar
[image: ]Other Victorian-era newspaper reports offer further glimpses of lively times at Hole’s Hole. Besides being the place where locals caught the ‘market boat steamers’ to and from Devonport, Hole’s Hole featured in many advertisements for day trips on the rivers from Plymouth. For example, on Sunday July 27th 1890, a ‘steamer trip’ was offered to Hole’s Hole for one shilling return, leaving the Barbican in Plymouth at 9.45 am (‘weather and circumstances permitting’). The visitors had ‘about one hour’ before reboarding – enough time to nip into the Tamar Inn by the quay for morning refreshment. Would those polite Plymothians have ordered tea and biscuits or something stronger? Newly built in 1870, the ‘Tamar’ was offered for lease at £26 per year as a hotel that ‘adjoins the quay whence steamers ply, and in the immediate neighbourhood of smelting works and mines’. That’s tourism, Bere-style! 
In 1885, Rowe’s Excursions announced a trip in the steamer ‘Albert’ from the old Plymouth Pier to Hole’s Hole, where ‘owing to tide the steamer will not proceed further. The party will land for Calstock, the walk being under two miles’ – but there was no mention that the trek to the Calstock ferry is not exactly flat. However, hardy souls who took up the offer could return by steamer from Calstock, the tide having risen. ’By 1895, Rowe’s were promoting a morning trip from Phoenix Wharf in the Barbican to Hole’s Hole on the ‘S.S. Rapid’ for a mere sixpence. Did the price-cut reflect waning trade – or did the ‘Rapid’ not live up to its name?
While the crowds on the steamers brought brief jollity and chatter to Hole’s Hole, other news reports are more sombre. In March 1845, ‘a party of 14 persons’ were waiting by the quay to board the ‘new iron steamer Prince of Wales’. Unfortunately, that vessel had ‘got aground at Calstock’, so the ‘old steamer Alert arrived off the quay’ instead. A boat was lowered to take the waiting Bere locals aboard, but ‘when they came alongside, in consequence of their eagerness to get on board, they all stepped on one side, the boat upset, and the whole of them were precipitated into the water. We regret to add that five of them were drowned, and that three of the bodies are still missing’.
In contrast to this tragedy, the Western Morning News of September 23rd 1892 celebrated ‘the recent life-saving at Hole’s Hole’, which had occurred the previous month. As the ‘Empress’ arrived to pick up passengers, ‘a boy fell overboard through the jerking of the steamer as it went alongside the quay. On the alarm being raised Captain Trenance, observing the place where the boy had sunk, jumped into the water and catching hold of him as he came to the surface, succeeded in bringing him ashore’. The captain’s bravery was recognised by the ‘recently-formed Devonport Swimming Association, which awarded him ‘their first medal’. His presentation was made at the Temperance Hall in Devonport, where a ‘musical programme’ was put on by ‘Mr. C. Hocking and other well-known amateurs’. Presumably some Bere dignitaries were invited – and they could travel to Devonport by train!
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