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Charlie Berry died in the Hindenburg Trench; Dickie Petherick died at St Pierre Divion; Sam Voysey died near Le Mouquet Farm; Mancel Clark died at Courcelette.
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Richard Gillett died at Sangshak.
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The 4th Battalion Somerset Light Infantry landed at Arromanches on 23 June 1944. Jack Bickle, aged eighteen, joined them at Le Mesnil-Milon in early September and was killed at Elst.




Preface

One of my earliest memories is of the war memorial at the church where I grew up. As I read the names out loud, wondering who they could have been, my mother told me, in hushed but urgent tones, to desist: it might upset any friends or family members of the dead who overheard. War memorials are a familiar sight in Britain, particularly its villages. I still look at the rolls of honour, trying to picture the world that the fallen came from, what they did on active service and how the village coped with its grief. I am not alone in doing so. Although none of the soldiers who fought for the British army in the First World War are now alive, and the ranks of those who took part in the Second World War are thinning, the number of people who participate in Remembrance Day ceremonies is rising. More visitors explore the battlefields each year. In our secular and libertarian age, desecration of a war memorial – whether by a protester swinging on a flag or by a scrap metal merchant melting down a bronze plaque – evokes outrage of the kind that Ancient Greece visited on Alcibiades.

War memorials are not defunct. New conflicts add new names.

I wrote this book to answer the questions that occurred to me as a child, sitting next to my mother in the parish church. Who were the individuals behind the names? What were their stories? I took a village war memorial almost at random: the one at Lydford in Devon. I knew nothing about the twenty-three names attached, in bronze letters, to the granite cross. The names themselves consisted simply of surname and initials, without so much as rank or regiment. I did know that Lydford, having been a Saxon burgh, was an exceptionally interesting place historically, with a precipitous gorge owned by the National Trust. It is on the edge of Dartmoor, and I had no objection to spending time there. I imagined that it had made its living principally from agriculture until the fairly recent past, and would therefore be a settled place, with many of the families represented on the cross still resident in the village. In one respect the war memorial was unusual: it had names from the Falklands and Iraq.

This book is the result of my researches into family history and military and naval archives. I close it with reluctance because each of the individuals with whom I have been living in the course of writing this book has become close to me. I continue to wonder about them. I took Lydford as, so to speak, a random sample of one – a representative example of what must be more than 10,000 village war memorials in the country. Other villages might be different, but the character of this one in the first half of the twentieth century turned out to be not at all what I had expected. I had assumed the population at the time of the First World War to have been deeply rooted in its birthplace. It wasn’t. Some village names are on the memorial, familiar from parish records and the logbook of the school. But the two stations at the railway junction – dismantled so completely that a casual visitor would not know the junction had ever been there – brought new families. Other young men, unable to find employment following the closure of the mines, in a countryside blighted by agricultural depression from the 1870s, left the village. Two of them had already emigrated to Canada by 1914, and they died fighting with Canadian regiments. They were remembered by their families in Lydford.

By contrast, some of the Second World War names, although recorded on the war memorial, have been forgotten by the modern village. They were not traditional village people, but occupied some of the big houses on the outskirts for a time; they went to boarding schools. I could find nobody who knew about the three Herbert brothers, beyond their presence on the war memorial.

The book became a record of memory and social change.

Virtually no memorials to ordinary soldiers existed before the First World War. They were created, as I explain in Chapter 8, as the result of what might now be described as a ‘Princess Diana moment’, an unfamiliar display of feeling for a nation that, at the beginning of the twentieth century, was even more emotionally tongue-tied than it was at the end of it. Memorials arose almost as a folk movement, as communities across Britain sought to express the trauma of their grief. They continue to be bearers of meaning.

I feel privileged to have come close to the lives of twenty-two men and one woman. The loss of some of them is still raw. It has made me realize that, as my mother knew, the symbolism of a war memorial is highly charged. My generation has lived through half a century of prosperity, not having to think much about the wars fought by the professional armed services in our name. This has given a new and no less profound resonance to war memorials. While continuing to embody simple patriotism, they also keep facts about which we might not always be comfortable in the public eye. With time, memory fades. Families at home may never have known what their loved ones experienced at the front. My task is to reconstruct those experiences, those lives. Neither the people nor their tales are always what you would expect.

They remind us, in the words of the nurse quoted at the beginning of this book, that – oh so sadly – ‘they are mostly boys’.


1

On With the Show

WILFIE FRY

Wilfie Fry had been looking forward to the Pony Show on 3 August 1914. Fourteen years old, he had just left the village school at Lydford, on the north-west side of Dartmoor. ‘Withdrawn – gone to work’ was generally the laconic comment in the school logbook when a boy’s departure was noted. Wilfie, like the majority of children, did not merit an entry. Yet he had been a promising pupil – only from too poor a family to allow him to stay in education. It was a good school, as such schools went, and had been run since it was built in 1878 by the moustachioed, musically inclined William Kenner, whose inspiration it had been to start a village band, with uniforms and drum. Kenner always won praise from the governors for the discipline and tone of the school, as well as the ‘beautiful singing of hymns’. Classes, according to the logbook, were held in English, Arith[metic], Geog[raphy], History, Singing, Drawing, Needlework – taught by Mrs Kenner to the girls – Drill and Object Lessons, the last being adapted to the surroundings of the school and the pupils’ prospects: Seed, Roots, Leaves, Insects, Frog, Animals on a farm, Birds on a farm, Railroad, Ships, Post Office, Needles, Brushes, Thermometer, and so on.

It was a programme that promoted neatness and proficiency above ambition.

Mr Kenner could not be accused of sentimentality towards his young charges. ‘Thos Bickle deceased’ is the minimal note that explains the permanent absence of a seven-year-old boy who had tumbled into the river Lyd. But that may reflect the exasperation of a man for whom keeping up attendance was always something of a struggle. It was apt to fall during the season for picking whortleberries; or when Lydford Fair came around; or if a menagerie passed along the turnpike; or when the temperance Band of Hope paraded in Tavistock, seven miles away. This being Dartmoor, windows would often be blown in by the wind, and it could be cold. Wet clothes would be piled on the stove, with the pasties that the children had brought for lunch warming above them. If the recalcitrant caretaker, Mrs Stanbury, had failed to light the fire, lessons would continue in bitter temperatures and the pasties were eaten cold. There may have been a degree of relief when ‘Mrs Stanbury deceased’ was noted in the logbook – she had left, some might have thought, to tend other fires – but the stove probably still got blocked, filling the schoolroom with smoke or not lighting at all.

When the snow was up to the top of the hedgerows, children from the outlying farms, who would otherwise stride out for two miles each way across the wild moor, could not come. In fact the village was cut off from the outside world altogether, sometimes for weeks. Even this was no excuse for Wilfie. The Frys lived in one of the grey-walled cottages that make up the centre of Lydford, sparsely furnished with deal tables, dresser and chairs. A zinc bath was filled from kettles for the family ablutions once a week. His parents were house-proud: their dwelling had won a prize from Squire Radford and two other prominent citizens for being the ‘best decorated cottage’ at the time of George V’s coronation in 1911.

One of Wilfie’s first ventures in the world of work had been to plant some yew trees in the churchyard of St Petroc’s, the square-towered, granite-built parish church; a hundred years later they are still there. But he was probably destined to follow the trade that had well served his father, Frank, and grandfather, Edmund, before him: thatching. Frank Senior, as he should be called – Wilfie had been christened Frank Wilfred – also made the occasional sixpence by attending to a different kind of thatch: he cut hair when needed, under the glass verandah at the back of the cottage. He is not remembered for his suaveness of manner. ‘Keep your head still,’ he would advise children (as the handshears and clippers – sharpened on the whetstone by the door and probably also used for sheep – tugged at the roots), ‘or I’ll cut your bloody ear off!’ Perhaps his skill with the scissors was inherited. Wilfie’s grandfather used to win prizes for sheep-shearing – until the day in January 1903 when Edmund lost his footing on a cottage roof in Lydford and crashed to the ground. The fall killed him, depriving the church choir of one of its best voices.

Lydford had been Edmund’s adopted village; he had originally come from Lezant in Cornwall in search of work, bringing with him the traditional songs which he had grown up with, not all of them polite to the ears of Victorian gentlefolk. Sometimes the squire-vicar of the neighbouring parish of Lewtrenchard, the tireless Sabine Baring-Gould, formed an audience. Baring-Gould built his own country house-cum-vicarage, fathered fourteen children with the beautiful young factory girl whom he had made his bride (and educated for her place in the gentry), wrote ‘Onward Christian Soldiers’ and other hymns, and produced over a hundred books. One of these was Songs and Ballads of the West which, long before Cecil Sharp, gathered together the folk songs Baring-Gould heard in Devon.

In 1914, with unemployment rife and a war looming, work was not everything for Wilfie. It had been a glorious summer for a boy on Dartmoor, whose spare time was spent looking for birds’ nests, bathing in streams, fishing and sliding down the steep sides of Lydford Gorge. If he was like the children of a slightly later generation (now old men), he would have commandeered the long trough that the Hugginses used for feeding their sheep and put it against the wall of the late-Norman castle. It formed a convenient ladder. Once on top of the battlements, a supply of corks from the hundreds of beer bottles left behind the Castle Inn would have made convenient ammunition, as he repelled the attacks of other village boys – until his mother bore down, threatening a different kind of warfare supplied by the flat of his father’s hand.

From the battlements, the boys could look down on the village street, observing that some of the roofs had holes in them. In 1900, Sabine Baring-Gould had described Lydford’s ‘ruinous condition’, referring particularly to the walls that had been made of stones from the moor, piled one on top of the other, without mortar to hold them together or stop the draughts. The place, he wrote disparagingly, looked like ‘an Irish village’ – and if you were an order-loving clergyman of the Church of England, supported by a large private income, nothing worse could be said than this. After thirty years of agricultural slump, farm rents were too low for the estates which owned the farmhouses and cottages in Lydford to make adequate repairs. Holes in roofs should have made work for thatchers – only Lydford increasingly chose to forego the expense. Slates from the quarry at Coryton were cheaper. They were not perfect slates – flaking in the least suggestion of a wind, and finally disappearing altogether – but they were good enough at the price.

Throwing corks from the top of the castle was an unstructured activity: the Pony Show, which the village shared with the neighbouring Brentor, was an event. It was not just an event for Wilfie. Lydford was a farming village. Flocks of sheep blocked the road and held up traffic – such traffic as there was. Little went through the village except horse-drawn carts, and there were few enough of those (which was just as well, because the steep, narrow road down to the bridge over the gorge was difficult to negotiate). There were five farmyards: what are now dwellings were then often barns. People who did not farm for a living kept ‘fowls’, or some pigs and a couple of cows. You could see the pigsties on the one village street, as well as smell them. Animals were slaughtered in a shed near the brook. Afterwards their meat was salted in trundles for future use, as in medieval times. Nothing was wasted. It was not unknown for an animal to escape into the field, in which case the butcher had to fetch his gun and cut the beast up where it fell. The village also knew about horses. There were around 60,000 of them in Devon, two-thirds of them used on farms. To a country boy, a pony was as familiar as a bicycle was to his town counterpart between the wars.

After ten or twelve hours on the land, the men came home and, as soon as they did so, went outside again to dig their vegetable gardens; it was how they fed their families. The women went out early to milk the cows, selling the milk from zinc churns into which the householder inserted a pint dip to extract the desired quantity of the creamy liquid. Housewives scalded milk to make their own cream and butter. In portrait photographs, young men sometimes posed as blades about town, in starched collars, swinging a cane, but they look happier with their sleeves rolled up, a cigarette in the corner of the mouth, handling the sheep. If there was one thing that could be expected to quicken Lydford’s pulse it was the opportunity to admire some 238 horses, 68 sheep and 11 sheepdogs at the Pony Show.

For adults as much as children, Lydford’s entertainments were homespun. Every so often there were socials and dances, organized by the Cricket Club, with the admirable Mr Kenner at the piano. Socials raised money for the Methodist Chapel, while Temperance meetings sought to terrify the wayward – not that the wayward would have gone (it was left to the irreproachably virtuous members of the Band of Hope to chill the blood or stimulate the tear ducts with their recitations and hymns). After the annual New Year’s Day pigeon shoot at the Dartmoor Inn, the year went on in a round of chapel anniversary teas, Sunday school treats, amateur theatricals and harvest festival suppers, with lists of presents for any wedding that might take place being published in the local newspaper. No wonder so many people went to the Pony Show. In a calendar so limited in its excitements, this was one of the highlights. It was one of the best shows in the South-West.

Tied to their cottages by their animals, and with little money to spare, Lydford rarely took a holiday. So the bank holiday that came every August would have been a day to savour, even if it had not, for the last quarter of a century, brought the Pony Show. Expectation had been mounting ever since one of the builders in the village had begun to construct the grandstand and show ring on Farmer Medland’s fields. The site lay near the railway station – or rather, the two railway stations, for this was a junction at which both the Great Western Railway (GWR) and the London and South Western Railway (LSWR) had a station with their own stationmasters and porters, signalmen and platelayers; the rival companies even had their own bridges. The railway-owned cottages formed a hamlet unto itself. It was so wet down there that the railway track had to be laid on faggots to stop it from sinking into the marsh. But it provided a stretch of level ground. Some of the judges made the journey from the local metropolis of Tavistock. This year, the committee promised more events, and so more prizes, than ever before – a silver hot-water jug for the best hunter colt in the district, a pound for the best Dartmoor pony, two guineas for the best carthorse. The ladies were not forgotten. Whatever violence was being practised elsewhere in the country by suffragettes in pursuit of the vote, the dames of Lydford – its damsels too – were kept busy with musical chairs:


… a source of great amusement and no little excitement, as lady after lady proved the odd one out, and at last the struggle for supremacy lay between those expert and well-matched horsewomen, Miss Calmady-Hamlyn and Miss Imogen Collier. The Band intensified interest in the result by prolonging its strains, and when the music suddenly ceased the two ladies made a dash for the vacant ‘chair’, and Miss Calmady-Hamlyn secured the first prize, amid much cheering.



It had been worth competing for: the winner folded three large cream and brown one-pound banknotes into her purse. Musical chairs did not, however, offer much of a diversion for boys. Wilfie Fry would surely have preferred watching male teams test their strength in the tug of war. In other years, such as 1911, the tug of war had been on horseback, with the young Lydford stonemason and hussar, Archie Huggins, cutting a dash.

Despite every effort of the committee, this year’s Pony Show was not all that it might have been. It was not just that it rained: it does, in Devon. The spectators, three deep around the show ring, merely pulled their hats lower over their heads and their waterproof capes more tightly around their shoulders during deluges. Whatever their individual trade or calling, they were all outdoor people, powerfully shod in hobnailed boots, and it would take more than a spot of rain to distract them from the best pen of ewes or agricultural foal. When Lydford walked up over the springy turf to watch sheepdogs marshalling a flock on Black Down, it had no terror of damp feet. Besides, the crops needed the rain. No, the problem lay with the crowd.

The Frys, the Bickles, the Stanburys, the Pethericks, the Hugginses, the Mays, the Stephenses were there in force. These were village families, their names recurring whenever a tea was need for church or chapel, or a Sunday school treat laid on. They were joined by the usual number of visitors who spent their summer in the area, often measuring their stay in months rather than weeks. Visitors were becoming important to the village economy. They came to admire the white gush of the waterfall plunging down Lydford Gorge, and to peer into the Devil’s Cauldron in which the river Lyd seems to boil. You could venture out over the Cauldron on a plank, hung on chains – a delight to boys who liked to swing on it. Occasionally, one of the bank holiday crowd fell in, usually being fished out uninjured – although in 1881 an ‘elderly lady’ of forty-nine who came with the Charles Church Lay Help Association became a martyr to ‘natural beauties’, pitching head first into the stream where, watched helplessly by a housemaid, she met her death. Lodgings, declared Ward and Lock’s Dartmoor Guide of 1913, could be had at many of the houses and cottages of the neighbourhood. Each year, the Lydford Manor Hotel published a list of the highly respectable guests who were residing there. The Hunters from Cheltenham, a family of eight, stayed for seventeen weeks at Armstor House, finding it all most satisfactory, according to Mrs Hunter’s entry in the guest book. Improvements in the postal service (including an afternoon delivery) had been welcomed as benefitting such folk, although the village could still fall down. Until the Pony Show, the summer of 1914 had been so unaccountably dry that the Manor Hotel ran out of water to make tea: its genteel guests had to drink beer.

Visitors could turn into residents. William Widgery, the Victorian artist and connoisseur of Devon scenery, had made Lydford his home. Having started his working life as a stonemason, Widgery began painting in his leisure hours. Although untrained, he made such a success of his cattle pictures and Dartmoor scenes that he built himself an Italianate villa outside the village (the end of its garden would periodically become enveloped in clouds of smoke as a steam train rattled unseen, but not unheard, through the deep cutting and under the bridge). His son Frederick, also a painter, lived on there after William’s death in 1893. Other substantial houses followed. Sharptor, designed by E. G. Warren of Exeter in 1901, was one of the best of them. Mr Finch of Exeter had employed the Bickle family to build it; Mr Bickle Senior had caused ‘great amusement’ by a spirited rendition of ‘Little Brown Jug’ at the dinner to celebrate the completion of the house given at the Dartmoor Inn. The Bickles, though, may have overextended themselves; William Bickle of Bickle and Sons was declared bankrupt the next year.

Some new people had come into the area to work. There was a whole community of them around the railway junction, meeting in their own Bible Christian chapel. The nature of their employment meant that they came and went: in March, the GWR’s stationmaster had been promoted to a similar post at Wrangaton, in the south of the county. Word of jobs, when any were to be had, could travel a long way. Edward Whitford was a Gloucestershire man who had been living in Ealing, West London; he had recently come to act as foreman at the sawmills that Squire Newman had established to serve his plantations at Coryton, a straggling settlement next to Lydford. Dating from the 1840s, the plantations were then reaching maturity. Whitford’s brother Frederick Whitford was one of the stationmasters at Lydford Junction.

As usual at the Pony Show, there was a good showing of khaki. Officers strolled down in their polished field boots from the camp at Willsworthy, on the moor above the show fields, established as part of Britain’s effort to up its game after the Boer War (it had a rifle range to practise the marksmanship in which it was felt the imperial force had been outclassed). What with the officers, the villagers, the summer visitors and folk who had walked, ridden or, conceivably, motored from Okehampton or Tavistock, the grandstand was nearly full. But the committee must have felt a sad absence of bustle. In other years, ranks had been swelled by excursion trippers, arriving on special trains. They did not come this year. It was nothing to do with the rain; the trains had been cancelled. Habitués of the village Reading Room may have guessed the cause from the weekly Tavistock Gazette. Among the fashion plates for bathing costumes (with a proper allowance of form-concealing woollen skirt), a consideration of the ‘question of the moment’ – Should women go to boxing matches? – and an announcement about the Pony Show, the issue of 3 July had run the headline in heavy type:


ASSASSINATED. ARCHDUKE FRANCIS AND HIS WIFE SHOT. REVOLVER AFTER BOMB FAILURE.



Sarajevo must, at that distant time, only a month earlier, have seemed almost unimaginably remote from Devon. But as world events unfolded, the connection – to some, at least – became plain. West Country folk expected to hear Drake’s Drum (emblazoned with the Elizabethan seafarer’s coat of arms, it was said to beat of itself when the country was in danger). The government began to plan for mobilization.

Lydford was no stranger to war. Indeed, it owed its existence to it. Originally Lydford had been rather more than a village: it was one of the fortified burghs founded by Alfred the Great as part of his defensive strategy against the Danes. If a member of the Royal Flying Corps had taken you up in one of its string-and-sealing-wax planes, you would have seen that the Saxon layout had not changed. The village street is Saxon, the lanes that run off it are Saxon, and the town bank that the Saxons heaped up as an encircling defence still survives. That crack in the landscape which is Lydford Gorge opens with such suddenness, and goes so deep, that it forms its own microclimate. No attacker would have been able to swarm up this sheer-sided ravine and arrive in fighting condition at the top. Even Wilfie’s friends, attacking the Norman castle under a hail of beer-bottle corks, would have been out of breath. The Saxons improved the position by building a wooden fortress whose earthworks, joining up with the town bank, survive beside St Petroc’s Church. A spring that still flows gave water.

Saxon Lydford was even sufficiently important to mint its own silver pennies, the largest collection of which is now in Scandinavia, presumably there as part of the protection money that bought off the Danes. They show King Ethelred, hair sticking up in a Mohican crest, styled as a Roman emperor; a facsimile can be seen in the dining room of the Castle Inn. King Alfred’s successors may not have been of the same mettle as him, but Lydford held its own. When the Vikings gave battle here, the people of Lydford town won.

Now war was once more in the rain-heavy air. Squire Calmady-Hamlyn of Bridestowe, a relation of the winner of musical chairs, captured the spirit when toasting the judges at the Pony Show luncheon. Referring to the European crisis, he made a sporting analogy: while he would not like to place the winners too exactly he would give England, France and Russia in the order named, with Germany unplaced. He was loudly cheered.

So what was the character of this village over whose leaky roofs storm clouds were both literally and metaphorically louring? The Castle Inn is aptly named. Just as Lydford had two railway stations, it also had more than one castle. The second, gaunt and square, is generally identified with the ‘strong house’ built by Edward I to detain royal prisoners in the mid-1190s; partly rebuilt in the thirteenth century, it came to serve as the gaol for the notorious Stannary Court. This court regulated the tinners of Dartmoor, on the principle that the King would not interfere with their activities as long as the Exchequer received a regular payment. The gaol had a deservedly evil reputation. Lydford Law became a byword for arbitrary justice: malefactors would be hanged and tried later, to save the expense of keeping them until the Assize could hear the case; prisoners were not given the benefit of doubt because, as Mr Toad’s judge might have said, there clearly wasn’t any. In 1520, Richard Strode, a tinner who was also an MP, was confined there for daring to propose in parliament that the tinners might restrict their activities in order to prevent the mouths of rivers from silting up. He had an unpleasant time of it, and the principle of parliamentary privilege was established as a result.

For centuries, Lydford thrived on tin. But by 1660, the proud, autocratic burgh, overtaken militarily by Launceston and commercially by Okehampton and Tavistock, is recorded as having ‘dwindled now into a mean and miserable village’. The position had not improved by the end of the nineteenth century when a Devonshire historian wrote: ‘Some scattered houses, a few green mounds, a crumbling ruin – these are modern Lydford.’ In the 1870s, what might be taken at first glance as the third castle was built, to designs by the architect of the Law Courts, G. E. Street. This turreted building was the rectory, occupied for half a century by Revd George S. Thorpe, who may have had private means but still took his threadbare shirts to a village seamstress to have the collars turned.

In his invariable rusty black suit and black hat, Revd Thorpe, who asked young Wilfie to plant the yews, presided over one of the largest parishes in England. It extended as far as Princetown, fifteen miles away, enthusiastically developed by a Duchy of Cornwall surveyor as a holding station for Napoleonic prisoners of war, which closed after 1815, only to reopen as a civilian prison in 1851. (During the First World War it was converted to house conscientious objectors.) Every so often, the Lydford constable was instructed to watch the railway line during prison escapes, sometimes handcuffing recaptured prisoners to the kitchen table of his police house to await recovery. It was the prison’s grimly proud boast that no prisoner ever got away.

So big was Lydford parish that inhabitants of outlying villages had to tramp for a dozen miles over the moor to reach St Petroc’s Church: hence the sombre track known as the Lychway, or Way of the Dead, over which coffins were carried. In bad winters, when the Lychway was impassable, bodies had to be salted like the bacon and stored until conditions improved. Before the Victorian Age of Faith, snow would blow in through the gaps in the church wall, covering the altar. It should not be brushed off, proclaimed the curate one Christmas Day, because, ‘God has spread His table.’ There had been no resident rector before Revd Thorpe – and even he preferred not to be resident during the winter months, letting the rectory, hiring a locum and travelling to warmer climes. He got into trouble for being away too much, supposedly ‘on urgent medical advice’ as a result of ‘the overstrain due to the great exertions he had made on behalf of the Parish for nearly 12 years’, and said he would see the Bishop about getting a more suitable living. But there is an inertia about Devon villages, and he never moved.

Whatever feelings the rector may have had about the level of amenities at Lydford in 1914, the village was less primitive than it had been. A water supply had been provided by Daniel Radford, a successful Victorian coal merchant who had bought Lydford Gorge. The new water supply took the form of what looked like a couple of large tombstones set with taps. Householders still had to carry their buckets home, but they no longer hauled them up from a well or dipped them among the wildlife of the Saxon spring beside the town bank.

But Lydford was poor. Sometimes it barely scratched a living. The tin from which it used to prosper had given way to copper and other minerals. For a time, it was worth mining the silver that could be found in small quantities – perhaps the silver from which the Saxons had made Lydford pennies had been mined locally. When the copper boom of the 1860s passed, interest grew in a material that had previously been discarded as part of the waste: arsenic. It could be used to make an insecticide against the boll weevil that ruined the cotton crop in the southern United States, and it was exported in barrels. The first centre of arsenic production in the world was in Cornwall, but West Devon surpassed it. Arsenic gave some of the mines around Lydford a new lease of life – if such an expression can be used of a deadly material – and a few were still going in the early twentieth century. Brought to the surface, the ore was crushed into a powder which was then burnt. As the vapour snaked its way through long flues, a residue was deposited on the sides. Once it had built up to a sufficient depth, a worker, handkerchief across mouth, was sent in to scrape it off. Eventually even that source of employment came to an end. Devon miners then often followed their trade, travelling to work in mines elsewhere in Britain or overseas. Some sought their fortunes in the American and Australian gold rushes.

Farming had been doing badly for decades. The slump started in the 1870s. British agriculture could not compete with an increasingly global trade in commodities. Wheat came from Canada, beef arrived – first on the hoof and then in refrigerated ships – from South America, sheep from New Zealand. Britain exported the products of her heavy industries and fed herself from the Empire. Four-fifths of wheat flour came from overseas; it has been calculated that Britain’s own farmers could only feed the nation for 125 days a year. The life of an agricultural labourer had not changed much since Stephen Duck wrote The Thresher’s Labour in the eighteenth century. Steam traction engines pulled ploughs and operated chaff-cutting machinery on the big, highly capitalized enterprises of the High Farming movement. But the farms around Dartmoor were small, their land too hilly to be tilled by machine, their tenants too poor to innovate. (As late as the 1950s Devon fields were still being sown broadcast, as they were in the Bible.) For farmers, an independent breed who believed in standing on their own two feet, the economic conditions demanded exceptional measures: the National Union of Farmers was founded in 1908.

The economic tides which brought railway workers and foresters to Lydford carried others away. Richard Hobbs used to grow vegetables for a living. The market garden had been started by his father, William Hobbs, and was continued after William’s death by Richard, his mother Mary, and a male servant named Bert Walter. It cannot have been easy – not least because the household included Hobbs’s sister Maud who, born with a deformed spine, was ‘unable to work’. Mary had been born at Lydford, but Richard never lived there; the family had moved down the fringe of the moor to Budge Hill at Whitchurch by 1891 when Richard, born at Tavistock, was two. In the summer of 1915, during a period of leave from the Devonshire Regiment, he married Louise Powlesland, daughter of a platelayer on the railway at Lydford Station; he was then still a gardener but living at Compton, on the edge of Plymouth. Perhaps Plymouth offered a bigger market for the vegetables.

With such poor prospects at home, some Lydford families moved further than Compton. R. J. Weaver of Okehampton, advertising as a ‘Hairdresser, Tobacconist and SHIPPING AGENT’, offered free passage and guaranteed employment for farmhands and domestic servants in Canada and Australia. It must have seemed a beguiling prospect. Others followed the traditional route, going beyond Compton to Plymouth itself and thence to sea. George Metters had been a stoker on Royal Navy ships since he joined in 1889. Shovelling coal all day, stokers often died before old age, and George was no exception. His last voyage was on HMS Jupiter, sent as an icebreaker to Archangel in 1915; thereafter he was confined to shore, not with a lung condition but a nervous complaint, until his death in 1916, aged forty-six. His name joins those of the dozen others who never came home after the First World War.

The tradition of seafaring continued. Poor Alfred Stanbury – known, in the confusing Lydford manner, as Jimmy – was the son of a platelayer at Lydford Station, sent to the Prince of Wales Sea Training Hostel for Boys for the Merchant Navy at Limehouse at the age of fourteen. He was only seventeen when his ship, the SS Ahamo, hit a mine off the Norfolk coast in 1941.

The men and women who emigrated, or otherwise left Lydford, carried a memory of it in their hearts, and Lydford kept a memory of them. Glasses were raised to absent friends.

Friends present, so far as the Pony Show on 3 August 1914 was concerned, would never forget it. This was the day on which Germany invaded Belgium and declared war on France. In the course of the afternoon, word was rushed down from Willsworthy that the army had mobilized. As Lieutenant Colonel G. S. Meadows of Belgrove, Lamerton, remembered when addressing a Pony Show audience in 1924, ‘The various officers present from the neighbouring camps had to clear out,’ and the show was, ‘very nearly broken up.’ War was declared on Germany at 11 p.m. the next day.

Later that week, when the Tavistock Gazette carried the news of the declaration of war, it was kept well away from the front page which, as was usual for the date, consisted of advertisements – for the Diabolo cream separator (capacity 27 gallons an hour, price £4 15s), boots and leggings, and R. Stranger and Sons’ Holeproof Clothing. The report appeared between a dressmaking pattern for the pyjama suit – the ‘latest thing in underwear for ladies … now recognised as the most ideal and hygienic night garment’ – and ‘Gardening Notes’. This gave an air of unreality to these tumultuous events. Many people expected the war to be over by Christmas.

Unlike the European powers, Britain had only a small standing army; Wilfie Fry had no reason to suppose he would be affected. Although some eager youths lied about their age to sign up – ‘Come back tomorrow when you’re nineteen,’ the recruiting sergeants would tell under-age hopefuls, with a wink – fourteen was too young even to fudge. But when conscription was introduced in 1916, the age was lowered to eighteen. Wilfie would be eighteen in 1918. He had begun courting Annie Chapple, who had arrived at Lydford, aged seventeen, to be the nanny to Squire Radford’s children at his house, Ingo Brake. Wilfie’s brother Edmund joined the Devonshire Regiment, sailing from Southampton to Le Havre on 12 December 1917. The next May he was wounded on the Aisne. Sent back through various hospitals, he returned to Lydford in September 1918. His son Edmund believes that he was twice mentioned in despatches.1

Wilfie did not have much of a war. Sometime before March 1917, aged seventeen, he went to Plymouth and signed up with the Duke of Cornwall’s Light Infantry. He was sent first to a training battalion in Wiltshire, then to another, formed by the Royal Warwickshire Regiment, at Larkhill. While he was there he caught pneumonia, perhaps weakened by the epidemic of Spanish influenza which swept Europe, killing more people than died under arms. Wilfie died at the age of eighteen, without having left the country. It was Edmund who eventually married Annie, as well as becoming gardener to Reverend Thorpe.

When Lieutenant Colonel Meadows, perhaps not a master of public speaking, gave his address at the 1924 Pony Show, he remarked: ‘Lots of us have forgotten the men who went out from this Show and never came to this Show again. I ask you to bear that in mind.’ But Lydford had not forgotten Wilfie, who made the ultimate sacrifice. He was buried in the churchyard near the yews that he had planted; his name is on the granite cross of the war memorial.
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The Dashing Hussar

ARCHIE HUGGINS

At the beginning of the twentieth century, Lydford Cricket Club was a typically village affair, playing in a bumpy meadow and keeping its scores in a book from Gamage’s department store. The squire generally opened the batting, but never seemed to make more than a few runs, setting an unambitious standard for those who came after him. The Lydford team was no match for the bowlers from neighbouring Mary Tavy. But occasionally a young man would stride to the crease who made the scorer’s heart leap. This was Archie Huggins, a stonemason who is remembered even now for his big hands, just one of which could stretch around, and pick up, an old-fashioned leather football. Photographs show that these hands were attached to equally formidable forearms and biceps. Archie, unlike Squire Radford, was a big hitter who would knock the ball to the boundary, or sometimes out of the cricket ground. One day in August 1901, as a lad in his early teens, he soared to a total of forty-eight runs. For Lydford, that was something to celebrate.

Yet Archie’s cricket was as nothing to his football. While not above playing for the Lydford Park Rangers – he was probably on the legendary team that won all but one of its twenty-four matches – his impregnability in defence earned him a larger stage. Archie was the sterling right back of the Tavistock Football Club, otherwise known as the Lambs, who often ‘saved the day’ and ‘won … unstinted praise from both friend and foe’. There is still a tribal memory that ‘running into Archie was like hitting a brick wall’.

Soon after he was eighteen, Archie joined the Royal North Devon Hussars, one of the yeomanry regiments that had been raised in response to Prime Minister William Pitt’s call for volunteers for home defence after France declared war in 1793. At that time, half the regular army was overseas, much of it in tropical stations that were wracked by sickness. What was needed was a ‘species of Cavalry’ consisting of ‘gentlemen and yeomanry who would not be called upon to act out of their counties except under pressure of invasion or urgent necessity’. Under the inspiration of Lord John Rolle, a dozen troops were formed around Devon, later reorganized as squadrons in Barnstaple (the regimental headquarters), Torrington, South Molton and Bideford. When no invasion came, the yeomanry nevertheless proved their worth to the government by suppressing the unrest at home (parish constables were hardly equal to a rioting mob). Since the officers of the yeomanry were magistrates or the relations of magistrates, with the other ranks being farmers, they could be expected to deal robustly with cases of rick-burning and other threats to property. Across the country, the record was not always a noble one; it was a yeomanry regiment, the worse for drink, that rode down an unarmed crowd in the Peterloo Massacre of 1819.

The Devon yeomanry were more likely to be found on escort duty, whether taking a condemned man to the gallows or Lord Nelson to his hotel. Very fine they must have looked, in their flamboyant uniforms of dark blue with scarlet facing and white lace (or silver for officers). Their tall scarlet headgear (the distinctive busby bags) were set off with a white plume. But by the end of the nineteenth century they were regarded as something of a comic opera turn.

Then came the British disasters in the Boer War. The yeomanry regiments were hastily re-formed, as ‘the farmers of Britain were called to go overseas to meet the farmers of the veldt’. From now on, the yeomanry were expected to behave like soldiers, with exercises under canvas rather than at fashionable watering-holes, proper musketry training, a new title – the Imperial Yeomanry – for those willing to serve overseas, and khaki uniforms of loose-fitting tunic and riding breeches (the latter with blue velvet stripes down the seams, supposedly to prevent farmers from wearing them around their yards). It was a serious force that Archie had joined, though nobody would have said it was as smart as one of the fashionable cavalry regiments, for which a private income was necessary. Leonard Gamlen joined on 20 August 1914 and wrote an account of his experiences, now in the Barnstaple Museum. Waved off by three maiden aunts fluttering handkerchiefs, and patriotically endorsed by the domestic staff, he was attired in clothes that had been carefully chosen to suggest a ‘sporting agriculturalist’.

One of the attractions of the yeomanry was that the government helped with the costs of a horse. Archie had probably been riding Dartmoor ponies since he was a boy, beginning, if the example of other Devon lads is anything to count on, by jumping aboard without either bridle or saddle, hoping that he would be able to stop in due course – and if not, tumbling off. Early experiences of that kind would have qualified him for his role later in life as a member of one of the daring, bare-back equestrian tug-of-war teams who competed at county shows.

Every so often, the polished field boots and peaked caps of the hussars were exchanged for striped football jerseys. Naturally, Archie was a member of a regimental team, and it is in this persona that we see him in a photograph taken outside a bell tent at an army camp, perhaps on Salisbury Plain, in 1907. He stands in the back row, his beefy arms folded; the players have been joined by a handful of NCOs, one of whom carries a swagger stick. Archie was a corporal, rising to become a sergeant before 1915; perhaps it was an NCOs’ team.

Everyone in Lydford knew the Hugginses. Archie was one of thirteen children, the fourth youngest, born in 1887, two years after the twins, Baron and Laura. They all crammed into a cottage just over the parish boundary, in Bridestowe (although when Archie was born the eldest, Lily, might have followed the usual route for village girls and gone into service, relieving a little of the pressure on the accommodation). There were two bedrooms, the children squeezing into beds where they could find them, whether in a bedroom, on the landing outside, or in the kitchen or parlour downstairs. There had been Hugginses in this part of Devon since the mid-eighteenth century. They had come to work in the mines, extracting tin and other minerals from the rocks under the surface of Dartmoor. But before long they had changed jobs, preferring to avoid the sudden fluctuations that bedevilled mining and choosing to work instead with another aspect of the geology of Dartmoor, visible to anyone who crosses it. Granite.

Despite the turf, the gorse and the rain, Dartmoor is not all green. In places the granite rears up into tors – strangely shaped stacks or columns that suggest a menagerie of archaic beasts that some Snow Queen has turned to stone. They are the stumps of larger outcrops that, over millennia, have been stripped of all but their innermost, peculiar core. Elsewhere granite just lies around. Humps of it push through the covering of peat and grass, somewhat as though a great herd of grey-backed elephants is sleeping, restlessly, below the turf. So stone was there for the taking – if, that is, you were a commoner and you could get it.

It was a slow and laborious process to separate a useful slab of granite from its bed. The stonemason took a chisel and, turning it at each blow, drilled a hole in the rock; then he made another a few inches away. This was followed by a third, and so on, until there was a whole line of holes. Into each of them he would then hammer a feather and tares. This instrument consisted of two wings of soft metal – the feathers – with a point of hard steel between them. The hammer made the metal ‘sing’. After the feathers and tares had all reached the same note, there would come the thud that indicated the stone had split – in theory, along the line of the holes that had been drilled. But the split did not always go according to plan, and Dartmoor is littered with broken stones that were never dragged off the moor. Hauling a slab on to a cart, using chains pulled by a horse, was itself a significant undertaking (I have spoken to the granddaughter of a stonemason whose fingers caught in the chains and left him with a crippled hand while doing so). Archie would have been well used to splitting and hauling granite. No wonder he had such big hands.

As stonemasons, the Hugginses perhaps shared an affinity with far earlier inhabitants of the area, one of whose tools – a rare hammer-axe made in the third millennium BC – was found by Archie’s great-nephew, Graham Huggins, near the Dartmoor Inn in 1977. The hammer-axe is made of stone. Stone remained part of the fabric of Dartmoor life long after Devon’s reluctant entry into the machine age. It was the material that built Lydford’s cottages, farmhouses, barns and outhouses, before the advent of concrete block in the twentieth century. Traditional Lydford’s restricted palette – grey touched with silver, pink and charcoal – is that of the colours of the stone on the moor. Aesthetically it was harmonious, but the housing stock left much to be desired.

Archie worked with his father, Roger, and his brothers Baron, Gilbert and ‘Bird’. In his mid-seventies, Roger Huggins wore a bowler hat and corduroys, and sported long whiskers. He was often seen with his Jack Russell in his wooden wheelbarrow. The sort of work that he and his sons had on hand can be seen from a surviving account book: replastering at Bridge House for Mr Radford; clearing out the chimney at Forda Mill. Missing roofing slates had to be put back after storms. The slates came from Coryton and tended to flake, each storm reducing their thickness until one or two would disappear completely every time a strong wind blew up. ‘Baron and Arch rep roofs’ is a typical entry. As masons, they could fashion a garden sundial if required, but usually supplied ‘granite heads’ or lintels over door or window openings for five shillings each. A granite roller or gatepost fetched just half a crown. It was not much, considering the trouble that had to be taken in wresting the blocks from the moor.

But, as we have seen, Archie also had his hours of relaxation. And so it is that one evening in January 1914 we find him in the village Reading Room, playing billiards for a church team against one captained by his brother Harry. He is twenty-seven years old. The church team loses, but, true to form, Archie saves their honour by demolishing his opponent. February followed January, the year rolled on, and Lydford went about its usual pursuits: planting vegetables; regretting that the mine at Peter Tavy, where the Huggins forebears once worked, should have gone into receivership; congratulating Mr Browning, stationmaster at Lydford’s Great Western Railway for several years, on his appointment as stationmaster at Wrangaton, South Devon; attending (if Tory) the Primrose League’s whist drive, an evening of cards and Conservatism. Archie, though, has other things on his mind.

In late spring, he marries Lily Wonnacott in St Petroc’s Church. Not only does he quit his parents’ overcrowded cottage, but he leaves Lydford altogether. He and Lily make their new home at South Tawton, further around the shoulder of Dartmoor and five miles closer to the town of Okehampton where a stonemason could find more work than in Lydford. But barely had the couple settled into their cottage when Germany invaded Belgium. The Tavistock Football Club announced that it would defer ‘all football until December, or until the war is over’. Like most people, it expected the fighting to be over by Christmas.

Five hours before the British ultimatum to Germany had expired, the Royal North Devon Hussars had been ordered to mobilize. Some officers, such as the machine-gun officer, Captain the Hon. Hugh Money-Coutts, a former MP, later Lord Latymer, succeeded in reaching regimental headquarters at Barnstaple that night. Money-Coutts, however, had a motorcar. Corporal Huggins probably joined A Squadron at Torrington the next day. Men were desperate to join them – Barnstaple was:


… brimming over with warlike enthusiasm. You could hardly show yourself abroad without someone plucking at your sleeve, and asking if there was not room for just one more recruit. But we were only a little below our establishment numbers, and vacancies were few.



All ranks numbered 459 men, short only of 3 captains and 14 other ranks. Hastily, the officers did their best to ensure that the regiment had the necessary equipment. For Money-Coutts, this meant finding adequate transport for his machine guns: to his fury, the purchase officer had only succeeded in providing a couple of lumbering farm carts which would not have been able to keep up with the cavalry. With the help of a local doctor, he stood at the top of a hill, assessing the personality of the locals driving past. Those who were most likely to be patriotically disposed were simply asked for the loan of their vehicles. They willingly gave them, neither side realizing that they would not be returned for a year.

Officers checked the items that the men were supposed to supply for themselves. A toothbrush without bristles might be produced, or a boot full of holes, or thin evening socks. Often, they put off buying replacements for as long as possible. ‘It was a very harassing arrangement for the squadron leaders.’

On the Glorious Twelfth of August, first day of the grouse-shooting season, the North Devons were in a stuffy troop train, heading away from the moor (where sportsmen did attempt to shoot grouse in the early twentieth century) to Winchester, which – despite the improbability of any Germans appearing there – was suffering an invasion scare. Next day they were ordered to proceed directly to Essex, where it was thought the Germans were about to land. Money-Coutts with his machine guns, on their inelegant but serviceable wagons, arrived ahead of the rest and, having eaten, immediately turned in. But alas, as he remembered:


… not for long. At midnight, August 13th–14th, came a banging at my door, and a peremptory summons: ‘Turn out, the Germans are coming!’

This was quite exciting, and really made the pulse beat quicker, half asleep though one was. As I was dressing, the Adjutant came up to my room and showed me the War Office telegram, ‘Admiralty expect a landing tonight.’ He gave me the Colonel’s orders about my guns, which I got out of the carts and placed in position on the main road; two Cossack posts were sent out – one under the charge of the Regimental, consisting of two servants, a cook and an Army Service Corps driver; the other, under the Headquarters’ Quartermaster-Sergeant, of a sanitary man, the doctor’s orderly, two Headquarters’ clerks, and the Colonel’s groom. Some of them were given a little hasty instruction about loading a rifle, and we felt we were safe against surprise – from the Germans, anyhow. All kinds of surprises from our own side were possible.

 	

Eventually Money-Coutts dozed off in a ditch beside his guns. The invasion never came, but the episode shows how real the possibility seemed to the War Office, which remained subject to scares for the rest of the year. Archie and his comrades were kept in a state of constant readiness. They practised alarms. No NCO or yeoman was allowed to go unarmed for more than half a mile from the base without specific permission. When General Sir Ian Hamilton, General Officer Commanding-in-Chief Central Force (Home Defence) inspected the regiment, he intimated that they would go abroad as soon as they had completed their musketry training.

But it was not to be. Instead, the North Devons did what they could to enjoy a glorious autumn – the harvest was good that year – before, in November, moving into the seaside resort of Clacton, a place of grand hotels and people’s palaces, well suited to providing billets for troops and stables for horses. Day began at 5.45 with ‘stables’, a twice-daily ritual during which the horses were fed, groomed and had their feet picked out. New recruits were made well aware that equines were more valuable than humans, given that the latter could be hired for a shilling a day while the former cost forty pounds. This might be followed by three hours in the riding school. A razor-backed mount, such as Lieutenant Leonard Gamlen had been allotted, could rasp the tender skin off the sensitive parts of an anatomy unused to long periods in the saddle, giving a new meaning to the term ‘raw recruit’. Gamlen was fortunate that his batman had been a dentist’s assistant in private life and could apply bandages, while one of his aunts rallied round to the point of personally visiting Mr Ross, the family tailor in Exeter, who had made Gamlen’s clothes since he was at school. Mr Ross prescribed pants made of chamois leather, with holes punched in them for ventilation, which became ‘coveted by the whole Squadron’ (fragments of which Gamlen was still using, long after the war, for polishing silver). The staff sergeant major was a ‘holy terror’, but once Gamlen had got the hang of both him and the riding exercises, he found it ‘really rather fun’.

One of the prime functions of cavalry was scouting, and this they practised, leaving a couple of men in a field while the others hunted for them. Long hours were spent learning semaphore for rapid communication in the field. Like the rest of the British cavalry, the North Devons were also drilled in infantry techniques, digging trenches and trying out the bayonets with which they were issued in November. Shooting skills were honed on the rifle range. In France, it was found that neither the French nor German cavalry were so useful on foot as the British. Mastery of foreign tongues was another matter. ‘Commenced trying to learn French talk,’ noted one trooper, presumably thinking that they might be going to France. ‘Find it very difficult.’ Leonard Gamlen was unusual: he had lived in France.

Inevitably, although the regiment remained on the qui vive for invasion, a certain lassitude set in. The Master of the Devon and Somerset Staghounds, Major Morland Greig, had some of his pack sent up from the kennels and ran a drag from time to time; there was also the occasional day’s hunting. But the fun was rather spoiled by the authorities’ not unreasonable insistence that government-owned horses could not be used for the purpose. Instead, there was drill. No doubt the North Devons needed tuning up. (One North Devon yeoman, when asked who was the officer commanding his brigade, replied, ‘I bain’t rightly sure, sir; but I zim ’tis the old gentleman with the red band to his cap that rideth about with Squire Bampfylde,’ who was in fact his aide-decamp.) Even so, Lord Kitchener’s edict that any man who showed sufficient surplus energy to kick a football about was to be fallen in and drilled again forthwith must have dismayed a man as sporty as Archie. All drill and no action beyond the occasional sighting of a Zeppelin overhead: he and others must have felt themselves going stale.

Further along the coast, exercising their horses on
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