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PREFACE 

During the rather wet English summer of 1991 I finally persuaded my Father to write these 
Memoirs by making the point that his story though it seemed simple and unremarkable to him, 
would be of great interest to his children, grandchildren and to those who followed. At the time 
he was staying with my brother Richard (Rick) and his family back at Beehive Farm the house in 
which he was born. (My sisters Judy and Marti and I were also born at Beehive but my Mother 
went “modern” for the youngest, Rick, who was born in Wellington Hospital). 

Dad’s intention was to write a fourth chapter to cover the time from his return to England from 
Australia in 1934 to the end of the War Years. However following a period of sickness and 
confinement he recovered so well that he once again set up house on his own in the village of 
Buckland St. Mary later in 1991 and entered a time of considerable activity socialising and 
gardening and greatly enjoying life. At the time of writing he is still doing so and is about to 
come to Australia on what I think must be his seventh visit since I came to live here in 1962. 

I want to give him these Memoirs in this typed-up version for his 83rd birthday though of course 
I still hope the fourth chapter may materialise. When he sent back the final version of the 
manuscript early in 1992 he wrote: 

“I’m not sure that it’s an interesting story though I do feel that I have lived in an interesting age 
seeing so many changes from the horse to the mechanical and now the highly technological age. 

Somehow I haven’t got down to writing anything further but will endeavour to get down to it 
soon. I certainly have the time so must motivate myself, but you will know most of it anyway …” 

So I may but his grandchildren don’t, so I still hope it may be added later. 

Jan Wyles 

Armidale NSW  

November 1992 

Postscript: November 1994 – Am pleased to say that the 4th chapter did materialise following a 
visit to Australia in November / December 1992 with his good friend Linda Manley. It has taken 
a lot of editing since Dad interspersed many additions to previous chapters. However have it 
ready for the visit Graham and I plan to make to the U.K. in Christmas 1994 as a late 
recognition of his 85th birthday. Our second daughter Libby is on a working holiday in Europe 
at present and Dad is delighted to have one of his Aussie grandchildren visiting. Readers are 
reminded that since this was written at my request some of it reads as though addressed to me 
and therefore memories of visits to Australia and time spent with us take particular prominence. 
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“Clippings” from the Family Tree 

 

Henry Pym m. Elizabeth Shire  m. Albert Cottey     James Hoare m. Ivy Matthews 

 

Richard (Dick)  Henry  Clifford Phyllis James Kathleen (Kitty) Ivy John Richard Dennis Evelyn Mary Mildred  Hubert 
b.1909         b.1908 
 

Judith (Judy) Ann b.1938  Janet (Jan) Elizabeth b.1941  Margaret (Marti) Jean b.1943  Richard (Rick) William b.1945 
m. Richard Willy    m. Graham Wyles   m. John Spencer    m. Jennifer Blackmore 
  

Sarah Emma Lucy  Stephen Catherine Elizabeth Richard  Polly Amy Luke   Emily James 
b.1960 b.1962 b.1968  b.1968 b.1969  b.1971  b.1975  b.1973 twins b.1975   b.1977 b.1979 
    d.1978 
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Birthplace of the Author 

Beehive Farm in the village of Buckland St. Mary 

County of Somerset, England 

Beehive Farm: this farm, situated on the road to Neroche behind the village, has an interesting 
sculpture under the roof. It is a beehive, below which is the head of a man, and below that is a 
swirl of leaves with the date 1849 in the middle and the initials W.G. On asking the lady of the 
house what it all meant, she said at the time the church at Buckland St Mary was in the process 
of being built, the stone masons who carved all the figures stayed at this farm. The amount of 
carving work involved in the church meant it took years to build, and 1863 was when it was 
finished and consecrated. The head stone mason was William Grace and in their spare time they 
carved these creations and placed them in their present position. Parts of the house date back to 
the middle ages. The lady did not know why the farm was called Beehive, but when I learned the 
approximate age I thought that it was because many farms in the Middle Ages kept bees, as the 
honey was much in demand, as a sweetener and for mead, the wax for candles. The chimneys are 
very interesting and unique and well worth a look. 
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Arthur’s father – Henry Pym Arthur’s mother – Elizabeth Pym (née Shire) 
later Elizabeth (Bessie) Cottey
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The author Richard Pym aged 23 years
taken in Murwillumbah NSW 1933 

Kathleen Ivy Pym (Kitty) née Hoare
1908 – 1983 
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The author Richard Pym with his mother 
Elizabeth (Bessie) and younger brother Henry 

The author Richard (Dick) Pym and wife Kathleen 
(Kitty) in the garden of Harry and Joan Wyles, St 

Ives, Sydney, New South Wales, 1978 

In the garden at Beehive 1960
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MEMOIRS OF 

RICHARD PYM 

born 22nd November 1909 

Written in July 1991 at Beehive Farm, Buckland St. Mary, 

Near Chard, Somerset, England. 

CHAPTER 1 – Early Memories till age of 18 years – 1909-1927 

I am sitting here in my bed-sitter at the age of 81 in the room next to that in which I was born. 

It is said that with old age one can often remember the events of one’s youth better than those of 
last week. That is debatable, but I do feel that one tends to look back and think of youthful 
memories and often compare them with modern times. 

The room where I am sitting has a bit of history. It was not originally included with the 
remainder of the house but was used as a separate unit. William Grant, who built this house for 
himself was a stonemason and access to this room was obtained by separate stone steps from the 
outside. He kept this room specially for his mistress – suppose that would have been one of the 
few forms of entertainment back in those days. 

In later years my Father, who played the fiddle among other musical instruments, used to hold 
dancing classes here. Apparently my old Dad fiddled and Mother instructed. In those days they 
danced the Quadrille, Lancers, Waltz, Polka etc. Somehow they contrived to get two sets of 
Lancers comprising 4 couples each – must have been a squash in this room which is wedge-
shaped and only measures 16 ft in length and about 12ft at one end and 7ft at the other. 
Shouldn’t think they would have charged more than twopence a head, but every penny counted 
in those days when the standard of living was low. I’m told one dancer fell from the top step into 
Father’s large pig tub below which was full of swill (mixed barley meal) soaking for the next pig 
feed. 

My Earliest Memories till age 10 when Father died 1909-1919  

Our farm was known as a Small Holding with 11 acres of land. Somehow my father had made a 
living on this small unit by keeping pigs and fattening them. 3 or 4 cows were kept and by means 
of buying grass keep around the area he managed to keep a flock of sheep of 70 to 80 which he 
lambed selling the lambs fat and shearing for wool. He kept a few free range chooks with eggs as 
a main part of our diet. The food was fairly basic and mainly home-produced with rabbits plus 
pork and very fat bacon. All farmers, smallholders and cottagers kept a pig to kill for the house. 

The pig would have been twice the present normal size for slaughter and therefore very fat and 
greasy. It was all cured by salting and placing on hooks in the wide open chimney, so big hams, 
fat pork and extremely fat bacon was a great part of our diet. 
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My father Henry Pym was born in 1857, the youngest of a family of five children. He was 50 
years old when he married my mother who was 24. He was rather lame with rheumatics and 
though I remember him as a strict disciplinarian with my younger brother Henry and myself, he 
found it difficult to catch us. However he walked with a stick and had an unerring aim when he 
threw it at us and seldom missed! Nevertheless I remember him as someone with a good sense of 
humour though I can remember no-one else I have met in my life who was more thrifty. We 
were taught from an early age how to handle money and never to overspend. If we were given a 
few coppers when going on an outing we were told always to bring something back even if only a 
halfpenny. His motto was to “make do and mend” or in his case “cobble” as he never seemed to 
have many tools: a hook, hatchet and saw and certainly a scythe which he was a dab hand at 
using. 

The old Dad had the idea of turning us into labourers at a very tender age. What is now a stable 
near the back door was then a pig-sty with a big heap of manure stacked outside. This was 
deposited in piles on the garden by means of a wheelbarrow. Dad used to load up, put a long 
rope tied near the front wheel, then Henry and I would both tug ahead with the rope while Dad 
grabbed the handles and pushed from the rear. I’m not sure that the system was a great success as 
the rope often wrapped around the wheel when we eased off. Henry and I talk about it to this 
day. 

I know very little of Father’s background. He had come from Upottery in Devon and seemed 
proud of his background claiming that his ancestors were gentleman farmers which means they 
would have owned several farms in the parish, would never have failed to vote Tory and would 
have considered themselves a cut above the tenant farmers (smallholders) who rented their farms 
from the Squire or landed gentry who owned vast areas. The Pyms had the reputation of being 
very proud and of being shrewd businessmen – “long-headed” was the local word. 

I met Father’s eldest sister Ann once when she came to Beehive to visit. The year was about 1918 
and she must have been in her seventies. She gave Henry and I a cake plate each and a silver 
spoon engraved A.L. which must have been her mother’s. I have since lost the spoon. She died 
shortly after this visit leaving no offspring. 1 

Next in age was Uncle James, bachelor and miser. He was a much bigger man than my Father. 
He never married, was rather eccentric and lived in a little cottage in Bishops Wood. He owned 
Otterford Mills at Birchwood and also a small holding at Deadman. Typical of the Pyms he 
tended to hoard his money and everything else including trivial things and food. He had stores of 
hazelnuts and I well remember his pickled eggs. He would buy them at low prices, pickle them 
after a fashion and keep them until they stank. After several strokes he spent the last year of his 
life at Beehive and the eggs came with him! They were rotten but he insisted on eating them and 

                                                            
1 Ed. note – After their retirement Dad and Uncle Henry did some work at Upottery churchyard 
straightening up some of the many tombstones of the Pym family to be found there. 
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told Mother to pepper and salt them well. I remember an occasion when he was taken ill at his 
cottage and I was sent to check up on him. After knocking at his door for some time he 
eventually poked his head out of the bedroom window. On telling him that I had been sent to 
enquire of him he said he would come down but it was going to take him some time and if I 
went out and walked around a field close by 3 times (about 8 acres) by that time he would have 
dressed and come down – suppose he thought I could have got cold otherwise. I didn’t walk 
round of course but was able to report on his condition when I got home. Mother nursed him at 
Beehive that last year, rather reluctantly I think. She must have worked very hard during that 
period as she helped my Father a great deal on the land. Uncle Jim was a very religious man 
reading his bible daily and being a staunch supporter of the Baptist chapel. He died in April 
1920 leaving Mother three hundred pounds and forgiving Dad the four hundred pounds lent to 
him on purchasing Luggates. The remainder of his money was left to Dr. Barnardo’s Home. He 
was really quite well to do. 

Next member of the family was Uncle Frank who though married had no family. When I 
returned from Australia in 1934 I found him at age 73 still farming stick and dog fashion but in 
a bad way suffering from cancer of the mouth with his lip eaten away and living alone following 
Aunt’s death in a rather tumbledown house in Upottery. He had been to London to receive 
radium treatment inserting needles in his lip. However as his problem was in an advanced state 
there was no cure and gradually his lip was eaten away: a sorry sight. I stayed with him for some 
days helping out until he was taken to Honiton Hospital where he died at the age of 74. He had 
lived all his married life at Upottery on a rented farm of 70 acres. Uncle was not an energetic 
man, rather a lazy farmer and negligent of his stock, but seemed to manage to get by with little 
effort. He kept sheep, two or three cows, a few pigs and chooks and seemed to be self-supporting 
– extremely independent despite his humble circumstances. He was a real old-timer who loved 
debating politics, a true blue Conservative conscious of deriving from the Gentleman Farmer 
class. He had a heavy walrus moustache and could sit for hours contentedly smoking his charred 
pipe while poor old Aunt Ann was fetching the cows. He was certainly a talker and not a “doer”. 
He was one of the old characters the like of which we were not to see again. I wish now I had 
extracted more information from him about the family’s history. As he had made no will I was 
administrator of his estate. This was a matter of gathering up the odds and ends with farm stock 
and having an auction sale. His assets were about five or six hundred pounds shared between our 
cousin Reg Palmer and my brother Henry and myself. This money was very useful to us at the 
time of starting business. 

Aunt Mary was the youngest of the family, married to Tom Palmer and mother of Reg. That 
family too lived most frugally but were nevertheless the wealthy relations. Uncle Tom was the 
bombastic type. Uncle Frank disliked him and said he was not in the Pym class – he said you 
could load a donkey with gold but it didn’t make him a horse! 
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At one time the Pyms owned quite a number of farms in Upottery but high living (built 
themselves a special pub called the New Inn) and lack of enterprise reduced their circumstances 
but not their rather haughty manner. Unfortunately I was too young to glean more history of the 
Pym family. The bit I remember is what my Mother had been told and passed on. I think apart 
from our family the whole lot on the male side have died out now. The last I knew was Joe Pym, 
Father’s cousin, who lived at Stockland and who had six sons. All have now died with no sons 
though some issue from the females. 

As for my Father, I think part of his income came from playing his fiddle at dances around 
various villages – this would have been in the days before bands. Somehow my old Dad was 
always enterprising. He always seemed to have money to spend on land investments, first buying 
“Blindmoor” for nine hundred pounds, then “Halswell” where Spillers lived which he bought 
and quickly sold again for a profit after a bit of titivating. Mother covered over the cracks in the 
walls by papering. 

In 1920 some adjoining land which he rented across the road from Beehive and known as 
“Luggates” came up for sale. This he bought for one thousand pounds and this was really the 
start of Beehive as a farm rather than a small-holding, since it added ninety-six acres to the 
original ten and a half, making a viable unit. Within months after this purchase my father died, 
some years of course before antibiotics, of pneumonia and pleurisy at age 63 becoming ill shortly 
after the death of his brother James. Henry and I were 7 and 10 years old respectively. 

My memories of my father are quite fond. He was a real old-timer who spoke with a Devonshire 
dialect with words and expressions that have now mostly died out. Some words are still 
occasionally heard however and take one back a bit – I was talking to Muriel Long recently, a 
lady younger than me and very much “with it” but she remarked that she was getting to be an 
old “dummon” now. This word suggests a picture of an old lady wearing a long black dress with 
buttoned up high boots, a shawl around her shoulders and a high fitting bonnet tied in a bow 
under the chin, plus a broad Somerset accent. I hadn’t heard that word for years. 

Young people today probably wouldn’t understand my Father’s speech. I suppose they are more 
literate attending school regularly. Speech has become much more uniform very quickly with the 
advent of radio and television and our education system has stressed the need to speak the King’s 
English, teaching us that the old-fashioned pronunciation was something to be shunned. 

Father’s education was sparse – he apparently spent just 18 weeks at school. Like many others of 
his day he was needed at home on the farm as a cheap form of labour. Despite little education 
however, he was intelligent and could work out things mentally. All in all a pretty shrewd 
character. 

In contrast to this my mother went to school until she was twelve years old. On leaving school 
she helped her father with his accounts (he ran a Building and Blacksmith’s business at 
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Newtown). She then learnt dressmaking at Chard, paying to be an apprentice and carrying on 
with this work until she married.2 

We have the family tree of Mother’s family. The first John Shire on record came to Buckland 
from Cornwall in 1722 or thereabouts. He was the Parish Curate and lived at Shires Farm where 
the old Tithe Barn still stands to this day.3 In those times farmers were obliged by law to give a 
portion of their corn produce to the Parson as his stipend. The Tithe Act was amended in the 
early 19th century to change the payment to a cash one and was redeemed only some thirty years 
ago. When a cash levy was placed on certain fields farmers of other faiths such as Roman 
Catholics rebelled. It was abolished in the 1960’s redeemed by paying a lump sum. 

My grandfather Shire was one of five brothers: Sidney and Alfred were farmers, John (Mother’s 
father a carpenter), Page4 a plumber and Edwin a wealthy butcher in Bristol who left a bit of cash 
to his nephews and nieces. 

My introduction to work started early. With my father’s background of little or no education he 
didn’t seem to think that schooling was all that important. The saying in those days was that if 
you could grow up to use the pick and shovel you would never be out of a job. Fortunately 
however this view didn’t tally with that of Mother who held the more enlightened view that 
education was most necessary. However at the tender age of five until his death when I was ten I 
was very much Father’s right-hand man. As a little chap I must have trudged miles helping to 
take the sheep to where he had hired grass keep. 

I still remember the time I was instructed to walk from near the Corfe Cross through the coppice 
to Staple Farm, collect the flock on my own and walk them back to Beehive. I found my way to 
the farm where someone drove the sheep into the road. They then chased ahead down to the 
main road and I completely lost them eventually arriving back home crying my eyes out. Father 
and Mother then had to find them themselves. 

                                                            
2 Ed. note – I remember my grandmother telling me that as a young girl, about 16, she was wooed by an 
F.G. Spiller who had gone on to become a well-known builder in the Chard district. I thought she told 
me her mother had put an abrupt stop to it when she discovered that the young Elizabeth (Bessie) was 
sneaking out to the end of the lane to meet him. (Newtown is part of Buckland St. Mary) but Dad thinks 
his grandmother would most certainly have been there to chaperone her. I also remember her telling me 
about the apprenticeship to a dressmaker in Chard when she walked the five miles in on Monday 
morning and back on the Friday evening. Part of her job was delivering the finished garments and again 
most of that was done to surrounding villages on foot. 

3 Ed. Note. The Parson’s son must have been a bit of an embarrassment to him. I’m told there are several 
entries in the Parish Register of the time noting successive children born to this son, but it was not until 
after the birth of the 5th that his marriage is recorded. One suspects some parental pressure! 

4 Ed. Note. Page is a name which seems to have cropped up in each generation and I assume comes from 
French or Channel Islands ancestry. 
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On another tramp we took some fat lambs to Ilminster market, a distance of some six miles. 
Father couldn’t get his price so started me off with the sheep towards home saying he would 
catch me up. Though a man of sober habits he was on that occasion induced to have a drink at 
the “Lord Nelson” close by, and I think they must have spliced his drink. I managed to get the 
sheep home on my own and Father was found hours later half way up Ham Hill in the ditch 
with the pony and trap – drunk. A neighbour who found him drove him home. 

Sheep washing before shearing was another memorable event. We took the sheep to a bayed up 
river and swam them through. Sheep dipping as such took place at Orchard Portman Farm, a 
tramp of some seven miles each way. Father, because he was lame, drove the pony and trap and 
Dicky, as I was known, walked behind the sheep. I can vaguely remember Father reckoning up 
the dipping rate at so much a head, doing it in his head while the farmer was doing it with pencil 
and paper. 

I remember Polly our cross-bred Exmoor pony who was used to pull a dilly cart for transporting 
hay, farmyard manure etc. On special occasions she was put in the trap to take us to market, 
mainly Chard or Ilminster, and to visit friends and relations. 

Haymaking was another good reason for keeping me home from school. I used to tread the loads 
of hay while Father forked it up. I probably wasn’t heavy enough to do the job well and can 
remember odd loads slipping off with me on top when we got the old horse in motion to take 
the hay to the stack. 

Because of being kept home from school I missed a lot of grounding and slipped behind other 
children of my age. It was not a very wise idea but I suppose it was all grist to Father’s mill. 

In those days there would have been 70-80 pupils at Buckland school with three teachers. 
Teaching mainly consisted of the three Rs. My memories of the food we took from home are of 
hunks of bread with blackcurrant or gooseberry jam without butter and sometimes a bit of plain 
cake. I still hate blackcurrant jam. I remember games of hopscotch and rounders and gardening 
being taught. An allotment was sectioned to give each boy a small plot to grow vegetables. No 
doubt this was to train us to be self-supporting in the rural areas where we would mostly remain 
to earn our living. Another memory of the village school is when first attending at the age of five 
or six, during the First World War, when classes were taken around the area to collect foxglove 
leaves which were used to make certain medicines for the War Effort. 

Strict discipline was enforced at the school. Our Headmaster, a Welshman called Owens, seemed 
to take a special delight in giving six of the best across the posterior or three across each hand for 
trivial offences. Occasionally some of us went mooching, that is staying away from school, 
pinching apples and having a picnic with our tommy bag lunches. Eventually a note from 
parents had to be produced if we stayed away and this mainly put a stop to our excursions. The 
Head’s daughter was my little girl friend but it didn’t get me any privileges when I misbehaved. 
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Hair-cutting in those days was always done at home. In our house Mother or Father set to with a 
pair of sheep shears the usual tool. I suffered this till about fourteen years of age when Mother 
clipped my earlobe with the end of the shears and there was blood everywhere. I then rebelled 
and went to an old retired soldier at Penny’s, Blackwater. He gave a good regimental cut for 
twopence a time with up-to-date tools: scissors and clippers. If you imagine putting a basin on a 
head, clipping tight up to its edge and then having a bit of a snip at the top which often looked a 
bit haggled, you’ll get an idea of the normal hairstyle. 

Lice were fairly prevalent at school and now and again a head was clipped tight all over in order 
to eradicate the parasites. I think that paraffin was part of the treatment. 

In 1920 with my Father now dead, we had a sale of live and dead stock and sold the grass keep. 
It was only natural that my Mother being only about 36 or 37 and I suppose rather attractive 
should marry again. She then married Albert Coffey who was renting Blindmoor Farm. It was 
during their courtship that Mother had the idea of sending me to IIminster Grammar School. I 
don’t think she had really approved of me missing so much schooling at Buckland while Father 
was alive. It was during the half-term when I came home that the marriage took place. It was 
now that our lives changed – we not only gained a stepfather but also five step-brothers and 
sisters. 

Memories of Ilminster Grammar School 1922-1925 

I could never claim that my achievements there were very pronounced. I always thought that 
Latin was a useless waste of time, got hold of French a bit and found Algebra and Geometry 
rather perplexing. However I think I did concentrate a bit more on the three Rs. 

I quite enjoyed cricket, soccer, athletics and the School Cadet activities, but owing to my age 
never advanced further than the Second Eleven. 

Both Henry and I had piano lessons. It was felt sure that as Dad was so musical some of his 
talent should have rubbed off on us. However it was not to be – practising was a bore and lessons 
were discontinued. Still for all that I am fond of nice music. 

The discipline was exact: teachers firm but fair. The Headmaster was Irish and a great 
disciplinarian with a quick temper and a good sense of humour. My first day at school I was 
feeling in awe of Masters, bigger boys etc. When one boy was aggressive towards me I replied 
with a quick swing in retaliation which caught him in the eye. It was more luck than judgement 
but stopped him in his tracks and gave him a beautiful black eye which probably stopped any 
future bullying. I think the experience of boarding taught me to stand on my own two feet and 
gave me a feeling of independence which may have helped a little in after years. 

Pocket money was threepence a week which was quickly spent at the tuckshop around the 
corner. Most boys had an allowance of sixpence or even a shilling a week but somehow with my 
thrifty initiation at home to money matters I was able to find my allowance adequate. 
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Although provided with a standard Sunday suit, odd trousers were made up by my Mother. Both 
my Father’s and Uncle Jim’s suits were kept after their deaths and trousers cut down to size for 
me to wear. Although my Mother was a dressmaker she was not a very good tailor: the trouser 
seats were sloppy but cut me at the fork and didn’t fit square at the seams which was rather 
embarrassing. I used to try to tug them down. I think the moral is to do a thing right or leave it 
alone. I certainly felt self-conscious and had something of an inferiority complex about it as the 
other kids called me “Slop Shoe Dick”. I am not saying this in any derogatory sense towards my 
Mother who was only doing what she thought was best for us at the time. 

I think Mother must have been rather disillusioned with her two sons’ scholastic achievements 
and she withdrew each of us at age 14, Henry having taken my place there when I was 
withdrawn. 

Memories of Farming Methods and Experiences in my Youth  

Farm work in those days took a great deal more time than it does now. Hay-making for example 
was a long drawn-out affair. There was a lot of manual work involved pitchforking it onto 
waggons, hauling to buildings then stacking. We used to combine forces with the three 
Blindmoor farms. The labour force comprised Mr. Manley, Tom Every and Jack Quick from 
Blindmoor Farm, Bill Cottey, Percy Cottey and myself from Higher Blindmoor and David 
Hoare from Lower Blindmoor. 

“The old man”, Albert Cottey my step-father, considered it was his main duty to carry round the 
cider. Jack Quick, an old-time character with not a tooth in his mouth always seemed to be 
chewing, and when the cider bottle was passed around (we all drank from the same bottle) we all 
tried to get in before Jack. After he had drunk numerous crumbs would float up and down in the 
bottle. 

The grass was mown at Manley’s farm first. Since they fattened many pigs and applied much 
farmyard manure the result was heavy crops and their hay always took longest to make and was 
mown first. Our farm’s hay was second and poor Dave Hoare was last. We started in June and 
finished in the middle of August. I remember one occasion when the Manley’s haystacks caught 
fire through internal combustion. I can’t remember the fire engine coming – there were no 
phones in those days anyway. 

Mr. Manley usually cleared off as soon as his crop was harvested dealing in the buying and selling 
of stock. 

David Hoare from Lower Blindmoor was a nice, kindly man who had somehow managed to rear 
11 children. He was an uncle of my father-in-law. He struggled to make a living but was always 
good fun. 

Ploughing was another annual farm activity. At Higher Blindmoor some fields were ploughed to 
grow cereal crops, mainly oats or barley for feeding to stock. Two horses pulled a one-furrow 
plough usually ploughing three-quarters of an acre a day. Poor crops were grown as little or no 
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fertiliser was used. Grass crops too were light getting only small applications of farmyard manure. 
Mangolds and swedes were grown as fodder crops entailing many days hard hoeing. We kept 
twelve to fourteen milking cows with a few followers. Very little money was made with the old-
fashioned system of farming despite not having to pay rent. For those who did pay rent the cost 
was about one pound per acre annually. 

All milk in those days was heated and skimmed. Later separators were invented which removed 
the cream from the milk with the latter fed to pigs and the cream placed in a churn which one or 
two of us had to turn for an hour or so until it turned to butter. Mother then took over salting, 
weighing and patting lumps of half pounds into rounds and imprinting a crest such as a thistle. 
The butter was taken to Taunton on Saturdays and sold to a shop. Saturday was also the day for 
purchasing groceries. The big, heavy Shire horse was used to pull the high trap. It looked rather 
ungainly I remember. 

Old Tools and uses 

Rakes, picks, shovels and scythes have mostly now disappeared. Forks were used (two-pronged) 
for handling loose hay – pitching it on the wagons. These were drawn to the stacks by horses and 
then forked onto ricks. Ricks were stacked by specialists, built up and roofed and thatched. The 
hay was cut out with hay knives to be fed to stock during winter months – to the dairy herd that 
was housed and to the young cattle that lived outdoors in the winter months. The latter were fed 
on nothing but hay often of doubtful quality hence stock lost condition till the Spring when new 
pastures came. Today of course there are buildings to house all the stock and they are fed mostly 
silage with some hay of mainly superior quality. 

During the first World War we were directed to plough for cereal growth.5 My Father grew oats 
in a field known as Six Acres. As usual having an eye to “saving a bob” Dad decided he could 
save himself the cost of hiring a threshing machine which with hired hands was quite expensive. 
So he had the sheaves from the stack brought to the barn where we did our own threshing by 
means of a flail of his manufacture. He made the flail from holly wood. The flail system was very 
old time. I have never seen another one. 

The sheaf was placed on the barn floor and the flail swung above the head and then the beating 
part brought down on the sheaf. Eventually with continual bashing the grain was separated from 
the straw and fed to the ewes with lambs, being good fodder for milk production. The oat straw 
was used in conjunction with hay for feeding. Wheat straw was stiff and was used for thatching 
ricks (stacks of hay) after combing out the loose straw. 

  

                                                            
5 All farmers during both World Wars were instructed by the Government to grow cereal mainly wheat to 
save imports as many ships were sunk by German submarines. We were not self-supporting in wheat for 
bread. 
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Some of the tools used on farms in the first part of the twentieth century 
including the flail used for separating grain from straw
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Following the days when harvesting of cereal was done by sickle, a machine on wheels with 
cutter-blades called a Trapper was introduced. It was pulled by a horse in shafts. One man drove 
the horse and another sat on the seat with a rake contraption that gathered the straw as it was 
cut. He tripped the carrier part with his foot leaving a sheaf every few yards to be tied by men 
following behind who twisted a few strands of the straw to make a bind to tie each bundle. This 
was a back-aching laborious occupation lasting hours and especially painful when fingers came in 
contact with thistles! The sheaves were then stooked in tens and left for a week or so to dry out at 
which time they were placed in stacks to await the thresher. 

Road building 

In those days there was a demand for flint stone to surface roads and Dad discovered that there 
were large quantities of stone under one of his fields - yet another way to make a bob. So with his 
usual initiative and enterprise Dad set to and hired men on contract to dig stone at two shillings 
and six pence a square yard. The quarries went down to twenty feet depth and even went under 
hedges in some places. The stone had to be separated from the soil and gravel and placed in a pile 
five yards by five yards square and built up to 1 yard in height. A good man could earn five 
shillings a day. After that traction engines pulling two trucks which each held seven tons had to 
be loaded by hand with eight-pronged forks. The stone was then hauled away by the contractor 
and deposited by the side of roads some miles distant whereupon the stone-crackers with 
different sized hammers would sit all day long, day in and day out bashing them up to something 
under cricket ball size, again for two shillings and sixpence a yard. From there they were loaded 
again on waggons and put on the roads with sand and water mixed in. After rolling with heavy 
steam-rollers something of a flat surface was created. I never did know how much Dad netted out 
of this project – probably a shilling a yard. What I do know is that the whole field was messed 
up, something like the opal diggings I’ve seen in Australia, but much worse, and years later I had 
to hire a bulldozer to restore it to some sort of level. 

The chaps working in the quarries lived on bread and cheese mainly, both usually home-made. 
They liked their cheese tasty. They used to say cheese was much tastier after the maggots had had 
a go at it (hoppers they used to call them). After they dropped out the flavour was much 
improved! Victuals were cut up with a pocket knife that served for everything and was never 
cleaned, and washed down with a quart of ropey cider that tasted like nothing on earth and was 
particularly potent to the unsuspecting. I suppose the cider was not always ropey. Most of it 
would have tasted like nectar to the oldtimers. 

Clothing 

The garb of these chaps was usually corduroy suits which would stand up to years of wear. If they 
wore trousers they wore buckles below the knee and if breeches they wore them with leggings. 
Their heavy leather boots were tough-wearing with very thick soles and hobs and clamps. (This 
kind of footwear was worn by all ages and made for very heavy going. Children going to school 
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tended to rather drag their feet and often fell down on the unsealed road surface which resulted 
in scabby knees which often had grit under the sores. Wellington boots didn’t appear till the 
mid-thirties.) Their outfits were completed by bowler or box hats and always a large red pocket 
handkerchief with white spots. They invariably wore heavy walrus moustaches which they used to 
suck in when drinking cider from either a jar or a firkin. These men led very spartan lives, living 
in very small cottages and often rearing large families. 

In those days heavy clothing seemed to be worn summer and winter. Harris Tweed coats and 
breeches and leggings for market with polished black boots, a dark suit, black or navy-blue for 
Sundays often turning green with age, and before bowlers came in often a box hat. In later years 
shoes were introduced and first called half-boots. Collars were detached from shirts and worn 
with studs back and front. Collars had to be starched before wearing. They weren’t worn on the 
farm during work but maybe a front stud in the calico shirt. In those days the toffs wore 
knickerbockers or plus fours and stockings. Later the slouch or trilby hat became fashionable. 
They were hard times and people were generally thrifty in making ends meet – on the farm it was 
corduroys and leggings for the working week. The thick corduroy breeches weren’t washed all 
that often because we often didn’t have another pair and often stank. When holes were worn in 
the knees they were patched. Thick corn sacks were used as a cloak to protect against rain. They 
weren’t much protection and often when our trousers were wet through and there were no spare 
ones we would ram paper between our trousers and skin as insulation until we dried out. We 
were shod in much the same way as a horse – heavy, durable footwear which made running most 
difficult. You tended to drag your feet somewhat and scuff out the heavy hobs. Some would keep 
a supply of hobs and damps for replacements – my old Dad was something of a cobbler – with 
shoes and in many other respects. 

Local Characters  

One character was called Alfie Penny. He used to talk to himself loudly while in the Quarry. 
Henry and I used to peer over the top and drop a bit of dirt down on him. He would come 
running out but by the time he got out we would run towards the next field and jump over the 
hedge. He had a three-wheel tricycle which he kept in his porch at his cottage at Buggs Moor. 
We used to push it up the hill then ride it down – don’t think there was much of a braking 
system on it so we usually ended up in the ditch or hedge. Alfie was musical playing the tin 
whistle and accordion. He used to sometimes play on a Sunday which caused his religious 
brother Tommy to berate him. Alfie replied that he was sure God must be tired of hearing 
nothing but hymn tunes on Sundays and would welcome a bit of his music instead. 

Other old-timers I remember are Jabez Wyatt – old and bent and always wearing a long black 
coat going green with age. He was a churchwarden and had farmed at Madgin Farm. Other 
churchwardens were Sydney Dummett farmer at Holmses and Tom Watts the baker at 
Newtown. J.J. Every was the shoemaker who built the post office and shop. He was the verger 
and captain of the bellringers for forty years, a surly, stern, grumpy old chap who kept his horse 
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in a field at Buckland. We used to ride it at times on our way home from school. He put an end 
to this one day by waiting for us with a horsewhip. Jack Hill who lived at Old Castle was ahead 
of me and got a lash. 

Devonport Berry was a calf dealer who lived to a great old age, ninety odd. He was very bent and 
wore a box hat. John Knight (great-grandfather of George) worked in the copses including 
Blackwater. He made spars for thatching and hurdles for fencing mostly for folding sheep in on 
root crops such as swedes. He also cut wood for fires including the bakery fire and tied faggots for 
kindling. 

Mrs. Coles and her husband Harry used to drive to Taunton market on Saturdays with a brake 
taking maybe half a dozen passengers. One or two horses would do the pulling and people took 
cream, butter, rabbits etc. to the shops bringing back odds and ends of groceries. She also had a 
shop at Trots next to where Alan Sharman lives now. 

Tom Wyatt was the tailor who made up suits etc. for the locals. He lived in the first house in 
Bishopswood. Bill Dyer was the butcher who lived at Meanwood and killed on the premises 
where the Whites lived. He took the meat to Taunton market on Saturdays. At the end of the 
day he used to get drunk and the ostler at the hostelry (pub) would put the horse in the trap. Bill 
got in and put the reins on his feet. The horse then took him home. Sad to relate he ended up 
falling out one day and broke his neck. 

Jack Quick worked for the Manley family. I could never quite fathom his age. Old timers used to 
say he was quite a toff when young but we knew him as a dirty old scruff. He was a little man 
who wore his boss’s left-offs. Ned Manley was a man near 20 stone, Jack about 9 stone. Jack’s 
coat would have been well below his knees with arms turned up two or three times which gave 
the effect of looking lopsided. The trousers were sloppy at the rear and Ned’s boots two sizes too 
big and leggings’ buttons partly missing. He was a general rouseabout looking after the cows but 
mainly the pigs of which there were many. He always stank of pigs’ dung. He wouldn’t have 
know the meaning of the word bath. We all rather shunned him and at mealtimes during hay-
making he was sat segregated from the rest of us. He seemed to have been fed on the rough 
scraps of grub, thick fat etc. that none of us liked. His take home pay would have been a bit over 
one pound a week. He had about ten children – always addressed his boss as Sir – pronounced 
Zur. Someone asked him did he and his wife ever have rows. He replied “Oh yes, but you see 
Zur everything was alright again once we got under the bedclothes”. They lived in the cottage by 
the barn – it was said that the wife did a bit of procuring on the side to help make ends meet. 

Bill Berry was a dealer of whom there were many. They bought from farmers who couldn’t be 
bothered to take stock to market in those days before lorry transportation. I always felt that these 
dealers lived off the backs of farmers, buying cheap and selling dear. Old Bill was tormented by 
some lads one night (he lived at Penny’s Farm, Blackwater). He emptied his chamber pot over 
them from his bedroom window. 
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Jessie Broome lived in an old ruin near Shires Farm. He made his living with his donkey and cart 
peddling (hawking) shoe laces, matches and other odds and ends and also buying mole and 
rabbit skins. 

Jackie and Auntie Willmott kept the Castle Inn pub. Jackie could fiddle a bit. Auntie taught 
dancing in the Skittle Alley. Jackie used to do his milking of 3 or 4 cows after 10pm kickout 
time. Auntie once had a suet pudding boiling in the crock in the pub bar. Someone took it out 
(it would have been wrapped in a cloth) ate it and replaced it with a skittle ball. Auntie was 
French and spoke broken English – probably lapsed into French cussing after that incident! 

Adam Vicary lodged at Coal Furze – a big genial man who used to walk to the village every 
Friday to collect his old age pension of ten shillings per week. He had only one leg and in those 
days before modern appliances were invented had a peg leg which left an indentation on the road 
as he walked. The roads were not sealed then. When cracking stone on the verge beside the road 
he would take off his false leg and place it by his side. 

Philip White lived at Roses Farm, Dommett. He always wore a bowler hat at work. He was well 
known for his cider drinking and swearing and as a very impatient man. According to Wilf 
Collins when driving horses ploughing he was known to say “Hold fast” (meaning to start) 
“Woog off” (meaning go to the right) “Come here” (meaning pull to the left) all in practically 
one breath, followed by “You buggers if you won’t go where I want you to go, go where the 
bloody hell you mind to!” 

East Parish had a cobbler where folks took their shoes for repair and new soles were nailed on. 
The last cobbler that I can remember was Alfie Vincent at Bishops Wood. We would walk across 
the fields from Blindmoor to his little cobbler’s shop. There was Alfie sitting with shoes all 
around him often with a mouthful of brads (small nails) that he would extract from his mouth as 
he worked, one at a time when nailing on soles. Went there to a wine and cheese party recently – 
a little low-beam cottage with small rooms but tastefully restored. 

One memorable experience of my youth was my appearance at Court. The Highway Surveyor 
had issued a Summons against us to appear at Court in Chard for not having cut the roadside 
hedge as ordered. Being the chief cyclist I was directed to take a letter to Court (Mother could 
write a smart letter) pleading not guilty. About a dozen other farmers were also involved. Sitting 
as Chairman that day was a retired Judge known as Allan Jeffreys, said to have been a descendant 
of Bloody Judge Jeffreys of 1660 who sentenced many a Somerset man to be “strung up” for 
fighting in the Monmouth Rebellion which was crushed at the Battle Of Sedgemoor, and who 
sent the Duke of Monmouth for execution at the Tower of London. 

This old Judge, Allan Jeffreys, had apparently been round checking up beforehand and at 
Dommett broke the springs of his car. He gave the Surveyor a right telling off about the state of 
the roads, told him that he should get his priorities right and keep his roads in good condition 
instead of wasting farmers’ valuable time taking them to court – case dismissed! 
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The bicycle was our regular means of getting around at the time. Percy Coffey and I saved up a 
pound and bought a second-hand bike which we rode together. I operated the pedalling and 
steering bit and Percy rode behind with one foot on the step protruding from the wheel centre, 
one knee on the carrier and his hands on my shoulders. In this fashion we travelled many miles 
though unfortunately the frequent puddles of muddy water in the pot-holes in the metal roads 
meant that on arrival we frequently had dirt splashed all across our shirt fronts. 

Village Life  

Families were mostly large. The girls used to what was described as “go out to service”: which 
often meant going to work in a mansion or ancestral home owned by the Squire. It was normal 
in such a “Big House” to have a dozen or more maids as servants wearing caps and aprons 
together with a butler, footmen, coachman, gardeners, cowmen etc., etc. Large numbers of boys 
worked on farms which entailed manual work such as cutting, laying and banking hedges, 
weeding fields by hand, ploughing, milking, handling farmyard manure etc. More enterprising 
lads would join the Services. 

Next to the Squire, a Mr. Potts, the Parson was the most prominent village character. It was said 
that wealthy families used to send the “Fool of the Family” to be a priest. I’m not sure that this 
always applied as our Reverend Lance in my day had graduated as an M.A., but was the most 
boring of parsons when preaching, and when taking choir practice used to coo a new tune to us 
in the most flat voice. He was however carrying on the old tradition of keeping a strict eye on his 
flock and all and sundry were expected to attend Church at least once a Sunday. We went to 
Sunday School at 10.00 am and Morning Service at 11.00 am and our parents used to send us 
again in the evening at 6.30 to get rid of us. 

Everyone sort of pretended to keep in with the Squire and the Parson. They could do you a bit of 
good sometimes if you wanted a reference for a job etc. We were taught to know our place – boys 
doffed their hats to all gentry, male or female, and the girls curtsied, and when they spoke to us 
we always replied, “Yes Sir” or “No Ma’am”. Class distinction in those days was most 
pronounced with society divided into three classes: the Gentry, the Middle class comprising 
tradesmen, farmers etc. and the Working class. Farmers were sub-divided into two classes. Those 
with larger farms who employed several staff such as cowmen and carters who drove the horses, 
were known as Gentlemen Farmers whereas those with just a few acres were known as 
Smallholders. It was a sad day for the farming industry when the latter disappeared. 

The old Squire used to ride his horse down to the school and throw down a handful of coppers 
(mostly farthings I suspect) and watch the kids scramble for them. He was a staunch Tory. The 
story goes that on one occasion a Liberal candidate was visiting and was addressing a crowd in 
the village centre. The Old Boy rode up on his horse and circled the crowd three times at the end 
of which the whole group had dispersed. 
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By and large the community seemed to be a happy one. We made our own amusements with 
dances at the Assembly Rooms over the Lamb and Flag Pub, or in the Schoolroom. Dancing 
classes used to take place in the Assembly rooms, organised by Mine Host. The cost was sixpence 
a time. Mainly group dances were taught, including Folk Dances. I remember the Polka, Two-
step, Chotisse, Lancers, Quadrilles and the Old-time Waltz. Later the Foxtrot and the One-step 
were introduced. 

The Buckland Fair was, I think, an annual event held in the Pub yard with W.J. Greenslade of 
Taunton as auctioneers. Cattle, sheep etc. were brought in from surrounding areas and cattle 
dealers attended to buy. Sideshows and stalls were set up and I well remember the nice ginger 
snaps they used to sell. The Fair was discontinued in the early twenties. 

The two main highlights in the Parish were the Buckland Fete and the Choir Outing. Fete Day 
(earlier known as Club Day) was held in mid-August at the time of year when haymaking was 
finished. This event was a sort of annual get-together and was well supported being in the days 
when very few people had cars and travel to the seaside and far-off entertainment was restricted. 
This was held in Wards field next to the school. Plucky Huish from Chard would turn up with 
his swings and roundabouts and side shows and there were lots of sideshows, free tea for all in a 
large marquee hired from Paulls of Martock, skittles and sports for young and old and the Silver 
Band from Chard or Winsham in attendance. In the evening there was a dance in the marquee 
with the fiddlers in attendance and old Charlie Collins playing tunes on his tin whistle. The 
dances were the Old time Waltz, Quadrilles, Lancers etc. Farmers went home to do their milking 
but returned for a bout of drinking (mostly cider) and dancing in the large Marquee. 

The Choir outing was also held in August. My first memories are of ponies and traps taking the 
Choir and Ringers to Castle Neroche for a Picnic about one mile distant, and I remember a later 
outing to Wellington Monument about seven miles away. 

On important occasions such as royal marriages or coronations a large bonfire took place in a 
field beside Buckland Pound where many jars of cider were consumed. Buckland Pound is an 
acre or two enclosed by a stone wall with tall iron gates. It was there before the Enclosure Act 
came into force in the 18th century. When stock used to stray the keeper of the Pound contained 
them till an owner arrived who had to pay a fee for their release. 

Another community effort was when the churchyard used to be cut with scythes and sickles with 
churchwardens’ wives providing tea and cakes. 

A number of parties were held around Christmas. Days would be selected for rabbiting when 
ferrets chased the rabbits from hedge burrows to be either netted or shot. As boys we used to 
enjoy those days. At mid-day we would stop for bread and cheese and cider. A nice crusty loaf of 
cottage loaf with a hunk of home-made cheese went down well. 

Cider was always in great demand and all farms had their own orchards and their own apple 
presses in their cellars with several 52 gallon hogsheads of cider of various ages and potency. The 
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cider cheeses were built with ground up apples called pummy built up with straw intersected – 
quite an art. The presses were applied till every drop of juice was squeezed out into a large wood 
container then placed in barrels known as hogsheads where it was allowed to ferment. It was very 
sweet at first and when first consumed had the effect of a dose of salts activating the stomach in 
double quick time as a laxative. It therefore had to be left to mature like wine. It was then drunk 
by all and sundry: family, visitors and passers-by. There was never any shortage and quite a few in 
the group would get tipsy or merry as it was very potent stuff. Since no-one drove cars in those 
early days it had little effect on the horse-driven conveyances. The old hands loved to get hold of 
a stranger and let him have a pint of the potent stuff about five years old and watch him wobble 
away. Cider was normally drunk out of a two-handled pint cup always kept on a barrel in the 
cellar. I can never remember them getting washed out and it was always passed round for each to 
take a gulp. This could go on for long periods as it was looked upon as an accepted form of 
recreation. On Sunday mornings and weekdays too, farmers used to visit each others cellars to 
chat and taking in turns to tell up yarns which were often quite intriguing to us young ones. 

As choirboys we rather looked forward to the Church Festivals when we had 8 o’clock Sung 
Service. After early service we were invited to the Rectory for breakfast which consisted of well-
cured ham and eggs. This was a great delicacy compared to home grub where we usually had 
broth and often rusty fat bacon that used to give me heartburn. We never refused a second 
helping. I think during this period the parson and his family would have most likely gone on a 
diet. They were said to be as poor as church mice but the old tradition had to be kept up. 

In the early twenties the first charabancs came on the roads. This was the earliest form of coaches, 
with about 25 seats with hard tyres and I think without a roof. They would travel up to twelve 
miles an hour. There was great excitement when we were taken to the seaside for the day (Seaton) 
when these conveyances became more sophisticated and we could travel further afield. 

The Parish had two venues for entertainment: one at the Village School where our Annual Social 
took place around Christmas time. This consisted mostly of games usually conducted by Parson 
Lance and tea, mostly provided by the ladies of the Church Council and the Church Wardens. 
Two or three old-timers sang old ditties. Mousy Pring trotted out ‘The Farmer’s Boy” every year 
and Farmer John Wyatt’s squeaky voice rendered a couple of songs that he thought funny but 
no-one else did. The Parson told one or two supposedly funny stories – one I remember about 
“his” and “her” families fighting “theirs” – could have been appropriate in our case! The other 
venue was the Assembly Rooms where both dances and dancing classes took place. 

Life home on the farm after leaving school at 14 years of age  

Following Mother’s remarriage I never really found Blindmoor a happy home. Ada my stepsister 
had a nice personality and was a hard worker helping Mother in the house. My step-father and 
two step-brothers worked on the farm and I was to join them. Rightly or wrongly we never really 
hit it off – I won’t go into personalities. I was fifteen years old when my eldest step-brother at 
eighteen decided to join the Army. I then had visions of joining the Navy Boys’ Service at fifteen 
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years three months. I was challenged to go ahead but having washed and changed and got ready 
to ride my bike to Taunton to sign up was no doubt wisely told that no way would I get parental 
permission, so for the next one and a half years I stayed home until reaching the age of seventeen. 

I suppose at the age of seventeen years I was reasonably fit to face the outside world. The two 
main priorities would have been knowing how to use the pick and shovel and how to handle 
money. Plenty of the former came my way, all work being manual in those days and we were 
never encouraged to be idle. Handling money was no great problem as precious little ever came 
our way. If an uncle or aunt who happened to be generous ever gave us threepence or sixpence 
we were encouraged to slip it in a space in the locked centre drawer of the desk – never to be seen 
again! 

By this time I was studying the “Situations Vacant” adverts and wrote away several letters of 
application. Among those to reply was one that rather appealed to me. It was a from a farmer in 
Devon at a place called Tiverton. My uncle Bill Shire took me down for an interview with his 
motor-bike and sidecar. The deal was made that I should start work the following week when 
Uncle would deliver me and my tin box. My wage for a seven-day week was to be seven shillings. 
This was wonderful news as I had only been getting a shilling or two to attend some rare event or 
other, supplemented by the sale of a few mole or rabbit skins. 

We caught moles and skinned them stretching them out on boards to dry. A skin would make 
from twopence to sixpence depending on the grade of the fur. We usually waited till we had 
caught a dozen to twenty and sent them to a London address. Another form of revenue was 
catching rabbits mostly done with snares (nooses) and gin traps – all now illegal. This gave us a 
little money for petty expenses such as a few cigarettes. A packet of five Woodbine cigarettes cost 
twopence. Two of us would break the last one in half and share it. 

My duties in my new situation at Tiverton were to act as cowman, pigman and general 
farmworker. I was quickly impressed with the food: lashings of lovely scalded Devonshire cream. 
All the meals were wonderful. I hadn’t realised such good food existed and at seventeen years of 
age I could really do justice to it. My boss, John Cornwall was in his seventies and a little old 
man with red chubby cheeks (maybe something to do with the whisky he drank). He wore a 
bowler hat when working and his short bandy legs always had breeches and cloth-made leggings: 
all this a sign of the status of the gentleman farmer. He was rather rheumaticky and altogether 
just like a character out of Dickens. 

The working conditions were congenial and to add to it another young lad who worked there 
introduced me to the Picture House and the ninepennies once a week. Life was really great! I 
adopted the brush-back hair style and bought my first trilby hat. Although I was assured at home 
that I would never hold down a job, my old boss was giving me a rise every few weeks and at the 
end of the year I was getting eleven shillings a week. 
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At that time Mr. Cornwall gave me a couple of days off for some occasion back at home and on 
cycling back to Tiverton I got wet through. Stupidly I went to the flicks that night and sat 
around in damp dothes and as a result contracted rheumatic fever. This was an illness which 
lasted some weeks at home. I eventually recovered and the doctor said I would be wise to go to 
the East Coast where there was a warmer climate. 

It was about this time that Australia House was recruiting for immigrants for ten pounds a 
passage. Having seen an Australian in the Taunton Parade with a cowboy stetson and cracking a 
stockwhip selling what he described as goanna fat (which he claimed had miraculous healing 
powers) my imagination was fired with visions of what life must be like in Australia (after all I 
had seen cowboy films). I immediately wrote to the Agent in Bridgwater who sent back a glowing 
story of life down under. I thought this is going to be the life for me – lots of sunshine and 
adventure. Life was beginning to look interesting again but here I was thwarted by Mother. 

She didn’t like the idea of me going off into the unknown without someone to travel with. So I 
wrote to the Agent asking for the name of another lad who was in this immigrant group. Back 
came the names of three others from Yeovil. So I then cycled to Yeovil and met up with a 
butcher’s boy who was out cycling on his rounds. We agreed that we would travel together. On 
reporting back to Mother she was not at all happy that I should become involved with a 
butcher’s boy as travelling companion – it should be someone of higher status. At that time class 
distinction was rather pronounced. “One mixed with one’s own class” Mother said, so this idea 
was scrubbed. 

This threw me back to square one as being under twenty-one years I had to get parental 
permission. It was therefore necessary to hit on some other plan to get away. This I shall explain 
in my next chapter of events. 
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CHAPTER 2 – South Africa – 1927-1929  

The year is now 1927 and I am 18 years old and keen to go out into the world. 

As the Australian adventure was now not on because I was under age, Mother had the bright idea 
of suggesting that I write to her brother in South Africa asking him if he was prepared to give me 
a job. My Uncle Harry had gone out there in the Boer War and stayed on and made a fortune in 
South Africa growing sugar cane.6 After some weeks back came the reply that I was welcome to 
come out, live with the family and work on the farm. 

I can’t remember anything about innoculations against diseases in that part of Africa but was 
warned that Malaria fever was prevalent at certain times of the year and it would be advisable to 
wait until April. Purchases were made for my departure: a new cabin trunk, a small suitcase and 
most important of all a body-belt. The latter was to conceal the little money I had in the belt 
pocket, worn next to the skin and well-concealed from all the pickpockets which it was supposed 
would be watching out everywhere for raw lads like me. It was necessary for new immigrants to 
have twenty pounds landing money and this together with a little spending money was to be 
safely tucked away with the advice to only take it out when nobody was around. 

Armed with much good advice, in April 1928 I was driven by horse and trap to Taunton Station 
by Mother and Step-father. I was to be met at Paddington Station by Miss Wring a friend of the 
family who lived in London. She it was who took me to stay overnight with her sister. The 
following morning Miss Wring took me to St. Pancras Station to catch the Boat Train to the 
East India Docks on the Thames. From there we were to sail on the “Grantully Castle”, Union 
Castle Line. 

I remember queuing up to have tickets and passport checked. Someone behind me tapped me on 
the shoulder and handed me a pound note which I had dropped when fiddling with documents -
this was a bad start in heeding all the good advice I had been given! 

All aboard and the big adventure had begun. The food was good, the passengers friendly and calls 
at Tenerife, Ascension Island and St. Helena where we saw Napoleon’s Tomb, all most exciting. 
Eventually we arrived at Capetown where a number of passengers were to disembark. I remember 
one newly-married couple. The white girl was met by the husband’s relatives most of whom were 
of definite mixed colour. The girl was most upset as she had thought she had married a white 
man. 

We spent a few days at Capetown unloading and taking on more cargo. This gave us time to 
explore the city. On then to Port Elizabeth and East London where I remember 100 oranges cost 

                                                            
6 Ed.Note Great-uncle Harry’s achievements make interesting reading. Dad had a little book sent to him 
by his cousin Elsie, Harry’s daughter, published in Natal, South Africa about pioneers in the Mtubatuba 
district of Natal. 
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sixpence at the Market. I was not seasick and did justice to the nice meals. From there to Durban 
with the whole voyage taking three weeks. 

As the “Grantully Castle” tied up on the Pier at Durban passengers scanned the faces of those 
who had come to meet us. After a while I spotted what I thought must be my Uncle Harry: a 
rather short thick-set man under a rather wide stetson staring up at the ship. He had a tight 
clipped moustache with a gold watch chain across his middle, a light suit and what was most 
obvious, he wore shoes. None of his five brothers back home ever wore anything but black boots. 
All told it seemed that he looked an up-to-date little gentleman, not a bit like his old-fashioned 
brothers. 

I eventually made my way down the companionway and introduced myself. I was immediately 
struck by his speech – not a bit like the Somerset accent that I had been used to. However he had 
a twinkle in his eye and a sense of humour. Presently my luggage appeared on the wharf. On 
running his critical eye over this he produced a pen-knife from his waistcoat pocket, opened up 
the blade and instructed me to scratch out the third class writing from the labels. 

Uncle then beckoned a rickshaw to come. My trunk and baggage were then placed on the 
rickshaw whereupon Uncle and I mounted and the huge black man, wearing garb something like 
what I thought a Red Indian would wear, got between the shafts. He had horns (cows) 
protruding from the side of his scalp and face and arms daubed with white paint and all sorts of 
bangles on legs and arms. His strength matched his size and he strained forward and got the 
carriage moving and presently got us into a trot or jog. With passengers sitting back downhill he 
was nearly off balance and was able to take long strides being nearly off the ground. I can’t 
remember how much Uncle paid him – very little I expect. He took us to a first-class hotel a 
distance of about two miles. I then realised why Uncle had made me scratch out third class on 
my baggage he didn’t want a poor relation letting the side down. 

We stayed two days in Durban. Uncle was busy with appointments with business people there so 
I was able to do a bit of exploring on my own – lots going on on the beach etc. After two days we 
caught a train first class with sleeping compartments taking about fourteen hours to reach 
Mtubatuba. Cousin Leslie was at the station to meet us and a six mile drive took us to the Shire 
home situated on a ridge overlooking a large flat area planted to sugar-cane. There I met Aunt 
Mary. The two younger cousins Elsie and Stanley were at School in Durban and 
Pietermaritzburg. In those days there was no school at Mtubatuba, in fact little development had 
taken place there. It mainly consisted of station, hotel, butcher’s shop, bakery, two stores (one of 
them for blacks) and a few houses. 

It had become obvious that blacks and white did not mix: whites did everything first class and 
blacks were third class people in white man’s eyes. They were segregated from the whites even in 
those days – transport, toilets, beaches and hotels – always stepped off the pavements for whites. 
It was soon obvious that Uncle was rather more than well to do. He had acquired six farms, a 
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nice house with tennis court and a nice bathroom in the house, something no-one seemed to 
have at home in those days. We managed with an old tin bath tub. 

All transport work and farming power was done by oxen. It was essential that a large herd of 
cattle was kept to provide oxen. Several teams were used and each comprised up to 20 oxen. The 
drivers used whips with long handles and thongs in order to touch up the leaders for guidance. 
Cattle were used instead of horses because horses could not withstand the climate falling foul of 
East Coast Fever or horse sickness which mostly proved fatal. 

Uncle decided to put me in charge of looking after the stock, about 150. I was to get my keep 
and five pounds per month. The cattle were on two different hill farms about two miles apart 
with one native on each place looking after them native fashion. Stock were kept in a kraal 
overnight. They were a mixed, motley lot: native scrubby animals with big humps over the 
shoulders. A few had calves which they tied up by the front foot. A drop of milk was extracted 
from a few cows which the natives caught lasso fashion with a long thong with a noose over a 
long thin pole. They milked with finger and thumb, the most unhygienic system I’ve ever seen. 
The milk was poured on the operator’s fingers to make the performance more greasy and as a 
result was somewhat discoloured and the flies swam around in the pail with the milk. The milk 
was carried to the house about a mile away by a boy on his head. Aunt scalded the milk and 
Uncle, Les and I had a bit of cream on our porridge. 

The cattle were grazed on the veldt watched by an umfaan (boy of 10-12 years). There seemed to 
be no fences. These lads carried a number of knobkerries with them and were dab hands at 
knocking down birds. I could never quite see what my duties were with this job. I had no 
facilities whatever. Fencing of the kraal was badly needed but there were only scrubby trees 
growing no decent timber for posts and no tools other than cane-knives. Dipping took place 
fortnightly when we had to hunt the cattle from farm 67 picking up those at farm 78 and driving 
them all onto a Cattle dip on a neighbour’s farm. The last half mile was through scrub forest in 
which some of them always strayed and we never got them all to the Dip. There were many 
parasites which the cattle collected the most prevalent being ticks which carried the red water 
disease which could prove fatal. 

I became rather disillusioned, there being nothing orderly about this set-up. Now and again I 
used Uncle’s revolver to kill an animal for the boys – mainly small buck. The Zulus loved meat 
but wouldn’t eat fish. They did their own jointing of the carcase hacking chunks off with cane 
knives. In those days the natives did not wear shoes. The men wore loin skins and the women 
blankets. 

The Sugar Mill 

Uncle being an enterprising chap had made a big venture in purchasing an old Mill. He had it 
dismantled and transported by rail 150 miles, then transported from Mtubatuba station to the 
farm site by oxen where it was erected and ready for crushing cane. It turned out to be a Heath 
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Robinson affair and seemed to have everlasting problems: vacuum pans caved in, machines broke 
down, it couldn’t get up steam, trucks of cane came off the lines. 

Uncle had a devil of a temper. He would throw his hat on the ground, jump about in 
desperation, cuss a bit, but he never gave up. It was all a great challenge to him and his fit of 
temper never lasted long. He would buckle to and try to rectify the problems. 

It was at this stage that I was detailed to help around the Mill. I used to operate a Donkey Winch 
which worked by steam. Empty cane trucks were let down the side of the hill (1 in 12) for two 
hundred yards. These were uncoupled at the bottom by the points by a boy who hitched the wire 
rope to two trucks of cane. These were then pulled to the top of the hill and unhitched. An 
umfaan would then hitch four oxen to each truck pulling along the tram line (gauge 2ft 
10inches). On arrival at the trough with endless chain, boys put poles under the trucks and 
heaved to turn them on their sides for the cane to fall into a trough to be conveyed to rollers for 
crushing. 

At times while operating the winch the engine would start to race. This meant that trucks had 
become disconnected. You then stopped the winch, looked over the steep hill to spot the trucks 
rattling down the hill like mad. If empty they would land in a big heap at the bottom of the hill, 
but if loaded with cane they would often tip over the side of the cutting. 

Being a blacksmith Uncle got the forge going – lots of parts had to be heated and straightened. I 
used to give a hand with this, an operation known as truck-busting. Cousin Leslie was a Pan 
Boiler Minder where the syrups were boiled before turning to crystals. An engineer was also 
employed who was responsible for the general running of the mill. No-one stayed long as Uncle 
had different ideas as to how machinery should be run. 

We were too busy trying to make a success of the sugar-mill to do any socialising much or 
travelling around. I saw very little of life outside the Mtubatuba area. 

I do remember well an incident with a puff adder. This is one of the more poisonous snakes that 
camouflages itself but once touched immediately strikes. I was walking on the rails of the tram 
line and happened to look down. It was lying a few inches from my foot. I killed it with a piece 
of cane and took it to the mill where they told me that had I been bitten it would have been fatal. 

It was during this period that I developed Malaria fever and despite swallowing lots of liquid 
quinine and Aspirin for several weeks, recovery was very slow. Mosquitoes were everywhere 
especially at night when we all slept under nets. 

It was suggested that I should go down to Durban till I recovered. I think this was for a 
fortnight. It was an enjoyable break and while there I met up with an old school-friend’s brother 
Herb Roberts. He was on the same mission having been working with relatives at Empangeni. 
We spent several days exploring Durban. I caught up with him again six years later on my return 
home. His family farmed at Chard. We kept in touch for many years but think by now he must 
be dead as he’s two or three years older than me. 



32 
 

I then went back to Mtubatuba but somehow I felt that I would never have money to invest in 
sugar cane and was still fired with imagination of life in Australia. I conveyed these thoughts to 
Uncle who said that he would have loaned me the money in years to come. I was adamant 
however and he then gave me a lecture about slow horses and fast women and said the 
Australians were great gamblers. Armed with this good advice at nineteen years of age I decided 
to set forth. I think I had about fifty pounds to come in wages and another twenty pounds was in 
a Durban Bank: my original landing money. On reflection I think it must have been less than 
fifty pounds to come because I had already written to Rhodesia but was told I needed fifty 
pounds to get into the country and that much I couldn’t raise. I had also written to the Durban 
Police Force but was informed they didn’t need new recruits. 

So Australia it was. I got on the train to Durban and at Empangeni a young man got into my 
carriage. His name was Barney Rudder, an Australian making his way back to Australia. He was a 
mechanic by trade and his father was a butcher in Empangeni. We palled up and stayed the night 
in Durban and next morning caught the Windsor Castle en route to Capetown. Not having 
much money we went steerage class and in three days were in Capetown and seeking lodgings for 
two or three nights while waiting for the “Euripedes”, Blue Funnel and White Star Line, to 
embark passengers to Australia. We booked in at the White House Hotel and had a meal there 
but then discovered that the tariff was not something we were able to afford so we booked out 
again after paying a pound. We then scouted around for cheap digs which we found in a 
coloured lady’s house. From there we went along to a Booking Office to book our fare to 
Australia. Barney said he was going to a place called Sydney. Being totally ignorant of Australian 
geography I said yes, Sydney would do me too – fare eighteen pounds. 

We were told that the “Euripides” was due to arrive next day and would be staying two days in 
Capetown but that we could board straightaway. This we did saving boarding-house charges. 

Having got our luggage aboard the “Euripides” I was sitting on deck by myself when a well-
dressed man came and sat near me. He engaged in conversation and presently said “Do you 
drink?” Having little money I couldn’t indulge in that luxury if I wanted to and when I replied in 
the negative he asked whether I would be prepared to do him a favour. I was immediately on my 
guard thinking it might have been one of those con men I’d been warned about. However he 
turned out to be quite genuine and explained that he had a brother-in-law travelling on the same 
boat who was a complete drunkard. 

His family had done everything to help him but he spent everything on booze and was a disgrace 
to the family. They had paid his fare to Adelaide and he would receive an allowance. On asking 
how I could help he said that the Immigration Authorities in Australia would not let him in if he 
was drunk and he would be grateful if there was anything I could do to avoid this. It was a tall 
order but I promised to do my best. He said he would turn up with his wife and brother-in-law 
when the ship was due to leave together with the Mother to see him off. Sure enough next day 
they arrived – obviously people of some standing. The brother-in-law boarded and we were off. 
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After some hours at sea a steward approached me and said the Chief Purser wanted to see me. I 
was presented with a little package. On opening I found a nice box of handkerchiefs with a note 
addressed, “Dear Pym …” thanking me for undertaking this task and with the warning on no 
account to lend him any money. Signed “Angles”. 

I eventually had a chat to the chap in question. He was the life and soul of the party, everyone 
took to him: officers, stewards, passengers alike. To cut a long story short we became good pals. 
He did drink quite a bit but could carry it well and never seemed to be drunk and landed 
without incident at Adelaide. A little while before the ship sailed again, a lady friend of his said 
had I seen him as he was to come back and pay her the ten pounds she had lent him. I had to tell 
her that he wouldn’t be coming back and then told her about his background. She asked why I 
hadn’t told her but when I asked her whether she would have believed me admitted she 
wouldn’t. Later it was revealed that others too had lent him money including the Head Steward. 
He hadn’t tried me – suppose he could see that I was a lad of limited means. 

My experience of South Africa had made quite an impression. It was so different from home life. 
White people were all apparently affluent and blacks by contrast so poor. Those who worked in 
the cane fields were getting paid one shilling per day, twenty-four shillings a month plus scoff 
which consisted of mealy meal. I suppose that by and large the blacks in the rural areas were 
contented. They were most primitive people and very poorly enlightened but one couldn’t help 
feeling sorry for them and felt that more should have been done to raise their living standards. 
These days of course they are more enlightened and must naturally feel that they are somewhat 
exploited. Then again all countries have their rich and poor irrespective of colour. Wonder why 
it’s such an unfair world with gluts of food in the Western World while other countries are 
starving. 

I have always felt that my stay in South Africa was really a means to an end. Australia had always 
captured my imagination and although I left there after five interesting years I always had a deep 
affection for it. In my next chapter I hope to describe some of the simple experiences I had in 
that country and the folk that I met up with. I have many wonderful memories of people who 
battled to make Australia the fine country it is today. 
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CHAPTER 3 – Australia – 1929-1934 

It’s 1929, about November. We called at Fremantle for our first view of Australia, visited Perth, 
Adelaide and Melbourne. At each place we dropped off passengers many of whom were young 
migrants who had become good friends on the journey. 

We were now arriving at Sydney which was to be my destination and I was full of wonderment 
at what was in store: I had always heard that if you were prepared to work hard a job was not 
difficult to get. 

I remember well steaming through Sydney Heads into the Harbour and then under the new 
bridge which was taking shape but not yet joined up. We eventually disembarked on the wharf 
with many other ships close by and plenty of activity with derricks unloading and dockers 
humping cargo. On passing through Customs I had to give the name and address of the family I 
was going to live with. I had heard of a family called Pring from my cousin Reg Palmer who were 
I believe wheat farming at Temora. I gave that name though I never went near them or got in 
touch at that time. However I did meet them years later when they came home to farm at Marsh. 

Barney Rudder asked me what I intended to do and I said I really didn’t know but thought that I 
should strike out to some country district. I was rather naive thinking that all I had to do was get 
to Australia and something would turn up. Barney said that he was going to a place called 
Murwillumbah twenty-four hours train journey away on the northern coast of New South Wales 
where his family had originally come from. I said that I supposed one place would be as good as 
another and I was not interested in staying in the city anyway. Barney said Murwillumbah was a 
small country town so I thought I would be able to get work on a farm. So we booked our seats 
on a train leaving Central that night. 

Having the rest of day free we decided to look around the city. We were attracted by a Barrel 
Organ Entertainer playing music. The busker was an Italian with a lovely singing voice and we 
joined the large crowd gathered around him. All of a sudden someone from behind was trying to 
grab my wallet from my inside coat pocket. I suppose my reaction was fairly quick and before he 
could abstract it my hand dosed on his. He withdrew it and slid out of the crowd. Fortunately 
my wallet was still intact – a big sigh of relief as it contained all my money, some thirty pounds. I 
had stupidly forgotten all the warnings given me from home about pickpockets and had not used 
the body belt. However all was well but it was a lesson I never forgot. 

Barney and I left Central Station late that night. We couldn’t afford sleepers and the pace was 
very slow with the train seeming to stop often at junctions and sidings. When it became light in 
the morning we were able to see the countryside: miles and miles of forest land that had been 
cleared with tree stumps everywhere and numerous standing dead trees that had been ringbarked 
and would be used as fuel for kitchen stoves for a great many years to come. Grass had been sown 
between all these stumps and trees and stock grazed between. We saw mainly dairy farms with 
wooden houses and tin roofs painted red, all this so different from the old solid farm houses back 
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home which were built mostly of stone of different varieties according to districts. In the early 
morning the train stopped at what I suppose was the usual breakfast stop. We got out and ate the 
best porridge I have ever tasted at the Station restaurant. 

On again with continual stops. I seem to remember a lot of milk churns being offloaded. As we 
got further north we saw bananas and then sugar cane. It was slow progress but interesting and 
exciting. Now and again we saw cattle being driven or rounded up and riders with large stetson 
hats and stock whips, something like the American cowboy films without the revolvers. 

Eventually we arrived at Murwillumbah. By this time it was dark. There were several taxis 
standing by as this being the end of the railway line taxis used to take some passengers on to 
Tweed Heads. We got our luggage off and Barney, now being back on home ground, hired a taxi 
to take us to a boarding-house. I’m not sure whether it was Barney or the taxi-driver who 
suggested Mrs. Engleman’s Boarding-house. It wasn’t far to go – over the Tweed River via the 
rattling wooden bridge. There we met this little thin upright lady who was to be like a mother to 
me for the next five years. Her husband George too was a man whom I respected greatly. He was 
like a father to me and with his well-balanced outlook on life was a great influence on me during 
the impressionable years that I was around the Tweed area. 

Barney, being a mechanic, decided that he was going to start up his own business. I think he had 
brought his tools with him from South Africa. The only knowledge I had of work was farming or 
pick and shovel work. George Engelman suggested that I approach Clarrie McCabe who kept 
stables in the main street where people left their horses and sulkies while shopping. Through that 
he got to know farmers around from a wide area and was in the know when they needed help. 
He was a kind of labour exchange. 

Clarrie turned out to be a jovial chap: a short thick-set man with a large waist who appeared to 
enjoy good living without too much work. On telling him my requirements he said he knew just 
the job for me and advised me to catch the train next morning at 6 o’clock. (It was said locally 
that the train hooter was the cause of the population explosion: it was too early to get up and too 
late to go back to sleep again). I was to get off at Burringbar and there I was to meet a cream 
lorry going out to outlying farms. The driver was called Arch Mills and was a cousin to another 
Arch Mills who had a dairy farm and needed a hand. This farmer, I was told, was also a 
renowned Wood Chopper who took part in competitions and was Champion of New South 
Wales. 

I followed instructions and was dropped off from the lorry and headed some distance across a 
grass track and found the farm. On arriving I was confronted with a huge man with rippling 
muscles and keen blue eyes that twinkled. I said, “Are you Mr. Mills?” and he replied, “There is 
no bloody Mister here, my name is Arch”. He then asked me what experience I had had of farm 
work. I was able to relate that I was something of an all-rounder back home. He then asked what 
I was like at getting up in the morning. I replied that that was no problem at all as I got up at 6 
am back home. He said that’s no … good here, we get up at 4.30. I thought, hell what have I 
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struck now but being badly in need of job assured Arch that if he called me I would be a good 
riser. It was the time of day when Arch and his wife had just finished morning milking chores 
and being breakfast time he invited me in to meet the wife. Mrs. Mills was a nice motherly kind 
of person and I was given a good slap-up breakfast and offered the job at one pound five shillings 
a week plus keep. After breakfast Arch drove me with his motorcycle and side-car back to 
Murwillumbah to collect my baggage. 

It turned out to be a good place to work. Arch was in his early forties and showed me a lot about 
Australian methods of farm work. He was rough and ready and big-hearted and treated me well 
and Mrs. Mills was one of the best cooks I ever came across. My duties consisted mainly of 
milking, separating the cream, feeding the pigs and chipping sugar cane. As we were only a 
couple of miles from the beach we would often get on the horses and fish by casting lines off 
bottles and when this practice was successful Mrs. Mills used to fry the catch in batter. 

I was with the Mills some months but it was now that the Great Depression was beginning to 
bite. People on the land as well as in other industries found they had to cut overheads in order to 
survive. Work therefore became more seasonal and labour was shed wherever possible. Before 
putting me off Arch found me a job with a neighbour, Jack Muller. I was kept going but passed 
on from one farmer to another. The aim in life in those days was to keep body and soul together. 
When jobs were available priority was always given to the Digger: the returned serviceman from 
the First World War. Next came the married man, usually followed by the Australian born. The 
Pommy mopped up anything that was going after that. That procedure was as it should have 
been and I knew that the only way to survive was to work hard which I found was respected 
among the Australian employers. They were mainly a good bunch and many of them had started 
from scratch. I found them mostly good workers, very fair and always ready to give good advice 
and guidance. They worked hard and played hard and in many instances drank hard. 

Class distinction seemed remarkably absent and all the aforementioned things were done 
together, including the drinking bit. When several of us were together it was a “bob-in” job with 
one of us holding the cash. This made sure that everyone paid his whack. Australians seemed to 
despise the lone drinker, called it “drinking with the flies”. It was always good companionship 
and somehow despite lean times we seemed always to have money for the “bob hop”. Surprise 
parties too were popular – we’d go along to selected people’s homes and have a hop to 
gramophone records or play cards: five hundred or euchre. 

Australians in those days were fanatic about Test cricket and alarm docks were set for the early 
hours of the morning to listen in to the Test Series played back home. This was in the day of the 
great Don Bradman, Woodful, Ponsford etc. I remember people gathering in the street in 
Murwillumbah to hear the broadcast from Brisbane when Bradman made 400 plus for New 
South Wales against Queensland. 

Having worked on some eight or ten dairy farms, in most cases as a relief milker, I was asked to 
go along for a while to help out the Hockey Family at Duranbah near Kingscliff. The family 
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comprised Mrs. Hockey, whose husband had recently been killed by a rolling log while driving a 
bullock team, the eldest son Charlie, twenty years old and there were six younger brothers and 
sisters. They were share-farming and milking 75 cows. One of the twin sisters seventeen years old 
had caught her hand in a chaffcutter and all the fingers of her hand were either cut off or 
mangled. They were a lovely family with a great sense of humour. Life must have been very hard 
for them especially having to pay me. I stayed for three months and was then passed on to 
another dairy farm. The Hockey family and I remained friends up to the time I left Australia for 
U.K., and we attended many dances etc., together. 

I then went to work for my last dairy farm and it was a miserable job: seven days a week, working 
all hours from 4.30 am till 7 pm. I found that my friends were occasionally going places in the 
evening but I was working so late that I was unable to join them so I asked the boss, Bunny 
Watson, if I could knock off half an hour earlier when I wished to go out. He replied that that 
would be fine if I was prepared to get up half an hour earlier. At this I jibbed and gave notice to 
leave. Getting up and rounding up the herd in the dark, tripping over boulders and then milking 
up to twenty cows twice a day by hand, made me decide to give away that kind of work. Water 
used to drip down beside my bed when it rained anyway and the tucker too was nothing to write 
home about. 

Come to think of it I did another couple of stints at dairy farms. I spent a period helping a family 
who appeared too lazy to do the work themselves: the Rutledge family. Mother was obviously the 
boss and carried a very heavy moustache which really stood out when she hadn’t shaved for a 
while. Dad was big and ignorant continually cussing and arguing with Mum who always had the 
last word anyway. Cooking wasn’t bad – she was dab hand at cooking damper which with plenty 
of butter and cocky’s joy (treacle) went down well. Next in line was Cleaton who must have 
weighed nearly twenty stone and seemed to be prone to long, idle periods. There was some kind 
of telephone exchange system in the house which served about ten users. Someone had to switch 
through when the bell rang, a job Mother could easily have done with sometimes only half a 
dozen calls a day. Well, Cleaton bagged this job with an armchair and a book. Hilton the next 
one of about my age moaned because he had been doing most of the work. Actually he didn’t 
seem to like work either. The youngest boy of about twelve was completely spoilt and was said to 
be the son of the old boy’s nephew who used to turn up periodically. It was all fairly congenial 
from my point of view though I realised that I was doing most of the work. 

By this time I was getting fairly well-known around the Tweed and it was at this time that 
George Engelman got me my first job as a cane cutter. He had been an old ganger himself. It was 
in June 1931 that I signed on with Charlie Forbes gang of eight – a tough bunch of fellows who 
were old seasoned cutters. My first duty was to join a Union, the A.W.U. Unless you were a 
member there was no way you were allowed in: closed shop. I was a continuing member during 
the rest of my stay in Australia. A paid Union official used to call around to show the flag. I was 
never an enthusiastic member. There was little or nothing the Union could do in those days to 
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improve our working conditions – the Depression was biting hard and we had to take it or leave 
it. A strike was agitated in one area which resulted in the farmers (cane cockies) turning around 
and cutting themselves, which quickly broke up the strike. There were always plenty of 
unemployed ready to take up the job anyway. 

Cane cutters, like sheep shearers, were all on “piece work”. There seemed to be no let up. We 
were working flat out cutting, loading and laying tram lines in the paddocks working in the 
Condong / Tumbulgum area. At this time I was lodging with Ma Engleman and cycling to work. 
Ma used to call me at 6 am for early breakfast. She charged me thirty shillings per week. I did my 
own washing but because I helped with the washing up, she did my ironing. 

The gang was made up of different personalities; some nice fellows, others heavy drinkers and a 
couple of them, Tim Hitchens and Greg Browne, rather quarrelsome. They often spent a 
weekend in Brisbane enjoying the races and the night life. I think that during my seasons of cane 
cutting I was about as fit as I have ever been. It became very hot and humid as the season 
progressed and we drank gallons of water and black tea. Working in Jacky Howe singlets we had 
deep tans. I had calloused skin on hands, arms and shoulders. 

Cane cutting was not always that straight-forward. Sometimes trucks of cane would come off the 
narrow gauge line as a result of line sagging in wet weather. You than had two options, either 
unload the cane, get the truck back on and reload, or lift these three-ton trucks back on by 
putting poles under and lifting. The latter option meant using the last ounce of strength – no 
wonder many old cutters suffered from weak backs. The cocky always kept an eye on us to make 
sure that not too much cane was left at ground level and the Mill & Field Inspector would send 
trucks back if too much leaf was left on the cane stalks. At times cane was laid and badly twisted 
and we asked for it to be burnt. A shilling a ton was then deducted. 

I think during that first season we would have been earning about five pounds per week, the basic 
wage for most workers at that time being about four pounds. One of the good things too about 
the work was that we finished work for the week at about 11.30 am on Saturday mornings. I had 
more leisure time than I had ever experienced and was now attending more dances, going to the 
beach etc. 

At the end of the first cane season I had about twenty-five pounds deposited in the Government 
Savings Bank of New South Wales. At that time about one-third of the population of New 
South Wales was unemployed and a State Labor Government was in power headed by Jack Lang 
who announced that he would be using funds from the State Bank to finance relief for the 
unemployed. The result was that depositors made a run on the banks to get their savings out and 
within days the banks dosed, unable to fund all the claims from depositors. Fortunately I had 
been working for a month chipping cane for the four Byrnes Brothers near Stotts Creek and had 
nineteen pounds to come. A year later the Commonwealth Government took it over and gave us 
back all the money owed. 
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It was about this time that the Queensland Government realised that something had to be done 
to relieve the burden of unemployment. They therefore introduced a tax on those working of 
threepence in the pound out of their wages. This was followed some time after by New South 
Wales who levied one shilling in the pound. This must have relieved the situation somewhat. 
When I arrived in Australia the slogan printed on letters was “Grow More Wheat” but farmers at 
the time were going bankrupt and walking off the land in large numbers. 

Although I never seemed to be out of money, there were ups and downs between cane cutting 
seasons and a bit of searching was needed to find work. I always took any kind of job that I could 
find: scrub felling, chipping sugar cane, banana picking, picking paspalum seed, brickie’s 
labourer etc. 

Picking paspalum grass was done on your hands and knees. The grasses were ripe and you spread 
your arms around it drawing it towards you until the heads were in a bunch. By pulling the ends 
the ripe seeds would come away from the stems of the grass and fall into a pan. It was 
monotonous work and financially poorly rewarded though the seeds sold fairly readily. 

Draining on the peat flats was a much cooler job. The drains were about seven feet wide by five 
feet deep and they had to be regularly cleared of all side growth and the bottoms cleared. These 
vast areas had at one time been a peat bog and there were miles and miles of drains emptying 
into the Tweed River, 

I think the lowest wage I received on a job was a shilling an hour grubbing regrowth from cleared 
land. This included getting out the bush nuts of which there were many. This job was up under 
Mount Warning and I saw dingoes which came out from the scrub and howled. On a job like 
this we would camp in some small humpy, and do our own basic cooking. We ate a lot of corned 
(salted) beef in those days. Some workers would stay out for months eventually coming back into 
town with long hair and beards looking like bushrangers. 

There were no tractors around at that time – heavy, mostly Shire, horses were kept for power and 
good Arab-type horses for riding. The children in the countryside all rode horses to school, often 
doubled up. 

In 1932 I met Phil Lazenby who became a good friend.7 He was the ganger, a good chap and 
easy to get on with though not an ideal ganger not being the sort to drive his men hard as most 
gangers did. It was my one and only experience of camping out on the job: two men to a tent 
with bunks, a larger tent for the cook to work in cooking and baking, and a feeding section for 
the gang. 

                                                            
7 Ed.Note. Dad caught up with Phil Lazenby on a couple of his 7 trips back following my coming here to live in 
1962. By this time they were both in their late seventies and they had a great time recalling events of their youth. Phil 
had left Hull in Yorkshire at age 16 under the Dreadnought Scheme. He had gone back once many years later by 
which time both his parents were dead. 
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Our first cook, Cec Onions was a highly-strung character. He was very moody and his cooking 
left a lot to be desired. In the early hours of one morning there was quite a fracas with a lot of 
shouting and swearing. Cecil had had a brain storm and was chasing his camp mate waving an 
axe. Fearing some terrible fate the gang persuaded Phil to sack him and another cook then had to 
be appointed. Amongst our motley crowd was an old-stager called Jack, a little tough bruiser type 
with a broken nose and cauliflower ear. He offered to be cook. The cook took an equal share of 
the gang’s fortnightly earnings. Jack was no fool and he turned out to be an excellent cook. He 
had tea and breakfast ready for us at 6.30am and brought morning tea and cakes to us in the 
paddock at 10 am. We all filed in for lunch at 1 pm and he was out in the paddocks again at 
3.30pm with tea and flapjacks or cakes. We came in at about 6 pm to shower after which he had 
a slap-up dinner ready. Groceries were delivered from the local stores. Bruce the grocer always 
arrived with the account just as we received our cash wages, just in case someone did a flit. 

During those Depression days it was sad to see swagmen continually on the move. Very few of 
them were professional swaggies. By far the greatest numbers were genuine men unable to get 
work in their own home towns or localities, so they struck out often coming up from Victoria via 
New South Wales to Queensland, hoping for a bit of casual work here and there. In the early 
days of the Depression there was no dole as such so they would call at houses and outlying farms 
asking for a hand-out and be willing to chop a bit of wood for the housewife in return. She of 
course often had little to spare herself. The swag usually consisted of a couple of blankets, a billy 
can, a tin mug, a shirt or two and perhaps a few nick-nacks like needle and cotton and washing 
and shaving articles, and sometimes a photograph of the wife and family. 

With little or no money they would often jump the rattler waiting at some remote station siding 
and jumping on the last truck. Checks were often made by the Johns (cops) at Stations and 
sometimes they would be locked up at Police Stations for the night, given a feed and turned loose 
next day after chopping wood for the copper’s wife. At times these fellows would commit petty 
crimes of stealing and would be hauled before the magistrate and locked up for a few days. They 
often deserved and received a lot of pity. People with transport would usually pick them up and 
dump them off where convenient and maybe give them a dinar (shilling) or a zack (sixpence). 
They often wandered aimlessly going nowhere in particular A system was introduced by the State 
government whereby a subsistence card was issued at Police Stations so that rations could be 
exchanged at stores for tea, sugar, flour etc. I think that they usually stopped by a creek and 
stripped down to wash themselves and their shirts. Their food was mainly damper made from 
flour and they drank lots of tea. They were often well-spoken, educated fellows having lost 
professional jobs, and there were some interesting characters amongst them. 

On the other hand the professional swaggy was usually work-shy. They used to be called 
“sundowners” because of their routine of arriving at properties about late meal-time with a sad 
story whereupon they would be given a meal and bedded down in the shed. Early next morning 
they would disappear before being roped in to address the wood pile! 
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Life in Australia was good for me: I loved the climate and the way of life. I learnt a lot about the 
history and geography of Australia but because of job prospects I never travelled around much. I 
had got myself fairly well established in the Tweed area and was rather wary of breaking new 
ground elsewhere during the Depression. 

I had one illness during those five years and two accidents. The first accident was during cane 
cutting when another cutter brought up his cane knife fairly deep into my elbow. That put me 
off work for three weeks. Fortunately we were insured against accidents so received compo. The 
next accident was while cutting scrub for bananas near Duranbah. I was working on a spring-
board and had chopped a belly into a large tree and was backing it to fall when a strong gust of 
wind came up and the tree twisted back. I had to jump for it landing on my back on a tree 
stump. This resulted in a crook back for some weeks but again compensation enabled me to 
survive. 

On another occasion I developed pleurisy which meant a spell in Murwillumbah Hospital for a 
while. From there I was transferred to Newbray Nursing Home till fit to be discharged. The 
Sister there was an attractive lady who had one blue eye and one brown one – a most unusual 
feature. 

During slack periods after the cane season we looked around for other jobs and I spent several 
weeks near Tumbulgum helping Billy O’Neill chipping and horse-hoeing cane. Billy was a little 
man with a very large thirst and was well-known for his boozing sessions. I can remember being 
with him in a group lined up at the pub bar giving our orders to the bar-maid. When it was 
Billy’s turn he asked for a mouthful of beer. Billy’s mouth seemed to extend from one ear to the 
other and we were amused when the barmaid told him, “No you won’t – you’ll just have a pint 
the same as the rest of the boys!” 

Whilst working with Billy a swaggy came along looking for work by the name of William 
Hickey. Old Bill was obviously one of the pros. He bedded down overnight in one of the sheds 
after boiling his billy and eating the tucker handed out to him by Billy’s wife. The next morning 
found him scratching and checking his blankets and clothes because his camping spot was lousy 
with fleas. He did a bit of chipping to earn a few bob but he was really a sop, a metho king 
(drank methylated spirits). He was quite a well-spoken chap, tall and of athletic build. He had 
bright ginger hair and a red complexion to go with it, a heavy walrus moustache and remarkably 
blue eyes in his crinkly, humorous face. He wore a greasy stetson which had seen better days, a 
pair of ill-fitting trousers and dirty sandals. He didn’t have a care in the world. His hair must 
have had about six months growth and he was getting a bit worried about it but either didn’t 
have the money or felt he wasn’t presentable enough to visit a barber. From somewhere we 
produced a pair of blunt cutting scissors and he was prepared for me to have a go at hacking it 
off. It must have been one of the longest haircuts ever undertaken. It was a case of keeping 
snipping bits off till it was reasonably reduced. Bill squirmed and cussed while I was operating 
but manfully stuck it out. His trim was a mass of ridges in the end but suppose it was a bit cooler 
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for him. He disappeared soon after making his way to Queensland I suppose or to nowhere in 
particular. You often wonder where these old characters end up. 

In January of 1931 the 4th Test Match was to take place in Brisbane. George Engelman, a great 
cricket enthusiast who umpired for Murwillumbah during the cricket season, was keen to go. 
Four of us went by car and stayed two days. The whole Test Series was quite traumatic. The 
England team led by Douglas Jardine was out to win the Ashes, apparently at all costs. The fast 
bowlers Harold Larwood and Bill Voce introduced a new system of bowling. Both were 
exceptionally fast and they bowled short-pitched balls at the leg stump to the detriment of the 
batsmen, who at that time included famous Australians such as Bradman, Woodful (captain), 
Ponsford, McCabe, Kippax and Richardson. It would have been more than my life was worth at 
that time to disagree with my companions that this new system was totally unfair, 
unsportsmanlike, dangerous and completely degrading to the name of cricket. England of course 
won the Ashes to the secret delight of the Poms. The controversy didn’t die down until 
generations later when the West Indies introduced a similar practice of short bowling with 
continual speed resulting in batsmen wearing helmets and all sorts of other body protection. 

It was very hot in Brisbane as we watched Larwood bowling at his fastest. The barracking was 
louder than anything I have ever heard. It was really great entertainment with some very 
humorous comments made. I remember one constant and noisy barracker being told by a little 
man that if he didn’t shut his mouth his guts would get sunburnt. 

Many personalities come to mind when one thinks back. I well remember Harold Lundberg who 
came out from Sweden as a young man. He started off as a cane cutter and eventually through 
the guidance of his uncle became the largest cane grower in New South Wales, or some said 
Australia. I knew him well in those days and worked with him quite a bit. He eventually became 
involved with public work and was to become President of the Shire Council. Unfortunately he 
died of cancer before my first return. 

There was Bill Youngblut who would catch poisonous snakes and put them in a bottle. Another 
old-timer whose name I can’t remember spent his time writing letters to the local rag, “The 
Tweed Daily” criticising all and sundry and signing himself “Jeremiah Slowthinker”. 

There were some who loved to take the mickey out of the Poms. The boss would send them to a 
neighbouring farm to borrow an ironbark post-hole, and I think pigeon’s milk came into it 
somewhere. 

During my years at “Ascot” with the Englemans I made many friends. There were about a dozen 
boarders made up of professionals, bank clerks, commercial travellers, policemen, the Clerk of 
the Court and other odd bods who passed through such as the piano tuner and a tea salesman. 
The latter I sometimes accompanied as he visited outlying districts in his pony and sulky. Many 
such people I think were just holding body and soul together. I remember one fellow, though his 
name escapes me who was never short of cash. He had been a chauffeur for Jim and Tilly Devine. 
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Tilly was a leading Underworld Character from Sydney. I think she headed a gangster mob but 
was a most elusive character. I think this lad was lying low at the time. Another fellow who came 
to stay at Ascot by name of Reg was something of a dubious character. He was an expert at 
stacking cards. I played as a partner with him and he was able to give either his partner or himself 
a good hand. I think he might have spent time behind bars at some stage. Anyway he made off 
with my suitcase in the end. 

Now and again little romances took place. There was the case of Stan Wolf, electrician, who was 
emotionally involved with a shopgirl. Stan was cut out by another boarder. He then fell from the 
top of the stairs to the bottom badly bruising himself. George said he was sure he did it purposely 
to create sympathy. 

The Australian way of life had plenty of variety. If things got a bit quiet somebody always started 
up something. Jimmy Lee a Bank Clerk staying at Ascot would arrive back late and would start 
to crow. Presently he had all the roosters around town crowing – most people kept chooks in 
those days. 

Ma had at some time invested in a pianola. It had many rolls and provided good entertainment 
for sing-songs etc. Staying at Ascot was a happy experience with everyone so friendly and Ma and 
George being like parents to me. George had a great dry sense of humour and much wise 
counsel. I was sorry he was not around when I went back all those years later. 

The Tweed Show was a popular event. Those of us not so interested in stock could enjoy the 
sideshow and fair part of it. The boxing ring was well followed. A promoter would parade a 
number of bruisers, mostly broken down pugs at different weights, on the platform and then 
throw out a challenge – about three pounds to come in and stand up to his man for three 
minutes. This usually induced young hopefuls to come in and try their luck. At two bob a time 
spectators would file in and it was all done according to Queensbury’s rules with referee, 
timekeeper, the lot. Some of these lads were tough and started swinging haymakers which if they 
had connected would have been fatal, but these old pros knew their stuff and quickly found an 
opening for a knock down. 

I must not fail to mention the great National highlight of the opening of the Sydney Harbour 
Bridge. All of New South Wales was extremely proud of this project and could recite all the 
statistics. I remember it was said to be two miles between the approaches from either side. This 
was now the highest point in Sydney and telescopes were installed in one of the structures to 
view all around the city. Premier Jack Lang decided that he and not the State Governor should 
perform the Opening Ceremony by cutting the ribbon somewhere in the centre of the bridge. All 
ears in New South Wales were glued to the radio to listen in to the event. Now at this time Jack’s 
popularity had waned somewhat. He had been unable to carry out his promise of restoring the 
economic situation. A new political party very much to the right was formed known as the Blue 
Guard and headed by a chap called De Groot. He it was who at the crucial moment galloped 
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across and cut the ribbon: a very exciting moment for viewers and listeners alike. The ends were 
then tied up and Jack did his stuff. De Groot was arrested and put in the asylum. 

In 1933 and with the cane harvest coming up again I didn’t find it much trouble getting a job, 
this time with a gang led by Joe Dawson. I knew this was to be a difficult assignment as he was 
known to be a tough guy and an ambitious chap who used to hunt his men to get the last ounce 
out of them. A ganger was paid one shilling a day for taking charge. Now Joe was not really of 
British stock. I think he had originated from India and his real name was Darseen. Like many an 
Asian he was keen to make out – not really a big man but tough and wiry he set a good example 
for speed but used to get niggly and “ginger up” his men. He was not really very popular but he 
knew how to extract the most from us and we always got good pay cheques out of him. 

Friction was always there and on one occasion Wally Wyborne, a really nice fellow, told Joe he 
would stiffen him if he didn’t shut up and stop needling him. Nothing more was said for a while 
but at the end of the day Joe dramatically announced that for the honour of his family he would 
have to accept the challenge. By now we were all getting quite excited - the offer of a free fight 
was something not to be missed. They were both fit men and it should be a good show. Here I 
must explain that Wally was a Godfearing man, a Seventh Day Adventist, who never drank 
alcohol, never swore and practised his religion fully. It must have been tough for him working 
amongst our hard-swearing lot. He always left work at sundown on Friday evenings and kept 
Saturday as his Sabbath. I think that on reflection Wally felt that he was not keeping up the high 
standard of his religion if he became embroiled in a fight with Joe. He therefore apologised. It 
was a climb down but we respected him for it and we really knew who was the better man. 

Funnily enough I got on well with Joe – think there might have been a bit of mutual respect, and 
when he took a fortnight off to work on his banana plantation he nominated me to act as ganger. 
Quite a number of cane cutters started an enterprise by getting hold of three or four acres of 
scrub land with an easterly aspect, felling the scrub with an axe and then planting bananas 
between the tree stumps. It had to be kept dear of weeds for two years by which time the bananas 
would bear fruit. 

It was during this time that I first met up with two good chaps: Bert Fowler (who also stayed at 
Ascot at that time and was a big strapping chap, strong as a bull, a good worker and with a great 
sense of humour) and Dick Rice. Dick was then a new chum at cane cutting. Being a 
perfectionist by nature Dick was a bit slow and lagged behind and Joe was getting a bit niggly so 
I used to get Dick cutting the next row to me and cut out a stool now and again to help him on. 
He eventually got the hang of it. I think it was through this that I made a friend for life who in 
after years kept up a correspondence over 40 years after I returned to the U.K. Dick and his wife 
Ivy used to come around and pick me up for a drive to the beach etc. Dick was a born mechanic. 
He owned an old jallopy which he had stripped down and carefully built up again. 

One weekend I went with them to visit Ivy’s parents at Tenterfield. Her step-father ran a billiard 
hall there in those days and in between did a bit of tin mining close by. It looked a rather 
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hazardous set up digging down and tunnelling to find a right seam and although slight tin 
deposits were found it did not appear to be in worthwhile quantifies. This was my first experience 
of seeing something of the rabbit population. There were none on the coast but in this area they 
were around in droves – quite colourful too as many of them seemed to be crossed up with tame 
rabbits. They seemed to like the shade and moved under the trees as the sun came up. Rabbits in 
this area seemed to be a staple part of the diet and skinning was made to look a simple matter by 
placing it on a block and chopping off its head with one blow of the axe, with the next taking 
away half the legs. The pelt was then easily pulled off, so much easier than the method back 
home where the head too was skinned and then dissected for brain, tongue etc. (all edible). 

In 1933 my last cane-cutting season came to a close and members of the gang dispersed to 
surrounding areas looking for odd jobs to fill in. I was a brickie’s mate working on the Jessie 
McMillan Memorial Hall in Wollumbin Street in Murwillumbah. The two brickies were from 
Sydney and no doubt had the job on contract. After working on this for a couple of weeks, 
humping bricks up scaffolding by means of a hod and mixing and carrying mortar, the two men 
told me they were going back to Sydney for the weekend but they never returned and I never got 
paid. However they probably needed the cash more than I did. Forty years later, Dick Rice, a 
staunch Methodist, took my wife Kitty and I to his church on my first return trip to Australia. 
Come and look at our Memorial Hall he said seeming most proud of it. I was able to tell him 
that I had made quite a substantial donation to it. 

My Step-father back in England died in 1932 at only 55 years of age and Mother was widowed 
for a second time. In 1934 I had been away from home for over six years and felt that I should 
like to take a trip back, but with no intention of staying. Life in Australia had been good to me. I 
had made many friends around the Tweed area. Life seemed much more pleasant than back 
home where we had practised a frugal way of living. I found the Australians much more open-
minded and class distinction was not so pronounced. Besides I was never so keen on cold 
weather. 

So I said my good-byes to girl-friend and all. I was not then to know that I was not to go back till 
forty years later. 

Before deciding to come home I had also given thought to going to North Queensland for a cane 
season. If I had gone my friend Vince Graham would have gone with me. I heard years later that 
he eventually did go and later became a successful farmer in the Toowoomba area. 

A coach had started to run to Brisbane going across on two ferries at Chinderah and Boyd’s Bay. 
Both Tweed Heads and Coolangatta, the twin towns, were small in those days. From 
Coolangatta there was little or no development until Surfer’s Paradise where there were only a 
few houses, then on to Brisbane where I think I boarded the “Larg’s Bay” the same day. The fare 
home was forty pounds. 
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The first passenger I met was called Harry Bell, another Pom making home after eight years in 
Australia. He had spent much of that time out west as a Boundary Rider. We became pals for the 
journey home which was to take six weeks. 

We duly sailed from Brisbane and stayed for some days in Sydney where three friends of Ascot 
days met me and took me around Sydney staying for one night at Hurstville. A ticker-tape 
farewell and away from the harbour, off to Hobart, Melbourne, Adelaide and Fremantle. Calling 
at these ports gave us an opportunity for sightseeing, as days were spent dealing with cargo, and 
unlike the present mode of travel, you were able to make friendships with passengers. It was 
pleasure cruising on the cheap compared with present holiday travel which costs thousands of 
pounds. 

We travelled on to Ceylon (Colombo) where I bought a black ebony elephant for ten shillings, 
visited mosques, watched snakecharmers etc. Then it was the Red Sea and through the Suez 
Canal disembarking at Port Said. I felt there were bargains galore, carpets etc. but had no spare 
cash. We watched the Gulli-Gulli boys do the chicken disappearing act and the divers retrieve 
silver coins thrown from the deck to the sea bottom. On again to Malta which was at that time a 
great Naval Base. We did a trip around part of the island by horse and trap and saw unusual old 
architecture including a Roman Catholic cathedral. We then made our way back home to 
Southampton. 

I didn’t realise it at the time but I had now had over six years experience of travel and sightseeing 
and meeting people from all walks of life which had no doubt given me a much wider outlook on 
life. It certainly left me with a great affection for Australia and its people who in themselves 
appeared to be mostly broader-minded, better-read and more travelled than my people back 
home. The wide open spaces, the sunshine, the way of life and the treatment I had received left a 
lasting impression which thrills me to this day. 

I was at that time and still am impressed by the work that had gone into the colonising of such a 
large country: the building of roads, bridges, railways and towns and establishment of mines etc. 
which had all been accomplished in the previous 150 years, with a population which was still at 
that time less than that of London. 

As I write these notes I feel proud that I have descendants in Australia who I know will give a 
good account of themselves for I hope many generations to come. At the age of 81 I have so 
many pleasant memories to look back on during the impressionable years spent Down Under. 
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CHAPTER 4 – Back to England (written in 1993 whilst living at Stevens Cottage, Buckland St. 
Mary) – 1934-1993 

It is April 1934 and I have now arrived at Southampton. From here I should have taken a train 
to London and gone straight through to Taunton from Paddington. However a glance at the 
map showed the direct route was Salisbury, Bath, Taunton and being one who always believed in 
taking the short cut I followed that route only to find on my arrival at Bath that I had to wait 
three hours for a connection which got me to Taunton about one o’clock in the morning. Henry 
met me with the motorcycle and side car. I think I must have sent a telegram to Blindmoor as 
there was no telephone to the farm until years later. My first impression on travelling the English 
countryside again was how miniature the pattern of the fields looked after the wide open 
expanses of Africa and Australia. 

Arriving back it was so nice to see everyone again, especially my Mother who had proved to be 
such a good correspondent over the years and who must at times have wondered what her 
wayward son was “up to”, especially when he didn’t write regularly. 

I eventually acquired a few friends back here but not quite to the same extent as I did in Australia 
– people at home being rather more conservative. 

It was at this time that Ada (my step-sister, a very nice person and a hard worker) and her 
husband Ted Grinter had decided to leave Beehive. They had decided to leave the tenancy for a 
larger farm at Wambrook. Mother then put the idea to me to take it on. I think that there was 
about one hundred and fifty pounds in the bank left to me by my Father, which I could now use 
being over the age of twenty-one. I should explain that the Beehive holding then amounted to 
about 50 acres as part of Luggates was farmed with Blindmoor. The rent was to be seventy-five 
pounds per year. I decided to give it a go. It meant batching but that part was not going to be 
any hardship as I had done quite a bit of it in Australia when out on such jobs as draining, scrub-
felling etc. when we camped out in humpies or farm sheds. I think Mother had a few sticks of 
surplus furniture – a bed, table and a chair or two and that was about it. My first animal 
purchase was two cows in full milk with calves, bought at Chard market for eighteen pounds 
each. The income and standard of living was meagre. I think that I bought a sow and young pigs 
and a few chooks. I would probably have lived on boiled eggs, bread and cheese and garden 
produce. If my old Dad had been alive I’m sure he would have been proud of me. I probably 
bought another cow or two to get milk income, and gradually acquired a horse, wagon, putt and 
tools, always remembering to budget well within my capital. The family policy was that you did 
without until you had the cash to spend. 

Beehive house at this time was in a rather poor state of repair. It was draughty and cold, the 
kitchen ceiling black with smoke and the fire in the front room often smoked too so the door 
had to be kept open. It all depended on the direction of the wind. Most houses had settles in 
those days – a piece of furniture with box seating for two or three with built up high backs and 
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storage under the seating. They could be moved around to face the open wood fire and the back 
cut off the draught that whistled through the doors which were wide open to stop the smoke. 

1935 

It was at around this time, a year after taking on Beehive, that I met Kitty at a Conservative 
Dance at West Buckland. Mother had by this time decided to buy a car, a little Austin 7. We 
trooped in to Taunton Motor Co. and after much haggling got the asking price of eighty-two 
pounds ten shillings down to eighty pounds. A new car of this type at the time was about one 
hundred and twenty pounds. The purchase of a car meant we were able to travel further afield for 
our entertainment, so it was at West Buckland that I met my wife to be, a girl of sunny 
disposition, generous to a fault. She never seemed to worry over much and enjoyed life and 
meeting people. She was Secretary of the local Conservatives and had organised the dance at the 
Village School at which we met. I danced with her and then took her home to the farm nearby 
where she kept house for her two bachelor brothers.8 We seemed to hit it off straight away and 
within six months we were married on 29th August 1936 - Kitty had just turned 28 and I was a 
few months short of my 27th birthday. I had been batching for 18 months at Beehive and think 
Kitty was somewhat daunted by the state of the house. However she proved to be a good farmer’s 
wife, careful with spending (our first lounge suite cost three pounds ten shillings) having had a 
good training as second eldest of nine children with spare cash being hard to come by. She was I 
suppose a good foil for me - always happy natured and generous to a fault, always the great 
optimist assuring me that everything would turn out right and to a degree it did. 

1936 to 1938 

With our total combined savings of somewhere between two and three hundred pounds, we had 
to stock up the farm gradually as and when we could afford it. It was mixed farming with dairy 
cows, poultry and pigs Farming seemed to be in a depressed state in those days as the U.K. 
seemed to be the dumping ground for food produced from overseas. It was at this time that, 
sponsored by the National Farmers’ Union, the Milk Marketing Board was set up which did help 
to stabilise that part of the industry by buying milk from all farms and establishing markets for 
liquid milk, cream, butter and cheese. Previous to that the Dairy Firms made direct contracts 
with farms offering a take it or leave it attitude. Gradually we built up the livestock to about 12 
to 14 cows which we milked by hand. 

Pigs: Three or four sows were kept. We either sold the offspring as weaners or fattened them. At 
first dealers would call around hoping to buy and sell at a profit to the farmers who specialise in 
fattening: they would usually try to beat back your asking price saying “I see you’ve got a ‘little 
Joey’ or ‘Nestle-tripe’ with them’. These expressions were for the runt of the litter that had had 
less milk. 

                                                            
8 Cordings at West Buckland where she was housekeeping for her brothers Jim and Jack. 
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Poultry: Kitty purchased day old chicks rearing them in a “hoover” or a heating box placed in a 
shed sited on the front lawn. This proved quite a success as she had a knack of rearing them. 
Eventually we kept about 500 hens making around a hundred pounds a year profit. 

A horse: We had bought one horse called Tom, a nice-natured horse but had a mind of his own. 
He was not exactly a “gibber” who wouldn’t pull but had his fits of stops and starts which was at 
times frustrating when in a hurry. I was once on my way to Blindmoor to help Henry – we used 
to work together at haymaking – I got down to Blackwater Cottage with a wagon when he 
decided to stop at a small incline and nothing would make him move forward. He just backed 
back, turned around and went hard to trot back towards home via a very steep incline. We 
arrived at Blindmoor by going around via the Castle pub. 

In 1938 our first child Judy (Judith Ann) was born and Kitty’s mother came up to look after 
her.9That year too we bought the two fields beside Beehive – Dommett Field and Rookery Field 
(13 acres). This made a valuable addition to the farm as it was on our doorstep. The cost was two 
hundred and twenty pounds. Mother’s brother, Uncle Bill Shire, persuaded me to go ahead and 
bid for it at the George Hotel at Chard. Uncle told me he would lend me the money. I only had 
twenty pounds, the deposit. Half of Luggates across the road was at this time farmed by 
Blindmoor. I would think that interest on borrowed money in those days would have been two 
and a half to three per cent. Uncle Bill died in 1945 and I was able to repay Aunt. 

1939 

Outbreak of Second World War. All of eligible age had to register for Military Service. At that 
time I was 29 years old and being engaged in farming was automatically excused from enlisting. 
Food production received priority as ships bringing wheat and other foodstuffs were being sunk 
by the German U boats (submarines). 

At this period we were farming without tractors or modern machinery, hand milking, forking 
hay, making it into stacks which we thatched and then cut into chunks with hay knives for 
feeding in the winter. Most of the young cattle were laying out all the year round and through 
the hard winters they lost condition. 

Winter work on the farm was mainly taken up with fencing after daily stock chores. Each winter 
we would bank up hedges and cut out the grove for fire logs. All brushwood would be tied up in 
the form of faggots, bound by binds of saplings twisted at the end to form a noose. Despite the 
fact that the thick leather of our hob and damp boots was oiled to make it supple when working 
in wet ditches (a trench on either side of the hedge) water usually penetrated and we ended up 
with wet feet. There were no wellies in those days and raincoats too were unheard of. Housing, 
water and general hygienic conditions were often most primitive. Tuberculosis was prevalent 

                                                            
9 My Mother remembered this as one of the happiest years of her marriage – first baby and relatively 
carefree, happy times. 
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(otherwise known as galloping consumption) and pleurisy and pneumonia too were not 
uncommon and often killers. 

The Special Constabulary 

In 1938 war was looming. It was avoided for a while when Neville Chamberlain went to Munich 
to appease Hitler at the time when he first took over Austria. However at this time some sorts of 
preparations were made to organise the civil population. Air Raid Warden personnel and the 
Special Constabulary were updated, the latter having existed for a number of years. New recruits 
were appointed and Tom Sussex and I were sworn in at the same time. He is two months 
younger than me and still going strong – we often meet and talk over old times. 

At the time war began when Poland was overrun, we were very unprepared compared to 
Germany. The Specials were automatically called to do duties after dark on a rota system. By that 
time 8 specials were appointed in Buckland. We patrolled the parish mainly to make sure that 
the “black-out” was enforced – no chinks of light must escape from windows. We were on duty 
for about 3 hours a night on 3 nights a week: often stretches at the Eagle Tavern pulling up cars 
without shielded lights. The cars were fitted with blackout masks which made driving very 
difficult. All this was in order to make sure that the German pilots were unable to point their 
whereabouts. I think they were often unsure of their position and would drop their bombs in the 
countryside and scoot back over the Channel. Their target at Taunton would have mainly been 
the Hydrographical Naval Building. At other times we Specials would meet up at the village and 
patrol other areas. This we did until the end of the War. We also attended first-aid courses at 
Chard and were brought up to date on germ warfare, fire-fighting etc., having by this time been 
issued with tin hats, gas masks and an armband. 

I think it was now that Germany had overrun France having broken through the Maginot Line. 
We now felt very vulnerable to invasion and were lectured as to action to take in case parts of our 
territory were to become occupied. Mainly the police work would have been to help boost the 
morale of the civilians. 

For a long period we stood alone against the might of Germany, our R.A.F. doing a wonderful 
job but outnumbered . By this time all young people plus mothers with babies were evacuated 
from London and other cities. We were allocated two boy evacuees. Kitty was rather 
disappointed having hoped for girls to help in the house. John and Len aged about 12 had never 
been in the country before and ran wild. They were becoming problems – together with other 
evacuees had stolen items at Woolworths – however were basically good kids. I went to Court 
and pleaded for our two and they all got off with a caution. I hit on the idea of putting them to 
work. They learned to milk, pick up eggs, dean out chock houses for which I paid them pocket 
money every week. They turned out to be a grand pair of boys. John used to call on me 
occasionally up to his death not more than 3 years ago. 
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It was a great relief when Germany decided to invade Russia. We felt no longer alone and it was 
said that if Russia could hold out for 80 days the Russian winter would come. This proved a 
saviour. 

1941 

In those days we had no car but were able to get to Taunton on Saturdays by a bus which ran 
twice a week to Combe St. Nicholas and Buckland. By this time my Mother was living on the 
outskirts of Taunton. She had sold out at Blindmoor in 1936. My brother Henry and step-
brother Percy Cottey had been managing the farm but Mother always held the purse strings. She 
bought a new semi-detached house at Mountfields Road Taunton for a purchase price of six 
hundred and forty pounds. This was paid for by the farm sale of machinery and stock which 
realized one thousand two hundred pounds. The remaining six hundred pounds was invested in 
War Bonds at three and a half per cent. 

At the time of Mother’s decease the house realised two thousand, seven hundred and fifty pounds 
and thirty years later was sold for seventy thousand pounds. The War Bonds however depreciated 
to the value of two hundred and forty pounds, each of the three of us receiving a third each of 
the latter now worth seventy pounds. Now they may rise in value a little because of the reduction 
in the Bank rate – so much for investment and speculation. 

On one occasion I took Judy aged about 15 months with me and left her with Mother whilst I 
went shopping and to market etc. On my return I waited with Judy at the end of the road for the 
bus which eventually appeared but which refused to pick us up as it was full. I was then left with 
no alternative but to walk home carrying Judy – a journey of over eight miles. It was after this 
that I thought about getting a conveyance and bought an old Rover car for twenty pounds. It 
turned out to be quite reliable for several years. 

During the War years we would now and again make trips to West Buckland to visit Kitty’s 
family. We were of course rationed with petrol and Police could stop you and question whether 
your journey was really necessary so we usually carried a bag of cattle food or something 
connected with farming to show our journey was a valid one. In those days it was always a joy to 
visit Pitt Farm where everyone was spoilt by Kitty’s Mother, a wonderful woman who had 
brought up nine children. She had worked hard on the farm and had hands broad and well-worn 
like those of a man. She was always an inspiration to the family, generous to a fault. The family 
worshipped her. She always had a knack of creating a happy atmosphere and it was always a 
pleasure to visit. It was the most united family I had ever met. Kitty’s Father however was a 
different proposition. He took life very seriously and was a shrewd, hard-working farmer. With a 
unit of 42 acres it was amazing even before the War years how he managed to make enough 
money to keep such a large family and at the same time keep up his mortgage repayments on the 
farm. The farm must have been the tidiest and perhaps the most productive for its size in 
Somerset. His chief enterprise was producing and fattening pigs in large numbers. As a result 
large quantities of pig manure were spread over the land resulting in record crops of cereals and 
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grass. James Hoare had a good brain and made a great study of the soil conditions the weather 
and the economy. He kept a diary from his young days. In it were records of all production 
figures, activities of the family etc. – bet he would have loved to have had a computer in his day. 
Everything was done thoroughly down to the last detail. His only hobbies were his pipe and his 
cider though he would bring out his old fiddle and make a bit of screeching noise at Christmas. I 
rather liked the old boy, always a man of his word and paid his debts to the last penny though 
rather unloved by the family. I think the main reason for this was because he was always tight 
with his money and he was rather a suspicious character. He made his life a misery and that of 
those around him. However I had a great admiration and respect for him as he was really a proud 
man with the interest of his family at heart and in latter years it must have given him great 
satisfaction to see the family succeeding in life.10 

1940 to 1942 – Manoeuvres. 

At one time the Irish Guards took over Buckland village and outskirts. By this time the Home 
Guard had been formed. The old Colonel Pringle and his boys found a little spinney to hide in 
and observe. The Guards soon captured them and took them to the school for questioning. Our 
Specials had the role of breaking through the Army lines to deliver messages to headquarters. 
One of our Specials was captured and frog-marched to the school and questioned for 
information on whereabouts of others. They made it look real and tossed a rope over the 
schoolroom beam whereupon they dangled the noose just above his head. He was a blustering 
type and as a boy was a bully and he soon spilled the beans. 

Home Guard 

These were the Local Defence Volunteers who later became known as the Home Guard. They 
were a body of men of all ages drawn from all walks of life who for one reason or another were 
not conscripted to the forces. Some were in reserved occupations such as farmers, factory and 
munitions workers etc. Most people joined one of the part-time services such as Auxiliary 
Firemen, Police, Ambulance or Air Raid Wardens or Firewatchers. 

Most joined the Home Guard voluntarily but those who tried to avoid service were compelled by 
law. Arms and ammunition were practically non-existent being needed for the regular forces. 
However both were eventually attained and replaced the sticks and staves we started with. In 
time both the Home Guard and Police Specials were supplied with uniforms though in our case 
we were never armed with more than truncheons. An old Army officer Colonel Pringle assumed 
command of the Buckland team of some 20 or 30. They seemed a motley lot but did a certain 

                                                            
10  Ed: One incident of my Grandfather’s Hoare’s “tightness” with money was never forgiven by his 
family. Evelyn aged 12 was ill and he refused to get the doctor – she died of diphtheria. He obviously 
didn’t realise the seriousness of the illness but they felt it was his stinginess which prevented the doctor 
being called. I never really knew all the details as my Mother could never speak of it without becoming 
upset so I didn’t persist with the questions. 
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amount of training, shooting etc. and would have given a good account of themselves had an 
invasion taken place. There was one incident of hand-grenade practice with the Buckland patrol 
when the object was to toss a live grenade from a shelter to a prescribed distance at a supposed 
enemy. One well-known member leant back to give it an extra heave with an overarm bowling 
action. However instead of releasing it at the right moment he released it within a yard of his feet 
in the shelter – everyone dived behind the shelter just in time before the explosion took place! 

The Colonel called them his “boys” and marched them up and down. Special lookouts were built 
in high vantage points as observation posts for sighting any enemy parachutists and church 
towers were also used. It was thought probable that a landing by craft and air across from Lyme 
Bay to the Bristol Channel would be made by the enemy thus cutting off the West of England 
and providing a platform for further reinforcements to capture the U.K. Quite often the German 
planes got through. We could see the blaze of fires and glow from 50 miles away when Bristol 
was bombed. 

It was in 1941 that Jan (Janet Elizabeth) was born. Mrs. Pat Collins came to look after Kitty and 
she remarked at the time what a placid child she was – probably in contrast to her sister Judy 
who was at the age where children say no to everything. 

1942 was the year of being snowed up for 6 weeks with very sharp frosts. I was asked to collect 
milk from Gents Farm at Castle Farm and carried milk one third of a mile up a steep gradient of 
1 in 12: the horses were unable to stand up. There was a cutting easterly wind blowing across the 
valley from the Mendips. In these Siberian conditions I remember the poor little “Home Boy” 
aged about 16 or 17 who worked there and helped. His hands were covered with chilblains and 
no gloves provided for him. 

When the Japs attacked America at Pearl Harbour this boosted the morale of the British people. 
We knew that we now had Allies. Churchill rallied the will of the people with his no surrender 
speeches. The King and Queen remained in Buckingham Palace throughout the War setting a 
courageous example to the London population who were bombed nightly. 

Churchill appointed Lord Beaverbrook as Minister of Aircraft Production, a gutsy no-nonsense 
Canadian who cut through all the red tape to produce more and more fighter and bomber 
planes. Our fighter pilots flying Spitfires and Hunters mostly, some pilots only aged nineteen, 
took part in dogfights over the countryside and Channel and as larger numbers of planes were 
produced gradually overcame Germany’s Luftwaffe. It was beginning to appear that our darker 
days were getting over with America in the War and getting to be more than a match for Japan. 
America had joined the R.A.F. in bombing war arsenals in Germany and the 

Germans had become bogged down in Russia. The pressure felt here was being reduced. The days 
of bombs and landmines being dropped in the Taunton area and fighter aircraft skirmishes were 
being reduced. The hearts had been taken out of Exeter, Bristol and Plymouth but in Taunton 
the target was the Navy’s Hydrographic Centre, evacuated from London in the early days of the 
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War, where the sea maps of shipping lanes were printed. From our top fields at Beehive we could 
see large barrage balloons floating over Yeovil where aircraft and war appliances were being 
manufactured. These balloons were operated by the Military Corps to form a screen of protection 
against penetration by enemy aircraft. 

Our farming system  

With the sinking of so many ships bringing food to these shores the government policy changed. 
In pre-war days it was a policy of importing cheap food mainly produced by sweated labour and 
the British farmer had the thin edge of the wedge. It now became policy to produce food at 
home to full capacity. Experts in agriculture with committees were set up to demonstrate what 
could be produced in time of need. Old pastures were ploughed and sown to corn or re-seeded to 
pasture. With the “know-how” and fertilizers it was just amazing what our land was capable of 
producing. Land that had produced 10-15 cwt of wheat per acre was found to be capable of 
producing 2-3 tons plus. On re-seeded pastures too we could at least treble stock production. It 
was very much a capitalist world in those days. 

At the outbreak of war wages were very low, a farmworker getting thirty shillings a week. 
However with the outbreak of war everyone was getting back to work after the years of 
depression and wages and salaries started to rise slightly and farm workers’ wages rose to two 
pounds per week. Inflation too appeared and values of property, housing etc. increased. At the 
start of the War two or three hundred pounds would have bought a country cottage but none of 
them had modern conveniences in those days. 

Rationing of food was introduced in the form of ration books. Farmers had the advantage of 
having milk and eggs and could also kill one pig a year under licence from the Ministry of Food. 
Inspectors often paid farm visits. In one parish an extra pig was killed and pieces passed around 
to friends. Even the Parson was in on it. Word got around that an Inspector was on the prowl 
The Parson passed the word and people were hastily hiding meat away. Some buried it in their 
gardens and left it for days. On digging it up again it had turned bad. Quite a bit of under the 
counter work took place. There were always slick lads out to black-market produce. Despite all 
this people survived quite well generally and we were probably a fitter nation in those leaner days 
and generally speaking a more co-operative, friendly, helpful attitude prevailed, no doubt all in 
aid of the common cause to win the War. 

Agricultural Committees  

These were set up in various areas. Our area took in Yeovil and Taunton mainly. Certain farmers 
were approached to serve. It was in 1943 I think when I became a member – a thankless task 
really. One of the duties was to request other farmers to plough more land for cereal crops. Some 
were co-operative and others stubborn. We were in liaison with government officers who had 
special powers to insist. People could be dispossessed of farms if completely disregarding cautions 
to improve their farming methods in order to achieve full production. Progress or lack of it had 
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to be monitored. We learnt a lot as a result of field trials etc. carried out by the Ministry. I found 
reclamation of land through drainage, clearance of bracken, gorse, coppice, heather etc. most 
interesting. Some of it reminded me of scrub clearing in Australia. It was an eye-opener to realize 
how much land had been allowed to deteriorate over generations by dilatory governments into a 
“stick and dog” management. These committees carried on for some years after the war also 
embracing pest control which included control of rabbits, grey squirrels, foxes, deer etc. 

The County Officer also asked me if I would become a member of the Hill Farming Committee 
but as that took in Exmoor and the Brendons I refused. I felt that I was already making a fair 
contribution to the War effort. 

It was around this period that myxomatosis appeared as a plague in rabbits and though it was a 
ghastly sight to see the poor animals suffering and dying in droves, economically it was a blessing. 
It allowed better crops to be grown but the sight of rabbits dying from this plague put me off 
eating rabbit for ever. Each pair of rabbits it is claimed can breed over a hundred a year as they 
can become pregnant at 8 weeks old. They were a pest eating grass well into a field, maybe ten 
paces from the hedge burrows – cereal crops too were penetrated, eaten and fouled. They were 
shot, ferreted, trapped and poisoned but with little effect. Most farmers became good trappers 
and being lean times they played a part in our diet. We always had rabbit every week to eat and 
there was a fairly ready sale at about twopence per pound – they averaged two to two and a half 
pounds weight each. We even ate parts of the head, tongue and brains – quite tasty. It was said 
that some farmers could sell enough rabbits from their farms to pay the rent at fifteen shillings to 
one pound per acre. Good fun was experienced when cutting cereal in the fields. Rabbits would 
retreat to the centre while the machine was cutting around and then as the crop in the centre of 
the field became smaller the rabbits would run towards the hedges with dogs and people in full 
cry to catch them.11 Sometimes we shot at them with double-bore guns – the rabbits often ran 
under the tied sheaves of corn and we would then dive on them. I should explain there that 
trapping and snaring was done with the gin trap, an article with a strong spring and serrated jaws 
which really was cruel as they bit into the animals’ legs. This system was abolished by law some 
time I think in the fifties. 

The snare however was a wire mesh in the form of a noose with a peg on the end which was 
driven into the ground. The noose would have been formed about the size of a man’s hand in a 
pear shape. This was poised over a rabbit’s run or path with a thin prop under it to keep the 
noose four inches above ground. The bunny then came along at feeding time usually at night and 
as he hopped along his track his head would get caught in the noose and often broke his neck. If 
                                                            
11 I remember these occasions well when as children we would try to rescue the baby rabbits and smuggle 
them to the safety of the hedges. My father was adept at “pulling the necks” of the bigger rabbits which 
seemed a quick and merciful death. Another memory is of my brother Rick and I trying to put a badly 
myxamatosis-affected rabbit out of its misery when walking to Sunday school one day. We longed for my 
father’s knack as we ineffectually tried to end its misery. 
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not the trapper quickly did it while on his rounds. Quite often Reynard had paid a visit first and 
had consumed the body leaving just the head. 

By now we had perhaps 12-16 cows to milk by hand. We reared a few calves and kept 2 or 3 
sows and a few heifers for replacements to the dairy herd. Having only one horse each Henry and 
I borrowed from each other for ploughing, harrowing etc. to sow cereal crops. We also grew 
mangolds, swedes and turnips to supplement hay fodder for winter feed. Ourmilk was collected 
in 18 gallon churns to be taken at first to Taunton Somerset Dairies to be made into butter. Our 
monthly milk cheque in those days would probably have been twenty or thirty pounds. 

Cereal crops  

Our land could not compete with that of Taunton Vale for cereal production hence lower yields. 
We hired a contractor to cut the crop. The machine tied the sheaves with string. We then had to 
stook in order for the sheaves to dry out for some days before hauling them to the yard for 
stacking. The stacks then had to be thatched with wheat reed for up to 6 months when you could 
get a thresher to extract the grain. The wheat straw was then used as bedding when stock were 
housed during the winter months. The wheat had to be sold to a merchant licensed by the 
Ministry of Agriculture and Food. Barley and oats could be taken to a local mill operated by 
water wheel. It was crushed or ground and then fed back to farm animals. During those days 
farmers could only obtain limited feeding compounds from a merchant with a limited licence 
from the Ministry tied to your production figures (rationing was strict). 

I think it was about this time that tractors were made available as it was recognised that they 
helped with higher food production. We bought a new tractor for one hundred and forty-one 
pounds. Somehow we had scraped up the money – Kitty was making about a hundred pounds a 
year out of egg production. The new tractor a Fordson was of very basic design with narrow 
mudguards and iron wheels mounted with spade lugs – iron spikes for gripping which was fine 
for ploughing but made indentations in the grassland. One snag was that when crossing a road 
you had to fit wooden blocks (a laborious task) otherwise they penetrated the asphalt. Still to us 
it was a new toy and we were thrilled. I should add that rubber tyres were not available being 
needed for the war effort.12 

These Fordsons were fitted with magnetos and started by handle and had a terrific compression. 
You always had to hold your thumb back when trying to start as they were notorious for 
backfiring and could give your wrist a nasty jar and even break it. It always seemed 
temperamental at starting in fact and would guarantee to give you a “sweat-up” on the frostiest 
morning. The tank had two compartments, one for petrol which you turned on for starting and 

                                                            
12 Ed: This must have been 1943 as it is one of my earliest memories and my Mother told me I was only 
two – such was the excitement which obviously made the impression. I described to her how it came off a 
truck in the field on the other side of the road called Rough Field and she said it had all happened as I 
remembered. 
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one for T.V.O. (tractor vapourising oil) which the tractor ran on. When it heated up care had to 
be taken not to switch over too soon as the engine would die out on you. You then had to drain 
out the carburettor and start the whole performance again. However when the tractor was going 
well it was a joy to sit on a seat, maybe whistle or sing away and count yourself lucky not to have 
to foot-slog after horses. As it appeared a long waiting period before rubber wheels could be 
purchased certain garages had the bright idea to supply conversions. This was metal wheel centres 
fitted with partly-worn large lorry tyres. Now this was fine for crossing roads and working on dry 
land but because they had little or no tread in going up a damp incline or through a wet gateway 
we often got wheel-spin so often got off and put our shoulders into it to give it a bit of shove. 
Sometimes by pushing your guts out you got a bit of grip and were able to remount and move 
again. As all oil etc. had to be imported tankers had to run the gauntlet of U Boats. As a 
reminder of making good use of fuel a sticker was placed by the Ministry on each new tractor 
with the words “We won’t waste it sailor”. 

We were now going over from the “horse age” to the mechanical age. Some of the horse 
machines were being converted for tractor use with wagon shafts and horse poles taken off and 
tractor hitches fitted and contraptions which enabled the machines to be handled by the operator 
from the tractor seats. As a result more work was done in a given period as tractors didn’t get 
tired like the horses. This change was taking place in the later war years and as more and more 
sophisticated appliances were introduced this had the effect of reducing manpower in industry 
and also took the backache out of many tasks. Every other farmer in those days had hernia 
problems - sacks weighed two to two and a half hundredweight - they were reduced to one and a 
half and these days to only half a hundredweight with the result that hernias are now less often 
heard of. 

1945 

Sadly before Victory came a plane crashed in Hare Lane killing all 45 people on board – Polish 
troops and crew. The Dakota aircraft had taken off from Ilton Airfield on a foggy day and did 
not attain sufficient height to clear the hedges which had tall ash broods.13 I heard the crash and 
getting there on my bike was the second on the scene with Squadron-Leader Lindley from 
Dommett. We ran around the wide area of the scattered wreck. It was a terrible sight of the 
Polish crew the pilot was the only one breathing but he died shortly afterwards. They were on 
their way to Burma and were all wearing tropical clothing. 

Victory at last - a great time of rejoicing and celebrations. The bells that had been silent for years 
rang out all over the country. It was victory in Europe over Germany but not against Japan yet in 
the Far East. However within months President Truman had brought hostilities to an end 
abruptly by dropping the Atomic bomb on Hiroshima. 

                                                            
13 Ed. Dad explained by ‘phone that the expression broods means the shoots which come up from the 
stump after a tree had been cut down whilst hedging. 
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At the end of the War people everywhere wanted to celebrate victory. A number of people from 
the various Parish organisations met in the School. I think I was asked to take the chair (not too 
sure about this). However it was unanimously agreed that the Parish in common with other 
Parishes would have a do. It was such a relief to have survived and to be free of all the restrictions 
and the bombing, rationing and duties as Air Raid Wardens, Police etc. We were well into the 
meeting planning a special day for the event when in burst Lieutenant-Colonel Pringle in a 
dreadful temper. He didn’t agree with holding the event. He by the way was Chairman of the 
Parish Council and had been for 20 odd years. He was looked on as the local Squire and 
appeared to dislike being upstaged – no-one had previously dared – “say him nay”. I remember 
his remarks, “What’s the point of stuffing a lot of kids for them to shit it out the other end”. It 
was I suppose to have been something of a feast. However the meeting stood firm and the Old 
Boy cleared off and we went ahead. Shortly after at my first Parish Council meeting he resigned 
as Chairman. We eventually became good friends. He sent for me when he was dying wanting 
me to follow him on the Rural District Council. 

The victory celebrations took the form of a fete in the field near the School with a band, sports 
etc. and with whatever food the ladies were able to muster. 

By now we had a family of 4 – Margaret Jean (Marti) having been born in 1943 and Richard 
William (Rick) in 1945 – all with different temperaments but all with minds of their own. My 
father had had two sons and had been quick to realise the advantage of cheap labour but without 
living to get the full advantage as they matured. In my case the son Richard was the youngest and 
as he became older quickly took an interest in farming. I think he preferred it to school and 
homework. 

I suppose the three girls were pressed into certain farm chores at times by a father who in those 
days who in those days must have appeared somewhat strict and tyrannical, maybe owing to 
something of what had rubbed off from experiences of his own youth. Times and outlook change 
so much from one generation to another. The family however had the blessing of a mother who 
was always so kind and understanding that it must have helped to correct the balance of wisdom. 

1946 

Members of the Forces were now getting discharged back to civvy street. There was now a 
demand for goods the population had been deprived of during the War years: cars, machinery, 
houses to be built, bomb sites to be cleared and new buildings, shops and offices to be erected. 
There was to be work for all – in fact it was going to be a land fit for heroes and many were 
disdainful of the more menial jobs. This was the beginning of the period when entrance to these 
shores was encouraged by the then new Labour Government headed by Clement Attlee. They 
poured in from Asia, Africa and the West Indies mainly. There was a trend of thought held by 
many that to allow entrance to so many would eventually be making a rod for our own backs – 
present day economic conditions suggest that this may have proved correct. 
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I think it was around this period that inflation started to take off: everyone was getting higher 
wages and salaries, the cost of houses, cars, machinery began to rise, those in industry were 
making higher profits, Councils began to spend more money building new houses, raising public 
health standards. Indoor toilets, baths, mains water supplies and electricity were being installed 
replacing the loo at the end of the garden with water having to be drawn from the well often 
sixty feet deep by means of a windlass with rope and bucket and the tin bath tub in front of the 
fire. Modern appliances began to appear in the house, with washing machines, fridges and 
freezers appearing.14 People were beginning to feel they had never “had it so good” and it was 
now becoming a case of keeping up with the Jones as credit facilities became easy and more and 
more Building Societies sprang up anxious to lend money. The Hire Purchase System was 
introduced. The result of it all was that in order to fund it all the Unions wanted higher wages to 
keep up repayment instalments and as a result housing property prices started to climb and all 
commodities kept pace. The cost of everything rose – anything that you bought property-wise 
had increased in value within months and so people generally got in on the act and financiers 
made fortunes overnight. There were of course many cautious ones who could remember the 
Great Depression of the Thirties. Inflation really made no-one better off but gave people a false 
sense of well-being. 

Comparison of Prices   Pre-war   Present-day 
     (in pounds sterling) 
Cow in milk    20   700 – 1000 
House/cottage (3 bedroom)   500   100,000 
Car Austin 7    120   Austin Metro  

5 – 6000 
13 acres of land by Beehive  
(cost 17 pounds per acre)  220   25000  

(peak in 1988 
i.e. 2000 per acre, now back to 
1250) 

 

1946-1950 

1947 was the year of the Agricultural Act which did a lot to change the lives of farmers. Firstly it 
gave protection to tenant farmers who could no longer be dispossessed of their farms – as long as 
they were doing the right thing no power on earth could get them out. Secondly it gave a 
guarantee of markets and prices for goods produced. Before the War a lot of very cheap produce 
had come in and flooded the markets from Argentina and other third-world countries. Now  

                                                            
14 Ed. Dad is I think encapsulating the years somewhat here – when I left home for London in 
1960 we still had our own generator for electricity and no fridge or freezer. 
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I was at the time still a Special Constable but by now getting somewhat disillusioned. Our 
Section Commander who had been a Colonel during the War, was trying to inflict strict 
discipline and more duties on us continually drawing up new rota systems and then at the last 
minute changing them. As a sergeant it meant that I had to get in touch again with each member 
in my section with fresh instructions. They were often difficult to get hold of being at Buckland, 
Bishops Wood, Whitestaunton etc. They were fed up and so was I. We felt that we had done our 
job to the letter during the War. I then tendered my resignation to the Chief Constable and so 
handed in my uniform and truncheon. I thought they might have allowed me to keep the baton 
as a memento. 

It was about this time that the Reverend Doorbar asked me to be his Church Warden. Not being 
a deeply religious man I was somewhat reluctant. It meant attending church regularly at least 
every Sunday. I suppose I was something of a sucker for being persuaded to undertake various 
duties. Mr. Doorbar was very persuasive saying come to church when you can. It was his job to 
attend to his services regularly but my first duty on Sundays was to the animals. Anyway I finally 
agreed and it was something of a rush getting through the chores during the winter mornings in 
time for 11 o’clock service. I think that it pleased Mum anyway she was much more devout than 
me and so we trooped along to the services most Sundays. In order to act as Church Warden I 
gave up being Secretary to the Church Council which I had been for a while. 

In 1950 the Reverend Simmons became the new Rector of Buckland when the Reverend 
Doorbar retired and went to live in a flat at Combe St. Nicholas. The new Rector seemed to have 
a new interpretation of the Church of England service. He was a celibate with Anglo-Catholic 
views who was keen to introduce a new system to the services. It transpired that the congregation 
were mainly opposed to his new ideas and this resulted in people staying away or going elsewhere 
to church. Petitions were sent to the Bishop over the Rector’s introduction of illegal practices 
resulting in a Consistory Court Hearing at Taunton.15 He was reproved and it was at this time 
that I resigned from the Church Council and from being Church Warden. Although I now go to 
church on a more casual basis I am no longer a communicant. Somehow I have never really felt 
bad about this. I do contribute to Church funds regularly with donations but have reasoned life 
out to hopefully set some kind of principles to adopt towards my fellow man. 

It was about 1948 when the Somerset Cattle Breeding Centre was set up at Ilminster. This was 
introduced by Horlicks Dairies. Artificial insemination was to become the finest thing to happen 
to dairy farmers. The two most prominent breeds introduced were the British Friesian and the 
Ayrshire. The majority of dairy farmers used the Friesian crossing them onto the traditional 
Shorthorns. It was rather a mongrel result at first but milk production began to increase with the 
offspring. The bulls standing at the A.I. Centre were well proven and most expensive bulls, 
                                                            
15 I well remember this time. My sisters and I were taken out of the choir and the new Rector’s Catholic 
ways were the talk of the Parish. I think “illegal practices” refers to such things as the introduction of 
Stations of the Cross to what had been a fairly low-church service. 
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beyond the financial reach of the majority of farmers. Instead of annual lactation of 500-600 
gallons after a few years the 1000 gallon cow was becoming common. Though through teething 
troubles at first conception figures were low the end result meant that together with a system of 
improved pastures and more intensive cropping systems with earlier grazing in the spring by at 
least a month, farming profits were getting better and many more people outside of farming 
wanted to get on the “band waggon”. Many big companies started to invest money in the land 
and a number of returned officers from the Services took courses in agriculture then bought 
farms. The result of this was that land prices became inflated and reached astronomical figures. 
Big companies like Imperial Chemical Industries bought a large number of farms, appointed 
farm managers and then carried out experiments. Being fertilizer producers it was obviously to 
promote sales. In some cases up to a ton of fertilizer per acre per year was applied resulting in 
very heavy stocking and high production. Eventually as milk became overproduced and quotas 
were introduced these people sold out just before land values started to drop. Another large 
investor at that time was Lord Beaverbrook who bought a large number of farms in Somerset and 
then brought in a New Zealander to overlord the estates. He was a great authority on grass 
production the New Zealand way and worked on sound principles. He too sold out when land 
prices peaked and made probably 20 times more than he originally paid for the land and herd. 

By now more and more farmers were introducing milking machines. Our herd had grown and 
we had increased our numbers to about 25. It was at this time that Kitty gave up milking. By 
then we had a young boy helping us. At this time too Uncle Bill Shire died – as mentioned 
earlier I was able to repay Aunt the money he had lent me to purchase the 13 and a half acres and 
I also bought his Morris 8 car for forty-five pounds. He had bought it new for a hundred and 
twenty-five pounds some years earlier. It had 20,000 miles on the dock. We ran it till the family 
got bigger. I think that they must have been short of room at the back as they squabbled no end. 
We then bought an Austin 12. 

1950-1955 

By this time I seemed to find myself quite involved in Parish affairs. Apart from still serving with 
the County Agricultural Committee and Pest Panel I had since about 1946 been elected a 
member of the Parish Council. This did not involve a lot of duties at first but I realized that some 
basic services were required: a mains supply of water, mains electricity, more Council houses. All 
these were matters we could agitate for. I was also acting as a School Manager and for a while 
some unnecessary Special Constable duties. Being a member of the Farmers’ Union I then served 
two years as Branch Chairman and at a later date was Chairman of Chard and District Ploughing 
Match Committee and also a member of the Chard Show Council (though I refused the position 
of Chairman) for a period. I also became the Parish representative of the Chard District Council 
in 1950. 

At this time I was Chairman of the Parish Council having followed Colonel Pringle who was sort 
of Village Squire and lived at The Grange. His estate included 3 or 4 farms which were let out to 
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bring him in a rental income. These landowning people were know as the “gentry”. He was a 
typical colonel, an Irishman with a most hasty temper who spent his retirement shooting, 
hunting, playing polo and serving on various committees such as District Councils etc. and he 
was not a bad “old stick” provided he was not crossed. In those days it was not a classless society. 
Those from the “upper crust” expected to get mainly their own way which so often resulted in 
the middle and lower classes keeping their places. They expected to be addressed as Sir and 
Ma’am and the rank and file used to toady and keep in with this class. They seemed to have 
authority in high circles. If you needed a character reference you either went to the Squire or the 
Parson, so the latter too had a hold on his flock. 

I seem to have strayed from the subject somewhat. After the Colonel died I was asked to take on 
where he left off as the Parish representative of the District Council: this I did for 18 years. The 
work was interesting and entailed provision of Council houses for renting, Public Health, Water 
(until the formation of the Water Board), Finance, Rating, liaison with Police, Traffic, Highways 
etc. I found that in those days our main requirement was trying to get a good mains water supply 
to the parish. Buckland was not however an easy Parish to represent in this respect as large 
villages with higher populations were obviously going to get priority and gave a better return on 
capital outlay. Getting further Council houses too did not meet with the approval of Planning 
and Council Committees. It had become policy to increase the size of those parishes near the 
towns (Chard, Crewkerne and Ilminster Rural areas came under our jurisdiction). Other smaller 
parishes such as Buckland were only expected to keep the status quo, the Blackdown Hills area 
anyway was scheduled as an area of great beauty and should be kept unspoilt. Although we did 
eventually get the Mains water and electricity it seemed a long wait and by that time the larger 
villages were getting new Sewage and Treatment works. 

1960 

With hindsight I think I must have been an idiot for having taken on rather a lot of public work. 
I mainly found it enjoyable and interesting but it was rather too time consuming when the main 
running of the farm depended on me and though I always tried not to neglect the farm I found 
that too much pressure can get you down and for the record I felt that I was trying to burn the 
candle at both ends. It was then that I developed stomach ulcers which plagued me for 20 odd 
years resulting in my being unable to do justice to Mum’s good cooking over most of that period. 
If there is any lesson to be taken from some of the public work activities undertaken it is not to 
be too much of a sucker and take on too many things at any one time, especially if you have a 
business to rim. You can so often end up beating your head against a brick wall and at the end of 
the day nobody gives a damn. Granted it’s right to take a share but keep it in perspective. 

My Mother died on 28th February 1%0 aged 76 years. Her life had not been an easy one having 
lost two husbands before she was fifty. She never seemed to enjoy good health and suffered from 
kidney trouble for a great many years causing haemorrhage and great pain. After more than 20 
years an operation gave her great relief but an enlarged heart and weak chest never really kept her 
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in robust health. Mother was however a keen and wide awake businesswoman and held together 
the property and funds that had been accumulated during her first marriage to my father. 

Judy married Richard Willy in 1960 not long before Mother died. A rather too elaborate affair 
really with a large turnout in response to invitations – toppers and tails were the order of the day 
and eight bridesmaids in attendance – the venue the Shrubbery Hotel, Ilminster. Richard Willy 
was a hail-fellow-well-met sort and good to get on with – had a slap-happy approach to farming. 
I was never sure that he had a very tough grounding in the old-fashioned way. Despite that he 
proved to be a good son-in-law. Later on they would have three daughters Sarah, Emma and 
Lucy who would be frequent and welcome visitors at Beehive when young. 

By now the family were all grown up. Jan was approaching 21 and after a secretarial course at 
Taunton Technical College made off to London and got a job. Before she married Judy was 
working in Taunton with Bibby’s the Feeding Stuff Compounders and had accommodation in 
town. Marty too eventually went to London to learn beauty therapy. It seemed that young 
people in their late teens wanted to get away from home and see the sights of London where life 
was more attractive. Even though it must have meant living on a shoestring it was the done 
thing; it seemed to be a combination of independence and enquiring minds. Over these matters 
Kitty gave in to let them have their own way. To me it was worrying and I felt they were 
somewhat naive about the outside world at a tender age with so many pitfalls. However what 
could I really say. I had done the same kind of thing myself at the same age thinking at that stage 
of my life that I knew all the answers though with hindsight realise I was very green and had so 
much to learn of the world and its ways. As time went by I realised that my fears for them were 
groundless. It gave them a broader outlook on life and taught them to stand on their own feet. 

1960s 

Jan by now had met Graham Wyles in London, an Australian from Sydney who was over here to 
improve his knowledge of the paper company, Bowaters. She brought him home for weekends 
and after his return to Australia Jan followed some months later attracted no doubt by this smart 
young Aussie and fired with imagination of what Australia was really like. I think this was in 
1961 which turned out to be one of the coldest and most snow-covered winters I had ever 
experienced. The snow was so deep that the roads were full to the tops of the hedges and for days 
we were mostly cut off in the side roads. By this time however farmers had acquired more up to 
date tractors with power-drive front end loaders with large scoops and they were able to shovel 
the snow (at places six feet deep or more) over the hedges. They were then able to get out of the 
lanes with their milk to a collecting point which in the case of Buckland and beyond was at 
Beehive where there is a very wide space for tractors and trailers to manoeuvre. At Beehive we 
were lucky as we are sited on a classified road – we were happy to provide waiting farmers and 
milk lorry drivers with coffee etc. 

Our system of farming had now changed somewhat. We no longer grew cereals but grew kale for 
winter feed for the cattle. We gradually rotated the system by ploughing up pastures and re-
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seeding them to keep them young and vigorous. We had left the old organic system behind 
whereby we had only applied farmyard manure back into the land. We were now spending 
thousands of pounds annually on fertilizer. The system became so much more intensive and 
stocking rates with such heavy applications of fertilizer would have been multiplied by at least 
five times. 

It was at this time that Little Thatch was purchased an old thatched building not really fit for 
habitation in its present state. I think it cost one thousand, four hundred pounds. By this time 
Jan and Graham had come over and lived at Beehive with us. Jan got work in a Taunton office 
and Graham a job with Swallowfield Aerosols in Wellington. It soon became clear that Graham 
was most adaptable and able to tackle any task that came his way including car repairs and 
servicing, carpentry, stock handling etc. Graham devoted all his spare time helping to renovate 
the cottage. It was thanks to his services that apart from the plastering no further tradesman was 
employed. It took quite a few months to bring it up to the required standard to satisfy the 
Council Building Officer and be able to draw the two hundred pound grant. 

1968 

Work on Little Thatch was now coming to a close and Graham had now left his job at 
Swallowfields in order to rush through the final touches so that he and Jan could catch the plane 
for their return journey back to Australia. 

Their leaving us after living with us for a year and a half was an extremely sad day. They were 
taking little Stevie who was so sadly mentally retarded and had been born while with us, to such 
a distant land where Jan wouldn’t have Kitty’s motherly support. This was one of the saddest 
days that I can ever remember. I now look back with pride and admiration for the guts and 
determination shown by both Jan and Graham in the great challenge that they had ahead of 
them, appreciating too the support given them by Joan and Harry. 

Little Thatch was now completed and let to a doctor who worked at Musgrove Hospital. He 
stayed for a year or so and was followed as tenant by 3 young bachelors one of whom cut down 
the lilac on the hedge and burnt it close to the front door. It could so easily have burnt the house 
down being thatch. He left soon after without paying his share of a month’s rent – goes to show 
that letting is not always very rewarding. 

1968 – Buckland Village Hall  

The idea of a Victory Hall was first proposed in 1946. Mr. George of Buckland House who 
owned Georges Beers at Bristol and a large number of pubs, was approached to take an interest. 
However he was a mean old bugger and had no family so showed no interest at all. I found 
Captain Barrett most helpful. He did an exercise in costs, position of site, how cash could be 
raised and suggested maybe buying a cheap ex-Army building etc. There was a further meeting to 
consider suggestions but people were pretty apathetic and the project was dropped and not raised 
again until 1967-68. 

68
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This was the year that Mrs. Topsy Takle who had by now formed a successful Youth Club in the 
Village mooted the idea of erecting a building that could be used for all parish purposes. She it 
was who threw out a challenge to the parishioners to do a Do It Yourself effort. She would buy a 
disused Army but on a site at Trull Road, Taunton. It was already dismantled but it was for us to 
transport and erect it. I was as Chairman to co-ordinate the effort. Here I must mention that 
Mrs. Takle proved to be a very capable secretary. She had terrific drive and was determined to 
help in every way to get things done. She would reason, coax, cajole and if that failed bully and 
ride rough-shod but somehow she never ruffled me up and we got on famously together. 

We quickly learnt that our one big problem was procuring a site more central to the village. We 
had hoped that a more public-spirited act could have been shown by those concerned. However 
it was not forthcoming and in desperation we appealed to the Parish Council of the day to allow 
us to build on the parish allotment. They proved to be most helpful and it was then a question of 
getting planning permission. Here again members of the Chard Rural District Council 
recommended approval. 

Once planning permission had been given, the next problem was levelling the site. This meant 
digging with a tractor and scoop. This was a primitive and laborious method as diggers were now 
used. However our committee had little or no money to spare. Several farms helped out with 
tractors and trailers to dispose of the spoil. We had applied for a grant from the Ministry of 
Labour and Social Science but as is usual with local authorities there was a long delay. In the 
meantime the footings were dug by hand and a base prepared. An army of tractors and trailers 
then descended on Taunton to transport the hut sections to the site. 

We then had to assemble the building and while doing so our Treasurer Harry Poole, an 
excellent helper, was killed in a car accident on his way home from work at the Ministry of 
Defence Radio Station at Culmhead. It was a sad blow. The work went on and we now had to 
purchase new roof timbers to carry the slates. It was still a do it yourself effort as and when we 
could find the spare time. Some of the committee members abandoned the project and it was 
mainly the busy farmers who stuck to it. The Board family, the village policeman Len Stevens 
and my brother Henry all stuck to it well. Five of us slated the roof: Billy Board, Len Stevens, 
Henry, George Whitefield and myself. It was all a very slow process – it must have been a year 
plus before the skeleton was built. By that time however the grant came through which allowed 
us to buy the material for relining. It was then that Henry Mutter, our local builder, proved most 
helpful doing the interior work at a cut-price cost. He continued to show great interest and help 
in the years to come and save the committee considerable expense until his untimely death. 

Finally our little Hall was complete. It had been a long haul – maybe two years before we were 
able to use it and during that period a great deal of unpaid time had been given by a small band 
of devoted helpers. Here I must pay tribute to Mrs. Topsy Takle for all the help, guidance and 
every support both with correspondence and financial help during this long period. It was at this 
time too that our sympathy went out to her for the loss of her husband George who did so much 
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to help Topsy behind the scenes even to the extent of driving to London twice to interview an 
Executive Officer dealing with the grant application. I also know that I lost a personal friend. 

1969-70 

At last the Hall was officially opened by Preb. Bill Taylor of Combe St. Nicholas who at the time 
was Chairman of the Chard Rural District Council and who together with Officers of that body 
had given us every support. I carried on as Chairman for some while longer but gave up I think 
in 1973 with a good committee, sound finances and the hall in a good state of repair thanks to 
the efforts of a sound body of workers. To my delight Gordon Board took over as Chairman. He 
had been one of a conscientious number of helpers and has now as I write been the Chairman for 
over 20 years and has done a great job. He is the son of Billy Board who had been such a willing 
helper in those early days when we got the project off to a start. 

In 1989 the Hall was completely destroyed by fire. This was a sad day in the history of Buckland. 
A great effort had been put into the building and although a wooden building it had served such 
a useful purpose in the parish used by The Women’s Institute, Scouts, Brownies, Guides, 
Venture Scouts and for many social functions. I think the parishioners generally were stunned. 
Here great credit was due to the committee who looked upon the disaster as a challenge to 
replace the hall with a bigger and better building that would serve the needs for any future 
function. They are to be congratulated for the wisdom and foresight they have shown as they 
now have a building to be proud of and which compares favourably with halls in other parishes 
of a similar size. I deemed it a great honour to have been invited to officially open it in 1991. 

1971 

By now Rick who had adjusted himself to the farm was proving capable and was taking much off 
my shoulders and gave us the opportunity to take a trip to Australia to see Jan, Graham, little 
Stevie and Katy who was two years old and Libby just a few weeks old. This was a great thrill. 
They all met us at Sydney airport. For me it was a return to Australia after 39 years. We now met 
up again with Graham’s parents Harry and Joan who proved great hosts making us most 
welcome. They had spent time with us in Somerset the previous year. Sydney had grown out of 
all recognition. Skyscrapers were towering over the Harbour Bridge that in my time was the 
highest building in Sydney. The new Opera House too had been added which somehow looked 
right sitting in the Harbour with its sailing effect surrounded by yachts. 

After a couple of days we proceeded to Inverell where a happy time was spent for some weeks. 
During our stay in Australia we all had a holiday in Maroochydore and met Clarrie Hoare, 
Kitty’s Uncle Hubert’s widow. This was a lovely area some 80 miles north of Brisbane where 
sugar-cane, bananas, pineapple and ginger was grown. Coming back to Australia after 39 years I 
was keen to go back and visit Murwillumbah where I had previously lived for nearly 5 years. We 
travelled by coach where Dick Rice, an old friend of canecutting days and with whom I had 
regularly corresponded with all those years, met us at Lismore and took us to their home at 
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Murwillumbah. This was a great reunion. Dick had now retired and was very lame he and Ivy 
having been involved in a car accident when they were hit by a drunken driver. They made us 
very welcome at their home in Myrtle Street. While there I was also thrilled to meet again Mrs. 
Engelman, my old landlady whom I had lodged with in her Boarding House during my original 
five year stay. She had treated me like a Mother and it was a great thrill to meet her again. Sadly 
her husband George had died earlier – a wise, level-headed man who had been a great influence 
on me in those days. 

Our stay as always in Australia was a very happy event. I’m sure that Kitty enjoyed it. In the early 
days of our marriage I had a hankering to go back and settle in Australia and had ideas of a cane 
farm somewhere in Queensland. Kitty however in those days was a member of a very united 
family and I am sure would not have been happy so far away from her Mother, brothers and 
sisters, despite the fact that she was one who always quickly made friends. Looking back however 
she was probably right. We had little to complain about in our lives until such time as she 
became ill. 

Although the town of Murwillumbah had not grown that much the scene had changed. The 
rattling old bridge had been replaced by a metal and steel construction and the old cinema I had 
attended had gone. No more horses and sulkies to be seen so often tied up to the pub rails while 
the owner had a pint. The old wooden Boarding House had been taken away and in its place an 
up to date Old People’s Home had been built. That was perhaps my greatest disappointment. I 
had spent such a happy time there in my youth and remembered the characters I had met there 
all that time ago: people from all walks of life - bank clerks, reps, shop girls, salesmen, piano 
tuners, tick inspectors, fairground workers, musicians, wrestlers, boxers, wide boys, clerks of 
court, police and many others. Some stayed permanently, others only a week and some just 
overnight. The playing field and cattle auction area had been replaced by a Park and Leisure area. 
Dick and Ivy Rice being Methodists took us to church on Sunday. Dick proudly took me to see 
the Memorial Hall dose by. I was able to tell him that I had spent a period humping bricks and 
mortar there 40 years earlier when it was constructed. A new levy bank wall had been built on 
the main town side to hold back the river from the town when it overflowed after heavy flooding. 
Wollumbar Street at the rear of the main street where tradesmen such as blacksmiths, a smelly 
old tannery etc. once stood had now given way to a shopping centre. Hardly any of the old 
friends that I had known and worked with were still around – apart from Phil Lazenby they had 
mostly died or moved away. However it was nice to recapture some of the old memories. 

Australia had moved on –the population had grown to around 16 million from the 7 million in 
my day. It was obvious too that Australia was thriving economically and no longer depending 
entirely on their primary production wool, dairy products, sugar etc. These days their mineral 
wealth of which there were vast resources was being mined. One could see a great future for a 
comparatively young country. There was too the attraction of the weather with its sub-tropical 
climate where all types of food commodities could be grown in various parts of the country. It 
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never ceases to amaze me why such a large country only contains such a comparatively small 
population. 

1975 

During the seventies Kitty developed osteo-arthritis gradually in both hips causing discomfort 
and pain and necessitating the taking of painkillers and sleeping tablets. Though usually bright 
and cheerful this had a wearing effect on her activities. Operations for this usually but not always 
effected a cure – hip replacements were by way of guineapig experiments and not always 
successful. Orthopaedic hospitals had a long waiting list but eventually we went to see a specialist 
at Bristol for an examination. In order to do this we had to get a letter from our own doctor 
stating the medical history. On approaching Dr. Michael Glanville at Chard for the necessary 
statement he objected most strongly saying that it was queue jumping. I really had to stand up to 
him and after a lot of discussion and argument he relented. The operation took place within 
weeks at Winford Orthopaedic Hospital, Bristol. The second followed six months later. 
Fortunately each operation was a great success and no more pain. She became mobile again – in 
fact we even danced at a local function. It was a year later when the Somerset Health Service 
notified us that a bed would be available at Yeovil. 

Not sure of dates but it was about 1975 when the dreadful day came when Kitty revealed that 
she had a lump in her breast but said “say nothing till after Christmas”. I was however adamant 
that we should see the doctor at once. Dr. Michael Glanville to his credit sent her to a specialist 
within days. The consultant acted quickly and within days she underwent surgery at Musgrove 
Hospital followed by radiotherapy for a month at Bristol. I thought it was so tough that having 
had successful operations on her hips, within months she should have this much greater worry. 
The operation appeared to have been successful and she went for check-ups every 3 to 6 months. 

1977 

We were now living at Little Thatch and most days I went up to the farm to help Rick out. He 
had married Jenny in 1976 – she was a nursing sister who adapted wonderfully well to the 
farming life. One day a letter arrived to inform me that we had won five thousand pounds on a 
Premium Bond. We felt that as it came easy we would spend it. We would change the car for a 
new one, the house needed thatching and the remainder we would spend on another trip to 
Australia to visit the family again. This time it was at Blake Street, Armidale. It was always a great 
thrill to take the trip to Australia. Apart from loving the country we always received such 
wonderful treatment from Jan and Graham Harry and Joan also made us so welcome as indeed 
did all Jan and Graham’s friends. By now Jan and Graham had moved to Armidale, Graham 
having received promotion with his company East-West Airlines to manage the Armidale 
Branch. This was a go-ahead country town of 20,000 or so population, a city with cathedrals 
both Roman Catholic and Anglican, together with a university known as the New England 
University. 
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It was during our stay at Armidale that we met a number of Jan and Graham’s friends – Graeme 
and Sue Blair, Richard and Margaret Smith and many others. I always enjoyed having chats with 
Graeme – with a Doctorate in Agriculture he had made a deep study of his subject and was as a 
result of field trials advising farmers on the scientific approach in order to promote higher 
production of farm commodities. Graeme is intelligent and always cheerful and most patient 
with my questions. I greatly enjoyed my visits to the Blair household. It always appeared to me 
that much more could be produced if more intensively farmed but one had to remember that 
land was comparatively cheap to acquire and could be farmed in larger units. The quality of the 
land too appeared in most areas to be thin in top soil, then again although some coastal areas had 
a heavy rainfall this did not apply generally or evenly and droughts could be a great drawback. I 
thought that the graziers were inclined to be optimists and were inclined to take a chance on 
rainfall and would question whether it might have been a good policy in times of good growth to 
either make hay or silage as an insurance against droughts and poor or no growth. I found the 
Australian farmers generally to be hard workers and admired them for the reclamation of land 
during past generations. Their stock management is generally good. 

I also spent many pleasurable hours with Margaret and Richard Smith – both great characters. 
Richard a good farmer with a memorable dry sense of humour. He knew his job and did it well 
having done a remarkably good job of reclamation of the farm that he managed. I think fate 
dealt him a rough hand – he was certainly worthy of owning his own property. I shall always 
appreciate the friendship he and Margaret showed me on each visit. Margaret kept me 
entertained as she expressed her strong ideas on most subjects whilst enjoying her smokes and 
white wine. 

On all the trips to Australia I have been pleased to meet up again with Keith Poole and his 
family. Keith used to board with us at Beehive when working with the forestry. He had travelled 
to Australia and stayed with Jan and Graham in Tamworth subsequently marrying an Australian 
girl Pam and staying out there though never feeling completely settled I think. 

It was during this visit in January 1978 that news came through of the passing of little Stephen. 
Although sad it was really a happy release. One often wonders why life appears to be so unfair to 
so many people in this world of ours. In the meantime our other Australian grandson Richard 
(Rik) had been born in 1975. 

1978 – House Building at Catkins Cottage, Blackwater 

Permission had been granted to build a cottage in a corner of Blackwater for John and Marty. A 
bricklayer was hired for the purpose and I was to be brickie’s labourer. The idea rather appealed 
to me. Rick had by now taken over Beehive and was able to handle it with help from me in 
between times. The bricklayer Colin Whiting was a sound worker and understood and was able 
to follow plans drawn up by John Spencer’s architect. The site was situated in the corner of the 
coppice, land without any agricultural potential so not missed in the farming practice. I joined 
this project from the start mixing mortar, humping concrete blocks and generally acting as 
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rouseabout to Colin, and in between with a little guidance from Colin, laid the blocks for the 
garage. So over the months starting in October 1976 the project gradually took shape with visits 
occasionally from the District Council Building Officer who kept a watchful eye on the works to 
comply with building plans. Some of the outside walls had to be built in stone. This Colin and I 
did together at first but Colin disliked the stonemason work and suggested that I continue with 
this part of the project while he carried on the concrete block work of the main structure. 
Finding the correct stone meant searching among old stone buildings etc. Fortunately two of 
them had disintegrated and we were able to salvage one way and another enough to complete this 
part of the house. Again old pan tiles were stripped from a disused barn near Bridgwater. 

Colin was paid about ninety pounds a week for his services. He was a rather prickly character to 
handle and one had to be diplomatic in handling him but generally speaking we got on well 
together. I think that the whole project would have cost about twelve thousand pounds. At the 
end of the day it became a nice house on a nice site together with five acres of land in a warm 
sheltered spot with plenty of wild life around including foxes, badgers (sett within 200 yards of 
house), roe deer and game birds such as pheasant and woodcock. In the spring it was partly 
covered in bluebells with the river running by. 

Somehow I always had a bit of a conscience over getting planning permission for Catkins. In the 
ordinary course of events I’m sure the Planning Authority would never have granted permission 
for building on the site as the whole area was scheduled as one of great amenity value with severe 
restrictions on further development in that area. The application was put before the Council in 
my name. By that time I had resigned from the Rural District Council and Charlie Jenner had 
taken over from me and was a member of the Planning Committee. He told me that when the 
application came up members said was it “our Mr. Pym” and on being told it was the 
Committee approved it. It still had to be confirmed by the Area Planning at Yeovil and it was 
there that the Reverend Bill Taylor was the Chairman as well as being the Chairman of the 
Chard R.D.C. and he got permission through. It all goes to show that at times it’s who you 
know that can get results in one’s favour though it’s not a matter that I ever felt particularly 
proud of though I never approached the Council myself for favours. 

Marty, John, Polly and by now Amy and Luke took up residence at Catkins but fate intervened 
as it does so often with people’s lives and they were obliged to leave. 

1982 

Time seemed to have gone by so quickly. Mum and I were I think happy in the little cottage at 
Little Thatch. I was still helping out Rick and Mum had her W.I. (Women’s Institute) and went 
to see Marty and the children most days. Then came the terrible news of a lump in her other 
breast. Again immediate treatment but it was to be the beginning of the end. By now Jan and 
Graham had purchased their property at Boorolong Road. Mum was anxious to see it so we 
made the final trip together ignorant of the fact that the secondary cancer had spread through her 
system. It was just as well that the doctors had concealed this from us as had we known we would 



72 
 

not have made the last trip. It did however give Mum a great deal of satisfaction to see Jan and 
Graham’s new home. I shall always remember how pleased she was to explore Sydney’s Opera 
House thanks to Harry and his kindness. However we had to beat a hasty retreat. My thanks too 
to Jan who made the trip back with us. 

1993 

It is now ten years that I have lived on my own since losing Mum. I stayed at Little Thatch for 
three years on my own but decided to move to town as at that time I seemed to feel lonely and 
decided to go where there were more people. Having sold Little Thatch I bought a bungalow on 
the outskirts of Taunton. There I was quite happy and made friends. I think during that time I 
made two trips to Australia and then in 1989 took a trip back to South Africa after sixty years. 
There I was well received by my cousins Stan and Elsie who took me on a tour of South Africa 
taking in Johannesburg visiting a coalmine etc. then a trip by coach through the Garden Route 
(coastal) to Durban visiting wine area, Kango Caves, Ostrich farm, Crocodile farm etc. All 
cousins made me so welcome. Ralph and Al drove me to tour the Game Reserves. Ian and Elna 
showed me around Durban – it was all a great experience. South Africa is a lovely country – its 
coastline reminded me so much of the Australian coastline. I felt saddened by the general unrest 
of the blacks resulting from apartheid. I also sensed an undercurrent of general dislike from the 
blacks towards the whites who were in authority over them and can only hope that when the 
blacks get independence they will let bygones be bygones. I can’t say that I wish I had stayed 
there instead of going on to Australia sixty-five years ago. 

A spell at Beehive and another with sister-in-law Mary following disposal of my Taunton house 
after illness has now brought me back full circle to Buckland St. Mary where I started off in life. I 
am only a mile away from Beehive where Rick and Jennie live with their children Emily and 
James. I am living in one of four terraces in the centre of the village – they are perhaps amongst 
the oldest in the Parish and were in my boyhood occupied by 4 old ladies dressed in black, all 
widows. This one has the only inglenook and is said to have been the Soup Kitchen where the 
poor were fed. Granny Shire came down to live next to where I am living now and as boys 
attending school we used to visit her most days – a frail looking little woman who used to get 
bouts of bad nose bleeding. Mother being the nearest daughter used to plug her nose. The doctor 
said it was a safety valve as she had high blood pressure and would otherwise have had a stroke. 

At 84 years of age I can look back at an interesting age through life, born in the horse age with a 
great deal of work done manually then advancement to the mechanical age which took a lot of 
backache and those prevalent hernias out of manual labour with the introduction of machinery. 
Now there seems to be a machine for everything and it seems we’ve arrived at the technological 
age. Today as a result of modern medicine people are living at least ten years longer. The big 
question is what do these modern times all add up to? 

Modern technology has now swamped the world with modern appliances that in an inflationary 
period with huge unemployment the market is unable to absorb. Hence there is a certain amount 
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of stagnation; whereas in the days of manual manufacture and produce more workers were 
needed most probably giving more satisfaction and peace of mind to all who were gainfully 
employed. Again too with the population in the Western World living 10-15 years long one 
wonders how all the various services will be funded and incomes and pensions maintained with a 
stagnated economy. Here I am nearing 84 years of age having lived 20 years older than my father 
whom I thought was an old man badly crippled with arthritis and walking with a stick and who 
died at 63. We now have 3 million over 80 and to fund the pensions and National Health 
System the Government has had to borrow fifty billion pounds. One wonders what kind of 
world it will be in 50 year’s time. 

Certainly longer life, reduction of working hours and better conditions, more travel, a levelling of 
society, holidays, creative wealth, leisure and better living conditions generally are plusses. 
However against that we have a great increase in crime, churches empty, AIDS, divorces, single 
parent families, rape, murders, discontent and unemployment. Half the world is overfed and the 
other half undernourished or starving. With wars and disruptions and brutality within nations I 
can’t believe this all adds up to a better world. We have had two World Wars with no-one better 
off at the end of the day – millions of innocent people prematurely dying for what! People today 
are more highly educated but a large percentage with degrees are unable to get jobs modern 
technology having taken over and less labour being required for units of work. 

Video nasties are I believe having a devastating effect on young people resulting in youngsters 
trying to emulate what they see on videos – kids of 10-12 taking cars and crashing them often 
results in deaths and discipline is lacking in schools and homes. Truancy is on the increase in a 
large way – there used to be an Attendance Officer visiting schools in my day and checking 
registers and often parents were taken to Court if absenteeism continued. 

As youngsters we were brought up to a strict code of conduct and taught to know our place and 
to respect and toady to our “betters”, salute the Squire and Parson and all gentry, attend church 
regularly and not mix with the lower classes – what snobbery it was in those days. My 
Grandmother could remember when the church was built at Buckland by John Lance who used 
a great deal of his wealthy wife’s money to do so. She related the story of how he sacked a worker 
on the spot who was carrying a hod of stone because he didn’t put it down to salute him. 

How life has changed these days. Class distinction has mainly died out. Villages are no longer 
what they were when we all knew each other in our own parish and when social activities took 
place it was a meeting place for a united community; a great deal of change has now taken place 
especially since the War years with old traditions now dying – apple orchards grubbed out which 
were once such a part of the socialising with cider-making and sampling the various vintages. 

Much of the history of the village is contained in the little book written by Jill Colledge and John 
Hind in 1974 titled Buckland St Mary Past and Present. The biggest change that has taken place 
in my lifetime is the disappearance of the smallholding units of maybe 5 to 15 acres run by 
workers on a part-time basis keeping pigs, poultry and a few cows or maybe sheep. The 
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smallholder usually spent the rest of his time working for large farms. They were known as 
strippers and could turn their hand to most things. These units were often a stepping stone to 
renting a larger unit. Sadly they have all disappeared with the land being sold off to increase the 
size of larger farms helping to make them viable. The houses have then been disposed of to town 
dwellers usually or industrialists as second homes. 

Today modern machinery and technology have transformed the agricultural and rural life to one 
of factory farming with the community made up of professional folk from all walks of life drawn 
from urban areas who seem to want the best of both worlds and who in many cases are not 
prepared to integrate with rural customs. 

In the olden days Buckland was a thriving village with a Butcher, Baker, Smithy, Cobbler, 
Thatcher, Tailor and Harnessmaker. In the Newtown area there were two thriving businesses. 
Walter Stone had 4 or 5 Carpenters, one blacksmith. My Grandfather John Shire employed 
around a dozen or 15 including his 5 sons in his business comprising a wheelwright works, 
carpentry, repair and building of wagons and putts and blacksmithy. His business folded as his 
sons gradually left home to start their own businesses, some as farmers and one to South Africa in 
the Boer War who made good over there in the sugar industry. Grandfather’s health deteriorated 
and the business folded. The old boy was said to have had a violent temper but was generous to a 
fault, drank brandy and whisky for his heart complaint and gin for his gout! He was a great 
Liberal supporter and always concerned for the Working class looking after his employees well. 
This was in the days before the Labour Party came into being – today no doubt he would have 
been a great Labour supporter. My memory of him is a bit vague as he was a sick man but I 
remember him wearing a box hat. Mother being the nearest used to regularly visit and help out. 
He died aged 69 when I was 5 and that’s when Granny Shire came to live in the village right next 
door to where I’m living now. She survived till 84.16 

I have now rambled on enough. You may be able Jan to pick bits out to add to the notes that I 
have previously written, though I can’t believe that offspring of the future would be inclined to 
show interest in old bygones. 

 

                                                            
16 Ed. At this point Dad went on to write down more reminiscences of village activities and characters he 
remembers. I have inserted these in earlier sections. However the last paragraph appearing below is exactly 
as he wrote it. 


