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A survey comparing wildflowers in Dawlish in 1903 and 2020.
by Suzanne Jones
There were lists published in the Dawlish Gazette in May 1903, June 1903, April 1904 and June 1904 of the
plants in flower that ‘a lady’ had found on her walks. From the use of common names across the lists it
appears this may have been compiled by more than one person. The May 1903 list starts with the statement
‘no special research was made and there are probably many others to be found in marshy or otherwise
unusual places’. The final list in June 1904 is credited to Mrs Everard Woods of 4 Barton Crescent, Dawlish.
The purpose of this survey was to see if
these plants could still be found in the
Dawlish area in 2020. It was carried out
by two people working independently and
then pooling their findings. Both were
amateurs in the knowledge of wild plants
and there was no systematic plan laid out
at the start. However, it was ensured that
each part of the Dawlish area was walked
and recorded on a weekly basis
throughout the three months.
The
surveyors, Suzanne Jones and David
Hutton, were supported by email by Tim
Purchase the South-west of England’s
Branch Secretary of The Wild Flower
Society, where there were issues with
identification.
Valerian in flower at Langdon Barton
(Readers should note that although the Dawlish area was walked daily, plants in flower might have been
missed, and due to the novice knowledge of the surveyors some varieties within species could have been
also missed. The ornamentally planted Lawns and the Manor House land along with planting by developers
around new housing developments and new schools, were excluded from the survey.)
In 1903 Dawlish was described as ‘a popular watering place’, with a population of Dawlish of 4,003. The
town was confined to the bottom of the valley of Dawlish Water, with the slopes covered by orchards,
allotments, and market gardens. Within the town there were several large villas and gentlemen’s houses and
it was a holiday destination. The Warren itself was covered with semi-permanent houses, with low
development in the remainder of Dawlish Warren. Holcombe and Cockwood were small villages, with the
farms and estates taking up the remainder of the area.
Of the 54 plants in flower in the April 1904 article, four were not found, including two that appear on the
national endangered list, Ivy Leaf Campanula (Wahlenbergia hederacea) and Tower Mustard (Arabis
glabra), plus another two that appear to be incorrectly named. There was an additional 27 from the May
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1903 list and nine for the June lists in flower along with 42 that were not listed on any of the 1903/4 lists.
Several of these new plants were garden escapes who have colonised walls and hedges of the parish. In
total 128 different plants were found in flower in April 2020.
The May list of 1903 had 75 plants in flower, several appear both in April and May e.g. Daisies and
Dandelions. As in April, 50% of the plants from the June 1903/04 lists were in flower in May. Of the 75
plants on the May list, eight could not be found, with two others possibly incorrectly named. There were 26
from the June list in flower and 25 additional plants on none of the 1903/04 lists. In total there were 118
plants in flower in May 2020.
There were two lists for June, in 1903 and 1904. There were different plants on these two lists; when
combined this came to a total of 120 plants. Of these, six had no recognised name in 2020, another 21 could
not be found. There was a total of 101 found from the combined lists, with several such as in the Wild Rose
had five varieties flowering. In addition, 67 plants were found that were not on either list, therefore 168
plants in flower were found.
(Complete lists of plants found in the April, May and June surveys and copies of the original Gazette articles
can be found in the extended version of this article on the DLHG website.)
Since 1904 the environment of Dawlish has changed considerably, the population has risen from 4,000 to
15,000 with housing spreading up both sides of the valley and out towards Holcombe and Dawlish Warren.
The character of Dawlish Warren has changed, and now as well as increased residential housing there are
several large holiday camps. The one positive change has been the removal of housing on the Warren and
the establishment of a nature reserve, where many coastal plants thrive in the sandy soil.
The many small farms, allotments, small holdings, and flower nurseries that made the majority of Dawlish
outside the town in the valley in 1903 have disappeared. There are still farms around Dawlish, these are
mainly livestock, with old meadows ploughed up in the 20th century to improve grass covering. Along with
this are the cleared waterways, where there is still Hemlock Water Dropwort (Oenanthe crocata) in most of
them, however the small water plants have disappeared. The most diverse water side species were found
along Shutterton Brook, which is totally urban with a gravelled pathway, light industry and a holiday park
running alongside it. The downside was the Indian Balsam (Impatiens glandulifera) an invasive species that
had started to establish itself.
With all the changes the hedgerows are still full of plants, and carefully managed by the landowners. The
railway line ballast has formed a rocky maritime habitat for many species, and the towns pavements and
walls have colonies of garden escapes and common plants.

Red campion & Speedwell

Mexican fleabane

On walking the lanes and footpaths over the three months it was noticeable that flora found in the Aller
Valley was not necessarily the same as found in Dawlish Water, and the Cockwood side of Dawlish could
be different again. Some plants were just found in one spot, such as Changing Forget-me-not (Myosotis
discolour) and Brook Lime (Veronica beddabunga) whilst others such as Hedge Bedstraw (Galium album),
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Red Campion (Silene dioica), and Red Valerian (Centranthus ruber) were found widely, and Alexander
(Smyrmium olusatrum) is flowering in abundance, with the Three Cornered Leek (Allium triquetrum) looked
on by many gardeners in Dawlish as a weed.
The other thing of note when comparing 1903 and 2020 was the number of escapes now living happily in
the wild, the most common in town being the Mexican Fleabane (Erigeron karvinskianus) that can be found
in every nook and cranny. Unusual plants such as Echium pininana have found their way out of gardens,
and fig and apple trees can be found in hedgerows.
In the last few years, a countryside park has been created on the Exeter side of town and is a buffer between
new house building in Dawlish and Dawlish Warren. This 65-acre site was created from pastureland and
has and still is being managed back to a wilder state, with native tree planting and scattering of British
wildflower seeds and green hay. An increase of wildlife has already been noted, and the diversity of
flowering plants is increasing and will be an interesting area to monitor in the coming years.

Hedge Bedstraw in full flower
Navelwort, on the steep bank of Stockton Hill
As with the rest of the country the climate has changed with warmer and wetter winters bringing flowers
into bloom earlier and more tender plants being able to thrive. It was seen that in April there were 27 plants
from the May 1903 list in flower and another 8 from the June list, with the yellow iris all but over by the
time June came around.
This year saw the country locked down during April and most of May due to Covid-19, therefore there was
less traffic and no aircraft so reduced pollution, with the holiday makers not coming back until July. It is
difficult to say if that had any impact on the flora during the survey, however plants such as Navelwort
(Umbilicus rupestris) flowered in abundance across diverse habitats, from the sea front to hedgerows, in
walls and even on old roofs, and was more
noticeable to the surveyors than in previous years.
In the 116 intervening years the escape of plants
from gardens, and market gardens has been
logged, which is continuing with the latest being
Echium pininana. What surprised the surveyors
was the lack of the Sweet Dog Violet in the
hedgerows as there had been several violet
nurseries in the late 19th and early 20th century
sending their flowers to Covent Garden by train
daily in season. The tradition of sending flowers
from the local nurseries to Covent Garden a
couple of times a week has only ceased in the last 20 years.
Three Cornered Leeks
The search through the Dawlish Gazette was suspended in March 2020 at the end of the 1909 editions. When
the research re-starts it will be interesting to see if any further plant lists come to light, or any other reference
to plant surveys across Dawlish, to see if transition changes can be found.
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Free if you want them
Because Dawlish Local History Group is a member of the British Association for Local History we get
their magazines but we now need to pass them on to anyone who is interested. To reserve a copy email
enquiries@dawlishhistory.org.uk or ring 01626 863708.
The Local Historian July 2020
Articles include Understanding the urban landscape and Post-war experiences of the independent
shopkeeper restocking the shelves.
The Local Historian October 2020
Articles include: The influence of the early modern gentleman on the changing landscape and Catholic
rioters of S.W. Herefordshire 1605 + a review of histories of hospitals
Local History News Summer 2020
Articles include: Warship weeks [of WW2]; Cookery recipes in times of crisis (alas no actual recipes are
included); and an interesting one on Dr Buchan's Domestic Medicine 1782
Local History News Autumn 2020
Articles include: Finding Phillis – a slave girl poet and War resisters in WW1.

Goings-on at the seafront
by David Gearing
There was quite a bit of local excitement in mid-November with the arrival on the beach just behind the
station of an enormous structure called ‘Wavewalker’, indicating that the construction phase of the project
to build the second section of the new sea wall had got underway. The Wavewalker is described as an
‘eight-legged, self-contained walking jack-up barge’, and because it enables work to continue at different
states of the tide, will speed up the piling needed to support the foundations of the sea wall. It moves by
lifting four of its eight feet at a time and sliding along using motors in the other four. It’s owned by a
Dutch company and is the only one of these platforms operating in Europe. The main contractor, BAM
Nuttall Ltd, is also a Dutch company.
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The old shipping containers in the foreground of the picture above have been filled with sand and gravel
dug from further along the beach, are intended to protect the plant from rough seas. One of the first things
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the contractors did was to remove the old sewer pipes that were an (unattractive) feature of the beach in
front of the station.
Looking back to 2014, the similar looking platform employed in the final stages of repairing the sea wall
after the storm that caused the closure of the line (photo below) looked really impressive then, but the
Wavewalker is clearly in a different league.

The second phase of the new sea wall, 415 metres in length and 2.5m higher than the existing wall and
including a public walkway, will run from the Coastguards breakwater to join up with the first section in
front of Marine Parade that opened in September. The project also includes various changes to the station.
Government funding of £80m is being made available, £6m of which will be spent on accessible lifts
linked by a new bridge over the tracks. (These days everything seems to cost many millions of pounds,
and it’s hard to relate such large sums to everyday life. Protecting the existing main line railway from
storm damage is clearly a justifiable aim, but it does appear that Government funding for big construction
projects like this is prioritised over the resources needed to support essential ongoing services such as
social care and environmental protection, which are severely rationed. One point of comparison you may
find interesting is that Teignbridge District Council’s total annual expenditure (about £70 million) is less
than the cost of just this phase of the project.)
In his recent article Going soon – part of Dawlish's railway heritage (available on our website) David
Allanach described various features of historic value that will be destroyed or impacted by the project, and
this formed the basis of a submission to Teignbridge planners who were then considering the project
proposals. Unfortunately their conclusions were that although the works would completely remove some
of the designated ‘heritage assets’, and in particular would harm the historic and architectural character of
the station, a Grade II listed building, ‘there was clear and convincing justification for the proposed
development and that the public benefit outweighed the harm to the heritage assets’, and they did not place
any conditions on the development relating to heritage protection.
This set me thinking about anything I missed. I often used to admire the old sea wall in front of Marine
Parade, faced with natural stones, which in the lower levels were worn smooth by wave action to reveal
attractive banding (photo below). I often thought that these stones would have been individually selected
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and shaped to fit together by the workmen of the time. They had presumably been there since 1902 when
the previous wall was built to improve the storm protection for the railway and Marine Parade, and to
create the promenade called King’s Walk. Some repairs and re-grouting had taken place over the years,
but the stones were still largely intact.

Of course this has all been buried under the concrete of the new wall and walkway, and it’s already quite
hard to remember what it used to be like. I’m afraid there’s not much to admire in the facing of the new
wall (see below), and its greater height now seems to dominate the beach in a way the old one did not.
Perhaps its appearance will mellow over time.
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‘A hero, a comedian and a cad’ by David Allanach
Here's a good quiz question: In which year did Britain win an Olympic gold medal for cricket? And if that
is too easy what is the Dawlish connection? How we got a gold medal is a truly bizarre story and the full
details can be read on Wikipedia. The essence of the story is that it had been agreed that cricket would
form one of the sports being competed for in the 1896 Olympics. However that didn't happen so it was
reset for 1900 and each of the bidders to hold the games offered to field a team. However, after France was
chosen as host the teams from Belgium and the Netherlands dropped out leaving just British and French
teams still competing. The game was played in August 1900 in Paris and the British team won by 158 runs.
One of the oddities was that the teams elected to play with twelve men whereas every schoolboy knows
that there should only be eleven and as a result the game the game did not achieve first class status. Indeed
the game's Olympic status was not fully settled until 12 years later as Great Britain was originally awarded
a silver medal and France a bronze but these were later upgraded to gold and silver.
It remains unclear how this came about but neither England nor France fielded a truly national team, our
players were all drawn from Devon and Somerset teams and so we come to the Dawlish connection. The
Dawlish Gazette's story highlighted the fact that one of the top scorers was Alfred Bowerman who was a
brother of W. Bowerman, timber merchant of Dawlish. There is however another connection although
somewhat tenuous. The captain of the English team is listed as CBK Beachcroft and in the 1900 electoral
register his address is given as the Royal Hotel, Dawlish. We don't know for sure what his occupation at
the time was but in the 1901 census whilst visiting friends in Topsham his occupation is given as licensed
victualler. It has therefore been surmised that he may have been running the Royal Hotel at the time he
registered as a voter although if true it is surprising that the Gazette didn't pick up on this.
As a cricketer he seems to have been quite successful and was the top scorer in the Paris match. At the time
he was also opening batsman for the Exeter Cricket Club. Furthermore the Gazette article also records that
he was requested to take over a hockey club in October. There was however another side to our hero.
He was born Charles Beachey Kay in 1870 at Rickmansworth but when his father died the family moved
to Wolborough, Newton Abbot from where, at the age of 19, he married Rosa Serjeant. They had 4 children
but in 1896 his wife filed for divorce on the grounds of adultery and cruelty. The divorce was granted in
August 1897 and at this point Charles seems to have re-created himself by adding the new surname of
Beachcroft and very shortly thereafter marrying Carrie Martin who had lived for a while at
Bishopsteignton. All Charles' cricketing achievements seem to have been carried out under the new name
of Beachcroft.
After the 1901 census we lose sight of Charles until he suddenly appears in the pages of The Stage . From
here on he seems to have reverted to his original surname Kay [although his wife Carrie retained the
surname Beachcroft until she died]. He is listed as appearing at Chelsea Palace Theatre on 21st December
1905 as a music hall artiste. From then on there are a number of mentions of his name in The Stage, a
significant one being on 23rd April 1908 when there is the first mention of his appearing in a double act
with Sybil Franklin, comedienne. The relationship seems to have developed because in the 1911 census he
is living with Sybil Kay and a three month old John Kay. However, as far as can be ascertained Charles and
Sybil were not married at this time.
He continued his career as a comedian and singer of witty, often topical songs and by 1915 even produced
his own revue called 'Do be careful' although it didn't get rave reviews. At the time the first world war was
having a great impact on everyone and some of his material would seem to be in poor taste today, for
example he rewrote the lyrics to Humpty Dumpty. The war caught up with him in October 1915 when he
was reported to have been offered a commission in the Devon Regiment.
Apart from one mention of his appearing on a stage on the Isle of Wight in 1916, mentions of him in The
Stage then dry up. His family believe that he travelled abroad and later died in Australia. He remains
however something of an enigma but certainly a colourful character.
More from Westcotts Local Press: April 24th 1884
In the October newsletter I included a piece on mourning dress etiquette prompted by a piece in this local
newspaper. Here are some other bits of news from the same edition, that you may find interesting.
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^^ At this time Egypt was a de facto British protectorate and Sudan
an Egyptian colony that the British government decided couldn’t be
defended against a powerful religious leader calling himself the
Mahdi. Gladstone had agreed that Gordon go to Khartoum to
organise an orderly evacuation of Egyptian soldiers and civilians,
but after he arrived in February 1884 he decided to hold the city.
Gordon was popular at home and couldn’t be sacked, but after
Khartoum was surrounded by hostile forces in March and later
effectively cut off from the outside world, Gladstone prevaricated
and a (small, inadequate) British relief force didn’t set out until
November. After several military set-backs, by the end of 1884 the
garrison and population of the city were starving. Before any relief
arrived Gordon was killed along with all the defenders when the
Mahdi’s forces attacked on 26 January 1885. Queen Victoria
publicly blamed Gladstone, and Gordon’s death caused a huge
wave of grief, with a national day of mourning held in March.
<< The Queen
was 64 at the
time and lived
on for another
17 years. Her
granddaughter
Princess
Victoria of
Hesse, then due
to be married on
30 April 1884 in
Darmstadt
(which was in
the Grand
Duchy of Hesse)
was the
grandmother of
the Duke of
Edinburgh; her
youngest child
was Louis, Lord
Mountbatten.
>> Walter Scott, the Duke of Buccleuch, had died recently. The earlier
part of this article listed his many titles and described him as ‘socially
and politically the most important personage north of the Tweed’.
Montagu House in Whitehall, built in the 1850s, was one of London’s
grandest private mansions. Its riverside gardens were removed when the
Thames Embankment was built. The Duke also had no fewer than eight ‘country seats’. His income, presumably derived
mainly from land and property, would be worth about £20 million today. He was the great-great-great grandfather of Richard
Scott, the present Duke of Buccleuch, who still owns 280,000 acres of Scotland, but has to manage with only four country seats.
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Todd Gray’s talk: The Cathedral Yard Fire and Exeter’s Ancient Buildings. November 3rd 2020.
We were very fortunate that our first talk delivered on-line in these dark days of lockdown was by Todd
Gray, probably the best-known historian specialising in Devon subjects in general, and Exeter in particular.
It was noticeable that Todd was very well organised to deliver his Powerpoint presentation using Zoom
software – his presentation was very visual and depended on inviting viewers to look carefully at specific
details in photographs and plans, without the aid of a physical pointer. He began by describing how he
became involved with the fire that destroyed the Royal Clarence Hotel, his role in saving several ancient
buildings threatened by the fire as it spread, and then how this led to a detailed survey of surrounding
buildings, in some cases discovering previously unknown features.

The hotel before, and immediately after, the fire.
The fire of 28 October 2016 was the single most destructive incident in the centre of Exeter since the
WW2 Blitz. The fire started at about 5am on October 28th 2016 in an adjacent building, No 18 Cathedral
Yard. The first fire appliances arrived at 5.15am. All the hotel residents were evacuated promptly. By
6.30am there were 20 fire engines on the scene from all over Devon. By around 10am there was a lot of
smoke still rising from No 18 but it appeared that the fire was contained. Around this time Hamish
Marshall, a journalist from the BBC TV Spotlight programme, was there - he knew Todd and called asking
him to come to the scene for an interview. By this
time some of the fire engines and firefighters that had
attended had already left, but then flames began to
appear on the roof of the hotel.
<< Fire damage to the interior
By 11am the fire had taken hold throughout the hotel
and the event was becoming national news, the Royal
Clarence being described as ‘England’s oldest hotel’.
(In fact, it was the oldest surviving building in
England called a hotel – being first described as such
in 1769. It was named the Royal Clarence after
Adelaide, Duchess of Clarence, after she stayed there
sometime in the 1820s – she was the wife of the then
future king William IV). At this point Cathedral
Close was cordoned off and Todd was recognised by the fire service as the only person there with detailed
knowledge of the damaged and threatened buildings. Having recently undertaken research into some
historic reports of buildings on the High Street, Todd knew that Cathedral Yard buildings were joined to
buildings behind them facing the High Street, in some cases by old connected doors and wooden partitions
rather than solid walls, and initial inspections confirmed this, with a fireball seen in the back of the Costa
Coffee premises. He also knew that most of these buildings were complex structures of 14th and 15th
century origins incorporating ancient fabric, and as such were architecturally more important than the
Royal Clarence. So he advised the fire service that their priority was to save the High Street buildings, and
they acted on this. (One might have expected that such advice would have come from a specialist in the
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City or County Council or perhaps Devon Historic Buildings Trust, but there was no-one from any of these
organisations in attendance, or apparently wanting to get involved.)
The story of the fire and its aftermath eventually ran for four days in local and national media, and Todd
ended up giving 80 interviews in a ten day period. Three days after the fire City Council officials
announced that the whole of the Royal Clarence was to be demolished for safety reasons and in order to
give a developer a clean site on which to build a new hotel. They said this had been agreed with English
Heritage, but Todd knew that English Heritage’s knowledge of the structure was incomplete, and that the
ground and first floor walls were solid stonework, 3 to 4 feet thick, probably dating back to the 1400s –
similar to those of the Devon & Exeter Institution building situated on another side of Cathedral Close.
The higher-level walls that had partially collapsed having been drenched with water, were made of
Georgian period timber and stucco. In order to prevent ill-advised total demolition, Todd conducted
interviews praising the Council for wanting to preserve the ancient fabric of that part of the hotel known as
the Canon’s House, the effect of which was that the decision was reversed and the old walls retained.
Later analysis of the mortar in these walls indicated that they were older than previously thought, dating
from the mid-13th century.
The damage and disruption caused by the fire provided Todd with an opportunity to assess the structure
and history of the Royal Clarence and adjacent buildings. As well as taking a close look at what remained
of the hotel, he undertook a preliminary survey of the High Street buildings, uncovering many interesting
features including 16th century
wall painting, an apothecary’s
treatment room above the Laura
Ashley shop, a bespoke tailor’s
cloth samples, a window that
had opened onto a lane that had
been blocked up 400 years ago,
and 15th century roof trusses
above Costa Coffee. He was
then commissioned by Historic
England to research and
prepare a book on all 42
buildings in ‘St Martin’s
Island’, the block situated
between the Cathedral Close
and High Street - see plan at
left. (The book, co-authored
with Sue Jackson, is available
from stevensbooks.co.uk).
David Gearing
On-line Talks
We have arranged on-line talks via Zoom as follows.
•

Tuesday January 12 at 2.30pm Derek Gore: Archaeological Fieldwork and Excavations at
Ipplepen
• Tuesday February 16 at 2.30pm Felicity Goodall: Lost Devon
• Tuesday March 16 at 2.30pm Robert Hesketh: Weirdest Buildings of the West Country
Those on our members distribution list will receive joining instructions a few days prior to each talk.
We are also seeking permission from speakers to be able to invite a limited number of other people to
access the talk. Derek Gore has agreed to this, we will ask the other two speakers nearer the time. If you
know of people who might like to see Derek’s talk, ask them to register their interest by email to
enquiries@dawlishhistory.org.
We’ll keep under review the possibility of re-starting face-to-face meetings and outings, but currently the
earliest that appears likely is April next year.
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