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Remembering Chalet Holidays at Holcombe in the 1950s 

by John Wilkinson 

The access to the holiday site was through the second field gate on the left in Windward Lane, adjacent to what is 

now the South West Coastal Path. Windward Lane was a T-Junction directly off the Dawlish - Teignmouth Road 

just prior to what is now Derncleugh Gardens. The original route is still just visible as a walkway. I have been 

reliably informed the field belonged to Farmer Baulkwill. Derncleugh Gardens was a high walled market garden and 

strawberry field, much of the old stone wall still remains today. 

The field contained 6 or 7 chalets (converted beach huts, sheds and custom made cabins). These were a safe haven 

during the second world war for people made homeless by the devastating bombing of Exeter.  They were occupied 

after the war for some years both for holiday lets and some as family homes. One resident, Mrs Cox, lived at the 

lower end of the field in a lovely cabin called Bay View, which overlooked the entire bay to Berry Head. Mrs Cox 

had a very gravelly voice and strong Devonshire accent, a voice I can still hear in my head today. 

All the chalets had lovely names - 

Bay View, Berry Head, Harvera, 

Twin Tops, Manaton and Prairie. 

Most of my family holidays were 

spent in Harvera, owned by Mrs 

Brewer. At some point after the war 

she returned to Exeter, I believe 

with her son and then let Harvera as 

a holiday chalet. We did spend one 

holiday in Berry Head and was 

fascinated to watch Berry Head 

lighthouse flash at regular intervals 

through the window at night. 

 

 

John aged 6 or 7 in a chair outside 

‘Harvera’ 

 

None of the chalets had electricity, 

running water or flushing toilets. Lighting was by oil lamps and candles with a very strange oven fuelled by paraffin, 

which was the only means of cooking.  Each chalet had its own chemical toilet housed in a small wooden structure 

situated away from the main dwelling.  This had to be emptied into a cesspit situated in the middle of the field. 

Water had to be fetched from a single tap by the field gate. Milk was delivered from Court Farm by taking an 

enamel can down to the gate where a wooden shelf stood. Cash was left under the enamel can every night and fresh 

milk, almost with a brown tinge, appeared every morning.  

I can still hear the sound of the wind whistling through the odd telegraph wire, electric cables to the properties in 

Windward Lane and birds singing, all these things were so magical and different from the suburbs of London where 

we lived. Never wanted the holiday to end! The air seemed much cleaner, the way of life in harmony with the 

environment and the sea were all very special. 
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We could not bring our own luggage as 

our means of transport was a 250cc 

Ariel motorcycle and sidecar. I was in 

the sidecar with my mother, my older 

brother Brian rode on the back of the 

bike.  Space did not permit luggage and 

weight was a serious problem with two 

notorious hills en route, Chard and 

Yarcombe. We had to stop sometimes 

to let the bike cool down – sometimes 

the exhaust pipe glowed red hot.  

Luggage was sent on ahead by rail 

from Wimbledon Chase to Paddington 

and then down to Dawlish. It was 

collected from the station by Mrs Hele, 

who lived in Fordens Lane, and then 

collected by us on arrival. Fresh 

vegetables were all purchased from her 

husband's garden. Sweets and daily shopping mainly came from Holcombe Post Office.  The Castle Inn, which was 

opposite the Post Office, always appeared fascinating because as a child you were never allowed in, and had to stay 

outside with lemonade and a packet of crisps. 

The journey to Holcombe took 

most of the day and the same on 

return, all for one week in glorious 

Devon. Our first holiday here was 

in 1951, when I would have been 

two years old. Someone my father 

worked with had recommended it.  

Our last holiday on the field was in 

1959, after which the chalets with 

no running water or access to a 

flushing toilet could no longer be 

rented out as stricter regulations 

came into force.  From 1960 on we 

holidayed in a caravan at Oaklands 

Farm. 

John’s parents with his adopted 

cousin outside the chalet. 

 

Many things have changed, unfortunately not all for the better, but Holcombe, Dawlish and Devon as a whole still 

hold very, very fond and dear memories which I still treasure today – far too many to note here.  

 

Victorian Gardens of Devon: The Effect of the Industrial Revolution and the Empire 

by Suzanne Jones 

The Victorian era saw great change in the social make up of this county, there was a shift from a rural dominated 

society to an urban one with great fortunes being made and influences coming in from around the world.  This was 

reflected in the development of the Horticultural industry, in garden literature and in the thousands of new plants that 

flooded in. 

At the start of the 19th century the aristocratic gardens were laid out in the landscape style, as at Luscombe Castle, 

designed by Humphry Repton and Grade 1 listed.  As the century progressed garden styles went through 

‘Gardenesque’ and ‘Italianate’, found at Reed House, Exeter and Tapley Park, Instow, and ‘High Victorian’ as at 

Knightshayes, Tiverton.  In the High Victorian Gardens of the 1840s to 1880s great wealth was displayed through 

extravagant bedding schemes, vast greenhouses and the cultivation of exotic plants.  The century ended with more 

untamed Arts and Crafts gardens of the new middle class. 

Between Repton’s Romantic Landscapes and Lutyens’ and Jekyll’s Arts and Crafts there are no noteworthy 

designers; there was however one very influential writer, John Claude Loudon.  His Encyclopaedia of Gardening 



3 

 

was first published in 1822 and reprinted into the 1870s and became the Victorian bible of gardening.  In 1826 he 

started publishing the Gardening Magazine, the first horticultural journal, which helped to raise the status of 

professional gardeners.  He advocated that gardens should be works of art, each plant should be positioned so that it 

could be viewed from all angles, a demonstration of the gardener’s supremacy over nature and a display of the taste 

and wealth of their owners.  Neatness and immaculate maintenance were important.  It was Loudon that set the 

notion that in general, lawns and vegetables were the concern of the husband and flowers of his wife, and set the 

tone of neatness and control in gardening for the next 60 years. 

Gardening was championed by the moral reformers.  The Church saw the garden as a place of spiritual redemption 

and release from the hardship of working life and a distraction from vice.  It was seen as a wholesome occupation for 

the mind and body and a healthy educational pastime for women and children.  This led to the setting up of garden 

societies across the county in the wake of the establishment in 1804 of the Royal Horticultural Society.  Dawlish 

Horticultural and Cottage Garden Society was founded in 1860, with its first garden show in 1863.  For many years 

the shows were held at Luscombe Castle with the show categories for entrants divided into Cottagers, Market 

Gardeners, Professional Gardeners and Amateur Gardeners, reflecting local society. 2020 will see the celebration of 

its 160th anniversary and there will be a talk on the Society’s history at the Garden Society meetings in May, and a 

newsletter article following this. 

Cottage gardens were essential to rural life, as most cottagers needed to be almost self-sufficient in food for survival. 

However, the changes to land usage, first by the move from the open field system to single owned farm holding, led 

to the ‘enclosure’ of land. Between 1700 and 1860 there were over 3,500 Acts of Parliament to enclose over 5 

million acres of common land across Britain. Coupled with the economic destitution following the Napoleonic Wars, 

local parishes amongst others started up schemes to make available small plots of land, but it is estimated that less 

than 0.5% of the enclosed land was set aside in this way. This led to the need for the Small Holdings and Allotments 

Act of 1907/8 which imposed responsibilities on local authorities to provide land for allotments where there was a 

demand. 

The industrial revolution had a 

profound effect on gardens, one of 

the biggest developments being 

improvements in the manufacturing 

of glass.  In 1816 John Loudon 

invented rolled wrought iron glazing 

bars, which made curved glass roofs 

possible.  The palm house at Bicton 

(at left) is the oldest surviving 

example of this.  The introduction of 

asphalt in the 1830s, the re-

development of concrete in the 

1840s, and the repeal of the tax on 

bricks in the 1850s, led to cheaper 

buildings.  However, the biggest 

development was the abolishment of tax on glass in 1845; up to that time the duty on it was 2-3 times its actual 

value.  Then the invention of sheet glass in 1847 led to the rapid increase in the use of glass houses in gardens.  John 

Paxton, who designed the Crystal Palace in London, went on to develop the modular greenhouse which would have 

been installed across Devon.  At Bicton College there is a reconstructed Victorian greenhouse.  Glass houses had a 

huge impact on the kitchen garden, grapes became the staple of the Victorian dining table with over 100 varieties in 

cultivation.  One section for professional gardeners in the 1873 Dawlish show was ‘12 greenhouse fine foliage plants 

in bloom’.   

In the mid-19th century gardening was seen as a good profession with decent wages, reasonable working conditions 

and a chance of advancement from gardening boy, paid at 2/6 a week, to Head Gardener, earning the equivalent of a 

butler.  There are several kitchen gardens of Victorian origin still left in the county, including those at Tapley Park, 

Powderham Castle and Knightshayes. 

Developments of improved tools and machinery made work in the garden easier, with the lawnmower being 

invented in 1834, which soon took over from scything.  The early lawnmowers did not do a neater job, they just took 

much less time.  Hosepipes and secateurs were two key improvements in the working life of a gardener, as was the 

introduction of new sources of fertilizer in the form of bone meal and then guano - although both sources were 

controversial.  Pesticides were developed, and although appearing effective, in modern times many have been 

banned due to the corrosive effect on human health. 
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Gardening magazines flourished in the 19th century following the start of the penny post in 1840 and the tax on 

paper being abolished in 1861. Magazines were instrumental in spreading horticultural knowledge and innovation to 

all corners of the county. 

Gardens changed as a reflection of the wide range of plants 

coming in from across the world, first from Australia then the 

Americas and later the Far East.  Nurseries and plant hunters 

were essential to this and one of the most important was the 

Veitch family who were based in Exeter, with their nurseries in 

the St David’s part of the city.  Between 1840 and 1914 they 

sponsored 22 plant collectors across the globe, introducing over 

1,000 new plants into the country.  With the improvement in 

transport, live plants could be sent across the country.  The first 

seed catalogue, from Morgan in Ipswich, appeared in 1853, 

quickly followed by Sutton in Reading, who moved their 

business to Torquay in the 1960s. 

The Victorians liked to manipulate their surroundings and at 

Canonteign Falls you can see where they moved a stream to 

create the highest waterfall in England.  And local to us, at 

Newhay where the two streams meet to form Dawlish Water, 

waterfalls were created to make a ‘beautiful scene’.  Rock 

gardens were a key part of Victorian designs, many on a grand 

scale including caves and grottos, as seen at Luscombe Castle 

and Bicton; the creation of artificial stone, pulphanite, and 

clinker-bound cement in 1870 enabled these more ambitious 

designs. 

We still have the Victorian legacy all around us, with the 

bedding-out of tender plants in parks every summer, and the 

conifers we find across Dartmoor and around the coast that 

came from North America.  It is also pleasing that local garden 

societies across Devon still hold garden shows every year.  The 

profession of gardener is still seen as a good one to enter, with 

the Veitch Medal awarded annually to those who have made a positive contribution to horticulture.  The gnomes in 

our garden originally came over from Germany in 1867, and the continued love for kitchen gardens demonstrates the 

continuity of gardening trends into the 21st century. 

Coronation Celebrations/ June 1953 

The Dawlish Gazette from Friday June 12th 1953 reported on the final events of Coronation Week, which had 

finished on the previous Saturday.  Among other things there had been a tennis tournament, a floral dance, a hockey 

tournament, a firework display, a camp fire song-song, a children’s fancy dress competition, cycle races, a bowling 

competition and a jet ball competition.  The 

report on the latter says: 

‘The local Fire Service and men of Dawlish 

Swimming Club, dressed as ladies, provided a 

comedy hour with their jet ball competition.  As 

a match  between two teams it was not a 

success, but as an excuse for foolery it could 

not be bettered.  The crowd, too, accepted with 

delight the purely accidental occasions when 

the water jets missed their target and doused the 

onlookers instead.  The concluding episode 

when the “ladies” of the Club with their prams, 

found themselves in the Brook, was an amusing 

piece of buffoonery.’ (see photo at left) 

There was a short editorial piece noting a 

significant change in Piermont Place.  A shop had just been opened on the ground floor of what until recently had 

been part of the Royal Hotel, with another coming soon a bit further along, and plans to convert the hotel rooms 
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above to flats. ‘When the whole of the reconstruction has been completed not only will the building be fully utilised, 

but the aspect of this prominent corner site will considerably improve the entrance to the town.’   

A prominent advert on the front page (and there’s another one inside the paper) 

claimed that Procea bread makes nicer sandwiches: ‘It cuts excellently into 

thick or thin slices.  It stays fresh for days.  Rich in health-giving proteins but 

no excess starch.’  Procea was brown bread fortified with wheat protein (‘the 

meat of the wheat’).  It was a major brand, presumably a rival to Hovis, and 

heavily advertised in the 1950s using the slogan ‘Once tasted, never wasted’.   

That week the Scala cinema in Dawlish was showing Castle In The Air with 

David Tomlinson and Margaret Rutherford.  This was an unexceptional British 

comedy, based on a play by Alan Melville, a prolific writer who became one 

of Britain's first TV stars, as chairman of The Brains Trust and host of 

celebrity chat show A to Z.  Melville was also a regular panellist on the popular 

quiz show What’s My Line?, as was Barbara Kelly, a Canadian actress who 

had a part in the film.  The programme changed on Thursdays so later in the 

following week there was Wedding Bells, ‘a very gay Technicolored 

musical’starring Fred Astaire and Jane Powell.  Made in 1950 and originally 

titled Royal Wedding, it’s set in London when a royal wedding is taking place. 

It includes a famous scene when Fred Astaire dances on the walls and ceiling 

of his hotel room.  (Clearly this film was chosen for re-release this week as it includes shots of Princess Elizabeth’s 

wedding in 1947.) The programme for the week after featured a full length documentary on the coronation titled 

Elizabeth is Queen.   

For those who wanted even more Coronation delights, British Railways were advertising day trips to London to see 

the Coronation decorations, leaving at 8.33am each Tuesday, Wednesday or Thursday, with tickets priced at 38s/6d.  

Alternatively cheap day returns were on offer: to Exeter at 1s/10d, to Teignmouth for 9d, and Dawlish Warren for 

6d.  (Looking at this paper has brought back a vague memory of sitting on the floor watching the coronation on a 

very small black and white TV with about 15 other people crowded into the darkened front room of the next door 

neighbour of my aunt and uncle in Southgate, north London.  (In 1953 only one in five households had a TV.))   

Finally, an unwelcome reminder for some - on registration for National Service - was tucked away at the bottom of 

an inside page.  It informed young men born in the third quarter of 1935 (about 70,000 of them), that they were due 

to register by next Saturday.  Those intending to be at university or technical college beyond the normal call-up age 

were invited to consult their headmaster to see if their call-up could be postponed.  At this time the service period 

was two years, having been extended from 18 months in 1950 due to Britain’s involvement in the Korean War.  

National Service was gradually discontinued from 1957. 

           David Gearing 

The Maurice Criddle Postcard Collection 

We have been reviewing the collection of local postcards that Maurice Criddle left to the museum in order to 

identify scenes we don’t currently have in our images database.  I showed some at the December meeting; here are 

another five from the 130 or so we’ve selected for archiving. 

We have many historic pictures of people 

on the main beach, but this one from the 

early 1900s is a particularly pleasing 

composition.  It includes a corner of the 

bathing pavilion, four bathing machines 

and a real mix of people of all ages, 

about half of whom have stopped 

momentarily to pose for the 

photographer, who would have been very 

prominent with his tripod and big 

camera. 
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This card is of a watercolour painting of 

Boat Cove and the beachfront by 

A.R.Quinton (1853–1934).  He was 

already 57 when postcard publisher 

Joseph Salmon spotted some of his 

paintings in a London art gallery and 

persuaded Quinton to let him print a 

1912 calendar of his English village 

views.  He went on to produce over 

2000 watercolour scenes which Salmon 

published as postcards.  They are now 

highly collectable. He must have spent a 

day or two in Dawlish sometime as 

there are several other Quinton scenes 

in our collection. 

The next card is by Stengel &Co of 

London, a photo of Piermont Place.  

The postmark is 1907, so presumably 

the photo was taken not long before that 

date.  The building with the big awning 

is Curtis’s Restaurant and the shop on 

the right is G.T.O.Lear, a watchmaker 

and jeweller.  The buildings in between 

appear still to be private houses.  The 

sender has written a short message 

below the picture on the front of the 

card, and there does appear to be a 

small space left for this purpose.  

‘Divided back’ postcards, allowing 

messages on one half of the back and an 

address on the other half, had been 

permitted since 1902, five years earlier, 

so perhaps this is an old design. 

Here the message is written around a 

smaller image of a view from Lea 

Mount.  The writing is hard to decipher 

but starts ‘Dear Nellie(?), Did you see 

much of Dawlish when you were up?’ 

The reference to ‘when you were up’ is 

perhaps puzzling because most people 

would come ‘down’ to south Devon 

from the direction of London or 

somewhere further north.  It was posted 

in 1900, so only the address was 

allowed on the other side.  The card 

was sent to ‘Miss Ball, Mounts Bay 

Hotel, Penzance’, - of course starting in 

Penzance Dawlish would be ‘up’.   

 

 

History Group Membership: At present we have 52 members, which is not bad, but inevitably over time members 

move on and we need to attract some new people each year in order to maintain the Group as a going concern.  

Word of mouth is probably the best recruiter, and we also advertise on Facebook and the like.  But this year we are 

also planning to get posters displayed more widely around the town and surrounding district and for longer than 

we’ve managed before.  If you know of a possible display location where people pass by who might otherwise not 

have heard of us, please make Frances Hutchinson or Keith Gibson aware.   
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This final postcard appears to be a colour photo from a summer’s day in the late 1960s or early 1970s.  Earlier 

colour postcards based on photographs were usually derived from black and white images that had been hand-

coloured with dyes or watercolour paints.  Perhaps here the colours have been brightened, but otherwise this looks 

unaltered and is as in real life.  In the foreground a putting course is laid out on Tuck’s Plot – six holes are visible, 

perhaps there were more off to the right.  There is a kiosk selling gifts, ice creams and postcards (perhaps including 

this one!) on the walkway above the bus shelter.  The advert on the bus is for ‘Acriflex’, now a brand of antiseptic 

burns cream and skin cooling gel – perhaps at one time it was also a sun cream.  The Blenheim Hotel’s name is 

prominent in big red letters, with the National Provincial Bank (later the NatWest, now gone) on the other side of the 

road.  The blue car in front of the Bleheim is an Austin/Morris 1100/1300.  The two in front of the bank are a Rover 

P4 series – a 60,75 or 90, and a Mini Van.  The car behind the bus could be a Ford Consul. The six carriage train 

approaching the station is pulled by a diesel locomotive – I’ll leave it to the railway experts to identify the type.    

 

Developments at Dawlish Warren 

When preparing a revised edition of my Dawlish Warren book earlier this year I updated the section on the current 

Environment Agency (EA) strategy for maintaining and protecting the Warren.  Some years ago the Agency 

designed a programme of works named the Beach Management Scheme, for which £12 million was made available. 

The work was undertaken in 2017.  It included removal of over 1km length of gabion baskets originally installed in 

the 1970s, which in some places had become exposed and damaged by storms.  To improve sand retention 14 timber 

groynes were repaired or replaced.  Beach levels were raised by using a specialised dredger to collect over 250,000 

cubic metres of sand from offshore and pump it onto the beach via a network of pipes.  A 450m long ‘geotube’ was 

buried under the back of the dune along the narrowest and most vulnerable part of the spit.  This was made from a 

line of giant bags pumped full of sand and water, which drained to create a compacted barrier nearly 3m high.   

On the pumping of sand, which reportedly cost £7m, in the book I said: ‘… as many local people predicted, much of 

the extra material lasted only a few months before being washed back into the estuary.’ 

And on removal of the gabions ‘ … actively taking away some protection rather than just letting it degrade 

naturally  attracted criticism from some local people, who feared that the effects of deliberately weakening the 

defences would cause far greater and more rapid destruction of the sand dunes than the EA expected.’   
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Unfortunately this has happened already.  If you’ve walked along the beach recently you’ll have noticed significant 

recent erosion of the dunes, which in places have now retreated 20m or more since 2017, and a noticeable lowering 

of the level of the beach.  Clearly this has taken place well before the EA predicted.  In an briefing paper dated 

October 2019 the EA effectively admitted 

that the significant changes to beach levels 

and dune erosion that have already taken 

place are similar to those they were 

previously predicting for 2030 or beyond, and 

that the dune erosion was mainly due to 

removal of the gabion baskets.  The photo at 

left (by John Wilkinson) is of a brick-built 

septic tank that recently collapsed onto the 

beach, having previously been buried in the 

dunes, probably at least since the 1960s when 

the building it served would have been 

demolished or abandoned. 

In October the ‘geotube’ was only protected 

by a 2m depth of dune front, but by 

December further dune erosion and loss of 

sand had left it exposed for a length of 80m at 

the vulnerable ‘neck’ of the spit (photo at 

left, taken early December).  As a result the 

EA has decided to try to protect the ‘geotube’ 

by installing scour protection (textile bags 

buried in the beach) in front of the exposed 

section.  They will also undertake regular 

monitoring of the beach, dunes, groynes and 

hard defences.   

The EA is also now saying that from now on 

there is an increased risk of breaching of the 

foreshore dunes and of flattening of the far 

end of the spit beyond the ‘neck’. It’s also 

noticeable that public access along the dune 

ridge path at the neck is now closed.  This 

means there is an increased risk of being cut 

off by the incoming tide if you venture 

beyond Groyne No 10.  Indeed, it’s not 

inconceivable that public access to the far 

end of the spit will be restricted or even stopped altogether before too long, and in any case part of it may soon be 

separated off by a tidal channel, or even regularly flooded at high tide.  Undoubtedly this is a local example of the 

effects of the increased severity of weather events caused by global climate change already becoming apparent. 

Upcoming Events 

Exeter RAMM: First Thurs in month 2pm 2 January - 5 March: Explore Roman Devon and the Seaton Down Hoard. 

Devon History Society: 18 January 10am-3pm Dartmoor National Park HQ, Parke: Seminar : ‘Whose history is it anyway’ : on 

community archives. 

Kingsteignton History Society: 22 January 7.30pm, URC: ‘Devon Ghosts’ by Robert Hesketh 

DLHG: 4 February 2.30pm Manor House: ‘3000 years history from under the sea’ by Ronald Howell 

Exeter Local History Group:  13
 
February 7pm Jury’s Inn Exeter: ‘Miscellany of little known facts about churches’   

Exeter RAMM: 15 February 1.30pm-4.30pm  Short Course: The Story of Lace 

Kingsteignton History Soc: 26 Feb 7.30pm, URC: ‘Bishopsteignton: Home of Nelson’s Admirals’ by Jenny Ridd 

DLHG: 3 March 2.30pm Manor House: ‘Dowsing – it’s not all about water’ by Charlie Palmer 

Exeter Local History Group:  11 March  Guided tour of the Bill Douglas Cinema Museum, Exeter University. 

Devon Rural Archive: 28 March 10.30am-3.30pm  Torrington Town Hall: Study Day on Benjamin Donn 1765 Map of Devon 

with Abi Gray and James Grimwood-Taylor. 

 


