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Violets
‘Dawlish, where violets bloom in winter’
by Suzanne Jones
This is a brief overview of what was for 60 years, an important social and financial part of Dawlish.
Introduction
Violets were being sold in the markets of Athens in 400BCE and were a favourite flower of the ancient
middle east. They were used to flavour sherbet, in medicine, and referred to in Media and Persia as ‘the
prophet of the rose.’ They were grown in medieval European monastery gardens, and listed in old herbals.
Gerard writing in the 16th century described violets as ‘the greatest ornament, chiefest beauty and most
excellent grace of gardens.’
Violet flowers were used to decorate and perfume rooms, violet leaves were put in salads, wine was made
from violets, they were used to flavour sweets and made into crystallized violets. From the 19th century
perfume was extracted from the flowers.
Background
The violet grown commercially is Viola odorata, native to many European countries and not the violets seen
in the hedgerows of Dawlish which is Viola riviniana.
Farmed violets in Dawlish flowered from September to March, hence the strapline above used as an
advertisement in the 20th century. The red sandstone was particularly good for growing them, although the
plots require annual fertilizing, tailors’ shoddy and seaweed were used extensively, turning to modern
fertilizers later. New plants would be planted out in April, either grown from seed or from runners, in beds
of 4 rows, with 18 inches between the plants to enable picking.
The violets would be picked first thing in the morning when they were fully out and then bunched up, laid
in wooden boxes lined with tissue paper ready to be sent to market.
1890s to 1916
It is said that the first garden violets in the area were grown at Mamhead House,
and the main species grown were Princess of Wales and Czar. Market gardeners grew
for the local markets from as early as the 1860s, but it was not until 1891 that Fred and
William Westcott of Cofton sent the first bunches of violets to Covent Garden, selling
them at 6d a bunch, compared to 1½d a bunch in the local markets (beer was 2½d a
pint at this time). It is said that the first violets were sent to market in corset boxes,
later growers made up their own wooden returnable boxes. (The photo is of a violet
seller from the 1890s.)
Fred Westcott was reported to be a pleasant character, wearing a sombrero and violets
in his buttonhole. He took his violets to Starcross Station by donkey cart inscribed with
Westcott Brothers, after his brother died friends suggested the removal of ‘brothers’.
However, Fred said No, there are still two of us, myself and the donkey.
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The first dedicated train for violets started from Dawlish in 1916, the same year that the first violet farm
started in the district. So many violets were now grown that price had dropped to 1½d per bunch, however
this went up to 9d during WW1. In 1918 when a compulsory order came in to dig up violets and plant
potatoes instead, the growers ignored this, as violets were such an important source of income.
Between the wars
This was the height of violet growing in the area with an estimated 200 acres planted at its height. Hundreds
were involved in the growing, picking, bunching and boxing at the season’s height. When the train stopped
it could take up to five porters to load all the boxes and baskets on, and it is said the scent of violets spread
along the whole sea front. However, as outdoor plants they were susceptible to the weather, with one grower
making £1,300 in the 1935/36 season, compared to just £400 the previous year.
It was in 1922 that Grace and George Zambra purchased Windward Farm at
Holcombe. We know so much about violets in Dawlish, and particularly their
work, due to a book that Grace published in 1938 and then updated in 1950,
Violets for Garden and Market. Although they did grow violets for cutting,
they specialised in plants for gardens and the breeding of new varieties. Their
mail order catalogues offered up to 60 different varieties, and in the 1930’s they
grew between 7,000 and 10,000 Princess of Wales plants alone annually.
In 1938 there was an offer to growers from the London Evening Standard of an
advertising campaign for the Dawlish Princess of Wales Violet from January to
March in half and quarter page spaces, amounting to 25-30 adverts in total.
Alongside this were fashion pictures of society women wearing violets, a violet
night at the Dorchester Hotel and a violet scene at the Prince of Wales Theatre
variety show. The total cost of this was £4,500, of which the growers only had
to pay 10%. Twenty growers signed up to the scheme and they reported an
increase of sales by 33%, however the good times were not to last with the start of war and the need for the
country to grow more food.
During WW2
Compulsory orders came in from 1939 to reduce the acreage of flower production across the country to turn
over to vegetables. In 1940 flower growing had to be reduced by 30%, in 1941 by 50% and in 1942 by 75%
of their 1939 production levels, for anyone with more than half an acre. It is said that there were many new
half-acre plots created and the hedgerows were planted up with violets and spring bulbs to both save stock
and to have cut flowers to sell. Added to this, at the end of 1942 there was a ban on the transport of cut
flowers and then in February 1943 by post. After persistent lobbying by the National Farmers Union, cut
flowers were allowed back on trains but only if there was room; it is not surprising that a bunch of violets
reached 3s/6d.
The Decline
After the war most market gardens and horticulturists continued growing violets but only as part of mixed
flower, fruit and vegetables crops. Houndspool Nurseries supplied Winston Churchill with a large bunch of
violets every spring for his wife Clementine, and Colin Tutty, who had a market garden in Port Road,
supplied the Queen Mother. There were schemes to continue with the connection of Dawlish with violets.
In the 1950s there were annual Violet Queens and Princesses
competition with carnival floats and Violet Balls, however by 1959 it
was calculated there were just 10-15 acres left dedicated to violets.
With the decline in the popularity of fresh cut violets, growers
diversified into products such as perfume, sweets, bathroom products
and violet honey. Lammas was one of the most famous growers for
scent with his site on the Exeter Road having space for tourist coaches
to stop. (Soap and scent products pictured at left.) Others turned to
different violet species such as ‘Governor Horrock’, although it had a
larger flower and was more resistant to pests, it was scentless, and
many say added to the decline in popularity of the flower.
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The train taking produce daily from Dawlish at 6pm and then from Starcross station continued until 1968/69,
with the growers going into either the Royal or Grand Hotel for a pint to catch up with all the news. After
this transport to Covent Garden became road transport, which left from St Mary’s Cottages.
The change in fashions, the increase of centrally heated homes meaning flowers did not last as long indoors,
the increase in costs of producing this labour-intensive crop and then the issue with pests saw violet
production in Dawlish finally collapse in the early 1970s.
The final chapter of violet growing was with the Windward plots being brought back into violet production
by Jean Arnot, between 1980-1984. This saved many of the old varieties, successfully passing them on
around the world to other violet growers. Then in 1997 The International Violet Association held its annual
conference in Dawlish at the Manor House. There are still violets in our hedgerows, so during your winter
walks enjoy their beauty and their scent.

An Ancient Mariner
by David Allanach
Next time that you pass along the south side of the parish church keep an eye out for the two gravestones
unusually hung on the outside of the church walls. They are the 3rd and 4th oldest in the churchyard. The
one on the left belongs to Avis Clapp, who died on September 4 1731 aged 63 (or possibly 65) and we
learn that 'she that hath left this life was a tender mother and a virtuous wife'.

The gravestone on the right (part of which is shown above) belongs to Gilbert Clapp, and with the help of
this stone and the parish records we can piece together parts of his life. He was baptised in Dawlish church
on 26 December 1663 and his father was called Philip. He was obviously destined for the sea, like several
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others in the churchyard. In the 1600s boys would have started young and so he had probably joined the
navy in the 1670s. We don't know much about his early naval career but he gradually worked his way up
the promotion ladder. His gravestone tells us that he was eventually made a Master Mate and in that role
worked on seven ships over seven years. Master Mates have evolved over time into the current role of Sub
Lieutenant. In Gilbert's time they were experienced seamen and were allowed to command vessels.
Essentially they assisted the Master in navigating the ship and supervising the Quartermasters.
It may have been whilst he was a Master Mate or just after that he married Avis Bucher at Exeter Cathedral
on 25 November 1692. Perhaps we can infer that either the Clapp or Bucher family had some money to
achieve a cathedral wedding.
Whoever commissioned the headstone was keen to tell us what warships Gilbert served on once he became
a Master. The Master's role was very responsible as he was in charge of the navigation of a sailing vessel,
its fitting out and supplies as well as the anchoring and docking. The headstone tells us that the boats he
was Master of (from the first to the last) were as follows:
Assistance, Torbay, Berwick, Union, Antherlope, Norfolk, Jersey, Aldbrough, Deptford.
(You can just make out these names in the photo above.)
He served on these nine boats for more than 20 years. Most of them were third and fourth rate boats which
meant that they had between 50 and 80 guns on board. The third rate boats, with more guns, were an
integral part of the fighting unit in a battle. The Assistance doesn't give us any clues as to when he served
as there were two boats of this name which spanned the years 1680 to 1699 but we know that Torbay was
not launched until 1692, so he didn't serve on his second boat as Master until he was at least 29. The
Torbay would have been built in order to support England's contribution to the Nine Years War. This was a
war to combat Louis XIV's territorial ambitions, which were also opposed by the Dutch, Spanish, and
Portuguese. It lasted from 1688 to 1697.
This painting is of a typical 3rd rate boat of
the period. →
For a short while there was peace in
western Europe. Naval personnel would
have spent most of their time during the
war away from their families and so now
some would have been paid off and others
kept on shore leave. It is not therefore
surprising to discover that Gilbert and Avis
had time at home together, and produced a
daughter and a son in 1698 and 1700.
War was not far away though, and the War
of Spanish Succession broke out in 1701
and lasted until 1714. Spain's ruler died
without children and the nearest relatives
were in Austria and France. Whoever took over would change the balance of power, and thus the British
and Dutch found themselves in naval conflict with the French and Spanish. Gilbert's fourth ship as Master
was built for this war in 1709 and is interesting on two counts. It was the only time that Gilbert served on a
larger second rate ship and it was named in honour of the Act of Union in 1707, merging the English and
Scottish navies.
The other boat of interest is the Aldborough as this was a sixth rate ship, quite different from the others
with only about 20 guns. It was used for convoy escort, blockade duties and carrying despatches.
We don't know when Gilbert retired, but from his own account he had more than 27 years of active service
once he had the experience to become a Master Mate. We do have a clue though, as in August 1716 he had
to get a 'Sacrament certificate'. As a result of fears about a Catholic rebellion, the Test Act was passed in
1673 requiring anyone wishing to hold a civil or military office to attend a Church of England service and
take communion. A certificate signed by the Dawlish Minister Humphrey Harvey and the churchwarden
Christopher Skirt (or Skutt) and witnessed by George Welland and Richard Edwards still exists at the
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Devon Heritage Centre. It is therefore likely that Gilbert Clapp, now 53, had been released from his duties
after the war and returned home and was now looking to take up a new office. He also had to do the same
thing in 1723.
For his time he did well to almost reach his 70th birthday. It would be nice to know more about Gilbert's
life but at least we can be grateful that he left us some clues.

Report on Janet Few’s talk 5/10/2021: The Civil War in Devon
by David Gearing
When in the past I have tried to engage with the Civil War, and again recently when listening to Janet’s
talk, I’m left with the impression that any aspect of this dreadful episode in our history is hard to
summarise or fully understand. So in this brief report I’ll just focus on specific things which caught my
attention and about which I scribbled some notes while watching Janet’s talk on Zoom.
Commenting on the Second Siege of Exeter by Royalist forces in 1643, Samuel Izake wrote: ‘All the trees
in Northernhay and Southernhay, elms of above one hundred years growth were felled and destroyed.
Twice this year the city was
besieged by the King’s forces; first
by my Lord Hopton before
Christmas who, having only viewed
the same, presently drew off his
army and marched into Cornwall.
Secondly by Prince Maurice, who
laid close siege unto, and 3
September following got possession
thereof, being surrendered to him.’

Map of Exeter in the 17th Century

The felling in Exeter of valuable
trees to make barricades and
weapons like pikes, and for
firewood, was indicative of the
general destruction wreaked on all
parts of the country where conflicts
were fought, or where armies
passed through to their next
destination.

The 1643 siege had lasted 16 days. The terms of the surrender allowed the defeated Parliamentary army to
march in formation out of the Westgate, across the Exe Bridge and on to Alphington, but all the way they
were taunted by the victorious King's army. Once they had gone, Royalist troops poured into the city,
breaking into houses where Puritans were known to live, looting and beating them up.
The military position had reversed by 1646 when Exeter suffered a Third Seige (January to April 1646),
this time by Parliamentary forces, one aim of which was to starve out the city’s inhabitants and the
Royalist troops. Once the terms of surrender were finally agreed, on 13 April several thousand remaining
Royalist troops were permitted to march out of the city, drums beating, colours flying and with lighted
match (lengths of saltpetre-soaked cord that were used as the fuse in a matchlock gun) held and swung in
their hands, a curious gesture allowed to give the losing side some dignity in defeat.
Janet pointed out that in the early period of the war there were no standing armies, just so-called ‘trained
bands’ of men recruited by local officials, poorly equipped and trained, largely people who worked on the
land and had no choice but to join up and to fight for the side favoured by their employer or landowner.
They were told that they would be evicted and/or lose their job if they didn’t comply. As well as being
very reluctant recruits, many fighting men held no strong conviction for the Royalist or Parliamentary
cause, and some would have changed sides at some point during the four years the war lasted if it was
expedient or they were forced to do so. (The situation changed later, by 1645 Parliament had created a
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centralized standing army (the New Model Army), with
central funding and central direction.)
←Uniforms of New Model Army officers, pikeman and
musketeers
Janet also painted a vivid picture of what it would be
like if you were unfortunate enough to live on an
otherwise quiet rural village through which an army was
passing. Many of those living there would hardly ever
have got further than the nearest market town. So the
approaching noise and soon after the sight of hundreds
or thousands of men with weapons, some on horseback,
banging drums and armour and waving lit torches
passing by your cottage door would have been alarming
and very frightening. It wouldn’t have been over
quickly – a typical sized Civil War army would take
around two and a half hours to march through a village.
Also, they wouldn’t just pass through – they would
commandeer people and resources, and steal or plunder
whatever they liked, frequently leaving the terrified
inhabitants to starve. (Many would already be on
minimal rations if the local menfolk had been taken
away to fight, leaving the land and livestock neglected
for a long time.) To get some idea of the scale of the plunder and disruption: in 1646 Royalist forces in
Barnstaple numbered 3000-4000 on horseback plus 2000-3000 foot soldiers; every day each 1000 men in
an army need 4000 pints of beer, 1000kg of flour, 10 cows or 50 sheep, and a lot of firewood.
The countryside must have been completely depleted by the end. It is estimated that there were as many as
200,000 casualties or 4.5% of the population, 12,000 of which were in Devon, a greater number than were
killed during WW1.

Joseph Farington in Dawlish in 1809
by David Allanach and David Gearing
When going through papers in our archive recently David
Allanach came across an old image he hadn’t seen before.
It was labelled ‘From Lyson’s History of Devon c:1825’.
David thought that the date of 1825 wasn’t right for what
was shown in the picture. He looked it up and found it had
been included in a book by Daniel and Samuel Lysons,
printed by Thomas Cadell of London in 1822. It was titled
Magna Britannia, and described as being a concise account
of several counties of Great Britain
(The highly detailed county map from this book is on the
right.)
The picture in question (shown below) was in Volume 6,
which covered Devonshire, and had been drawn by a J.
Farington, and then etched for reproduction by Lettica
Byrne.
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Bearing in mind the date of publication of the book David looked carefully at the image and wrote an
initial analysis as follows.
The cliffs are well drawn and I like the sweep of the bay in front of Marine Parade – it may be
exaggerated but it makes the point that there was no Boat Cove at that date. Teignmouth Hill and up to
Lea Mount is well delineated. The houses at the bottom of Teignmouth Hill are perhaps the best clue
to the date as the lower ones were there by 1800 but the taller ones were built after 1805.
The bridge, the houses in the foreground and the trackways are what causes the problem. Firstly which
bridge are we looking at? The Strand bridge (i.e. the one that became close to the railway) so far as we
know was still rudimentary in 1822 and could be represented by those sticks in the river. The shape of
the bridge suggests the forerunner of the Jubilee bridge, built c.1810.
If correct that ought to tell us where the artist was standing. Initial thoughts were that they would have
been close to or just on the beach side of the Assembly Room or on Sea Grove/Lanherne land. Either
way you would expect to see some buildings on the nearside or at the least some fencing to the Lawn.
Maybe it is artistic licence to remove any buildings from the foreground.
Then there is the problem of the dramatically long building with the wall in front. This probably
represents Brookdale (Tricia's mystery house in Grand Houses, Dawlish) – it went through various rebuildings so can't be dated. However, we do know that the original building was washed away in the
1810 flood. The windows etc don't match any of the other contemporary illustrations - but again that
might be artistic licence. But it does throw into question where the artist was standing partly because
there were houses to its left at the bottom of Teignmouth Hill which suggest that the artist must have
been much closer to the Lawn in order to hide those buildings. On the other hand the track to Jubilee
bridge had to go past Brookdale which would put the artist back at the Assembly Rooms/beach.
This might also explain the houses to the left of the entrance to Teignmouth Hill. Old illustrations of
the area now occupied by the Blenheim Hotel show an end on building and a front facing building to
the right. The only way that there could be a front facing building to the left was if it was located
somewhere where the baths were later built.
At least we can be fairly clear that the house under the cliff is probably Cliff House – note it has
sloping roofs but later illustrations do not show the roof in this form.
The illustration must have been made sometime between 1808 and 1820. The starting point is that
Dawlish Water looks canalised. There is a slim possibility that this is a view of the scene 1808-10,
which would be very exciting as no other illustration exists showing John Edye Manning's first bridge
destroyed by the flood. The Brookdale building looks similar to its rebuilt version although the details
are different so it is likely to have been drawn after 1810.
I can think of only one other avenue to pursue. In the archive under Prints of Dawlish is a catalogue of
all the early prints. It will probably only list the published details, but you never know.......
7

Then a few days later David wrote:
It suddenly struck me that J. Farington was in fact Joseph Farington the well-known landscape artist.
We can now be much more specific about the date of the print because he wrote a diary and the entries
about Dawlish were printed in the DLHG Newsletter for July 2007. The exciting thing is that he
visited in 1809 so we now have an illustration of what the area looked like when John Edye Manning
had started work - hence the new bridge. It also explains why there is no Assembly Rooms as it hadn't
been built and the Lawn would have been so newly created that the hedging/fencing wasn't yet in
place. It also shows quite clearly why Brookdale was so vulnerable to flooding and got washed away
in 1810.
I referred to Farington’s visit in my 2017 DLHG booklet Having Fun in Dawlish:
‘Joseph Farington (1747-1821), landscape painter and noted
diarist, arrived at Dawlish and stayed at Tripe’s Inn in
September 1809. (Farington’s profile portrait at left was
painted in 1793 by fellow-Royal Academician George
Dance.) Farington considered Tripes Inn to be very
comfortable with much civility and attention from the staff,
and generally much superior to the Exeter hotel where he
had stayed the previous night. His bill for one day with three
meals came to £1/4s/10d. (For comparison, an average
workman’s wage at the time was 1s/5d per day.) The
landlady told him that houses on the beach could be rented
from 2 guineas to 5 guineas per week, and in other parts of
the town lodgings for gentlemen consisting of a sitting room
and a bedchamber with the use of a kitchen could be had for
one and a half guineas a week.’
He was in Dawlish from the evening of September 23 to the
early afternoon of September 26. Interestingly in his diary
for the 24th (described in the July 2007 newsletter piece) he
said that when he was on the beach a beautiful vessel passed
offshore and he was told it was Lord Courtenay’s yacht. In a
later conversation with Mr Tripe, the landlord of Tripe’s Inn,
he was told that the yacht had cost about £30,000 (the
equivalent cost today would be about £30m). However, in spite of such extravagance, according to Mr
Tripe, who seemed very well informed, Lord Courtenay had enormous debts of between five and six
million pounds and consequently his estates were in the hands of trustees, who allowed him an income
of only (!) £10,000 a year.

Future Programme
It was a shame that we had to cancel the December meeting due to the uncertain situation created by the
emergence of a new Covid variant. We may carry forward the talk and quiz intended for that meeting to
the one on April 5, which will also include the AGM.
We have talks booked for the first three months of 2022 as follows.
Tuesday January 11, 2.30pm at the Manor House: ‘The South Devon Invasion of William, Prince of
Orange in 1688’, by Phil Badcott
Tuesday February 1, 2.30pm at the Manor House: 'The Dawlish Sea Wall Project' by members of the
Network Rail team
Tuesday March 1, 2.30pm at the Manor House: 'The Story of Devon's Bridges' by Robert Hesketh
Our preference is for these meetings to be held in-person at the Manor House, but in each case we will
have to review the situation nearer the time. If you’re in doubt about whether a meeting is going ahead inperson or via Zoom please call me on 01626-888772 or another member of the committee – contact details
are on our website.
David Gearing
8

