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Dawlish – 1940 by Myrtle Dorothy Mackie (1899-1991)
This article, written in about 1960, was submitted by Myrtle’s grandson
Brian Mackie.
My husband Sidney was a ship surveyor in the Sea Transport Ministry.
At the beginning of 1940 he was working in London and we were living
in Horsham, Sussex, to the south west of the big city. Sid was so busy
night after night, he could not spare the time to come home. Eventually,
he decided to stay with my mother in Notting Hill, near central London
where his office was.
In Spring 1940 we were threatened with invasion by sea and parachute,
so in May I evacuated to Dawlish in Devon with my son Colin, age 11
years and daughter Jan, 5 years old. I had a friend evacuated earlier
there, and at the time she was in hospital with no-one to care for her
little girl. So I took furnished rooms and Sheila came to stay with us.
The Battle of Britain was being fought and these were anxious days with Sid in London. It was difficult to
get accommodation in Dawlish, but I had very happy relations with all the people I met there. I got to
know many of them as I agreed to take on the secretarial work of the Home Guard, though we were then
called the Local Defence Volunteers. I enjoyed this clerical work and the very real contacts I made.
The headquarters of this organisation was in the library of a large house belonging to Major Riley, a
Professor at Exeter University who had a charming wife and three daughters. Everybody was doing their
utmost following Mr. Churchill’s broadcast on the radio after Dunkirk.
It was in Mr. Riley’s garden that the volunteers to make Molotov bombs did their work, and what a mess
they made of his beautiful garden. These bombs were made of highly inflammable liquid put into bottles
of all kinds, which were corked and bound at the cork with adhesive tape which held a match. Quantities
of these bombs were placed at strategic sites around the town and were to be used by the Home Guard
against invaders.
Jan and Colin with the other children helped to collect empty bottles of wine, soft drinks, vinegar, etc. from
the inhabitants of Dawlish. They also helped to wash, clean and stack the bottles. This work went on for
about three months. The weather was beautiful, and it seemed a sin to make such dreadful things in such
beautiful surroundings.
Major Riley demonstrated the finished article on a garden roller. We all stood back about twenty yards, he
made a direct hit and truly the resulting flames were widespread, leaping at least ten feet in all directions.
One day I was working in the ‘Office’ at the house, the children in the garden under the guidance of
nineteen-year-old Prudence Riley. Most people were doing their normal work and using their spare time
preparing for the enemy, who we all felt were about to invade the country. Leaving the office to go home,
I met Prudence at the gate. She was anxious about the delivery of a large stack of Molotov bombs which
were waiting to be taken to the local Fire Station. I offered to take them in my car which was at the gate,
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and plenty of volunteers offered to load it.
The boot was filled to capacity with bombs, and all the back seat and floor space as well. There were
about a dozen bombs in most of the cardboard boxes. I must have had at least two hundred bombs on
board. My daughter Jan sat at the front with me and we started off. On the way we passed the house
where we were staying, and the maid who had been left in charge by the owner was in the front garden. I
stopped to show her a ‘bomb’ as she had wanted to know what one looked like. We then went on to the
Fire Station, negotiating a very stiff corner and one of those shockingly steep hills common in Devon. The
firemen took delivery of our cargo and we went home.
Next morning before 8 a.m. there was a ring at our doorbell, and I hurried down in my dressing gown just
in time to see Major Riley driving off to the University in Exeter in his Humber. He gave me a wave and
pointed to a parcel on the steps. He had bought me a box of chocolates. It was only then I realised what a
great risk I had taken.
One other incident, we heard voices at the front of the house at night, and in the morning found Colin had
left his bicycle outside. It had been taken by a Special Constable to the Police Station. We were forbidden
to leave any transport about that could be used by the Invader. The good offices of Prudence Riley enabled
us to get off without a fine.
All the time we were in Devon, from May 1940 to the last day of the year, we heard enemy aircraft
overhead practically every night, on their way to bomb Bristol and south Wales, with little defence against
them. Air raid warnings would wail soon after dark and three to four hours later the welcome ‘All Clear’.

No 6 Barton Terrace, where the family stayed for part of 1940; they also stayed at Stanley House, Brunswick Place.

The Old Vicarage and Gig House - Listed buildings on the ‘At Risk Register’
August 2021 update by Mike Trigger
In the October 2020 Newsletter, the future of the Old Vicarage in Weech Road was discussed. At the time
there was the anticipation of approval or refusal
of a planning proposal submitted in August
2020. A year later it may come as a surprise to
read that the application remains undecided by
Teignbridge Council, so on the face of it
nothing has happened.
Of course nothing stands still, the building is
continuing to decide its own fate by continuing
to decay.
The picture to the left takes us back to April
2020 when the slates and rotten timber were
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removed on safety grounds because parts of the roof had been blowing off into the footpath which links
Weech Road and Vicarage Gardens.
The only safe way to remove the slates was from above using a ‘Sky Platform’ as the roof timbers were not
in any state to support a roofer removing
the tiles from a scaffold.
The picture to the right shows the vehicle
used to facilitate the removal and it also
shows the collapse in the south facing
cob wall.
Persistent lobbying by a group of local
residents eventually led to the serving of
Urgent Works Notices by Teignbridge
Council. The notice carried the wording
‘NOTICE IS HEREBY GIVEN that on
expiration 5th February 2021 the Local
Authority is legally entitled to carry out
the Works in accordance with section
54(1) of the 1990 Act.’
In response, the site owner undertook
some work on the Gig House to secure the roof and install guttering. Although scaffolding remains in place
around the Gig House there has been little other work on the site apart from the levelling of earth mounds.
It is worth mentioning that a similar set of Urgent Works Notices were served in October 2017 and nothing
material happened then.
The ownership of the site is complex with the main building and the ground on which it stands belonging
to one company whilst the garden and Gig house is owned by a second company. There have been
financial links between the companies which I believe share the same registered address.

The pictures above show the south and north aspects of the
cob section in October 2020
During the night of the June 9 2021 there was a loud noise
which turned out to be an unsupported beam failing – see
picture on the left. This allowed the west end of the roof to
slip.
Just over two weeks later an entire section of the roof folded
down onto the damaged end cob wall.
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Over recent weeks slates have slipped and fallen, continuing the slow demise of the building.

The picture above shows the collapsed roof section.
The floors in the Victorian part of the building have almost
completely collapsed with even the internal ‘street art’ lost to
posterity (picture at left).
So what next ? Teignbridge have decided that their
Conservation Officer, Naomi Archer, should take the lead in
finding out what local residents want to happen with the site.
A proposal from Naomi was that, assuming the site could be
obtained for virtually nothing, Devon Historic Buildings Trust
could become owners with a view to a rebuild, possibly with
a training scheme to maintain Cob building skills. The owner
of the site previously ruled out any such scheme and the
Council stated that compulsory purchase of the site would
take a long time.
It was also thought that the site could support 3 or 4 houses,
which is more or less what local residents want, perhaps with the Gig House and some land being retained
for community use.
Meanwhile, Teignbridge Council are apparently obtaining estimates for a green painted timber fence (of
the type that can be seen masking the railway works under the viaduct). This was one of the requirements
specified in the Urgent Works Notice. Perhaps a new canvas for street artists.
In conclusion: Officially, Teignbridge Council became aware of deteriorating conditions in 2001 so it has
been 20 years during which time little has been achieved in either saving or replacing the building.
St Mark’s church
Does anyone know, or know of someone
who may know, what happened to the
memorial plaques that were inside St Mark’s
church, which was demolished in 1975.
Robert N Smith wrote to us enquiring about
the plaque to Major Arthur Robertson
Browning of the 4th Punjab Infantry, saying
‘I have already been in touch with St
Gregory's Church and also Devon Heritage
regarding this plaque. St Gregory's had no
record of it, but Devon Heritage does have a
record of the plaque being placed at St
Mark's in circa 1901/02. Any assistance
would be much appreciated.’
Interior of St Mark’s church, about 1910.
(Mike Trigger (mike.trigger@gmail.com) has Mr Smith’s contact details.)
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Have a Go! comes to Dawlish
The leading story in the Dawlish Gazette of Friday November 7 1958 was that the long-running radio show
Have A Go! had been broadcast live from Dawlish earlier that week. The producer of the programme had
previously interviewed over twenty people interested in participating, and had chosen six to be interviewed
by the presenter Wilfrid Pickles (and to ‘have a go’ at winning some modest prizes). The Gazette reporter
said that it was evident that the objective was to present a picture of the town and local area. Henry
Buckland was a hotelier, 17-year-old Susan Bolt was a touring milk quality tester, Dick Rackley a boat
owner and fisherman, 90-year-old Harriet Newton a long-term resident, Harry Selley a worker at the
Violets Farm, and Joyce Lamacraft the secretary of the Dawlish Repertory Company. The event took place
in The Hut, situated on what is now Barton car park.

The headline and photo in the Dawlish Gazette 7/11/1958. The six contestants are seated and identified in
the caption below. Wilfred and Mabel Pickles are standing in front of the window and the show’s pianist
Harry Hudson is standing on the right.
Based on the Gazette report, Dick Rackley was the most interesting of the interviewees. He said his family
had been connected with the sea for the past three hundred years, and his own children started to handle a
rowing boat as soon as they could walk. During the war he was in the Royal Navy and had taken part in
the gruelling convoys to Russia, as a result of which he was one of several naval personnel received in
audience by Pope Pius XII. He was also the winner of the programme’s jackpot, being first to answer the
question, which was what Charles Kingsley was besides the author of Westward Ho! and The Water Babies
– the answer being that he was a preacher. For this Mr Rackley received £4 and various items of local
produce: a bottle of Dawlish cider, a dish of cream, a piece of ‘Black Swan’ china, a bunch of violets and
anemones, and a stick of rock.
Each interviewee also received £1 10s (in effect their fee for participating) after answering questions about
their lives put to them by Wilfred Pickles, who had several well-known catchphrases which he delivered in
a strong Yorkshire accent, including ‘How do, how are yer?’, ‘Are yer courting?’, ‘What's on the table,
Mabel?’ and ‘Give him the money, Mabel’. Mabel was his wife and co-presenter who travelled around
with the show, which eventually ran for 21 years (1946-67) and visited every part of Britain. It never went
anywhere twice, and when it stopped there were still 1,500 outstanding unvisited invitations. (On the
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evening in question the producer explained that Dawlish had been on their list for many years and was
nowhere near the top of the queue, but when in the town in the summer on holiday he had met the Publicity
Officer who had ‘sold the town’ to him so effectively that when an unexpected cancellation occurred, he
immediately thought of Dawlish.)
On the night the packed audience was warmed up by Harry Hudson, the Have A Go! pianist, who
rehearsed them through two songs that were used in the show. Also before the actual broadcast there was a
short ‘variety show’ by BBC artistes: a singer accompanied by an accordionist, and Gil Leaney, an
illusionist who was assisted by a young woman from the audience. (Later Leaney was a consultant and
illusion builder for Paul Daniels.)
Earlier in the day the Have A Go! team had visited the Secondary Modern School where they organised
two quiz sessions. The pupils had raised money at school dances for what was then called the Spastics
Society (now renamed Scope), Pickles’ favourite charity, and handed him a cheque for four guineas.
The Gazette reported that this was considered ‘the biggest day in the history of Dawlish entertainment and
the biggest night for Dawlish publicity’. People had warmed to Have A Go! as a celebration of ordinary
folk and their stories. It was one of the most popular shows ever broadcast on either radio or television,
attracting an audience of twenty million each week at its peak in the early 1950s.
Because of the popularity and longevity of Have A
Go! Wilfred Pickles (1904-78) was probably one
of the best-known people in Britain in 1958. His
career spanned theatre, radio, television and film.
During WW2 he was the first radio newsreader to
speak in an accent other than ‘received
pronunciation’. His TV drama work included
BBC Sunday Night Theatre (1950-58) and Dr
Finlay’s Casebook (1964-70).
Perhaps his most notable film role was as the
protagonist’s father in one of my favourite films of
the 1960s, Billy Liar (1963): in the still from the
film on the left Billy (Tom Courtenay) is having a
family breakfast with his parents and grandmother.
This led me to see what was showing in Dawlish in November 1958 and I searched in vain looking for an
advert announcing the future programme at the Scala. I had to be content with next week’s programme at
the Riviera cinema in Teignmouth. This included Orders to Kill, a WW2 French Resistance story with
Eddie Albert and Lilian Gish, in her 100th film appearance in a career that had begun in 1912. Then later in
the week, returning for a second run, Doctor At Sea with Dirk Bogarde and Brigitte Bardot in her first
English speaking role.
Continuing the theme of popular 1950s radio shows, the next old newspaper I looked through (The Gazette
for August 25 1950) had advertisements for upcoming programmes at the Scala and Riviera cinemas, but
also for a third cinema, the Carlton in Teignmouth, where a film entitled The 20 Questions Murder Mystery
was scheduled. A brief review said: ‘Those who have never had the opportunity to attend a live broadcast
will be able to peep behind the scenes of one of the most popular of today’s programmes. Starring in this
exciting movie are Robert Beatty, Rona
Anderson and Clifford Evans, plus the ‘20
Questions’ team of Stewart MacPherson (the
question master/ host), Jack Train, Daphne
Padel, Anona Winn, Richard Dimbleby
(panellists) and Norman Hackforth (the ‘mystery
voice’). These names prompt distant memories
of listening to ’20 Questions’ in the 1950s before
TV took over as the main source of
entertainment. The picture shows a 1947 panel
with Anona Winn and Richard Dimbleby on the
right.
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Apparently the plot of the movie involved ‘20 Questions’ receiving anonymous clues that connect to a
series of murders that are then solved by two smart newspaper reporters. The radio programme was very
long-lived, running from 1947 to 1976 – the final host was Cliff Michelmore. It also ran for 18 episodes
on BBC TV in 1956/57 and for 23 episodes on ITV in 1960/61.

The Strange Story of Starcross Ferry
This item also caught my eye in the same 1950 newspaper. The article said that the story reproduced
below was first told in a book Strange Things Among Us by Henry Spicer. An internet search revealed that
it was published in 1863 and that Henry Spicer (1821-91) was an author, theatre manager and playwright,
and an intimate friend of Charles Dickens. Among other things, he wrote books on spirit-manifestation.
Sometime in the middle of the 19th century a Cambridge undergraduate, whom Spicer calls Mr D, was
staying at Exmouth. At this time railway passengers to Exeter had to cross the Exe by ferry boat and catch
the train at Starcross. One night this young man woke shortly after midnight with the strong impression
that someone had just been urging him to go down to the ferry. Before he could decide whether it was a
dream or not, he heard the voice again. He felt compelled to obey, though he didn’t expect to find any boat
on the landing stage, since the ferryman lived on the Starcross side and was probably fast asleep in bed.
However, the boat was there, the ferryman explaining
that someone had hailed him and told him that a
passenger was waiting at Exmouth. On being asked
who had called him, he said he didn’t know, but
presumed it was someone on a passing river boat. Mr
D thought there was something decidedly odd about all
this, but he determined to see it through. He allowed
himself to be ferried across. At Starcross a further
strong impulse in his mind made him go to Exeter but
once there all guidance left him. He had no idea what
to do next and spent some weary hours wandering
aimlessly about the streets.
At length he went to a hotel for breakfast, and there
learnt from the waiter that the Assizes were being held in the city. He decided to employ the morning in
listening to some of the cases, and on arrival at the court he found a murder trial in progress.
The prisoner’s only defence was that he could not possibly have committed the crime because he was
working at the time in a gentleman’s house some miles away. He could bring no witnesses to prove this,
but he asserted that there was one man who could establish his alibi if only he could be found. While he
was doing repairs for which he had been summoned, a friend of the housekeeper had come into the room
and talked to him for a while. During the conversation he had borrowed a pencil to make an entry in his
notebook. Unfortunately, the prisoner did not know his name, and had so far been unable to trace him.
Mr D listened to his account with considerable interest, and then asked to be allowed to give evidence.
The house named belonged to a friend of his whom he had visited some months before. Finding his friend
out he had gone into the library to wait, and amused himself by talking to a carpenter who was repairing a
window there. He had borrowed a pencil to write something down, and he was now able to produce in
court the actual pocket book with the date and the entry made with the carpenter’s pencil. This evidence
saved the prisoner, who was subsequently acquitted.
Spicer finished his account by saying that the story was authentic, and that it illustrates a kind of divine
intervention: ‘… it is within His power to suffer His ministering angels to speak in this mysterious tongue
to the souls of those whom He has selected as the earthly instruments of His divine will.’ Presumably this
was the sort of explanation that many of his readers at the time would have found reassuring.
I think the most interesting aspect of this story is to ponder if it really happened as described, or perhaps
that some elements had a basis in fact e.g. the surprise court witness. One obvious question is how Mr D
travelled from Starcross to Exeter in the early hours of the morning: no trains would have been running,
it’s a long way to walk, especially in the dark, and if he had managed to find a horse to ride or a carriage to
take him, why wasn’t this mentioned, as evidence of his strong impulse to go on to Exeter?
David Gearing
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Our future programme
Tuesday October 5, 2.30pm on-line via Zoom: ‘The Civil War in Devon’ presented by Janet Few.
This talk will be more about life in the times of the English Civil War and
its impact, rather than a long list of who won what battle. It will be on-line
because the speaker lives some way away and we agreed that a long day
trip should be avoided. Janet describes herself as an experienced and
qualified family, social and community author and historian who lectures
regularly on these subjects throughout the UK and overseas.
← Oliver Cromwell, who led the Parliamentarian attack at the Battle of
Bovey Heath, January 1646.
Tuesday November 2, 2.30pm at the Manor House: ‘200 Years of
Gardening and Horticulture in Dawlish’, by Suzanne Jones. This will
include how the social and economic changes have influenced the town’s
gardens and horticulturists, starting with the first developments at
Luscombe in the first decade of the 19th century, through the development
of the town and the garden society, the time of market gardeners, the violets
and the flower nurseries, as well as the town’s response to WW1 and WW2
and the 1930’s depression. Suzanne is a member of DLHG and Secretary of Dawlish Garden Society.
Previously she has talked to us about Victorian Gardens and The Ferris Brewery and Its Public Houses.
Tuesday December 7, 2.30pm at the Manor House: Early Christmas/ End of Year event.
I will be presenting the second part of my ‘Dawlish Life in Pictures’ talk, based on a selection of images
from our archive. It will begin in the mid-1920s, where I left off in September, and end in the mid-1960s.
Depending on what I can fit in to the available time, it will include town events and celebrations, local
entertainments, seafront and street scenes, Dawlish Warren, aerial views, businesses and shops, and the
railway. There will then be a cunning quiz set by David Allanach, with grand prizes for the winning team.
And, as usual, there will be (free) refreshments.
Tuesday January 11, 2.30pm at the Manor House: ‘The South Devon Invasion of William, Prince of
Orange in 1688’, by Phil Badcott.
This talk follows the historic journey of William, Prince
of Orange, as he travelled from Holland to Brixham to
start his Glorious Revolution. Find out who he met, what
he did in Brixham, Paignton and Newton Abbot.
This plaque close to St Leonard’s Tower in Newton Abbot
marks the spot where the first declaration of the newly
arrived William III, Prince of Orange was read in
November 1688. →
Phil is a well-known local historian, author and speaker
about Devon and beyond. He is a Trustee of the Devon
Family History Society. (Please note that this meeting is
on the second Tuesday of the month, not the first Tuesday
as usual.)
Further events will be announced as they are arranged. Due to pandemic-related uncertainties, we are
planning only three or four months ahead, rather than trying to arrange a full year’s programme in advance.
We are still very keen to find someone to take on the role of Talks and Outings Organiser. This is
potentially a fun job, and the postholder can make a big difference to the success of the Group as a whole.
Please contact me (dgearing43@hotmail.com) if you are interested.
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