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Alec Rogers was born at Holbeton in 1918, 
the seventh generation of his family to be 
born there. The family moved to Filham Farm 
in the parish of Ugborough in 1928. He won 
a scholarship to King Edward VI school 
Totnes and then farmed at Filham until 1975.
During the 1939-45 war he was Patrol 
Leader of the Ugborough patrol in 
Churchill's underground force. He wrote a 
History of Filham. In 1951 he married 
Elizabeth Hoare of Ivybridge. They have 
two children and three grandchildren.
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Some time ago my brother and I were talking 
about the Erme and our lifelong association 
with that lovely river. We realised that between 
us, we had stories to tell which, unless record-
ed, would be lost. John has always excelled at 
putting others to work, so I knew that I would 
be writing the story!

To Edwin John Davis Rogers,
my brother and mentor.

June 1999.

CHAPTER I
Erme Head to Harford Bridge

ON a lovely August day in 1914, a young Lieutenant of the 
Devonshire Regiment rode his hunter to the vicinity of Erme 
Head.

For some time, he studied the surroundings before dismounting and 
digging a hole in the soft peat, into which he placed a bottle of whisky. 
The Great War had begun and the young officer knew that he would 
soon be at the front. With luck, he thought, the war could be over in six 
months and then he would return and drink the whisky! Sadly this was 
not to be.

The village where the War Memorial records his name has changed 
out of all recognition from the place he knew. Where his whisky is 
buried, however, the scene is unchanged. Here, in 'the mystic whispers 
of the hills' the 'never-more' croak of the Raven still mingles with the 
call of the moorland cattle and all the other sounds he knew so well — 
above all the gurgling of the infant Erme on its way to the sea.

The Dark Lane brook, or Wollake, which joins the Erme close to its 
source, is more than a mile longer, but rises in the Forest of Dartmoor. 
This may be the reason for it not being the source of the river. Why some 
of the tributaries are 'Lake' and others 'Brook' is a mystery. However, 
according to Stokes, 'English Place Names', 'Lake' means a stream or 
watercourse, e.g. Shiplake - a stream used for washing sheep.

By the time the Erme turns South where the Redlake flows in, it has 
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Perhaps the most interesting of all the remains in the Erme Valley is 
a Bee-Hive hut, about which John L I W Page in his book 'Rivers of 
Devon’ (1893) writes the most fantastic nonsense: 'A little above the 
wood (Piles) there is a curiosity which even those who despise the dry 
bones of archaeology, will scarcely like to pass without visiting. You will 
find, close to the mouth of a gully, an ancient bee-hive hut, the most 
perfect on the moor. How old it is, I cannot say, but there is little doubt 
that it was once the abode of a miner. Phoenician, Celt, Jew or Christian, 
no one knows. Whoever lived there must have been a dwarf or hermit 
doing penance, for the interior is only six feet across and three feet high.' 
He goes on: 'As for the doorway, I could not even crawl in decently, a la 
Esquimaux' and concludes, 'the thought occurred to me that the ancient 
tinners used it as a tool house.'

From Redlake to Piles Newtake, the Erme receives Hook Lake, Dry 
Lake, Left Lake, Bledgey Brook and Piles Brook. It has flown through 
several miles of moorland with Bronze Age remains, a fine stone circle 

taken in Wollake, Hortonsford Brook and Dry Lake - also known as Hux 
Lake. According to my Imperial Dictionary, Hux means 'to fish for, as 
pike, with hooks and line fastened to bladders'. I assume this method 
would also catch trout. Perhaps the tin workers used it. They were savage 
enough to eat pike or trout without knowing the difference!

Close to the source of the Red Lake, nature is reclaiming, with grass 
and heather, the old clay workings abandoned in 1931. A few years 
previously, a youth and boy left the Redlake Hostel, where they were 
staying the weekend, and set out for Stall Moor. They crossed the Erme 
and soon after were hopelessly lost in dense fog. The youth eventually 
reached Lee Moor and search parties were sent out. At Redlake, the 
search was on, and Harry Fox of Bittaford told me that he drove the 
engine 'Lady Mallaby Deeley' up and down the railway from Redlake to 
Three Barrows, all through the night, blowing the whistle, in the hope of 
guiding the boys home to Redlake. The little lad was dead when the 
weary searchers found him.
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CHAPTER II
From the old to the new

The parish of Harford was the birthplace of three people recorded 
in history. Hall, half a mile on the Cornwood road from Harford 
Bridge, was the home of Colonel Chudleigh, father of Eliza-

beth, the notorious Duchess of Kingston (1720 - 1788) who was born 
at Hall. At the age of twenty-three, she was maid of honour to Augusta, 
Princess of Wales. She was very lovely and had many admirers.

She married secretly, John Hervey who became Earl of Bristol. 
Secrecy was necessary in order that she could retain her post at Court. 
The marriage was a failure and they lived apart, until it seemed likely 
that Hervey would soon inherit the title of Earl of Bristol. Elizabeth 
then sought proof of her marriage, at the same time becoming the 
mistress of the Duke of Kingston, and a prominent member of London 
society. She was also greatly admired, whilst on a visit to Berlin, by 
Frederick the Great!

Her husband, now fed up with all this philandering, wanted a 
divorce. Elizabeth swore before a court that she was unmarried and, 
this being accepted, she was pronounced a spinster! She then married 
the Duke of Kingston who conveniently died four years later, leaving 
his wife all his property provided she remained a widow.

In Rome she was received by Pope Clement I4tn, afterwards return-
ing to England to face a charge of bigamy, brought by a nephew of the 
Duke of Kingston. The House of Lords found her guilty and she fled, 

(the Dancers) a two mile long stone row (said to be the world's longest), 
pounds, a blowing house, medieval tin workings and hut circles, and 
Piles copse, one of the three oak woods of Dartmoor. Finally passing (on 
the Left bank), 'Bullaven', once an hotel whose guests included A A 
Milne, who played golf on the nine-hole course. No doubt Christopher 
Robin would have been there as well.

With gathering speed the Erme flows under its first bridge at 
Harford.
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people of Harford were worshipping in their Church with the Rector 
Robert de Kyllebiri. The present building is 15"1 Century and, at a later 
date, three bells were hung in the tower. The second bell bore the 
inscription 'In nomine Patris' and was cast by Mordecai Cockey of 
Totnes. Perhaps it was Mordecai who first suggested that the ringing 
bells seemed to say 'tis as 'twas' - It is, as it was. I certainly recall one 
former resident who told me this jingle, and there is no better descrip-
tion of the peace and timelessness of Harford.

There was no escape from the Lay Subsidy of Edward III. There is 
a record of eighteen people of Harford who paid this tax in 1332. A few 
of their names live on. Thomas Kyng, Edward Bytharmede (Meads), 
John de Comesheade, Alfred de Ponte (Stowford). In those days eight-
een taxpayers at Harford compared with twenty at Cornwood.

A few yards from the Lych gate, on the way to the moor, stands the 
former village school and house built by Mr. J. J. MacAndrew of 
Lukesland in 1881. A man I knew who attended the school around 

taking her fortune with her. She lived for a time in Calais, then moved 
to Russia and bought an estate near St. Petersburg which she called 
Chudleigh.

Far from her childhood home at Harford, she left Russia to live in 
Paris, then Rome and back to Paris, where she died. The former beauty 
was now reviled. Called Kitty Crocodile in a play A Trip to Paris which 
was not allowed to be produced, society remembered her as a coarse, 
licentious woman. History has rewarded her with half a page in Encyclo-
pedia Britannica.

From the bridge in the opposite direction to Hall, after a short climb, 
the traveller arrives at the lovely church of St. Petroc. Here in his 
altar-tomb in the chancel lies Thomas Williams. Dr. A. L. Rowse, the 
celebrated Cornish-born historian, writes: 'In a more remote and old 
fashioned part of the country, high up on the thyme and bracken-
scented fringes of Dartmoor is the Speaker of the Parliament of 1563, 
Thomas Williams of Stowford in the Parish of Harford. He made his 
career at the law, but is depicted on his brass (no doubt as he would 
have it) as an esquire.'

An inscription on the tomb reads:-

Here lyeth the corps of Thomas Willms Esquire
Twice reader he in Court appointed was
Whose sacred minde to virtu did aspire
Of Parliament he speaker hence did passe.

The common peace he studied to preserve
And trew religion ever to maynteyne
In place ofjustyce where as he did serve
And now in Heaven wth mightie Jove doth raine.

Also born at Stowford, 1578, but buried at Bredon, was John 
Prideaux, who was responsible for the family brass in the South Aisle 
of St. Petroc's. 'John Prideaux their fourth sonne, Doctor of Divinity 
and the King's Maiesties Professor thereof, in the university of Oxford, 
Rector of Exeter College and Chaplaine to Prince Henry, King James 
the First and King Charles the First.' Three years after he erected the 
memorial, he became Bishop of Worcester.

In 1245, whilst Henry III was rebuilding Westminster Abbey, the 
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Mr. Rider playing his harmonium, when hay was ready to save! He was 
very capable - made hay and played the organ. He was an excellent 
farmer, a great countryman and a gentleman.

In 1945 men of Auxiliary Units (underground forces) held a thanks-
giving service at St. Petroc's, when they were 'stood down' at the end of 
the war. About fifty officers and men were present and the patrols to 
which they belonged were Cornwood, Diptford, Flete, Harford, Hare-
ston, Plympton and Ugborough.

From Harford Bridge the Erme soon enters King's Wood. A Thomas 
Kyng paid 20d in the Lay Subsidy of 1332 and it was Thomas or one of 
his descendants, who is still remembered in the Ordnance Survey map. 
'King's Barn, King's Wood and King's Gutter', the latter still to be seen 
as a dry gutter, above the Erme, where the Pithill road enters Henlake 
Down. The gutter carried water by Henlake Down towards Woodland. 
I wish I knew more of its history.

King's Wood is the living memorial to the late Mr. Kenneth Watkins 
O.B.E. who purchased the wood from the Blachford Estate in 1957. 
The years 1958 and 1959 saw the replanting of the wood. In 1960 the 
Devon Trust for Nature Conservation was founded and for his part in 
this Mr. Watkins was made an M.B.E. (1971). In 1972 he founded the 
Woodland Trust which became a nationwide organisation. In 1989 he 
received the O.B.E. Mr. Watkins lived at Harford for over fifty years.

The river now runs below Wilkey's Moor and Hanger Down, where 
the most amazing feat of riding to hounds took place in 1874. The 
Revd. Jack Russell, of terrier fame, aged 79, arrived on a Monday in 
time to join a hunt with his host for a week, Admiral Parker of 
Delam-ore, Cornwood. He had journeyed some seventy miles by road 
and rail. His programme for the next few days was:-

Tuesday, Meet at Ivybridge. Mr. Mark Rolle's hounds, invited to hunt the
Dartmoor Country by the local M.EH. Mr. Trelawny. (The Rolle family 
owned 55,000 acres in Devon with a gross rental of £47,000).

Wednesday, Meet at Newnham, Mr. Trelawnys Hounds.

Thursday, Meet at Brent Station, Mr. Rolle's Hounds.

Friday, Meet at Delamore, Mr. Rolle's Hounds.

Saturday, Meet at Hanger Down, Mr. Trelawnys Hounds.

Scent was poor on the Saturday and hounds spent a lot of time by 

1910, told me that he and another boy walked daily, in school time, to 
Hall farm to fetch the milk for the Hancock family who lived in the school 
house. Mrs. Hancock was the school mistress, and she was held in high 
regard by her pupils. The school closed in 1920.

In modern times, the parish was remarkable for having two farmers 
who were organists. Mr. George Rider, who farmed West Combeshead, 
was organist at St. Petroc's for many years. At a meeting of the Parochial 
Church Council he reported that the ivories of the organ were loose and 
in need of attention. He again reported this at the next meeting. Nothing 
was done, or seemed likely to be done! Several weeks passed until one 
Sunday the congregation, having sung verse one of the first hymn, 
entered with gusto into verse two. Suddenly the ivories began to fly 
about, the organ gave a resigned groan, and Mr. Rider left the organ stool 
and walked from the Church saying "I told them! I told them"!

Neighbouring farmers, with minds concentrated wholely on hay-
making on a fine summer day, would think it very odd indeed to find 
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on end. I never experienced anything like it before and I hope I never 
shall again'.

Below Treneman's Pool on the right bank, are the remains of the first 
reservoir for Ivybridge. It is hard to imagine that the residents of the 
little town indulged in anything more rash than one bath per week, but 
even so, it was necessary, in times of drought, for the water supply to be 
used with care. The man who looked after the reservoir was known to 
all as Sergeant Cole, who had fought in the Crimean War. During times 
of shortage he walked to the reservoir at midnight to turn off the water. 
His experiences in warfare ensured that he feared not, this very lonely 
walk. His successor was of a different mould, reporting conversations 
with a ghost and probably forgetting what he came to do!

When a new reservoir was built on the Butter Brook at Harford, the 
old one became the town swimming pool. I remember Mr. Luxton, 
Headmaster of the Council School, teaching pupils to swim there in 
1930. Complete with changing huts and spring board, it was used until 

the banks of the Erme and on the Down. At 2pm, Parson Russell bid 
good-bye to his host and set off on the seventy mile journey to his 
home. He changed horses only once and arrived at eleven o'clock. 
Dined heartily, slept soundly, and took three services in his Church the 
next day!

Above the left bank of the river, across the Harford Road is the 
delightful estate of Lukesland, home of Mr. and Mrs. Brian Howell. 
Here for many years, the gardens were opened to the public once a year, 
on behalf of Harford Church, by Mr. Howell's parents. This tradition 
was carried on by the present owners until 1993. Then in 1994 onwards 
from mid-April to mid-June on Wednesdays, Sundays and Bank Holi-
days, the fifteen acres of gardens are open to support the National 
Gardens Scheme, Harford Church and Wixenford House. Mr. Howell 
began a forestry consulting and contracting business at Lukesland and 
in 1960 he merged with Fountain Forestry to manage about 200,000 
acres in the United Kingdom and 150,000 acres in the U.S.A. The firm 
also did work at Balmoral and for the Duchy of Cornwall. He was 
consultant for the Sandringham estate for twenty years.

In Lukesland Woods, on the banks of the Erme, about fifty acres 
were rehabilitated by Mr. Howell and opened to the public around 
1990 under the Forestry Trust for Conservation and Education scheme. 
This scheme was founded by Mr. Howell in 1988 at the request of the 
Royal Forestry Society, of which he was chairman for eight years.

The Erme soon enters Stowford Cleeve and the sinister Treneman's 
Pool. Many stories, some quite ludicrous, are told of Treneman and 
Stowford House. Here is evidence which proves the place to be still 
mysterious, even in modern times. During Mrs. Louise Ryan's owner-
ship of Stowford, much restoration work was done by the firm of 
Hos-good and Sons. Mr. Hosgood Senior told me this story. "We were 
all working inside Stowford, and at that time, we employed a mason 
who lived in Plymouth. As five o'clock approached, I asked him if he 
would like to do some overtime, as we were very busy. He agreed and 
said that he would catch the nine o'clock bus home.

"The following morning, I told the man how well he had done and 
hoped that he would stay on again that coming evening. I was aston-
ished when he said 'I could certainly do with the extra money but I 
wouldn't work here alone again for all the tea in China'!" Mr. Hosgood 
asked him what he had seen and he said: 'Nothing, but every now and 
then I had a feeling which I cannot describe, but my hair almost stood 
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CHAPTER III
Q boats and Bell founders

There is no certain date for the Ivy-bridge. I have seen it described 
as 'mid thirteenth century' and 'of uncertain date'. Looking at the 
bridge from Station Road, it is easy to see where it was widened 

when, in the 18th century, the road from South Brent to Plymouth was 
turnpiked and the age of the mail and stage coach began. The Quicksil-
ver Royal Mail carried letters from London to Plymouth in fewer than 
24 hours.

In 1700, Miss Celia Fiennes passed over the bridge on her journey 
through Devonshire to Land's End. She described the road as having 'a 
naturall sort of paveing tho' uneven, all their carrying is done on the 
backs of horses with sort of hookes, like yoakes stand upon each side, 
which are the receptacles of their goods, either wood furze, or lime or 
coal or corn or hay or straw, and I cannot see how two such horses can 
pass each other and yet these are the roads that are all here abouts.'

Historically the four corners of the bridge stood in the parishes of 
Cornwood, Ermington, Harford and Ugborough. Sadly, only two par-
ish stones remain and these two stones, together with two more that 
project from the base of the parapet, served to keep the coach wheels 
from contact with the stonework. Looking over the bridge recently I 
remembered being told that, except for the River Spey, the Erme was 
Britain's fastest flowing river.

I also remembered John Luscombe, who farmed at Trehill, Exeter 

about 1950. Then vandals destroyed the huts and blocked the intake 
and generally lived up to the definition of the word - 'a person who 
destroys things on purpose, especially public property'. Sgt. Cole 
would have dealt with them!

Passing on, the Erme soon flows under the elegant piers of Brunei's 
first viaduct and then the magnificent structure that now carries the 
double track connecting London and Penzance. Below, on the left bank, 
is the paper mill of Arjo-Wiggins, where the water of the river still plays 
a part in the making of paper, as it did when Dunsterville built his mill 
in 1787.

William Purdie began his career in paper making in the same mill 
in 1910, when it was owned by John Allen. He survived the 1914-1918 
War and returned to become assistant Beater Man at the mill. He 
emigrated to Australia and became General Manager of the Australian 
Paper Group.

Now there are houses beside both banks as the Erme surges under 
the ancient Ivy-Bridge and enters the town.
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In 1825 the new bridge was built, but still the leat from the Erme to 
the Corn-mill (now Somerfields) was open as it ran in front of the 
King's Arms. The landlord, John Seldon, made frequent requests for the 
leat to be covered as bleary eyed, unsteady customers were falling in 
and taking unwelcome baths! In recent times, Walter House and a 
friend, who lived in Highland Street, used to catch eels which were to 
be found among leaves and debris caught in the iron grating of the leat. 
His friend's father was very fond of eel pie!

The new bridge and road also cut through the earliest named 
dwelling beside the river. It's existence was discovered by Mrs. Jean 
Bryant as she researched her husband's family tree. In the census of 
1851 for Ugborough parish, was 'Philip Blight (Farmer) of Warren-
stown Cottage'. An old deed states 'In 1459 Lord William Bonville, 
Lord of the Manor of Ivybridge, gave lands and tenements of Henlake 
Down, Henlake Wood, North Cleeve and Warrenstown, with pasture 
on Filham Moor, to Isabel Kirkeby by whom he had a son. The gift was 
for her lifetime, after which it passed to her son John Bonville.' The 
people of Warrenstown referred to the little cottages by the right bank, 
as 'across the river'.

After a night of torrential rain, about the year 1890, workmen arriv-
ing at 7am at the workshop and stable of Sincock and Blight, situated at 
the lower end of Costley Street, found half the stable swept away by the 
raging river. The terrified horse was led out unharmed. Near this spot a 
path known as 'the runs' crossed Filham Moor to Yeo and on towards 
Ermington. At the present time the path from Yeo to Keaton is still 
called 'the runs'.

During a long drought with the Erme very low, a large salmon was 
trapped in a pool by Factory Bridge (demolished in 1972). It was seen 
by George Creese, foreman carpenter of John Hoare the Wheelwright 
and Coach Builder. It was 8am and John Hoare was fuming at the 
absence of Creese, who had never been late for work in his life. At last 
he appeared and stood patiently while the 'guvnor' lectured him on 
punctuality. Then, as Creese stood there, observant members of the 
staff saw that he was soaked to the skin and standing in an ever 
increasing pool of water. When he eventually was allowed to speak he 
said "I've been in the pool trying to catch a salmon for you".

This was a different thing altogether. With a family of ten sitting 
down for meals, a salmon would be very welcome! Creese, with all 

Road, He was a former President of the Ivybridge Conservative Club 
and proudly styled himself, Yeoman. When a boy, he fell into the river 
below the old bridge and was seen by a man, standing by what is now Ivor 
Jones' office. He raced down to the cottages which stood where Searle's 
Electrical Shop is now located, through a passage and garden to haul the 
boy from the river, frightened, but unharmed.
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a pair of ravens had their nest, and Fernham, the river enters a deep pool 
close to Strode Lodge. This pool could well have played a part, when 
the number three bell in the tower of Ermington Church was re-cast by 
the Bilbies of Chew Stoke, in the Mendip Hills. To make a single bell, 
which would be in tune with the other five was no mean feat, especially 
when one hundred miles from home. The people of Ermington would 
have been amazed at the behaviour of these eccentrics from Somerset. 
Among other 'tricks of the trade' was first to find a deep pool in the 
Erme. The ringers were then assembled and a Bilbie waded into the 
pool, until up to his neck in water. Then as the last ripple died away, he 
signalled for the bells to ring. Listening to the pure sound of bells over 
water enabled this genius to plan the making of the new bell.

They were well aware of their rare gifts as bell founders and looked 
down on fellow bell casters with disparaging inscriptions on their bells. 
The Ermington bell, which I saw some years ago, has no markings. One 
of their bells in a Westcountry tower bears the following:-

'Once I had a note that no one could bear.
But Bilbie made me sweet and clear.'

And another,

'Although my vaise is small
I will be heard amaingst you all.
Sing on my jolly sisters
Edward Bilbie casted me.'

Modbury Bells are reputed to be among the top ten of Devonshire. 
Hence the old rhyme,

'Hark to Modbury bells
How they do quiver
Better than Ermington bells
Down by the river.'

Now the Erme flows under Erme Bridge, known locally as Fawn's 
Bridge, and is immediately joined by the Lud Brook, which has its 
source on Dartmoor, between Butterdon Hill and Eastern Beacon. It is 
the largest tributary indicated on the 0. S. Map, not as 'Ludbrook 
Head', but 'Main Head', as befits its length and volume of water which 
it brings to the river.

thought of being late for work cleared from his mind, returned and 
caught the fish on which the Hoare family dined the next day. I am told 
that salmon are still seen in the Erme.

Planners of the modern town of Ivybridge have made splendid use of 
the river. This was not always the case. According to Pevsner, there is 
little to be said about Ivybridge: 'What gives character to this town of 
small attraction' he writes, 'is the railway viaduct across the wooded 
valley of the Erme . . .' Now pedestrians approach the new shopping area 
by two footbridges. People linger to watch the ducks and to enjoy the 
sound of the river and to drink coffee on the balcony of Julie's restau-
rant. Footpaths take walkers along the banks, and the whole area is a 
splendid example of modern-day planning.

As the Erme leaves Ivybridge it passes a fine old building on its right 
bank, once a store and workshop for the paper mill and now making 
'antique' baths. In 1941 the South Devon Times moved its printing press 
there and also its offices, after being bombed out in Plymouth. The editor, 
R. V. Walling at the end of each day, drove his car to Tor Down, 
Kingston, and parked in my brother's cart shed. He then walked across 
the fields to one of the cottages at Salter-Crease, by the tidal waters of the 
Erme, probably the quietest place in England!

Now the Erme flows along the Southern edge of all that is left of 
Fil-ham Moor, that large expanse of level ground once washed by the sea. 
I remember reading that it was some fifty million years ago, give or take 
a few million, that the sea began to withdraw from the foothills of Dart-
moor.

On February 10th 1999, I looked into the bottom of a six foot deep 
trench, newly excavated by the Ivybridge Spar Shop, and saw boulders 
that had been washed by the tides of that primeval sea.

Passing the rifle butts, on the right bank below Cleeve, the river 
passes by fields and woods, whose names are Tailpiece Wood and 
Lisonpiece Wood, to reach Keaton Bridge and the hamlets of Higher and 
Lower Keaton. I wish I knew of a connection between these hamlets and 
the late Buster Keaton, of silent film fame! In 1332, there was a Matthew 
de Cauton (almost Caton) and only 250 yards from the bridge, on the 
Penquit road, is Caton Cottage, which in 1906, was the home of Mr. 
Edmund Marshman Russel Rendle, who I feel would have known the 
difference between Caton and Keaton!

Passing by Thornham, Mount Pluck, Waterloo Quarry, where once 
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Council for seventeen of those years as Chairman. For twenty years he 
was District Councillor for Ermington and Holbeton on the South 
Hams Council and has been Chairman of the Planning Committee for 
the past four years. Jim has lived in Ermington Parish all his life as did 
generations of his family before him.

Those of us who were greatly privileged to hear the wartime 
speeches of Sir Winston Churchill, will recall him quoting from A. H. 
Clough's poem 'Say not the struggle naught availetti', when he thanked 
President Roosevelt and the people of the U.S.A. for coming to our aid.

"Far back, through creeks and inlets making,
Comes silent, flooding in, the Main."

Close to the bridge is the Kings Acre Nursing Home, built as a 
Coaching Inn, the Fawn Hotel, on the Plymouth, Yealmpton, 
Totnes, Newton Abbot and Exeter route. 'On 3rd June 1854 the A. 
G. Meeting of the Filham Silver Lead mine, was held at the 
counting house in Wadland Wood. Then all adjourned to the Fawn 
Hotel, for dinner provided by Mr. J. Gillard, Landlord. After, the 
proceedings were enlivened, by first class glees, given by Cap-
tains of the Devon Consuls Mine at Tavistock.' They would have 
had plenty to sing about, if they had purchased a few shares at £1 
each when the mine opened. Becoming one of the largest copper 
mines in the world, the shares reached a value of £800 each.

For many years the hotel was a private house and, for a time, the 
home of Admiral Bailey, who often entertained Cdr. Campbell the 
famous Q boat leader. The Q boats were armed merchant ships which, 
in the 1914-1918 war, surprised many U Boat Captains when the 
merchant ships returned their fire after they had surfaced to shell and 
sink them.

Recently I walked over the bridge and looked up at the village of 
Ermington, with the parish church of St. Peter and St. Paul dominating 
the scene. Away on the right I could see Ermington Mill, now the 
working place of many craftsmen. I could also see the First and Last 
public house and I remembered a feat of strength performed by a man 
of the village. From the Mill, he set off for the First and Last, carrying a 
sack of wheat weighing 2¼cwt. He walked to the inn up the slope from 
the Mill to the road and resting the sack on a wall, drank a pint of cider. 
He then carried the 2¼cwt back to the Mill and collected a bet of ten 
shillings.

And now to the present day, when Mr. Jim Lapthorne, an Ermington 
man if there ever was one, will soon be retiring from public life. For 
four years he represented Ermington on the Plympton Rural District 
Council. Then, for thirty years, he was a member of Ermington Parish 
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CHAPTER IV
Boats and babies

A short distance along the road to Modbury is the Erme Wood 
Hotel, formerly the vicarage, where in 1888 the Revd. Ed-
mund Pinwill M.A. arrived with his wife and seven daugh-

ters, to take up his duties as Vicar of Ermington. He found the Vicarage 
and Church in a deplorable state. His first task was to place a cross on 
the altar and then to hold regular services. Some of the parishioners 
greatly objected to the cross, and called the Revd. Pinwill 'The Pope'. 
They also verbally abused the Pinwill sisters on their walks with their 
nursemaid.

For fund raising, the Vicar turned for help to Mr. and Mrs. H. B. 
Mildmay of Flete. A bazaar brought in £800. Then in 1890, the 
Church was restored with a gift of £7,000 from Mr. H. B. Mildmay. 
Watching the wood carvers from London at work on the restoration, 
the genius in one of the Pinwill daughters was aroused. Miss Violet 
Alice Pinwill set up as a carver in wood and stone in Plymouth, 
eventually employing six men. During the blitz of Plymouth, she was 
a fire watcher on the tower of St. Andrew's Church. Her work is found 
all over the Westcountry and, in Ermington Church, the pulpit, organ 
case and lectern are examples of her work. The beautiful prose of 
her memorial, in her father's Church, puts the seal on a life which 
ended in 1956.

29

The Ruined lime kiln near Malthouse Point on the Erme Estuary, and below, looking towards
the sea from the same location.



The waggonettes now had lighted lamps and as we rattled along the 
drive, occasionally we caught glimpses of the River Erme shining like 
silver, as it reflected the evening sky. On into sections of dark, ghostly 
wood, then out again, to turn off at Holbeton point and the gentle climb 
to the village. Now those who had eaten too much were beginning to 
feel queasy, but with pockets crammed with food, there was always 
tomorrow! The firelight flickering on the blinds gave the weary party-
goers a welcome home and an early bed after the excitement of the 
afternoon.

After the bombing of Freedom Fields Hospital Plymouth, in 1941, 
Lord Mildmay placed Flete at the disposal of the local authority, and in 
July of that year, it became a maternity home for Plymouth and District. 
From 1941, until it closed in May 1958, 7,992 babies were born there. 
Lord Mildmay lived on at Flete and took a keen interest, recording the 
names of all the babies. On his death in 1947, the family moved to 
Mothecombe House, handing Flete over to the Health Authority. It then 
became part of the National Health Service, and continued for another 
ten years, before closure.

Leaving Flete, but still on the right bank of the river, Yarnink Nowle 
Wood rises steeply, so that a short climb finds the summit, ringed by 
the 300 feet contour. The Saxons called the area the hill of the eagle 
(Yarnink Nowle). I imagine the wood was planted much later.

From about 400 BC Britain was invaded across the Channel by Celts 
or Iron Age people. One invading party looked in at the mouth of our 
river and saw the green, pleasant land beyond. With iron weapons and 
tools, they quickly established the Iron Age camp on the top of Yarnink 
Nowle. People of the same race settled along the coast and built hill top 
fortresses, some of which can still be seen.

Down the centuries, the hill top fort above the Erme estuary, was 
silent and forgotten. Sheep and cattle grazed there, on a farm belonging 
to the Flete estate. Then one day, during the Napoleonic Wars, an 
officer rode into the village of Holbeton. He required all women who 
had a red coat or similar garment of that colour, to go to the field above 
Yarnink Nowle Wood and walk about. The hope was that the look-out 
on any French ship, far out in the bay, would assume that the estuary 
was guarded by 'Redcoats'. The threat of invasion by Napoleon was 
very real. There were 130,000 men at Boulogne, ready to invade, with 
15,000 horses and 600 guns. It was called 'the Army of England'. An 
unknown wit (see Kings Vol. 3 page 303) made this famous remark: "I 

Remember before God Violet Alice Pinwill.
She studied to show herself approved unto God
A workman that needeth not to be ashamed.
She walked humbly with her God
All the days of her life.

Half a mile below Fawn's Bridge, the Erme reaches the twenty five 
feet contour. Now, 'Forgetting the bright speed he had in his high 
mountain cradle' the river takes an almost right angled turn as it mean-
ders past the fields below Sexton, and on under Sequer's Bridge. The 
exact whereabouts of the salt works which supplied that vital commod-
ity to Domesday Ermington, and other villages and manors, is not 
known. It is recorded that the Bishop of Exeter had twenty four salt 
works, in which sea water was boiled, on the sands at Teignmouth. Sea 
water would have the maximum amount of salt in it. This may give a 
clue to the siting of the Ermington works.

After pouring over a weir below Sequer's Bridge, the Erme meets its 
estuary and the normal tidal limit. From here, to the sands at the mouth 
of the river, the marshes and woods on both sides belong to the Flete 
estate. The Tudor historian, Sir William Pole, wrote 'Fleete Damarell, 
anciently Fluit Damarell, was in the twentieth year of William the 
Conqueror's reign, the land of Robert de Albamara'. The family lived at 
Flete until the 1370s, followed by the Hill, Prideaux and Hele families.
In 1875 the estate was purchased by Mr. H. B. Mildmay, who traced his 
pedigree back to Hugh de Mildmay, in the reign of King Stephen. At the 
present time, Mr. Anthony Mildmay-White is the owner of the Flete estate. 
For the last 125 years, the Mildmays have been a power for good over the 
neighbourhood — guardians of the beautiful estuary and the woods, 
restorers of Holbeton and Ermington Churches and large employers of 
labour, until the two great wars of the twentieth century changed everything.
The annual Christmas party for all the children of Holbeton, was held at 
Flete. A few days before the 25th, two waggonettes drew up on the Town 
hill. We clambered on and set ofif down past the school and on to the main 
drive at Holbeton point, the horses' coats gleaming as they jogged along. 
Arriving at Flete, we swarmed into a room where tables were laden with 
food. After mighty efforts to clear everything in sight, we played games, 
sang songs and finally carols. All too soon, we were filing into the entrance 
hall, where each of us received a present.
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devoted campanologist and President of the Devon Guild of Ringers?
The Revd. E. S. Powell, M.A. of Christ Church, Oxford, was a brilliant 

scholar. In 1895 he obtained First Class Honours in Moderations, in 1897 
a First Class Honours in Mathematics, finally in 1899 a Third Class 
Degree in Theology. He specialised in non Euclidian geometry. It seems 
doubtful if any villager had a maths problem for him to solve, but he was 
there for all who needed him.

On a June Sunday morning after Matins, he clambered over our 
boundary hedge and shook a swarm of bees for us when my father was 
away. A new Douglas motorbike, belonging to my brother, broke down 
after one month on the road. Revd. Powell took the machine to pieces, 
wrote to the Douglas Company, and received a new piston, with the 

do not say the French cannot come, I only say that they cannot come by 
sea!"

One of the village girls, who accompanied her mother on this mis-
sion, was my Great, Great Grandmother, born Sarah Lidstone in 1792. 
She was thirteen at the time of Trafalgar and died in 1847. She had 
ample time to tell her story to my Great Grandmother, born Mary Anne 
Hodge in 1811 and died in 1887. On to my Grandmother, born Priscilla 
Antony Sandover 1848 and died in 1928. She told me the story, and I 
think that she regretted doing so, because I asked her to repeat it so 
many times. One day, at dinner, after another request, she became so 
exasperated that she mistakenly poured Camp coffee over my cold 
meat, instead of HP Sauce!

Approaching Holbeton point, the river flows under its last bridge. 
Only a foot bridge to the marshes that lie on the left bank below the 
Domesday manor of Great Orcheton, it has a very interesting name - 
'the Clam'. Westcombe's Dictionary of Archaic Words gives the 
following, 'Clam, a stick or board laid across a stream'. The Clam on 
the Erme bears no resemblance to a stick or board, but it is built of 
wood with a central stone pier. Perhaps it was once a much simpler 
affair.

Below the Clam, the estuary widens with mud flats. The river flows 
beside the wall protecting the marshes. As a boy, on countless walks 
along the drive, I have seen swans on their nests, vainly trying to keep 
the rising Spring tide from washing away their eggs. By the point at 
Efford, I once counted fifty swans on a long stretch of estuary. This was 
about the year 1926. Now there are few to be seen. Where have they all 
gone, and why?

There was also at this time, an attempt to divert the river away from 
the marsh wall to the Holbeton side. This work was directed by General 
de Lotbiniere, who was a relative of Lord Mildmay. The villagers 
quickly simplified this unusual name to General de Lupin-ear! The 
workmen drove in rows of large wooden stakes, but winter floods and 
storms washed all away and 'the majestic river floated on'.

'Fond memory brings the light of other days around me', as I remem-
ber a summer evening, when my brother John took his motor boat 
'Augusta' up river, on a Spring tide, to Flete Mill. Abreast of Holbeton 
point, the sound of the bells of All Saints Church, Holbeton came 
wafting down to us on the evening breeze. Did ever bells sound more 
lovely? Was it because generations of our forebears had listened to 
those evening bells, or was it because the Vicar of Holbeton was a 
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had been abandoned in 1898, when the G.W.R. branch line from 
Plymouth to Yealmpton was opened. Before that time, coal for Holbe-
ton and district came by a collier, which anchored off the beach under 
the coast guard cottages at Mothecombe. The barge was brought down 
river and alongside, to be loaded with coal and pulled to the beach by 
carthorse. Taken up the slipway, it was stored in a shed, which can be 
seen in the photograph of the swans. From the shed it came by horse 
and waggon to Thomas Evans' yard at the George Inn (the Mildmay 
Colours) at Holbeton. A remarkable business man, he was a farmer, 
shop keeper, publican and coal merchant.

This costly and laborious process was quickly replaced, by bringing 
the coal by horse and waggon from Yealmpton. I can still visualize the 
waggon coming down from Luson Cross, the drag on one rear wheel, 
tearing the gutter ever deeper. The barge lay in the Erme for many 
years, until it finally vanshed.

Near the old barge, my uncle picked up a bottle which had been 
thrown overboard from a U.S. Survey Ship in the South Atlantic. Inside 
was a form for the finder to fill in, giving the day, month, year and place 
where it was found. He dispatched the form, but did not keep the bottle!

Now, set back with a lovely view of the Erme estuary, is Efford 
House, for many years the home of the Stewards of the Flete Estate. 
Cdr. Praeter-Pinney R.N. was last but one of the Stewards to live there. 
He was recalled for service in 1939 and was killed in action against the 
Japanese.

At Efford, a few black posts still mark the crossing place over the 
river, which guided the horse-drawn carrier's van to Saltercrease and up 
the long hill from Clyng Mill, to Blackpost and Kingston, a sight to stir 
the imagination! The horse stopping at the bottom of the hill from 
Whitemoor Cross, for the drag to be removed by the driver, half asleep 
from calling at various public houses on the road from Plymouth. 
Across the drive, then into the Erme between the posts and off to the 
other side.

No fording of the river was more dramatic than the crossing made by 
the boy escaping from a life of slavery on a farm in the 1880s. In those 
days, orphans in the care of a local authority, lived in the workhouse. 
From the age of twelve, they were apprenticed to tradesmen, farmers 
or into service etc., and lived with the family or in the servants hall. 
Some were lucky — farmer John Nunn of Holbeton described the 

firm's compliments. He had a motorbike and side-car, which he rode on 
the annual night run from London to Exeter, with his gardener, William 
Browne as passenger. When steeple-jacks were repairing the steeple he 
climbed to the top!

Above all he loved the sound of Church bells. After leaving Holbe-ton, 
he and his wife published The Ringers Handbook, which ran to four 
editions and over ten thousand copies. On Saturday morning, March 7th 
1928, a peal of Cambridge Surprise Minor, 5,040 changes, was rung on 
the bells of All Saints, Holbeton, in three hours and ten minutes. The 
conductor was Revd. E. S. Powell, who also rang number six, the Tenor 
Bell.

The Church, restored by Mr. H. B. Mildmay of Flete at a cost of 
£20,000 in 1888-90, is full of interest. The memorial window to H. B. 
Mildmay is very fine and has the strawberry plant, the trademark of Sir 
Ninian Comper the stained glass artist, in the lower right hand corner.

Below the drive, as it approaches Efford House, runs a path by the 
river, known as 'under cliff.  Halfway along was a rotting barge, which 
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CHAPTER V
'The pebbled shore'

Now, looking around the wide estuary, it is easy to see the 
remains of the industry that went with the production of lime 
for building and agriculture. The lime stone was brought 

around by ship from the great quarries near Plymouth and then trans-
ferred to barges. A close look at the bottom of the Kingston slipway 
reveals the remains of the two iron rings to which the barges were tied 
as they were unloaded. Towards the end of the 1700s, a great storm 
completely blocked the entrance to the estuary. Panic reigned and 
plans were made to dig a channel. A second storm obligingly swept all 
away!

A well preserved lime-kiln stands on the edge of the sand on the 
Pamflete side, below an interesting building. This was always known 
as the Pamflete tea house where, after a pleasant drive from Flete, tea 
was served by servants, who had gone ahead to light the fire and 
prepare. There is a similar house on the Kingston side. Both were also 
used by shooting parties, especially in wild weather.

The ruined lime-kiln on the Kingston sands was repaired in the 
1880s by my great uncle and my father. Diligent searchers will find a 
total of four kilns, one now being threatened by rapid erosion near Malt 
House Point. Here are the remains of a two storey building. Was this a 
malt house or was it a fisherman's cottage, from where a malt house 
could be seen? Perhaps it was visible from Pamflete House, the home 
in the later part of the nineteenth century of Mr. John Buiteel. He built 

treatment of his boys, to my father: "My wife, Mary Emma, makes the 
boys pasties. They come here like mice and go away like men."
The escapee was living in Ivybridge when he told me of his early life 
on a farm on the Erme estuary. The farmer's wife gave him so little to 
eat that he was always hungry and led a life of toil and misery. At 
plough one morning, he decided on a bid for freedom. He could see the 
tide was out and nobody would be looking for him for two or three 
hours. He tied up the horses and was away over the river and avoiding 
Holbeton, went on to Devonport. By late afternoon, he had joined the 
Royal Navy. He served his time, retired to Ivybridge and became a 
parish councillor!

A different method was used by a Cornish farmer in one of'Q's' (Sir 
Arthur Quiller Couch) stories. "Well boy," he said to the new lad on his 
first morning, "you take the horse and cart and fetch up sea-weed. I will 
give you three pence for every load over twenty." Off went the boy and 
at the end of the day, he had drawn up twenty three loads. "There's your 
nine pence" said the old villain "and I don't grudge you the money, but 
now I see what you can do, I expect you to fetch up twenty three loads 
every day regular".

Almost opposite Efford, beside a creek, is Clyng Mill. A curious 
name, possibly derived from the Anglo-Saxon word 'clingan' meaning 
to dry up. This was a tidal mill, so the name would refer to the fact that 
the mill pond, filled by Spring tides, could be empty by the time of 
neap tides.

Nearby is Oldaport Farm, with the remains of an ancient fort, said to 
have once enclosed thirty acres. Professor Hoskins thought that the 
place was of the late Roman period or of the Dark Ages which followed.

Sir William Pole, the Tudor historian, wrote "Oldport took his name 
from old fort or gate that standeth upon the River Erme. John de la Port 
lived there in King Henry Ill's time. His daughter Anna, married a 
Fortescue of Whympston Modbury".

The Erme is now in sight and sound of the sea, with Skerill Coppice 
on the right bank and the river has crossed over to flow beside Tor 
Wood and Boat Hill Copse.
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ster pots until the 1960s. Harry was awarded the D.C.M. during the 
1914-1918 War. Jack was for many years Secretary of the Kingston 
Parish Council and sang with a fine bass voice in Stainer's Crucifixion 
at the Methodist Church in lvybridge. When Jack died, Harry walked 
down the lane from Kingston to their fishing boat, which was hauled 
up on the sand barrier. As a farewell gesture to Jack and all those 
departed fishermen, he set the boat on fire and saw it turn to ashes.

For the last time the Erme swings across to the Mothecombe side, 
passing Owen's point and Meadowfoot Beach, to vanish into the waves of 
Bigbury Bay and join the oceans of the world.

Epilogue
Cumulus clouds sail in over the western
approaches and soon reach the Dartmoor Hills.
Rain pours down on the bogs at the source of 
the Erme and soon the river is in flood and

 roaring down to the sea.

the Pamflete fishpond and the salmon 'run' on the beach which is 
sometimes partly exposed by the ever moving sand. He was interested 
in farming and country sports and when he died, left a widow, four sons 
and nine daughters. In modern times, Pamflete was the home of Mr. 
and Mrs. Michael Heseltine when he was M.P. for the Tavistock Divi- 
sion.

Some years have passed since the cottages above the Coastguard 
beach were occupied by the three guards — a chief and two men. They 
did an eight hour shift at the look-out on the cliffs above Battisborough 
Island. During the 1914-1918 War George Terry, one of the Kingston 
fishermen, was conscripted for coastguard duty as a Coastguard. He is 
one of the men in the photograph of the Kingston fishermen {page 27). 
All the look-outs were connected by telephone and I remember seeing 
the telegraph poles that received the single wire after it had been 
encased in a cable to pass under the Erme and the sands.

George Terry returned to his cottage one morning with his donkey 
loaded with three hundred mackerel. In the doorway he met Dr. Miles 
of Modbury who said "Terry, your wife has just given birth to twins". 
"Well, Doctor" said George "I'd sooner have another three hundred 
macker!"

The shed on Wonwell beach stood a short distance from John King's 
cottage. He was a fisherman who also worked on the Flete estate, 
especially any duty requiring a boat. He used to say "I mind the time 
when two Kings rowed up the Erme." This occurred when he took King 
Edward VII to a 'hide' on the mudflats for duck shooting. He died in the 
alms houses at Holbeton. The ruin of his cottage is buried in a mass of 
brambles which also hide 'the ghost of a garden that fronts the sea.

Across the estuary, hidden from view, is Mothecombe House, the 
home of Lord Mildmay until his tragic death in 1950. He was leading 
National Hunt jockey for four years in the 1940s. In 1936 he had 
carried the hopes of Westcountry punters with his Grand National entry 
Davy Jones — a wild dream at 100-1 which almost came true. Almost 
at the end of the 1939-1945 War, whilst in command of his tank, a 
bullet went through the ear piece of his head phones and smashed it.

The Flete estate is now cared for by Mr. and Mrs. Anthony Mild-
may-White, who live at Mothecombe House and are worthy custodians 
of this wonderful Erme estuary.

All the professional fishermen from Kingston are gone. Jack and 
Harry, the brothers Terry, fished out of the Erme and hauled their lob- 
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Limestone was brought by ship and barge from quarries near Plymouth to 
feed the now dilapidated lime kilns.
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