Exton Farm before World War 2

Exton Farmhouse

I was born at Exton Farm in 1923, the eldest of a family of four children, to
Phyllis and Bill Alford. The Exton I remember as a child was small and quiet,
there was very little traffic and not many houses, but the village boasted a
school, church, church hall, pub, railway station, post office and a small sweet
shop. We all knew each other.
Not many villagers had a car but it was not then a necessity as everything
needed daily was delivered - bread, meat, vegetables, milk, groceries and even
paraffin oil, which was used by most households for cooking, lighting and
heating. The latter was brought around weekly by Mr Bamsey from Woodbury
and his van also contained a wide variety of other goods used in the home.
In those days the villagers were divided into two distinct groups — the retired
and the working class. The former lived in large houses standing in sizeable
gardens and situated on the river side of the main road, while cottages or
small terrace houses existed for the workers.
The growth of the village was slow partly due to the rather poor water supply.
Only houses bordering the main road were on mains water. Everyone else
had well water and this had mostly to be pumped by hand.

The School
I attended the village school until I was eleven. The school was divided into
two classes. Mrs. Rundle, an excellent teacher taught the 'Big Class' and Miss
Polgrean, who cycled in from Woodbury, was in charge of the 'Little Class'.
The youngest children all sat at long desks but once you graduated to the big
class, you had your own.
The day always began with prayers, followed by tables 2-12 recited out loud.
Then followed lessons in Spelling, Writing, Reading, History, Geography or
Nature Study.
Girls did needlework and boys, simple woodwork with a
fretsaw.
We had regular visits from the school nurse and the dentist.
Every year, Empire Day, April 24 was celebrated by a message from the King
and then dancing round the maypole.
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I loved school, but my eldest brother Ken hated it. I often had to drag him
out of a ditch to get him there, and on one occasion while doing this I found
a sixpence. Riches! I spent it all in Sally Pike's sweet shop on my favourite
sweets, halfpenny Chicago bars.
I ate all twelve of these lovely chewy toffee
bars and was promptly sick!
On the Farm
The farm was part of the Clinton estate and comprised about 130 acres.
Gradually, my father bought adjoining land so eventually it more than doubled
in size.
The main part of the business was the dairy herd, at first mixed breeds and
then Ayrshires but these were finally replaced with Friesians, each cow had it's
own stall in which it was chained up. Originally, they were milked by hand by
a man sitting on a three legged stool. Most cows were quite docile but
occasionally a frisky one would have its back legs roped together otherwise the
milker and the bucket of milk would be kicked to kingdom come! Milking
became a much quicker and easier job when eventually, we bought our first
milking machine. Most of the milk was sold around the village and transported
first by bicycle and then pony and trap. Milk was carried in skillets and
measured out into customers jugs by 1/2 pint or 1 pint dippers. One of the
ponies hated to hear Marines marching, which they once did regularly to
Woodbury Road Station. One day while milk was being delivered to a house,
the pony bolted up the water front road to the railway crossing gate which it
tried to jump, making rather a mess of itself and the trap!

My father, William Alford delivering milk in late 1920s.

Surplus milk was sent by train to Exmouth.. The pony knew it had to catch a
certain train and it absolutely flew down to the station but coming home it
would slowly amble.
We also made several pans of cream each day, the richest milk, usually from
Guernsey cows was set aside for this. The milk was allowed to settle so that
the cream rose to the top. This was then heated very gently until the top
formed a crust. The next day it was skimmed up and sold as clotted cream.
Most people bought cream on Sundays and would provide their own dishes
for it.
The farm also had a herd of sheep and beef cattle and heifer calves were
bred on to eventually join the milking herd. Pigs were bred for market and at
least one kept to provide meat for the family.
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Wheat, barley and oats were grown and also crops of swedes, turnips,
mangols, kale and of course, potatoes.
Prior to the beginning of World War 2 all field work was done by cart horses.
We had three and they were well cared for because they had to work very
hard and for long hours. Whenever they needed shoeing, we children would
ride them up to the smithy at Woodbury. A very popular job.
Field Work
Ploughing and preparing the fields for sowing crops was all done with simple
horse drawn implements. Once crops such as turnips, swedes etc. were large
enough, they had to be weeded by hand and with a simple hoe. An awful
and back aching job, we all had to help. The chief weed was chariot and this
had to be dug or pulled up before it could seed.
Harvest Time
Normally, we employed one man and a boy but during busy periods, more
people were taken on. However, farmers would help each other out and
many people worked just for fun and cider. Hay — this was the first harvest,
usually starting in June. Before cutting, it was essential to have sharp knives on
the mowing machine. These knives were bolted on the top bar of a wooden
gate and each tooth was sharpened by a whetstone. The mowing machine
was pulled by three horses and the field would be full of local children and
adults, some with their dogs and guns waiting for the rabbits to run out as
they lost their cover.

Bill Alford cutting oats in 'Brake' field. Horses — Violet, Prince and Damsel.
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The pasture in those days was a mixture of different grasses, clover and many
wild flowers and these when drying gave off a beautiful, sweet smell.
When dry on top, the hay would be tossed and turned by a horse drawn
rake and then gathered up in a heavy wooden sweep. It was tipped up in
the corner of the field where the hay rick was to be built. The building of a
well shaped hay rick with straight, smooth sides was a skilled job and our
expert was a villager called George Tucker. He was short, thick set and as
strong as an ox. He always had a mate to pass him the fork loads of hay
where ever it was needed to keep the rick in good shape. Our earliest piece
of equipment for getting the hay up onto the rick as it got higher was a
pitcher or grab. This consisted of a tall, sturdy wooden pole held in place by
guy ropes. At the top of the pole was a large iron ring through which ran a
double chain. One end of the chain was attached to a large iron grab and
the other to either side of a horse. The grab full of hay was raised and
lowered by the horse being led forward and back for a few yards — a job
always done by a child. A rope was attached to the grab so that the hay
could be deposited near to George. Working on a hot day on top of the
rick was like wading in deep soft snow so you didn't walk about more than
you had to. Thirsty work also, so often George would call down for the
'Extra Man' — the flagon of cider.
Finally, the rick had to be thatched to keep out the rain and this again was
expertly done by George. I can never remember a rick fire though this was
common and caused by storing damp hay. The moisture caused over heating
in the centre of the rick and when sufficiently hot, it would start to burn.

Corn Harvest.
This followed soon after the hay was carried and days of good drying weather
were essential to finally get a good sample of corn to sell. The binder (so
called because loose stalks were bound into sheaves) was pulled by three
horses and again the field was full of villagers eager to catch the many
escaping rabbits. Well fed rabbits were a valuable source of cheap nourishing
meals — rabbit stews, rabbit pies and baked stuffed rabbits were enjoyed by
most folk.
Once dry, the sheaves were lifted by pitchfork on to a wagon and taken back
to the farm and stored in the dutch barn. Some weeks later, the threshing
machine pulled by a steamroller would arrive from Clyst St George to begin
the job of threshing out the corn. Hot, heavy, dry and dusty work, a job
which local farmers would help each other out. Sheaves would be fed into
the top of the machine where corn, straw and chaff would be separated out.
The worst job was at the back of the thresher keeping it clear of all the chaff.
This flew everywhere getting into hair, eyes, nose, ears and right through
clothes to your skin causing terrible itching and grazing. Wire netting was
placed around the dutch barn to trap the dozens of rats which ran out
disturbed by the noise and bustle and children would be ready with dogs and
sticks to kill as many as possible as they were a real menace around the farm
doing much damage.
Samples of corn were eventually taken to Exeter to the Corn Exchange where
merchants would offer you a price.
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Potatoes
These were lifted during the autumn, dug up by a horse drawn digger and
then collected into sacks by a gang of women from Woodbury. Many families
in those days were glad of this bit of extra money. The potatoes were
stored in a barn and covered in straw to protect them from the frost.
Root vegetables — turnips, swedes and mangols
These were hand pulled as required throughout the winter. Turnips and
swedes were sold locally while the mangols was cut up in a mango] chopper
and fed to the cows in their stalls. Long spells of frosty weather made it
impossible to lift these crops.
Apples
The farm had two orchards well stocked with cooking, eating and cider
apples — I remember one variety of cider apples called Sweet Alford — our
family name. During the autumn, cookers and eaters were picked and stored
on straw covered shelves in a barn. The cider apples were left to fall
naturally then gathered up in to sacks. These were eventually made up into
cider by none other than George Tucker. He had a little yard behind his
cottage in Mill Lane and here in a 'lean to' was his cider press. In this he
made hundreds of gallons of cider. My father was his right hand man, not
only for making but also spending happy hours drinking together and putting
the worlds to rights.
There was a large cellar by the farmhouse and it was here that most of the
hogsheads of cider were stored. They were 'tapped' one at a time and used
by everyone working on the farm or visiting, strong stuffl
Just prior to World War 2, our first tractor, a metal-wheeled small grey
Ferguson tractor arrived to change forever the face of farming.

My brothers Ken and Jim Alford and my future husband Peter Trevelyan on our first tractor
c. 1940
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The Farm House
As in common with most farms, there was a live-in assistant to help in the
house. This was usually a girl from a large family who needed to find work
and a home. They soon became one of the family. Our assistant was called
Sarah and she was with us for many years. She always wore an apron and
once a year, she would put on her best clothes and bonnet and walk down
to the jumble sale at the Village hall. As far as I remember, it was her one
and only outing.
Originally, all our cooking was done on an open fire burning a 'back stick'.
Heavy iron pans were suspended by crooks over the heat. Water was also
heated in this way. The chimney above was so large that a heavy rain storm
could put out the fire and sometimes bring down a lot of soot. I remember
this chimney was always swept by a holly bush.
Several times the soot in the
living room chimney caught fire. This was very serious as sparks could quickly
catch the thatched roof on fire.
Later, cooking became much easier, first with a Florence oil stove and then a
Rayburn. There was a fired boiler in the back house heating water for dairy
work and laundry.
A village woman came to help with the laundry, a job which took all day as
did the clothes to dry, though they did go through a wooden mangle to
squeeze out some of the water.
Meals
After early milking there would be a substantial cooked breakfast for everyone
followed by a cooked midday meal. Once or twice a week this would be
rabbit stew and dumplings or rabbit pie. Rabbits were numerous and they did
a lot of damage to growing crops so during the winter, there would be
regular 'rabbit parties'. Friends who were good shots would come with their
dogs and shoot as many as possible. Ferrets were used to put down burrows
and make the rabbits run. Everyone then gathered in the farm kitchen for an
evening meal — always boiled beef and carrots, mashed potatoes and parsley
sauce followed by apple pie and cream. The evening ended with a gamble at
cards, nap or tupenny halfpenny loo.
There was always a bowl of cream for tea, usually a junket, bread and butter,
jam and home made cakes. Supper was a light meal, bread and cheese,
chutney or salads in the summer.
During harvest time, tea was taken out to the field. This was always
blackcurrant jam sandwiches, rock cakes and tea.
Once a year in the winter, a pig would be killed for the farm use. Delicious
fresh bacon, liver, chittlings and faggots for breakfast and large joints of roast
pork for main meals. Some of the meat had to be salted down to preserve
it. This was done by rubbing in bar salt and salt petre by hand and putting
the meat in a large wooden vat. This had to be done each day and heaven
help you if you had cracked hands! Chapped hands were very common in
those days. Hams, when sufficiently salted would be hung from beams in the
kitchen.
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Poultry and ducks were often killed for sale and these had to be plucked and
drawn and rabbits had to be skinned. This was done by the family but
around Christmas time, people would be hired to help.

My mother, Phyllis Alford, plucking a chicken in the farmyard.

Dairy Work
All utensils had to be washed in a large wooden tub in the back house. Cold
water was on tap but hot water had to be fetched. This had to be done
twice a day in the morning and again late afternoon. Wooden tables had to
be scrubbed in the dairy and then all the stone floors had to be either
scrubbed on hands and knees or sometimes swilled out with water and
broomed out. The kitchen also had a stone floor and this was scrubbed once
a week.

Bathing
This was originally in a tin bath, screened off around the kitchen fire.
Eventually a bath was put in one of the bedrooms but it only had cold water,
all hot water had to be carried up in buckets. Bathing was always on a Friday
night. Friday night soon became known as 'Amani night', the make of a
shampoo widely used for washing hair. Paraffin lamps had to be regularly filled
and the wick kept neatly trimmed and there always had to be a good supply
of candles to light the bedrooms. What a joy when we eventually got electric
lighting.
Medicines
How well I remember these. Every Friday night, we had a dose of Syrup of
Figs to 'keep us regular'. It was absolutely vile and equally awful was Parishes
Food and Virol given if we looked peeky.
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The Farm House Roof
Occasionally the roof would need rethatching and in those days the Rolle
estate would provide the labour and the farmer, the reed. Most of this was
our own wheat straw and rushes cut from nearby marshes.
Free Time
Evenings were spent around the fire, reading, playing cards and listening to the
radio. Women would often be darning. Can you imagine in our throw away
society sitting with a pile of socks to darn and clothes to patch and often
sheets to turn 'sides to middle'.
Nowadays, thanks to countless new inventions, we do indeed have time to
stand and stare! After an absence of over fifty years, I have returned to where
it all began and it feels very, very special.

Joan Trevelyan (nee Alford)
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