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           The Village Echo 

Editorial 

 

 The articles in this issue, are as is usual, varied and very interesting.    
Peter Childs once again has hit on an excellent theme  - recounting stories told 
to him by his grandfather,  that had first been heard around his grandfather’s 
forge during what was perhaps the direst time in British history. I found them 
quite moving. Well done Peter.  
 Yet another Peter has provided a glimpse of the past and by so doing 
told of the virtual end of a long local tradition of beachcombing and especially 
of fishing off our shore. Locally caught fish had once been an important food 
source for most of the western Vale. Endings are sad. One can imagine the 
ghosts of the likes of Isaac Hunter, Percy Smith and many others of many gen-
erations standing silent witnesses to the end of the tradition. 
 David Munday has undergone considerable pressure over a long time to 
write on a village topic. He succumbed just before Christmas. David has  a real 
interest in our local history and became especially interested in the Charmouth 
Flood. As will be appreciated from the article, his research and descriptive   
writing is meticulous. His submission was quite perfect as were the photographs 
he selected for publication. Another of his many capabilities is his skill with the 
camera and in the reproduction of prints, photographs and maps. He has been 
generous with his time and expertise. Currently, he is fearful of being asked to 
write again. Thank you David. Rita Whatmore has excelled  herself. This is the 
best so far Rita, your lines paint a happy picture.   Well done! 
 
 

Announcements 

 
 I regret to inform you that The Elms, and therefore the Pavey 
Room, will be closed throughout February due to redecoration of the       
interior of  the building. 
 An even greater regret is to have to inform you that if you have not      
renewed your membership subscriptions to the Pavey Group for 2005 (due 
last September), we will assume that you do not intend to continue your             
membership. In this case, this issue of the Echo is a free copy and will be 
the last one sent to you. 
 All those owing subscriptions will find a notice to that effect in this 
copy. We would  hate to lose you of course. 
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  Tales From The Forge       

  

 

Scene: The Forge, Waterloo House, Charmouth. Date: Autumn 1917. 
 

       Alf Childs, the Dorset County prize-winning farrier, pumps air into the 
forge. The blower fan rattles and whines as he rotates the long handle. It is on 
the point of disintegration and cannot be replaced, as all available foundry iron 
is needed to kill Germans. Flames lick around a red hot horseshoe. Alf pauses, 
extracts a Players Navy Cut from a battered cigarette case. He pulls a red hot 
poker from the fire and touches the end of the cigarette with it. Unlike the New 
Inn, less than a hundred paces up the road, the forge is busy every working day 
for around ten hours. Open to the road by a narrow passage – still in use  today 
– it is a natural focus for all those conditions of men who are waiting for the 
pub to open, but did not wish to be seen loitering outside the locked doors. It 
was also the source of one of the greatest and enduring therapies known – the 
innocent joy of watching other people work. 
       “Where’st get ee?” Bill Foster, a young artillery man, now transferred to 
tanks because of his experience as a chauffeur, is on hospital leave from France. 
He points to the battered cigarette case. “I’ll tell ee one thing Alf Childs, thick 
fag case got more dents in him tha my ‘ole tank. Gee us a  gander.”  Reluctantly 
Alf passes the case for inspection darkly suspecting the inevitable outcome. 
        “Cor look at that”. Bill points to the back of the case and passes it to Syd 
Grinter, an infantry private also on leave from the trenches. “Know’st what that 
little lion do mean Syd?” Syd scratches the back of his neck. “Hit do mean ‘tis 
the property of the harmy”.  “Don’t be daft. It means ‘tis solid silver, a bit bent 
mind, but wuth a few bob I shouldn’t wonder. Thee’st making too much money 
Alf Childs. Thee’st can surely spare a fag for a wounded tank man, an’ a survi-
vor of the Fifth Dorsets.”  
         Alf shrugs his lean shoulders and hammers deftly at the horseshoe. Sparks 
fly as his wife Ruth approaches with a mug of tea and a slice of  chocolate cake. 
He sets the horseshoe aside, throws his dog end into the fire and sips his tea. 
“Help yourself to my fags by all means but don’t think I be getting rich from 
this darned war. Got to get a permit from Lloyd George  hisself to buy nuff iron 
for a set of shoes these days”. Bill Foster is triumphant. “An I tell ee another 
thing Alf, thee’st can go to jail for makin’ chocolate cake. You hear that mis-
sus? Tiz true. I read it in the Bridport News.” 
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 At this worrying news Ruth beats a hasty retreat. “Zo come on Alf, tell 
us where thee’st got yer fag case from or I’ll tell the bobby ‘bout your cake.” 
Alf pockets the silver case. “Can’ see that tis any of your business Bill Foster. 
Just ‘cause you married my sister don’t let you in on family secrets. If you must 
know it was like this ‘ere. A few weeks past I was up the Vale working on a old 
horse drawn rake. Not worth repairing, but you know what farmers is. Job was 
going on alright and was just thinking of a bite to eat when I heard this great 
roarin’ coming from a gert black cloud. All of a sudden it stopped and changed 
to a coughin’ and spitting like an old motor bike. Twas then that I saw what 
was. A were a big green flying machine coming out of the cloud. I thought ‘ee 
were in trouble, but then the engine picked up with another roar and away he 
went again, flyin’ towards the sea. My boy Harry say they make ‘em at Yeovil 
and test them round these parts. Very keen on they things is Harry”. 
        “That bain’t much of a story“ muttered Syd contemptuously, “We got  
dozens of they in France. Droppin’ out of the sky belchin’ smoke an’ flame all 
the time. Chaps in ‘em got no chance. Orrible sight”. 
          “Bide quiet Syd” said Alf, “this all be true. As I were saying I was just 
about to eat my bread and vinny, when there, right in front of me about ten veet 
off the ground, and silent as the night were this giant green monster  skimming 
the top of a hedge like a great mowing machine with wings. I don’t mind telling 
you I forgot about my viddles fair sharpish. It were a pretty bit of flying no 
doubt but a sight too close fer comfert. I flung myself to the ground,  thinking 
my last moment ‘ad come. Suddenly there were a great crash and a ripping and  
a-tearing sound and then the smell of petrol. I didn’t like that one little bit I can 
tell you. I know you think I’m ‘aving you on Bill, but tis true. There were a 
long furrow where the turf  were ploughed up and his wheels were ripped off. 
I’d never seen the like of it before. The propeller was all broke off and the 
whole lot were upended against an old tree stump. Twer a heap of wires, torn 
canvas and struts.”  
         “Did you see the pilot?” In spite of his scepticism, Bill Foster was         
impressed. “ Were he movin, Alf?” “Not so far as I could see. He were slumped  
over the front cockpit. There were two seats one behind tother. I thought the 
other chap had come to pieces in the crash. Anyway I didn’t hang about - I had 
to get un out. It were just as well I had some tools handy, so I grabbed a ham-
mer and a shoeing knife  an’ a shiftin’ bar and doubled across to un like.” 
          “Wer ‘e dead Alf?”  “Not so far as I could see Bill, there weren’t no 
blood. He was a bit stunned and moaning something I couldn’t make out. His 
arm looked all twisted so I had to cut  the straps that held him. Then a farm 
hand came running up and helped me pull ‘im clear of the wreck. We dragged  
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him a fair way a bit sharpish like just in case it all caught vire, but by that time 
he wanted to sit up.   We  was  as gentle as we could be  but we  didn`t  want to  
be blowed up did we? After a bit when he weren’t so bewattled, he got jittery 
like. Said he had to get back to his boss, a chap called Keep, Stuart Keep I think 
he said. ‘Ad to tell ‘im what went wrong, otherwise it could ‘appen  again and 
the next chap could get killed. Talked about a thing as called a  modification 
that was a bad idea, or words to that effect if you get my meaning. I thought the 
best I could do first off, was to find a bit of spar from the wing and make a 
splint for his poor arm. There were plenty of bits of cord in my cart. After a few 
grunts and groans I soon ‘ad ‘im fixed up. Made a nice sling out of a strap I cut 
off his ‘arness. No bones were showing, so it weren’t a  compound fracture. 
Looked as if he ‘ad a lucky escape.” 
       Syd was suspicious. “Cor, I don’t call it luck fallin’ into your tender hands. 
Where’st get to know about them things Alf?”  “ When I were a gun layer in the 
Second Volunteer Brigade Royal Artillery”, he announced proudly, “number 
six battery if you want to know and we won the cup in ’91. Best battery in all    
Dorset, but that was a bit before your time Syd. ‘Twas then I learned a bit of 
first aid, but it all come back to me when I needed it.” Bill  Foster having been a 
gunner himself was a little patronizing but nevertheless interested. “Course, I 
mind it now. The Charmouth Volunteers, ‘ad two great ‘ole cannons what come 
off a broke up ship of the line. More ‘azzard to theeselves than the henemy. ‘Ad 
to toss up which end to stand when you let ‘un off I shouldn’t wonder. So what 
‘appened then Alf?”  
        “Said he wanted a fag and pointed to a pocket in his flying jacket. I took 
out a cigarette from his case and lit it up for him. As I was putting the case back 
in ‘is tunic pocket he took a long drag and looked at me ‘ardlike.”  We could 
have easily been burned to death,”  he said very casual. ‘‘If the petrol tank had 
gone up when you were cutting me out we would have been fried  bacon.” 
 “He was right there!’’ said Syd. ‘‘I’ve seen it ‘appen”. Alf shrugged. He 
knew he had taken a risk and did not want to think about it. He pressed on with 
his story. “The pilot wanted to know where the nearest Police Station was, so a 
guard could be put on the wreckage. I said the best thing would be to get him to 
Axminster station where he could telephone Yeovil and tell ‘em what had hap-
pened. Maybe get a doctor to look him over and make a proper job of his arm. 
If he felt well enough he could get a train direct to Yeovil. The ride in my trap 
would be a bit bumpy at first but not so bad once we got to the main road. Stuck 
out where he was, I didn’t see we ‘ad much choice. Then he started  grinning. 
Said the thought that in the morning he was riding high in the clouds and in the 
afternoon bumping along in a pony and trap tickled ‘im a bit. I said that my ‘ole 
pony Patch ‘as a good turn of speed, at least down-hill  
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The Famous de Havilland DH9A 

 

“Mother”  Mark 1 Tank of 1916 
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that is. So the farm hand, who were a hefty chap, picked him up like he were 
carrying  his bride over the threshold and gently lowered him into the trap. We 
made him as comfy as we could. He was suffering with his arm we could see, 
but he  wanted to get on. I told the farm hand to stand guard until dark and we 
would tell someone where he was at as we passed the farm. Darned if he didn’t 
nod off when the  going got smoother. So we got to the station and looked for 
the station master’s office. I shouted a bit, as Colonel Bullen does and this fat 
man appears in shirtsleeves. “What do you want my man” sez he. “I can’t re-
member signing up to work for the railway” I said, “please come with me, a 
man has been injured”. He didn’t like the sound of that one little bit and went 
pale as a sheet. I s’pose it was the thought of courts of enquiry and ‘undreds of 
official forms to fill up. He put his hat on all covered with gold braid and that 
steadied him up a bit. I took him to the booking office and showed him the air-
man. 
            “ Look ‘ere” I said, “I’m a busy man. I got to get back to my work. I 
want this pilot who has been injured in the service of his country, to travel First 
Class to Yeovil. Could you please ring for a doctor and the police so they can 
arrange for an ambulance to meet the train and take him straight to hospital. As 
far as I can see he has no money on him. If you can’t get help from the powers 
that be, then send me on a statement. Childs of Charmouth will find me. ‘Phone 
Charmouth 50. Alfred Barratt Childs - Master Smith and Farrier. The station 
master scribbled it all down after about three licks of ‘is pencil. As he consid-
ered himself one of the powers that be, he said it was not necessary for me to 
hang about. I could see the pilot was getting restless and he tried to stand. “I 
can’t thank you enough” he said. “After they’ve fixed me up it would give me 
great pleasure to pay you a visit”. I told ‘un there was no need for that, but my 
son Harry would love to talk to a real airman if he had the chance and that the 
next time I heard a plane coming my way, me and Patch would certainly make 
for the nearest ditch. So I reckoned that now all the arrangements ‘ad been bolt-
ed together, I would be on my way. I gently offered him my hand and started 
off back to Charmouth.  After I got back to the workshop, me and my son John 
was clearing out the trap and under some straw he found the silver cigarette 
case. Must have slipped out of the airman’s pocket when he fell asleep. I tried 
to find him, but they said he was in France. Killed by now I shouldn’t wonder.’’ 
           “You did what you ‘ad to do Alf, no more, no less” said Bill Foster      
respectfully. “Well, I bain’t standin’ yer no longer, getting’ my lug ‘ole villed 
with these ‘ole yarns, specially wth a rare thirst comin’on. Pub must be open by 
now Bill”, said Syd. “S’long Alf. Keep the Home Forge Burnin’.’’ 
 And so our little glimpse into the past fades. But to make what Alf 
would  have  said “ to  make  a  tidy  job of it”, the notes below may be helpful. 



 
 
 
   

1)        The crashed plane was probably a de Havilland DH9A, of which type   
Westlands of Yeovil built around 400 in 1917. Known as the Ninack, it was    
regarded as one of the best bombers in service at that time. 
 
 
2)       Syd Grinter was an infantryman in one of the six battalions of the         
Dorsetshire Regiment. The 5th and 6th battalions were involved in the Battle of 
the Somme and sustained appalling losses. Syd survived but he lost two close 
relatives in the battle who are commemorated on the Charmouth War          Me-
morial. 
 
 
 3)         Harry Childs, when he reached 16 joined the newly formed RAF, much 
against the wishes of his father Alf. He served in Egypt and the Middle East. On 
being honourably discharged from the service, he was employed for the rest of 
his life at Westlands. 
 
 
4)         Bill Foster transferred to the Tank Corps and fought (in the November 
of that year) in the battle of Cambrai, when over 470 Mark 1 tanks were in      
action. He suffered later injuries and suffered from shell shock for the rest of his 
life. 
 
 
5)         Alf Childs never heard from the airman again. The cigarette case        
became a family heirloom and when Alf died was left to his son John Childs. It 
was then passed on to other members of the family. Its present whereabouts is 
sadly   unknown. 
 
    

       Peter Childs 
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Recent Acquisitions 

 

             One of the most exciting events of 2004 was the acquisition of  twenty-
four Deeds, Indentures and Wills pertaining to the Charmouth House Hotel. 
They are all on vellum, the earliest dating to the 1700s. This is virtual Treasure 
Trove as far as the Pavey Group is concerned, as these  documents put names 
onto houses with appropriate dates and many other details. They are a remarka-
ble key to those times in that they illustrate relationships between prominent 
families of that time. Most of the parchments are reasonably legible as the 
scripts of the 18th and 19th centuries  are far easier to read than those of the pre-
vious century. Four of them are elegantly mounted and framed. A few have 
been transcribed into modern English. If anyone would like to accept a chal-
lenge, we would be very pleased to meet you. 
           These documents were found a day before they were due to be auc-
tioned. A pre-emptive bid was made for six of them, based on 50% of their re-
serve price and the rest of them‘thrown in’. It was a major coup; come and see 
them. 
          Another surprise came in the form of a gift of an impressionistic  painting 
of the Great Charmouth Flood - an account being published in this edition. The 
artist was a Mrs Lois Jaffe who lived in a house that overlooked the drama. It 
came into our possession via Mrs Beryl Francis who gave the  picture to Peggy 
Granter, who didn’t like it. Peggy presented it to us. Roy Aldworth and Pat 
Holmes became very excited; there was  much jumping up and down. They had 
been responsible for the dramatic rescue of the six people in the caravan who, 
rumour has it, were well on their way to France before our excellent brigade 
came to their rescue. (Well that’s the story I heard). 
 On a very much sadder note; last summer marked the passing of Phil 
Hares CBE an outstanding gentleman and a contributing member to the Pavey 
Group. He was an accomplished genealogist,  whose maternal ancestors were of 
Charmouth stock.  Mrs Vi Hares his widow, having learned of the Group’s need 
of a Microfilm/fiche reader, presented us with one, a not inexpensive piece of 
equipment, in memory of her late husband. We are of course, most grateful for 
her most generous gesture. Thank you so very much Vi.                                                 
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 Here’s to the workers! 

 

   It is always a very great relief on the day the last copy of another issue of 
the Echo leaves the Pavey Room. The end product is modest enough, but the 
physical task involved in the creation of each issue is the culmination of  sever-
al months` work and represents a great deal of effort, not to mention the tension 
that is generated largely by me. It is timely therefore that I pay tribute to all the 
contributors and the production team who come together three times a year to 
assemble, package and deliver The Village Echo.  
 The first task is to find five or more potential ‘submitters’ who might be 
susceptible to an arm-twisting. The usual pattern is that these unsuspecting   
people are borne down upon and ‘encouraged’ to research and write fifteen  
hundred words on a topic of Charmouth history within a matter of weeks. I’m 
convinced they agreed initially just to get rid of me – they spend the next weeks 
regretting having done so. Once the drafts of the articles are gathered, they go 
to the proofreaders - they don’t get a lot of time either. The articles are then ed-
ited and illustrations are sought. It is then the time for the layout and then the 
run. We initially run off 360 copies, ninety of which are posted to distant parts, 
twenty are given to libraries, museums and other institutions. The rest are hand 
delivered throughout the village, willingly, within a day. All this represents a  
remarkable effort. If you turn to the back page of the Echo you will see the 
names of those excellent people who produce the magazine. There are two more 
dear ladies who have assisted wonderfully in the assembly and packaging; they 
are Monica Harris and Avril Smith. Thank you all so much, we couldn’t man-
age without you. 
        Another most important aspect in the production of The Village Echo and 
indeed to the success of our entire Pavey Group undertaking, is the contribution 
of our Sponsors and Advertisers. It is not just a thing that is said - I have to 
emphasize the fact that without their good will and support we simply could not 
function. Their input allows us to afford materials, equipment and essential    
village records without which the membership subscription would have to be  
almost doubled. It is at this time of the year that we set  the advertisements and 
the sponsors` pyramid for the coming season. We can  return their compliment 
by considering their names on the back pages  of the Echo.  
 Another very special vote of thanks must go to Jim and Val Hatcher at 
Braggs, for being our main outlet for the sale of the Village Echo – they do this 
just for us – free! 
 

         Peter M.Press 
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The Village Hospital 

 

(From my Charmouth Notes Books  1961) 

                                                                            
           
 At a Vestry Meeting held on the 31st March 1867 the question of the      es-
tablishment of  a hospital was considered and also what steps should be taken to 
oppose the same. 
        The opposition cannot have been too great as the hospital was               es-
tablished in 1867 in the two cottages below the New Inn, now Charm Cottage 
and Corner View.* The medical officer was Dr, H.E. Norris and the resident 
nurse was Mrs Miller, 
       In the hospital report of 1882 Dr. Norris said that the year had been a 
healthy one and that the cases of accidents were small in number, namely, sev-
en, three from Charmouth and four from Whitchurch. The total expenditure for 
the year was £66.15.0 ½ . and the total receipts £51.18. 2. 
          There was one serious case which  a few people may remember. Joe Tay-
lor was thrashing in Wootton when he caught his hand in the machine. He was 
brought to Charmouth in great pain. Dr. Norris was not immediately    available, 
and my father who was a retired surgeon, undertook the case. With the help of 
the resident nurse and Miss Pidgeon’s grandmother, who sat on the patient to 
prevent him moving, the arm was amputated without anesthetic. 
        Joe drove the Axminster horse ‘bus for many years afterwards using his 
hook to hold the reins while he manipulated the brake. 
        I have no record of how long the Hospital lasted. 
        Dr, Norris died in 1886 and was buried in Charmouth Churchyard with 
military honours – having been a former officer of the Volunteers. A witness of 
the firing party is still living in the village. 
 
         R.W.J. Pavey 

 
* Charm Cottage retains its old  name but Corner View is now Heron Cottage. 
 
              Ed. 

                         



The Great Charmouth Flood     

 
In February 2004 I visited Lynmouth in north Devon.  No one visiting 

that small town can fail to be impressed by the way in which it has been          
remodelled by the devastating flood of August 1952.  Houses and hotels were 
washed away and 34 people lost their lives.  It is easy to think that this type of 
natural disaster occurs only once every couple of hundred years until, in August 
2004, we saw on our TV screens a virtual action replay of the flooding, but this 
time at Boscastle.  It is likely there would have been loss of life at Boscastle had 
it not been for the skill and bravery of the rescue services that day. 

These events reminded me that 25 years ago parts of Charmouth were 
flooded, nothing on the scale of Boscastle or Lynmouth of course, but the lives 
of six people were in very real danger.  Had it not been for the skill and     cour-
age of our local rescue services the flooding in Charmouth in May 1979 may 
have been remembered as a tragedy rather than a misfortune. 

The flooding of Wednesday the 30th May 1979 probably had its       
origins in December of the previous year.  December 1978 was an unusually 
wet month and this trend continued through the first five months of 1979.  It 
was the wettest March in Dorset since 1947 and May had its highest ever      
recorded   rainfall of 5.5 inches (139.2mm), more than twice the average.  This 
high  rainfall would mean that by the end of May the soil in the fields and 
woodlands of Marshwood Vale was completely saturated by water and could 
absorb no more. 

On the 29th May a small depression formed in the Bay of Biscay on the 
tail of a cold front.  The depression moved north and east crossing southern 
England during the 30th.  Rainfall caused by the depression was not uniform 
throughout Dorset.  Hurn Airport (now Bournemouth Airport) had only 0.09 
inches (2.3mm) while the west of the county had very heavy rain and           
thunderstorms. The heaviest rainfall was at Netherbury where 2.55 inches 
(64.8mm) fell. At Beaminster a total of 2.39 inches (60.7mm) fell, of which 
1.55 inches (39.4mm) fell between 9am and 1pm.  While these rainfalls were 
high, they are not exceptionally so (7.2 inches (182.9mm) of rain fell in Dorset 
in the December of that same year).  The cause of the flooding that followed 
this   rainfall was not simply the rain but the waterlogged ground conditions.  
There was bad flooding in Beaminster, Netherbury and Bridport, where the Riv-
er Brit was seen to rise three feet in 20 minutes. 

People in Charmouth that morning remember the heavy constant rain.  
The storm was seen to “roll round” Marshwood Vale, as though being con-
tained by the surrounding hills.  The waters from the streams and ditches  from 
a large  part  of  western  Marshwood Vale drain into the Char.  As the 
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Figure 1 

An extract from the two and a half inch Ordance Survey Map (pre-bypass) 

showing the important places that day.  Note how the contour lines squeeze    

together above the Dolphin Park and where the valley bottom is at its         

narrowest. The geology of the Char Valley at the caravan park may have 

caused the floodwater to be deeper here than elsewhere in the valley. 
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River flowed towards Catherston Leweston to the west and the high land of 
Ryall and Morecombelake to the east,  a constriction  developed. This  soon  
caused the Char to overflow its banks.  The river was further impeded by New-
lands Bridge and by meeting its sister river flowing under Charmouth Bridge 
from the west.  To make the situation still worse, there was a high tide that 
morning that  reduced the rate at which floodwaters could flow out to sea Roy 
Aldworth, Station Officer in Charmouth volunteer fire brigade, was at        
Catherston Lewiston when he received a “call out” to the Dolphin Caravan 
Park in Berne Lane at about 12.30pm.  Roy and his crew were later to receive 
a letter of commendation for their work that day from the Chief  Constable of 
Dorset.  He and his crew arrived at the caravan site to find much of the site   
under water.  Most of the caravans were completely surrounded by the     
floodwater.  Two people, a father and his daughter, had climbed into some    
alder bushes to escape the rising floodwaters.  A caravan, with children at the  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2 

This aerial photograph shows the River Char in flood at Newlands Bridge,  

looking northeasterly.  Note Kingfishers completely surrounded by floodwater 

and the long queues of traffic on the then un-bypassed, A35. Old             

Charmuthians say that it was not that unusual to see the Char in flood like 

this before the Second World War. 



large picture window, was seen near the main entrance.  Another caravan with 
an elderly couple marooned inside by the floodwaters was also spotted.  
 The caravans, although engulfed by the waters, were steady on their 
plinths.  The Charmouth Fire crew consisted of six firemen, one of whom had 
to stay with the fire engine to maintain communications with Fire Headquarters; 
this left only five firemen to attempt the rescues.  It was judged that the father 
and daughter were in the greatest danger.  Fireman Jim Forsey, on one end of a 
rope and his colleagues holding onto the other end, waded into the flooded river 
towards the stranded people.  Unfortunately he lost his footing in an underwater 
gully and he disappeared beneath the water.  He was able to hold on to the rope 
and his colleagues were able to pull him to safety. Roy  made a  second  attempt 
at  the rescue.   Roy  had  lived  as  a  child  not   
 

Figure 3 

 

The queues of traffic at the bridge. Looking towards the Village. 
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far from where the scene was being played out and, with his local knowledge of 
the terrain, he thought he might be able to avoid the underwater obstacles.  He 
was able to reach the stranded pair and first the daughter and then the father 
were rescued. 
 The floodwaters had already begun to fall and firemen were able to wade 
out to the elderly couple and carry them to safety.  However, their  caravan later 
floated off into the Char and ended up with one end on the riverbed and the 
other end on the bank. 
 Meanwhile, firemen Pat Holmes and Cecil Stork attended to the  caravan 
where the children had been seen (there were in fact a family of six and a dog 
inside).  The level of the flooded Char rose again as Pat and Cecil tried to reach 
the caravan.  The van became waterborne and started to float down the swollen 
stream.  The firemen followed the caravan downstream along the bank and 
made  several  vain  attempt s to  reach it. A  large  and  sturdy oak some 300 
yards downstream eventually halted the caravan. Cecil and  Pat  were the only  
two  firemen  at  the scene  at  this time.  Pat secured 

 
Figure 4 

 

A copy of a newspaper cutting of the day. 
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their rope to an electricity supply pole that stood in the field opposite where the 
caravan had come to rest.  Pat then waded into the floodwater, which was four 
to five feet deep in places, and moved towards the stranded caravan.  He 
reached the  caravan and tried to find the towing hitch so that he could stand on 
it and  secure a line. Unfortunately, the towing hitch was at the opposite end of 
the caravan to where Pat was and he could not find anywhere to tie his line.  
Cecil and two young men pulled Pat back to dry land.  The two young men had 
been travelling on the A35 and seeing the situation had stopped to lend a hand.  
The two men turned out to be naval divers and told Pat, in a good-natured way, 
that he should never have waded into a river that was so deep and flowing so 
quickly. 

 

         

Figure 5 

The floodwaters passing beneath Newlands Bridge. 
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 The movement of the caravan against the tree broke open its roof  and 
the occupants were able to climb into the branches of the oak tree.  More help 
was arriving by now.  A helicopter had arrived but was not able to help in this 
rescue because the spread of the oak tree’s branches stopped any close approach 
by a winchman. However a winchman was lowered to look through the        
windows of the caravans that remained at the Dolphin Park to check if anyone 
was left in the vans. 

One of the many problems the rescue services had that day was that 
the police could not communicate by radio with the helicopters.  Their radio       
systems were incompatible; however the police could speak to the Lifeboat 
service and the Lifeboat service could speak to the helicopter and so Lyme’s     
inshore Lifeboat was called in to act as an intermediary. 

The floodwater had begun to fall again and the caravan, which had 
been floating, firmly grounded itself beneath the oak tree. The lower water level 
allowed a rescue dingy to be pushed out by men wading in the river to the 
stranded family.  The first trip brought the four children and the dog to safety 
and a second trip rescued their parents. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Fig- ure 6 

 

King-

fishers. 
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 The Chapman family was taken to Lyme Regis hospital suffering from 
shock and were kept in over night but were none the worse for their ordeal.  Mr   
Chapman was a schoolteacher and had brought some examination papers away 
with him to mark during the half term holiday. All the scripts were lost.         
Although not generally realised at the time, the Chapman family were in still 
greater danger than was apparent as their caravan had come to rest close by a 
high-pressure gas main.  Had the caravan or other debris damaged the gas main 
a large explosion may have resulted. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 7 

T h e D o l p h i n 

C a r a - van Park 

on the 30th May 1979 looking south-westerly towards Newlands Bridge.  The  

flooded Char had engulfed most of the caravan park. Emergency vehicles can 

be seen in Berne Lane and a rescue helicopter in the field between Berne Lane 

and the Char (top left of the photograph). 

19 



20 

That evening Mrs Bennett, who owned the Dolphin Caravan Park at 
this time, was devastated by the events of the day and she felt sure her business 
was ruined. The following day the Daily Telegraph (along with many other  na-
tional and international papers) reported the flooding in Charmouth. The  result-
ing publicity caused a large surge in bookings for that summer.  Caravan own-
ers whose vans had been damaged or destroyed received their insurance claims 
and brought their new vans to the site thus increasing the general   prosperity of 
the Dolphin Caravan Park.  A true example of that old saying “It`s an ill wind 
that blows no good.” 

These events not only illustrate how the bravery and varied skills of  
local people were able avert a tragedy, but also how the pretty little River Char 
can become a life threatening torrent given an unfortunate combination of rain, 
soil conditions and tides. 

       David Munday 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

This is an enlargement of the top left-hand section of figure 7. 

“a” shows where the caravan, with the family on board came to rest.          

Towards the bottom of the photograph can be seen the chaotic angles that 

some of the caravans were left in by the falling floodwaters 



 

 

 

The Charmouth Fayre 

 

 

Bands are playing 
People saying 

Charmouth Fayre is on today 
Flags are fluttering 
Tannoy stuttering 

Fancy Dress will lead the way 
 

Burgers cooking 
People looking 

At the stands now on display 
Guess some sizes 
Win some prizes 

All you have to do is pay 
 

Cream teas selling 
Fortunes telling 

Throw a hoopla ring and pray 
Skittles clattering 
People chattering 

When you’re tired sit on the hay 
 

Crowds are screeching 
Some beseeching 

Tug o’war gets under way 
Sun is sinking 

Start the drinking 
Evening disco ends the day 

 
 

       Rita Whatmore 
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 Driftwood & Fisherman    

 
  During my frequent walks along the beach over the years, I have noticed 
that there is very little usable driftwood compared to the past, although this isn’t 
as much of a loss to me as it might have been some years ago, as I don’t think I 
could carry it far any more! 
      The 1960s were wonderful years for a huge supply of good quality timber of 
all shapes and sizes that littered the beach from the Black Ven to St Gabriel’s. I 
remember one Saturday, in a virtual blizzard, picking up a large amount as it 
came ashore and stacking it on the grass. Among other things I have made four 
window seats, three picnic tables, a large summer house, two hen houses, two 
substantial carpenter’s benches and a playhouse large enough for all the    
grandchildren. 
        Over the last twenty years or so the supply has been dwindling, as there 
has been increasing competition from visitors with cars. There have been     oc-
casional windfalls; one from the deck cargo of a cargo ship off the Isle of Wight 
which provided a lot of top quality Canadian timber along the Dorset coast – 
although sixteen foot lengths took some lifting. One of a series of major storms 
in the winter of 1989/90 covered the beach car park with a wild tangle of 
branches and usable timber. 
         The main competition in the 1960s came from Harry Gear and his brother. 
There was a gentleman’s agreement that wood that was stacked against the cliff 
was already claimed to be collected later when it had dried out a little and was 
less heavy. Harry’s usual greeting was “Not much around today Pete”, which 
probably meant that he and his brother had got there first. The whole family got 
dragged in for the collection, often using my daughter’s big pram as a wagon. 
Later I found a convenient ledge near the base of Black Ven where I could hide 
the bigger pieces for a later collection. These were towed back to Charmouth 
behind my boat. 
          The boat was bought in 1959 - a Norwegian fourteen foot, clinker-built 
dinghy, mainly at the instigation of my two teenage sons. After a few years of 
pottering about after mackerel and learning a lot about boat handling (including 
the vagaries of old Seagull outboards) I realized there were other things to be 
caught. 
           I invested in a new Seagull and rather tentatively and very much a ‘new 
boy’ on the beach, I joined the ranks of the part-time fishermen. One              
disadvantage was a lack of local knowledge – everyone else seemed to know 
where the best places for pots and nets were – but I had enough success with 
long lines plus a few pots and the occasional net, to supply the family and the 
freezer - although my catches rarely competed with those others. 
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      I found long-lining the most rewarding as there was no need to wait 
around. You just put it in and collected what was on it later. The principle was 
simple: a rope with a weight at either end with hooks tied at intervals and baited 
with small bits of mackerel. One end was lowered to the bottom and the hooked 
rope paid out as the boat moves, then the second weight was lowered with 
enough rope to attach a float. This was all very easy if there were two    people 
in the boat and the sea was calm. However carrying out this operation single 
handed in my small boat was often tricky, so I used several twenty-hooked 
lines, spread out to vary the catch. These were much easier to manage in a 
choppy sea. Pulling the line in could be quite exciting, particularly if there was 
a large conger eel on a hook, although I  usually encouraged  them to pull  free 
rather  than  have six feet of thrashing conger in a fourteen foot boat. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The Grinters 

Keith, Harry, Terry, Peter and John 

23 



Skate were quite plentiful and dogfish even more so, but difficult to skin   with-
out taking the edge off a knife.  I also caught anglerfish – ugly but quite deli-
cious – and tope, which looks like a baby shark. Bass were the cream of the 
catch,   sometimes ten or twelve pounds in weight. There were always plenty of 
pollock and I usually managed a few crabs and an occasional lobster with my 
three or four pots.  Mackerel always seemed to be there for the taking and there 
are few fish more tasty than a large  autumn-caught mackerel straight out of the 
sea. 
 Perhaps my most memorable occasion was an encounter with a basking 
shark. I had taken my two small granddaughters out for a treat and looking over 
the side I realized that this enormous fish was actually within touching distance. 
The children were absolutely delighted, but as it looked longer than the boat, I 
thought it prudent to move off to a safer distance in case it twitched! 

 

      
 

 
 
 

The First Launch 

 

Peter Bide, Sherron Hobson, Alex Fairlie, Derek Burton, Peter and Tim Bide 
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       Those twenty years or so in a small boat gave me a very healthy respect for 
the sea, which in this area can go from flat calm to an alarming chop in a half 
hour. Charmouth’s sea mists can also be a hazard, often rolling in on a stiff 
breeze with little warning. I was caught out halfway through my long line    
hauling when visibility dropped to twenty yards.  I always carried a small    
compass so that by heading north I was bound to hit the coast somewhere       
between Black Ven and St. Gabriels. 
          Most evenings from April to July when sea conditions allowed, would 
see about a dozen of us launching for a few hours. It was often quite a tourist        
attraction when we all came in at roughly the same  time; a great help to me as I 
was often single-handed. If the tide was in and a swell running, getting through 
the surf without a soaking or filling the boat with water was  something learned 
through experience. It was a great help to have someone to grab the boat as it 
grounded and haul it up the vital yard before the next breaker hit. Teamwork 
was involved in pulling the boats up the beach; it was a lot easier with everyone 
pulling up one boat at a time. 
            As a teacher, I was able to take the boat out during the day in school 
holidays even if it meant beaching and pulling up by myself. I often had           
assistance from holidaymakers before the winch was installed. As I usually 
wore a smock and thigh-boots, people would often ask me what the weather 
was likely to be, so I’d look knowledgeable, and give them the Met. Office 
forecast for the day. 
         It could sometimes be rather embarrassing if I miss-timed a wave coming 
in and ended up with an immovable boat half filled with water on a rising tide. 
There was one memorable occasion when I was helped by a party of         
schoolchildren with their teacher who, when he saw my two indifferent crabs 
said, “Now you know why fishermen lead such hard lives!” 
 When I first started fishing, my sons and I would trundle the outboard 
down Lower Sea Lane on the trolley, causing a few traffic holdups on a Sunday  
morning, there being no pavement at the southern end of the lane that was then 
much narrower. The Parish Council let the fishermen have the use of a dozen 
small beach huts that were surplus. These were put up in a line along the eastern 
edge of the car park before it was extended. These huts were very useful for 
equipment, including outboards, rods and boots handy for fishing. The huts 
were laid flat in a bad storm and although we managed to repair them (and rope 
them down) it was only a short time later that break ins and  vandalism gradual-
ly made it impossible to keep the equipment safe, so the huts were abandoned. 
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         Boat handling became much easier when we acquired a winch. This was a 
massive hand operated iron monster, probably capable of much more than we 
ever asked of it. We formed The Charmouth Fisherman’s Association to cover 
subscriptions towards purchase, upkeep and insurance, although installation and 
subsequent conversion when we bought a diesel engine was done by volunteers. 
It had a belt drive and an ingenious clutch arrangement which enabled the user 
to stand casually at the top of the beach and watch the boat move up the slope. 
The winch did good service for five or six years before a  series of severe gales 
buried it in two feet of stones, changing the gradient of the beach at the same 
time so that it became impossible to use. The CFA sold the engine and the mon-
ey from this, plus the remaining cash, was handed over to the R.N.L.I. We were 
always aware of their repairing backup in an emergency.  
          Rumours of slipways and winches persisted into the 1990s, with one     
experimental model actually laid down. Unfortunately it only lasted until the 
next gale, as I think the inventor really needed a more protected area: some of 
its pieces are still lying around on the beach. 
       For most of us this meant an end to regular fishing in the summer and now-
adays I suspect that a lot of us would rather put our feet up in the evenings. 
Those years were a time that I personally look back on with a great deal of 
pleasure and gratitude for all the help I had on many occasions from the 
‘regulars’- Doug Genge, Keith Grinter, John Forsey, Ron and Stuart  Oxenbury, 
John Hancock, Stewart Matthews, Nigel Hill, Mike Hendrick and Vince - and 
later on from my crew – Mark and John Williams. 
      The boat is still ready for action under its cover in the garden and if I can 
manage to get the grandchildren here when sea conditions are right, with their 
assistance I might even get after the mackerel again! 
 
                                                                                  Peter Bide  
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Letters to the Editor.                  

 
Re: Letter from Kath Morgan, 
 

I read your letter with interest, particularly the descent of the “Radio 
Location Centre” to a lower level down the cliff. To local lads such as myself 
and my friend John Hutchings, this was a particularly exciting event. We        
explored the area joyously, ignoring all notices to “Keep Out” and can confirm 
the presence of aluminium strips in the hedges. As you probably know these 
were dropped by enemy bombers to confuse the radar screens. They were 
known in Radar circles as “Chaff.” 
           Your mention of Mr Hoecke was also of particular interest. As you say 
he was a German living in Charmouth and like you, I have a vivid memory   
concerning him. I think he lived in a largish house close to where “Gresham 
House” used to stand. One morning, while walking down Higher Sea Lane, a 
large official looking limousine swept out of his drive and forced me into some   
stinging nettles. I just had time to see Mr Hoeke sitting in the back between two 
large men in suits. Even at my tender age I could see that they were not taking 
him to church and that he looked particularly miserable. 
          Returning home for lunch 1 mentioned this to my mother. Her reaction 
surprised me.  “Oh poor Mr Hoeke, I thought this might happen to him” she 
said. I enquired innocently what was it she was expecting to happen to him? I 
could see she was concerned and very much disliked conflict of any kind. “Well 
you see although he lives in Charmouth he is not what they call        naturalized. 
He was not born in England, and will have to be locked up until the end of the 
war. He must feel they are taking him to prison poor man. But he is a German 
and I expect some people in the government think he could be a spy.” It would 
seem likely that I saw him being driven off to an internment camp, and he was 
taking what could have been his last look at Charmouth. I would be very inter-
ested to hear if my assumption is correct; if so, when was he released? 
       There was quite a spy spotting mania at the time and much joy was      cre-
ated when the Science Master at Lyme Regis school was arrested on       suspi-
cion of   signalling to a U boat with his small torch as he took an evening walk 
along the Cobb. He was released the following day. It is not known if his torch 
was  confiscated. 
     

                                 Peter Childs 
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Serving all-day 
breakfast and home - 
made lunches using 
best local produce. 
Cakes, savouries and 
Dorset cream teas 

CLIST FINANCIAL 
MANAGEMENT LTD.  EA`S 
EAST WING, THE STREET, 

CHARMOUTH,  
DORSET, DT6 6RE 
TEL:- 01297 561005 

D.COZENS 

Removals 
Delivery on any item or Part load 

34, Bridge Rd , Charmouth. 
Tel: 01297 560773 

PATTIMORE 
High Class Family Butcher 

Poultry & Game Dealer 
All Local Farm Fresh Meat. Home Made 
Sausages, Cooked Hams, Pasties & Pies 

The Street, Charmouth. Tel 560757 
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This list  is of  those people and organisations who have given 
most generously in support of the Village Echo and the  Pavey 
Group. 
 

 
Mrs Joan Pavey 

Do Heath 
Mary Davis 
Ed Bowditch 

John Williams  
Vera Matthews 
Geoff Restorick                     

Charmouth Fayre 
Pat & John Stamp  
Gill & Roger Joye    

Jeff  & Carol Prosser  
Peter & Maggie Press 

Charmouth Companions 
Mallory & Pauline Hayter 
Francis Lock, Pharmacist  

Kenneth & Tanya Bradford                             
Malcolm & Heather Bowditch 
Ray & Rosalind,  Stow House  

Ian & Alison  Shilston, Morgans  
James & Valerie Hatcher, Braggs  

Elaine & Rob Love, Villager Stoves 
Messrs Fortnam: Smith and Banwell  
Paul & Jennifer, Fish Bar & Seashells 

Dean & Marie Herbert, The George Inn                    
Peter Noel, Marshall Noel Accountants    

Caroline & John Davis, The Hensleigh Hotel 
Philip & Carol Mapstone, The Queens Armes   
Ian and Liz Simpson, The White House Hotel 

          Mike Smith, Frampton, Smith & Partners, Accountants 
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Plants 
  For  
  Sale 

    TEA ROOM & 
WALLED GARDEN 
 
OPEN EASTER TO 
      OCTOBER 

Ray and Rosalind 
The Street, Charmouth 

Tel :- 01297 561228 

MORGANS OF CHARMOUTH 
3-4 The Arcade , Charmouth, Dorset, DT6 6PU 

YOUR VILLAGE STORE 
    WITH A DIFFERENCE 

Hensleigh Hotel 
Licensed Restaurant 

Lower Sea Lane, Charmouth 
Morning Coffees, Cream Teas, 

Light Lunches, A La Cart Restaurant 
 

We aim to always use Fresh Local Produce 

We look forward to welcoming you soon! 
We're always happy to cater for your Special Occasion Meals or Buffets 

 

Reservations please call John or Caroline on 01297 560830 

Devonedge Hairdressing 
Ladies & Gentlemen's Hairdressing 

The Street, Charmouth. 
CALL IN TO OUR SALON OR 
PHONE US ON 01297 560572 



  

The Royal Oak 
The Street, Charmouth. 

Palmers Real ales 
Carol & Jeff Prosser 
01297 560277 

  

FRANCIS LOCK 
M.R. PHARMS.S 

PHARMACIST 
CHARMOUTH 

Developing & Printing 
Kodak Films 

Toiletries & Cosmetics 

 

Tel :- Charmouth 560261 
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         BED AND BREAKFAST 
        Pharmacy House, Lower Sea Lane, 
                 CHARMOUTH, Dorset, DT6 6LH 
         Mary Davis – Tel (01297 560025) 

E-mail: pharmacyho@aol.com 
Webste:http://members.aol.com/pharmacyho 

 En-suite, Tea/coffee facilities, T.V., Radio, Hair Drier 
 

Always a warm welcome     -      Full English Breakfast 
                       5 minutes from the Beach  

Would you like to  

advertise ? 

Please contact Peter Press on   
Tel:- 01297 560647    

Vincent `s 
  HAIR DESIGN 

 

THE STREET CHARMOUTH 
       DORSET DT6  6PU 

 Telephone: (01297) 560221 

 Swansmead 
  Bed and Breakfast 
  Riverway, Charmouth 

   Dorset, DT6 6LS 
   Mrs Anthea Thomas 
    Tel : 01297 560465 

E-mail: anthea@swansmead.co.uk 

CHARMOUTH  FISH  BAR 
  AND SEA SHELLS CAFÉ 

 

      NOW OPEN ALL THE  
     YEAR ROUND 

 

  FOR DETAILS OF OPENING TIMES 
    TELEPHONE : 01297 560220 

                       MACE 
                  J.R.W.BRAGG 
        (James & Valerie Hatcher) 
                                              for a 

              Friendly Welcome and  
             Value For Money 
         

                     Tel: 01297 560252 

  MIKE BOWDITCH 
  Builder and General 
   Maintenance Work 

 
       Tel : 01297 560129 

The George Inn 

10th Century Coach House 
Bar Snacks   -  Full Restaurant 

Real Ales 
Large Garden & play Area 

Dean & Marie Herbert 
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