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Editorial 

 

 What a pleasure it was to receive three excellent articles from three 
excellent new contributors to these pages!  They were indeed a pleasure to read 
- being timely, well researched and very well written. Thank you so much 
Mike, Neil and Garth. 
 A history of the Hildyard family has taken a very long time to emerge. 
They lived up at Catherston Manor prior to the Bullens and there are all kinds 
of stories concerning the last in the line of the family especially of the 
spectacular manner of his death. Mike Seaman has provided a tantalising 
introduction to the Hildyard reign up there on the hill – there must be more 
Mike? Readers read on!  Well done Mike! 
          Neil's contribution is somewhat different from the usual historical 
format for articles to The Village Echo. Neil’s submission is an appreciation of 
Charmouth and  of the  quality life within our community and of his pleasure 
in having settled here. It could to argued that his awareness of the village is 
somewhat above those of the current denizens – he has looked down on us so 
very many times – quite uniquely in fact – from 36,000 thousand feet.   Neil 
was a airline pilot until recently; he flew 747s and an assortment of other 
aircraft  ‘over’ all parts of the world. He has made his home here and is 
convalescing from recent major surgery, He is recovering well, and  says that 
he will soon be seen serving again  in The George - dispensing goodness. 
 Garth Pearce has alit upon a subject that will be well appreciated by 
very many of the village’s ‘Old Guard’. It relates to a quite remarkable family 
of ladies that once held astonishing sway in Charmouth for a very, very, long 
time. The family was of course, the Whittingtons, the last of whom died nearly 
a half century ago. The sisters operated a private elementary school next to 
what is now Charmouth Lodge. It follows that former pupils might have a 
warmer view of the sisters. But as far as village history is concerned warmth 
was hardly a distinguishing characteristic. Garth has stressed that this article is 
a personal memoir, but having had some experience of the Whittington 
family's  rule. 
 The fourth article of this issue is of a `lady of  refinement’ who   came 
to Charmouth two hundred years ago. It is a unique story of a woman who 
lived on The Street for fifty years and who corresponded with many leading 
characters of Dorset and Devon of that day.  Her poetic achievements did not 
align with her aspirations but her efforts nevertheless do illustrate some very 
interesting aspects of Charmouth all that time ago. This is an introduction to a 
fuller history that has been a long time in preparation. It has been an ongoing 
task for Maureen Bullows for her research efforts and for Michael Priestley 
and myself for the scribblings over the past eight years. 
                   Peter M. Press 
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Acting Chairman's Report -  The Pavey Group 
 
 
 
 As you have seen from Michael Whitmore’s statement he 
has resigned from his Temporary Acting Chairmanship role of 
Chairman of the Pavey Group. He has completed the six months 
he promised us in the first place.. 
 In my capacity of vice-chair, I recently called a meeting of 
the existing committee and am pleased to say that the majority 
are prepared to continue as members of a ‘caretaker committee’ 
until the Annual General Meeting in September. 
           To get things moving again, we held a Coffee Morning at 
‘The Elms’ on Saturday 14th April. I hope you saw the posters! 
          I am sorry there have not been many Group  Meetings in 
the last few months but we did hold one on Thursday 19th April 
)in the Club Room of the Community Hall – The Elms not being 
available) when Hilary Munday showed a DVD of some recent 
Charmouth Fayres – enjoyable, especially as every day seemed to 
be warm and sunny. We are planning further meetings in May 
and June. Suggestions for future meetings would be welcome. 
         At present I am happy to ‘fill the gap’ by acting as 
Chairman, but do not feel able to take on this role permanently, 
so I hope someone will volunteer or nominate a suitable 
candidate (with their agreement of course). 
 

                                                                                         

           Pat Stapleton                                                                                 

           Acting Chairman 
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Robert Henry Hildyard 1836 - 1876:  Lord Of Catherstone Manor  

An International Man Of Mystery 

 
 My wife and I first came across Robert Henry Hildyard JP when we 
moved into a part of the Catherston  Manor  in early 2011 .  We had both been 
diplomats overseas for many years and saw from the inscription on his tomb 
on the Eastern side of St Mary’s Church at Catherston that he too had been a 
diplomat and had died at the early age of 40 in 1876. This whetted our 
appetites to learn more about this man. 
 So, who was Hildyard? Where had he been? And, what really caused 
his premature death?  His life, it seems, was as enigmatic as his death and 
relatively little appeared to be known about him. This is an attempt to piece 
together his life and the times he lived in. 
 Robert Henry Hildyard  (Fig 1) was born in London 1836, the only son 
of Robert Charles and Dinah Hildyard.  Robert senior had been born in 1800, 
he became a QC and, in 1847, was elected as Conservative member of 
Parliament for Whitehaven.   The family also lived in Lowndes Street in 
London and Robert Charles purchased Catherston Manor (Fig 2) from James 
Ross in 1848, assuming the title of Lord of the Manor. The Hildyards also had 
family lands at Winestead in East Yorkshire.  Robert senior did not 
permanently live at the Manor himself but installed various members of his 
family there, including his mother, Catherine, who died there in 1855.   It was 
Robert senior who initiated the rebuilding of St Mary’s church but, sadly he 
died in December 1857 just before the church was completed.  (It fell to his 
wife Dinah to oversee its completion and consecration). Thus Robert junior, 
as the only male heir, inherited the title of Lord of the Manor.  
 It was about this time that he joined the Foreign Office as a junior 
attaché.  In those days these were official but unpaid positions and recruits 
had to have a private income of £400 per year. It could be years before such 
junior diplomats received any formal income apart from refunds of travel or 
overseas living expenses.   
 On recruitment, Edmund Hammond (later Lord), then Permanent 
Under Secretary at the Foreign Office said  that certain considerations should 
be taken into account about candidates, such as, 'whether the family of the 
candidate resides in town or not; for it is not desirable that a young man under 
twenty years of age should be appointed to a clerkship in the Foreign Office 
without his family having a home in the metropolis'. Hammond went on: 'The 
labour required of the Foreign Office Clerks is great, the attendance long, and 
the hours late and uncertain ... The Foreign Office requires of the clerks great 
sacrifices of time, of comfort, and of amusement; and that they should take 
such an interest in the Office as to consider its credit and reputation as their own.  
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Fig 1:-  Robert Henry Hildyard –  

Portrait painted in 1852 when he was aged 16. 



 Such a feeling is the mainstay of the Foreign Office; and no person, 
however great his talents, would be useful or acceptable to the Office 
without it.' He concluded 'A candidate should be able to write a good bold 
hand, forming each letter distinctly; to write quickly and correctly either 
English or French from dictation; to understand French well’.   
 Background and privilege were an essential part of recruitment. 
(Happily this has not been the case for several decades and the present 
Foreign and Commonwealth Office is a cosmopolitan meritocracy.).  But 
clearly, then as now, a good education was important and the young 
Hildyard had to pass entrance exams which had then been recently 
introduced. Hammond was ‘traditional’ in outlook, opposing the 
introduction of a career structure and resisting the introduction of electric 
telegraphy complaining that: 
 ‘Nothing is sufficiently explained by it. It tempts hasty decision. It is 
an unsatisfactory record for it gives no reason’.  
Fortunately things have improved since Hammond’s day.   
  Hildyard entered the Diplomatic Service at an interesting period in 
international history and politics.  The Crimean and Anglo-Persian wars had 
just ended.  The path to the American Civil War was firmly laid; the power 
of the Ottoman  Empire was receding from Eastern Europe and new states 
were emerging in its wake. The British Empire was expanding and 
consolidating its grip and  British power and influence overseas was 
approaching a zenith.  (NB: It was the Colonial Office, formed in the 1850`s 
rather than the Foreign Office, which took care of the Dominions.)  
  Sadly, few official diplomatic documents exist with young Robert’s 
name on them. Substantive, despatches, reports and policy would be issued 
under the name of more senior diplomats and Ambassadors although 
attaches would have produced many initial drafts.  Meticulous care was 
taken over such drafting; correct use of English, getting the facts right and 
nuance were vital.  Yet by the time drafts had gone though the chain of 
command they were often subject to extensive editing and redrafting.   
We do have an idea of where Robert junior served abroad.  His epitaph 
described him as a Second Secretary formerly of the British Embassy in 
Paris but his actual overseas experience appears to have been more extensive 
as Foreign Office documents (albeit sparse) have revealed. 
  On 15 May 1862 Robert received a letter at Catherston Manor from 
the Secretary of State, Lord Russell, confirming his transfer from his post as 
unpaid attaché at the British Embassy in Athens to that of unpaid attaché in 
Paris.  We do not know exactly the work he was engaged on in Athens but 
Greece was undergoing massive changes as a new state emerging from the 
Ottoman yoke.  In 1860 Greece had suffered a sovereign debt crisis which 
had an impact on investors here and elsewhere.  (Plus ça change!) 

6 



  Robert spent several years in Paris. The British Embassy in Paris 
would have been one of the most important of our diplomatic missions; 
indeed, even today it remains one of  Britain’s high status overseas posts.   
Then, the French military threat to the UK had diminished after the fall of 
Napoleon, Prime Minister Lord Palmerston’s fortresses, which had been built 
around the coast against the French threat, had become dated by the time they 
were built and became his ‘Follies’.  Britain and France had been allies 
against the Russians in the Crimean War in the 1850s but rivalry and, no 
doubt, suspicion about French intentions remained. (Some might argue they 
still do!)  France was an influential power and French was the language of 
diplomacy. 
 It was during this period that Robert developed a relationship with 
Annie Seaman  who  lived  at  Rue  de  Centre  in  Paris.     The  result  of this  
 
 
 

Fig 2:- Catherston Manor probably around the time of Robert Henry 

Hildyard`s death (and before it was remodelled in 1887 by Colonel Bullen). 

 

7 



8 

liaison was a son Alfred Samuel who was born in 1868.  At this time little 
further is known of Annie or Alfred although their names appeared in 
Robert’s last will and testimony.  (Author’s note: This lady’s surname clearly 
stimulated our interest but, so far, no family connections with the author have 
been identified.)    
 It is possible that Robert met Queen Victoria who visited the British 
Ambassador’s Paris residence in 1855.  By February 1868, Robert received a 
letter from the then Secretary of State, Edward Stanley, the Earl of Derby, 
addressed to Catherston Manor, confirming his rank as Second Secretary. 
This would have been a key moment in his career and the point at which he 
was likely to receive a stipend.   Soon after this there was correspondence 
over Robert’s forthcoming assignment to the British Legation in Tehran.   
(Legations were more common in those days than embassies.  They had a 
slightly lower status and were headed by a senior diplomat with the title 
Minister rather than Ambassador.)  However, Persia was geopolitically 
important for Her Majesty’s Government. Britain had defeated Persia in the 
1858/59 war over the Persian annexation of Herat in neighbouring Western 
Afghanistan.  An independent Afghanistan was seen as a vital buffer for 
British India and became a key threat remained from an expanding Russian 
empire. Britain perceived that Persia was acting under Russian influence. 
 We know from Foreign Office records that Robert asked for a 
postponement to his deployment to Persia until July 1868.  However, we do 
not know anything about Robert’s time there or how long he stayed. The next 
we know was that in 1872 Robert was already working at the British 
diplomatic mission in Berne. Switzerland would have been a calmer posting. 
It was already recognised as a neutral country under the 1815 Congress of 
Vienna. As a result of a brief civil war in November 1847, it had developed a 
federal state structure. During Robert’s posting the Swiss constitution was 
amended which introduced, amongst other things, direct democracy though 
popular referendum.  This was progressive politics for that time. 
 It was during period that Robert developed a romantic liaison with 
Lois Miles who came from Folkestone and who was believed to have been 
connected to the Hildyard family as a friend or even a cousin.  A son, Harry 
Robert Miles was born 1st  September 1872 and Robert was subsequently 
understood to have married Lois in secret on a visit to Constantinople. 
(Comment:  This came many years later from a surviving wife of Harry 
Robert  to another family descendant, Captain AJ Hildyard.)  As with Annie 
and Alfred Seaman, Lois and Harry also appeared in Robert’s will.  
 It was rumoured that Robert had sired another son, Hugh, by a local 
Charmouth woman, Mrs Smith, who worked on the Catherston Manor estate.  
Mrs Smith went on to have other children after Robert’s death and the 
Hildyard  surname  was adopted  by  one of  them  as a Christian name.  It  is  



however, possible that Robert had been innocent of the rumour and the 
Hildyard name lived on in the Smith family simply as mark of respect in 
honour of a late, a kindly employer. 
 On 6 September 1876, Robert was out shooting on Westhay Farm, 
Stanton St Gabriel with the Reverend Lewis and others when he met his 
death.  According to a contemporary report in the Dorset Country Chronicle 
and Somerset Gazette date 14th  September 1876, the men were walking up 
the hill when Robert tried to sit but fell forward and died instantly.  A local 
surgeon, Mr H E Norris certified the cause of death as heart disease.  This 
satisfied the coroner who deemed an inquest unnecessary.  The Chronicle 
went on to say: 
 “The melancholy event is much lamented in the neighbourhood, as Mr 
Hildyard was highly respected and much beloved by all who knew him. He 
was invariably kind and liberal, his hand being open to every distress.......and 
all were sure of his ready sympathy and assistance where any good could be 
done...... During the whole time the body was lying at Catherston the 
tradesmen of Charmouth closed their shops and the blinds in the private 
houses were drawn down.” 
 

Fig 3:- Memorial to Robert Henry Hildyard on Stonebarrow Hill 
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 Robert’s body was initially taken to London and buried in the family 
vault  at Kensal Green cemetery.    But it was soon after,  in November 1876 
that Robert and his father’s bodies were exhumed and reburied in a newly 
built crypt at St Mary’s church at Catherston Leweston.  A plaque 
commemorates both Robert senior and his son on the east side of the church 
(Fig 4).  Dinah also erected a memorial to her son on the spot where he died 
(Fig 3).  The memorial may have been open to the sea when it was built but is 
now surrounded by trees and thick foliage making access difficult.   It has the 
following engraving: 
 “This Stone marks the spot where Robert Henry Hildyard Esq fell dead 
whilst out shooting September 6, 1876 aged 40. He was Second Secretary in 
HM Diplomatic Service, Lord of the Manor of Catherston and J.P. for the 
County. He was the only child of his mother and she was a widow. 
 “What I do thou knowest not now but thou shalt know hereafter. Enter 
not into judgement with thy servant oh Lord for in thy sight shall no man 
living be justified. 
 Let those who visit this spot say from their hearts may he be 
remembered with thy saints with glory everlasting.” 
 
 

 
 

  
Fig 4:-  Memorial to Robert Charles Hildyard and his son Robert Henry 

situated on the west side of St Mary’s Church, Catherston. 



 The story does not end there. Captain AJ Hildyard, said some 20 
years ago that the family believed Robert  had actually killed himself.  There 
was family speculation this had been a result of shame from his various 
liaisons and/or of rumours of debts.  It would, of course, have been relatively 
easy in those days, given the Hildyard family status, to have covered up a 
possibly scandalous suicide. Whatever the truth this was a tragic end to 
Robert’s life, a man who seems to have been respected by the local 
community. 
 A copy of  Robert’s will survives.  In it he made financial provision 
for Alfred Samuel Seaman and Harry Robert Miles once they reached the 
age of majority.  (There was no mention of any further children, illegitimate 
or otherwise.) It seems that Alfred did not reach the age of 21 and we lose 
sight of both him and his mother Annie.  Lois and Harry went on to live with 
Robert’s mother Dinah eventually moving to Onslow Square in London.   
The sexton’s records for Kensal Green show that Harry Robert Hildyard 
(formerly Miles) was Dinah’s sole executor when she died in February 1901. 
 Another gem from Robert’s will was that it had been witnessed by 
both his mother and a  Victorian Poet, Wilfrid Scawen Blunt. Blunt had 
served with Robert in the Diplomatic Service but later followed an exotic 
and controversial life spending much of time in Egypt.  He become a 
supporter of both Arab and Irish self determination and was a noted political 
polemist .  
 Robert Henry Hildyard lived a colourful life both professionally and 
privately.  The few facts available are tantalising and the author would still 
like to know more about the man, his adventures and his relationships. 
Perhaps we can unearth more for a future article. 
 I am grateful to the following for much of the material from which I 
have distilled this piece: 
 Eric Cornish, Pat and the late David Veal, Judith Harris and The 
National Archive.  Any errors are mine. 
 
  
         Mike Seaman 

         Catherston 
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Impressions of  Charmouth. 

  
 “Charmouth, with its high grounds and extensive sweeps of country 
side, and still more its sweet, retired bay, backed by dark cliffs where 
fragments of low rock among the sands make it the happiest spot for 
watching the flow of the tide, for sitting in unwearied contemplation.” 
Charmouth as described by Jane Austen in her novel ‘Persuasion’ published 
in 1817 following her death earlier that year. As a fairly recent addition to the 
population of this pretty village I would have to agree wholeheartedly with 
the venerable Miss Austen. Four years ago I found myself living here having 
started my Dorset experience in the west of the county some years 
previously. 
 For most of my adult life I have been something of a nomad. Northern 
Ireland was my childhood home but a career as a commercial pilot took me to 
(almost) the four corners of the kingdom. For ten years or so I worked the 
North Sea oilfields as a helicopter pilot - an interesting but not altogether 
comfortable employment. I was initially based in the Shetland Isles where 
life proved challenging to say the least. A treeless, permanently windswept 
series of islands in the far north they are majestic and breathtaking in their 
way but, for a then young man certain amenities were lacking. It was also 
where I had my first marriage and learnt to drink whisky. 
 Later I made moves to Aberdeen, Great Yarmouth and back to 
Aberdeen where, in 1987 I joined British Airways. At the time BA operated a 
‘Highlands and Islands’ service that serviced all the Scottish Islands. I spent 
seven very happy years doing just that before finally moving to London to fly 
long distance international routes. Much less personal than the islands 
services it was, nevertheless, the achievement of at least one of my 
ambitions; to fly the Boeing 747 jumbo jet.  
 In 1972 the then BEA (Back Every Afternoon) and BOAC ( Better On 
A Camel) ran a flying college at Hamble, near Southampton. It was to that 
establishment that I applied as a spotty 17 year old. For some reason they 
were taken in by my Irish blarney or something and I went off to be a pilot. 
At that stage I had absolutely no flying experience but, unable to face the 
prospect of four years of university study, the fifteen months at Hamble 
looked extremely attractive. So I learned to fly and discovered that, not only 
was I able to do it but I quite enjoyed it. There was considerable relief in this 
discovery as I didn’t have a plan ‘B’ for my life. About that time the Jumbo 
had not long been in service and the sight of it took my breath away and an 
ambition was birthed in me. Perhaps one day I thought. 
 So, by dint of hard work and some luck I finally found myself at the 
controls of the 747. It did not disappoint and I continued to fly long-haul 
routes for the rest of my career.   My arrival in Dorset was precipitated by an 
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unfortunate divorce, something not entirely unknown in the airline world. A 
good friend at the time lived near Blandford and it was there that I went 
following my return to singleness.  
 Dorset was a revelation to me having spent most of my life in the north 
of this green and pleasant land. Living in Dorset brought new meaning to that 
phrase and I was charmed by the landscape, the coast and the people. I began 
to take my wagon train farther west. This was Hardy country and I loved it. 
Further west I found Bridport and West Bay where a chance encounter on a 
flight led to me renting a house.  What was supposed to be only a year became 
four as certain matters in my life took longer to resolve than anticipated.  
 Perhaps everything happens for a reason because during my prolonged 
sojourn in West Bay I met the lady who was to become my wife. Following 
the resolution of my own affairs we finally moved to Charmouth in 2007. I 
was still working so I was away up to twenty days a month which left little 
time for getting involved in the village. Three years later fate took a hand and I 
lost my flying licence due to a medical problem. 
 Fortunately I made a good recovery although my flying days were now 
over and I went into enforced retirement. So suddenly, after almost forty years 
of disciplined work I found myself with time on my hands. Charmouth became 
the place where I lived, the place I woke to every morning and where I went to 
sleep every night. This was a new but entirely welcome experience for me. No 
more driving to London four times a month. No more nights out of bed and no 
more jetlag. After years of seeing Charmouth from thirty five thousand feet I 
began to see it from the ground up. 
 And what a ground it is. Part of the Jurassic coast, 185 million years of 
the earth’s history lay beneath my feet. Whether or not palaeontology and 
geology is your thing one cannot fail but be impressed by the fact that a simple 
walk on Charmouth beach can uncover ancient treasure. Fossils are celebrated 
everywhere along this piece of coast and their presence proves one of the lures 
for the hordes of visitors that regularly invade the village. 
 But Charmouth has so much more to offer than that. Not quite as 
famous as its larger neighbour means it’s not quite so busy in the summer. The 
village itself huddles quietly around the banks of the Char river and lies in the 
natural bowl formed by Stonebarrow hill to the east and the more sombrely 
named Black Ven to the west. Walking, I discovered, was the best and only 
way to appreciate the landscape. On a bright day the view from the top of 
Stonebarrow is magnificent. I hope it is one I will never take for granted. 
 For me Charmouth is the perfect place. Someone once said to me that if 
you feel like you’re on holiday when you’re at home then you’ve got it made. 
For the first time in my life I do feel like that. Village life, I am discovering, is 
vibrant and full of possibilities with multifarious activities happening on a  
daily basis.   But for me a place is always about its  people  and   Charmouth's  
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population is a rich mix. Take the time to talk and listen to almost anyone here 
and there will inevitably be a story.  
 This is the living history of a place. Whilst fossils are all very 
interesting I’ve always preferred human stories. Humanity is a wide and 
diverse church and, for me at least, it is other people’s experience and stories 
that enrich my own life. As an airline pilot I had brief encounters with 
hundreds of people. At last I have the time to sit down day after day and listen.  
Now you will find me behind the bar at the George. A strange thing to be 
doing after the life I’ve had some would say. But then I think there are few 
better ways to get to know a place than in the local pub, an establishment that 
is so often at the heart of a community. There, stories old and new bring 
Charmouth to life just as the frequent cliff collapses reveal new insights in the 
ancient creatures that once inhabited our planet. 
 To me Charmouth has become something more than just the place 
where I live. It is a little charmer, a little box of treasures. Rummage around in 
it and you’ll be amazed what you might find. Sometimes though, on a day 
when the sun is shining, simply sitting up on Stonebarrow is enough. Sitting in 
unwearied contemplation one has only to look east or west to have one’s 
breath taken away. Then I look down at the pretty village nestling beneath my 
feet with its little silver river and collection of pastel coloured dolls houses.  I 
pinch myself and feel profoundly thankful that I can call it home. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
                         Neil Charleton 
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The Whittington Sisters - A Personal View. 

 

 
 Whenever I read or hear about the Whittington sisters, there is one fact 
which emerges above all others. They banned what they called “trade” from 
Charmouth Tennis Club. 
 These are different times, thank goodness, but snobbery of these four 
spinsters, who ran the club, split life in Charmouth for decades.   
 They dominated a club which they never owned on rules invented by 
themselves.  And those rules included the equivalent of banning Al, Phil and 
Carol, who own Nisa, Steve and Gill at the Post Office and Ian and Alison at 
Morgans from a club which had its prime site - as today - near the village end 
of Lower Sea Lane.   
 The excellent article by W.P.Vernon-Browne, in the last issue of the 
Echo was well researched and detailed on the Whitts.  They could be passed 
off as being eccentric, but that kind of eccentricity was the bedrock of class 
division in local communities like Charmouth. 
 The quartet lived in The Limes, now The Lodge, which is next to the 
post office, with a perfect view along Lower Sea Lane to the club they 
regarded as their own.  
 From there, they delivered a succession of sour actions which hit at the 
heart of village life.  Those who suffered are not able to defend themselves and 
neither are the Whittington sisters, who, I contend, formed a wretched alliance 
of class division.  There was a wish never to see those they regarded as inferior 
play in their company. 
 I must declare an interest here.  When my parents first bought a house 
in Charmouth in 1971 - they moved permanently three years later - there 
remained the remnants of small-minded snobbery which is impossible to 
contemplate today. 
 Joan Whittington was still alive.  I heard about her pretty quickly.  My 
father, Dennis, then 55, who had been a freelance gardener in the Black 
Country, was looking for work and advertised locally.  He was approached by 
one of her friends, a titled lady. 
 When asked his rate and he replied it was £1 an hour, there was a shriek 
of hilarity.  “One pound an hour?” she said. “You will never get that here!  
Joan (Whittington) tells us never to offer gardeners more than forty pence an 
hour.” 
 My father was amused rather than hurt, dismissing the influence of one 
old woman as being ridiculous.  Within two weeks he was employed by a Mr 
Bridges near Raymond’s Hill  for two days a week at the £1 an hour rate. 
His work, always excellent, attracted attention in Charmouth and he filled up 
his   week  very  quickly.      At   that  point,   he   was   approached   by   Joan 
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Whittington’s friend.  ”I have seen your work - very good,’ she told him. “I 
will pay your rate of one pound an hour.”  
 My father politely pointed out that he had no time left in his week to do 
any work for her.  It went down badly.  Joan Whittington and the memory of 
her sisters was still strong in the Charmouth of the 1970s.   
 Some spoke frankly about the sisters being utterly selfish in looking 
after themselves and what they regarded as their “own kind.”  Others praised 
and revered them, as they had run a school (private, of course - what else?) at 
Little Limes, next to where they lived. 
 Even today, I received a note from Rosemary Bennett, via Peter Press, 
with fond memories of sister Dorothy Whittington, born at Colchester, Essex 
in 1876 - the modern day irony is they were all Essex Girls - who was the 
headmistress of their little school. 
 She was known as Miss Dolly and her memorial service was packed 
with pupils and former pupils of The Little Limes, who had travelled hundreds 
of miles to pay tribute.   
 “If the sisters had really been rampant snobs, would they have been 
prepared to accept in to their school children from poor families such as 
myself?” writes Rosemary.  “My father was a woodman.  My friend Celia’s 
(father) a carpenter.  Hardly high society.” 
 But there is little dispute that, a century ago, these women - Dorothy, 
then 36, Winnie, 32, Beryl, 28, and Joan, 26 - operated a blacklist for those 
whom they considered socially inferior to play at what was known as the 
Charmouth Private Lawn Tennis Club. 
 The ban included  Francis Coles, just 20 in 1912, the son of he local 
baker, who lived in Sunnyside,  policeman’s daughter Matilda Ellery, 16, who 
worked as  a draper’s apprentice, Cecil Gear, 16, a news agent’s errand boy  
from Lyme Hill and carpenter Tom Henley, 34, of Knapp Cottage.   All were 
known as ‘trade’ and could not tread the courts alongside former military men, 
local gentry, doctors, lawyers and those of independent means. 
 The Whittington’s own live-in servants, all from towns in Somerset, 
stood no chance of membership.  Alice Banfield, 26, the cook, plus domestic 
servants Nellie Brown, 17, and Louisa Hawker, 25, were in attendance to care 
for the sisters, the house and their widowed mother, Margaret, aged 69. 
 What other sisters in the village thought of the Whittington women and 
their ban is, sadly, unrecorded.  The French girls, Louisa, 30, a barmaid, and 
Susan, 28, a dressmaker, both daughters of John French, the landlord at The 
 George, were considered unsuitable to join the club. 
So were the young  Holly daughters at the post office, Elizabeth, 28, and 
Florence, 24, whose  working life as postal clerks was considered to be too 
lowly to put on the tennis whites.   Kate Lane, 26, who assisted her parents, 
John and Caroline, at the Star Inn, suffered the same fate. The young butcher,  
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Frederick Marsh, 31, and his wife, Annie, 30, were also ruled out from 
joining.  They were there to serve the Whittington sisters, rather than serve a 
couple of sets, and were blocked from enjoying the pleasures of the grass 
courts. 
 The sisters, who according to research by W.P. Vernon-Browne, liked 
to give the impression they founded the tennis club in the 1880’s, (they didn’t) 
also claimed they were direct descendants of the famous ‘Dick’ Whittington, 
Lord Mayor of London, who died childless in 1423. 
 They commissioned a researcher to present a family tree, said to link 
them with Whittington’s elder brother, William, from the early 1400’s.   
But, on examination today of a copy of their family tree, there is a missing 
century, from the late 1400’s to the direct link of Robert Whittington of 
Hamswell, who died in 1578.  Detail is sketchy for four generations, with no 
dates of births, deaths, marriages or children.   
 Could the ego of the Whitts not face the fact that perhaps, after all, 
there was doubt about their claims?  Certainly, the archivist, being paid for his 
trouble,   declares boldly that the pedigree    “shows how three ladies, (sic)  
 
 

Whittington Sisters, Beryl, Winnie and Joan 
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residents of Charmouth for more than 50 years, are descended from Sir 
William Whittington, Lord of Pauntley, the eldest brother of Sir Richard 
Whittington, famous in history and pantomime as ‘Dick Whittington.’  
 But while censoring membership of the tennis club, the sisters were 
also being censorious in other ways.  The time capsule of the village hall from 
December, 1910, finally opened with restoration of the hall in 2010,  showed 
that the Whittington family made a modest contribution to the building fund.    
In return, they were able to demand that alcohol could not be served.  
 At a stroke, it removed the chance of wedding celebrations and events 
held by what they regarded as the lower orders ever being staged in the hall.  It 
has taken the best part of a century to unravel, but only now are such events 
being regularly held.    
 There is a cruel footnote to the bans and class prejudice of the 
Whittington sisters on the war memorial next to the Royal Oak pub’.  Men like 
William Coles, who worked on a farm, and Montague George Boucher, who 
despite his distinctive name worked as a butler and domestic servant alongside 
his father, Sidney, the manager at the Coach and Horses, were both considered 
unsuitable to join the tennis club.   
 But they died serving their country in the First World War - a war, you 
would have thought, to bring an end, for ever, the kind of class distinction 
demanded by the Whittington sisters.    
 In the industrial Midlands and North, perhaps.  But not in many country 
and coastal areas, including Charmouth.  Forelocks were still being tugged and 
it seems no-one was ready to stand up to the formidable sisters throughout the 
two decades between the World Wars and long afterwards. 
 That, as the last issue of the Echo recorded, did not come until the 
breakthrough of the 1960’s.  Whatever else that imperfect decade may or may 
not have done, class barriers were removed for the first time in hundreds of 
years. 
 The remaining Whittington sisters, Winnie and Joan, could not take it.  
When the majority of the tennis members voted at an extraordinary general 
meeting in 1966 for hard courts and play to be allowed on Sundays, they 
walked out.   
 They never returned to the tennis club, proving - if there was any doubt 
- that they had run it for their own benefit and those of friends they considered 
‘suitable’ rather than the broad village society. 
 Were the Whittington sisters bad people? Of course not.  They were 
decent and hard working.  But history, I feel, will judge them badly for their 
continuous wish to divide rather than unite those who lived in the splendid 
village of Charmouth. 
 
                Garth Pearce. 
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Sarah Kennaway: Charmouth’s Own Poetess. 

An Introduction 
 
 One of the original members of the Pavey Group, Jill Matthews, told 
me of a friend who had inherited a family Day Book from a distant relative in 
which there were some verses relating to Charmouth.  I was allowed to borrow 
this book and it proved to be of outstanding interest in that it provided 
remarkable insights into Charmouth life in the first two decades of the 19th 
century. These verses, dating from 1803 to 1821 bore the name of Sarah 
Kennaway. Sarah was a ‘woman of standing’ who lived in Charmouth for at 
least half a century. Evidence of her presence here is born out by the creative 
span of her life and that her name was entered in the 1841 and 1851 censuses. 
A gravestone commemorates the death of her husband Robert in 1829 and 
Sarah’s death in 1855.   They were interred in the same grave; their stone 
stands against the churchyard wall within a few yards of the east end of the 
church. Their names on the stone are illegible, but they were imperfectly 
‘enhanced’ with a stick of charcoal.  
 Sarah Kennaway – nee Johnson was born in Middlesex 1767 the 
daughter of a Laceman – a dealer in lace in London and Exeter. She married 
Robert Kennaway  on the 23rd November 1795 at Exeter Holy Trinity by 
special licence. Henry Carrington, Rector in the presence of Elizabeth 
Kennaway and M. Johnson, solemnized the marriage. 
 Robert Kennaway’s origins are well recorded. An ancestor, William 
Kennaway was born in 1680 and moved from Dartmouth to Exeter as a. serge 
maker in the 1713. His son, also a William 1717 – 1793, continued in the wool 
trade and his son, yet another William 1751 –1819, prospered in the wool 
trade, then in banking and eventually as an importer of wine. It was William’s 
second son Robert who was to marry Sarah.  
 Little is recorded of their married life. There is a mention of him in the 
Dorsetshire Directory in 1830 – entered just after he had died  - with a 
designation of ‘Esq.’ – Esquire - in other words a gentleman. It is thought 
probable that he followed his father in the wine and spirit business in some 
capacity, but again there is no reference to be found to date. In all of her 
writings of nearly twenty years – in verse at least, there is only one reference 
to husband Robert. In one of Sarah’s poems, Y oung Again of 1811, she 
described dancing with a nephew who complimented her on her dancing. 
Sarah evidently reacted by penning ‘Reply’ - an uncharacteristic ‘upbeat’ 
response to the young man’s compliment. Oddly, Y oung Again is in two parts: 
the first part the giddy account, us of an impied flirtation when dancing with a 
younger man - she was forty-four at the time.  Reply is un-mistakenly in 
Sarah’s hand, but purporting to be the words of her nephew!  
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 There is more than  a hint of Sarah and Robert's relationship in 
Matrimonial Ladder of 1819. The sentiment in the verse is unequivocal - 
marriage was hell two centuries ago even for Ladies.  First read Matrimonial 
Ladder it implies much. 
             She goes one step further with a graphic sketch of a ladder depicting 
the ‘human condition’ and the stages of disillusionment. It begs the question as 
to whether the theme of both verse and illustration were flights of Sarah’s 
poetic imagination; a cynical observation based upon someone else’s 
misfortune;  or perhaps simply tongue in cheek? I would like to think it the 
latter- but levity is not a characteristic seen in the dear lady’s literary output in 
the verses we have. There is of course, the ultimate alternative to be considered 
- that they were autobiographical? One wonders. 
  It is evident that Sarah and Robert moved quite comfortably within the 
leading families of that time. This can be seen by the dedications of her verses; 
they were familiar with the names of prominent and distinguished gentry. Of 
these Sarah dedicated much of her verse and correspondence to many of the 
‘.upper crust’ of Devon, Dorset and beyond  such as the Palks, Aclands etc and 
especially to the members the many branches of the greater Kennaway family. 
Robert’s sister Susanna’s marriage to Robert Palk Welland produced seven 
children one of whom was to become the Governor Madras. Robert’s brother 
Thomas also had seven .children. These two branches provided careers in the 
Church and the East India Company for most of them. The subsequent wills of 
the families give an indication of the wide distribution of the family around the 
world. These names will re-emerge when relevant poems are appraised. 
 Returning to Charmouth and Sarah and Robert. One of the more 
intriguing aspects of the Kennaway story is to find where they actually lived in 
the village – we simply do not know. Some intimation can be gleaned from a 
few lines of her verse, but these amount to little more than inspired guesswork. 
Probably the most descriptive of these  ‘geographical indicators’ will be seen 
by one of Sarah’s early poems named Description of Charmouth. There are a 
couple of lines in it when she says “I own I like to hear the horn, when the 
Mail passes night and morn…” From this quotation I have a tentative 
suggestion that she must have lived at the top of The Street. This guess is 
based on the probability that mail coaches, coming twice a day, must have 
come from both directions every day. Her house, wherever it was, must have 
been at a place that dominated the valleys east and west of the village. Where 
better to hear those strident sounds?  As was said, it is still not known where 
she lived and if anyone finds her name on the deeds of their house we would 
be delighted to know. 
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 Unfortunately Sarah’s creative years were few: she was thirty-six at the 
time of the earliest  poetic efforts in the village of 1803. Among her writings 
there were ten undated poems; one in 1811; five in 1818 and three in 1819. 
There were no other entries in the original source document. She was to live 
another thirty- six years; one can only wonder whether she had expressed 
herself at all in verse in those years after 1819. 
 
 

Sarah's  Verse 

 

In no sense was Sarah Kennaway a great or even a very good poet. 
But although she was no Coleridge or Byron (arguably the greatest influences 
on her style), nor  was she just another vapid 19th-century miss who beguiled 
her long days with lazy versifying – the  literary equivalent of neat, 
unimaginative embroidered samplers. The more closely I read her work, the 
more I began to appreciate it as an honest and diligent attempt to express the 
ordinary and - here and there - the ineffable. It is true that some of her poems 
are marred by "Victorian'" pietism and unconvincing tombstone rhetoric, but a 
few of them hint at the insight and sensitivity - both to feeling and language - 
of a true poet. After reading her lighter  pieces, I was jolted by “On Visiting a 
Lunatic" - six compressed lines which reminded me of Blake - and by the 
ambitiousness and subtleties of  "Tempus Fugit”. 

Alas, we do not know if Sarah wrote any more poems; our collection 
seems to stop at about 1820, although she lived until 1855. Perhaps someone, 
somewhere, is still treasuring another of her commonplace books. Or perhaps 
she simply stopped because, as she wrote in one of her last-known poems, "so 
seldom is the Muse inclined to visit". 

It has to be admitted that once in a while, her scansion trips over its 
own metrical feet, and sometimes there is too strong a whiff of midnight oil (or 
too little). But the poems still suggest a woman of sensibility, warmth, gratitude 
and gentle melancholy, with frequent flashes on perception and wit. With just 
a little of the charity which permeates her work, most of her technical lapses 
may be excused by poetic licence. But then (as George Eliot might have 
mock-chidingly remarked), who are we to license our dear Sarah? Instead, we 
should rejoice that she had read her great contemporaries Coleridge, Byron, 
Wordsworth., Blake and Pope, and produced a "slim volume" which has 
survived for nearly two hundred years. Most of her poems are interesting as 
social documents of the age, many are charming; a few are more than that - 
perhaps much more; and all are worthy of being preserved as a part of the 
history of  Charmouth and Wessex in the first half of the nineteenth century. 

 

         M.P. 



On Visiting a Lunatic 

 

Shall feeling for some common woe 

Cause pity's fount to overflow, 

And not one drop my cheek bedew 

When the lorn Maniac meets my view? 

Such misery struck my heart too deep 

I felt as if forbid to weep! 

                 S.K.  

              Undated 

“ On Visiting a Lunatic” 

 This is a touching beginning to what could well have become a very 
good poem. Or, it may   be a finished gem – tiny but intricate, polished and 
complete. It reminded me of Blake’s miniature masterpiece “ The Sick 
Rose”. Like Blake, it is a true poem: it has layers of meaning, resonances, far 
beyond the surface meaning of its few simple words. Remember that when 
this was written many people went to lunatic asylums `like bedlam` to laugh 
at the inmates. 
          M.P. 

 

Description of Charmouth 

 
 It is of immediate interest;  it is a celebratory impression of the 
village of nearly two hundred years ago. She conveys a positive pleasure as 
she walks down The Street from the top of the village to the bottom, 
following the rill and the flowery gardens on the north side. The rill is also 
of particular interest as it was an open channel of fresh clean water that 
flowed from  somewhere near the Fountainhead all the way down to the 
river. It was the all weather village water supply.  
 She remarks with tolerance and some pleasure on  the coach traffic in 
those times. Evidently there were complaints about the noise they made - 
even then! In those days the mail was deposited at the Mail Coach Inn - it 
had to be collected. and this was an exciting moment of her day. The lines of 
her verse celebrate the glories of the river and the surrounding hills, fossils 
and bathing machines- at least you’ve seen the earliest photographs of them 
and they were contemporaneous with Sarah’s day.  
 There is no doubt she is happy to be here; as Michael says, it is a light 
and amusing piece to a friend, of no particular merit beyond that it is almost 
a pastiche of the  “O Lovely Lulworth” and “Sunny Seaton” genre.  

 

                         P.M.P. 
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Acting Chairman's Resignation 

 
Hello everyone.. 
 
  It is with some regret that I must inform you all that my position as Acting 
Chairman of the  Pavey Group is untenable and find I cannot continue to serve in that 
capacity any longer. The past six months since the A.G.M. have not been the easiest 
despite the fact we were able to attract two new members to the committee, both of 
whom   brought considerable skills to the organisation. 
  The society needed and in the committee’s opinion, still needs an injection to 
update certain aspects in the way that it presents itself and the way information should 
be made available to anyone who requires it. This however, appears not to have met 
with approval in certain quarters and indeed efforts have been made to prevent  it. 
  May I thank all our supporters who have so far this year contributed to the 
society. Many of you  have been with the Group from the outset and may I ask that you 
continue your support. May I just drop a rather gentle and indeed a humble reminder 
that subscriptions for this year need to be paid now if you wish to receive the Village 
Echo. It is expensive to produce and distribute. Also may I ask our sponsors and 
advertisers to indicate if they will be continuing their support and advertise with the 
group. Many have said that they intend to, but I am afraid little has actually been 
forthcoming. 

 
                                                                                            Michael Whatmore    

 

A Post Card of the 1970s 

An excellent pencil sketch by H. Corby 
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An Important Notice 
 

 I am very pleased to tell you that our chairman, Pat Stapleton, has returned from 
hospital. Her health has been less that perfect for some of months now but is now much 
better! Needless to say we wish her a speedy return to full health.  

During Pat’s absence Richard Stirk has made sterling efforts in order to keep 
the organisation running.  

Another matter is of personal concern relating to the publication of Echo 38. 
There are three articles that have been in place for nearly two months now. A fourth 
was to be the first of a sequence of articles on the subject of Sarah Kennaway, the 
Charmouth poet prepared by Michael Priestley and me.  An introduction to her work is 
published in this issue. 

However, I am told this is to be my last Village Echo. Whatever transpires,  
my immediate concern relates to the future of our extended Kennaway study, a product 
of several years research. We hope to produce a full production of her work.  The object 
was and still is, to incorporate the units into a significant aspect of Charmouth history 
whatever the outcome. Profits from the eventual publication of the work will of course, 
go to the Pavey Group. A resolution to this matter has to await a decision by a new 
elected executive and committee, who  are to be elected at the Annual General Meeting 
in September. Much depends upon this outcome.   

Inevitably there has to be a personal note: If this is to be my final Village 
Echo, then as a founder and former Chairman of the Pavey Group and editor of the 
Village Echo I have so many people to thank for all our ‘fruitful’ years. Personally it 
has been an enriching experience and provides a. great fulfilment to my years. My  
heartfelt thanks. One name that hasn’t gained the prominence that is so richly deserves 
is Maureen Bullows whose research talents are infinite. Thank you very sincerely 
Maureen, you’ve been a good friend. The support of the Sponsors and Advertisers 
cannot be over stated, they have given so generously of their time and talent over the 
years. Especial thanks go to all those who have submitted articles to the Village Echo 
for nearly fourteen years and for the support of our membership for their interest, 
encouragement and belief in our enterprise. Finally to my good friends Jeff Prosser, 
Richard Stirk, Pat Stapleton, Michael Priestley, Monika and Ted Harris the production 
team of The Village Echo – it could not have been done without you. A moment must 
be dedicated to those dear people whose exceptional talents were a profound 
contribution to the foundation of The Pavey Group. I am always in their debt – I refer to 
Rita Whatmore and Roy Aldworth. 

And then to Pat: whose good sense, patience / tolerance and sound counsel, 
who from the very beginning, has made our venture possible. 

 
 
         P.M.P. 
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Art  
Studio 

Charmouth Art 
01297 560044 

 

To advertise in this  
Space Contact 

 
01297 561018 



Our Sponsors 
 

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 

Vi Hares  
Jo Musk 

Val Pavey 
Steve Pratt 
Bill Gordge 
Peter Childs 
Ed Bowditch 
Richard Stirk 
David Bettes 
Dave Burgess 
Rosemary Earl 

Michael Priestley 
Pat & John Stamp  
Gill & Roger Joye                 
Elaine & Rob Love  

Peter & Maggie Press 
Geoff & Pat Restorick   
David & Julie Renfrew 

Charmouth Companions 
Mallory & Pauline Hayter 

David and Ruth Hopkinson 
David and Marion Edwards 

Ray & Rosalind, Stow House  
Malcolm & Heather Bowditch 

Ian & Alison  Shilston, Morgans 
John & Joanne Brown, Street Studio                      

 Rosemary & Francis Lock,  Pharmacist   
 Dean & Marie Herbert, The George Inn  

 Peter Noel, Marshall Noel Accountants  
 Phil & Carol Tritton, Charmouth Stores  

 Nick & Sheila Gilbey The Abbots House 
Theresa Noel, Fortnam, Smith and Banwell 

Caroline & John Davis, The Hensleigh Hotel 
Ian and Liz Simpson,  The White House Hotel 
Sue & Martin Harvey, Fish Bar & Restaurant 

Cathy Marchbank, Charmouth Property Management 
                 Mike Smith, Frampton, Smith & Partners, Accountants 
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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 

C. & D.E. PATTIMORE 

Family Butcher 
 

The Street, Charmouth, Dorset. 
 

      Tel No :-  01297 561666 

 

CHARMOUTH FISH BAR 
  TAKE AWAY & 
  RESTAURANT 

 

  NOW OPEN ALL YEAR ROUND 
 

  FOR DETAILS OF OPENING TIMES 

    Telephone : 01297 560220 
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CHARMOUTH STORES 
Your 

NISA 
CONVENIENCE STORE 

Phil & Carol Tritton 

Tel:- 01297 560304 

 

Fortnam, Smith & Banwell 
Our First Sponsor 

 

To advertise in this  
Space Contact 

 
01297 561018 

MIKE BOWDITCH 
   

Builder and General 
Maintenance Work 

 

Tel : 01297 560129 

The George Inn 
16th Century Coach House 
Bar Snacks   -  Full Restaurant 

Real Ales 
Large Garden & play Area 

Sunday Lunch Carvery 
Dean & Marie Herbert 

FRANCIS LOCK 
M.R. PHARMS.S 

PHARMACIST 
CHARMOUTH 

Developing & Printing 
Kodak Films 

Toiletries & Cosmetics 

Tel :- 01297 560261 

D.COZENS 
Removals 

Delivery of any item or Part load 

34, Bridge Rd , Charmouth. 

 

Tel:- 01297 560773 

Charmouth Community Hall 
Fully Licensed. Available for hire for receptions and functions of all sorts 

Sports :-Badminton Court, Soft Tennis 
Games:- Bingo is held on the 3rd Friday in the month. Eyes down at 7.30pm 

Drama :-Pantomime, Short Plays, Musicals,  Come along and join us. 
Occasional Sunday Lunches available,  

Contact Leslie Bowditch on 01297 560572 or 560962 for details 
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Open by Appointment 
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