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Devon in the 1920s
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(with additional references to the holdings of the North Devon Record Office, Barnstaple and The Box, Plymouth)

It is unusual to embark on a study of a decade in isolation, but interest in researching Devon in the 1920s has been stimulated by the excellent work undertaken in the county between 2014 and 2018 to commemorate the centenary of World War One and the influence it had on the life of the county.

There are many sources among the holdings of the Devon Heritage Centre which can be used to trace the political, social, cultural and religious life of the county as it returned to normal after the war.


Official Records   

These include series of records such as the signed minutes of Devon County Council, which begin in January 1889 (reference DCC 148).  The volumes which cover the 1920s are DCC 148/7 (March 1919-December 1922); DCC 148/8 (March 1923-December 1925); DCC 148/9 (March 1926-December 1928) and DCC 148/10 (March 1929-December 1930).

The Centre also hold records of County Council committees from the 1920s which record deliberations and decisions of the County Council in many areas of the county’s life.  These include minutes of the county Agricultural Committee, 1920-1941 (DCC 149/1/1/5), and its ‘Diseases of Animals Sub-Committee’, November 1920-June 1922 (DCC 149/1/2/1; July 1922-September 1925 (DCC 149/1/2/2); February 1926-November 1930 (DCC 149/1/2/3); Education Committee, 1919-1930 (DCC 150/4/1/17-27); Finance Committee, 1917-1931 (DCC 151/4/1/12-14); Public Health and Housing Committee, 1913-1931 (DCC 155/2/1/1-8); Bridges, Main Roads and County Buildings Committee, February 1915-March 1921 (DCC 156/1/1/3); April 1921-February 1925 (DCC 156/1/1/4); March 1925-November 1927 (DCC 156/1/1/6); February 1928-September 1930 (DCC 156/1/1/7); Small Holdings Committee, November 1920-February 1923 (DCC 156/3/1/1); May 1923-February 1927 (DCC 156/3/1/2); June 1927-February 1931 (DCC 156/3/1/3); Finance and Housing Sub-Committee, March 1926-May 1931 (DCC 156/5/2/2).

For the city of Exeter, the Centre holds minutes of the full Exeter City Council, as well as a range of relevant committees, and files produced by the Town Clerk’s department and rate books covering the city. 

The Centre also hold records of the following Borough Councils/County Borough Councils/Municipal Borough Councils (BC/CBC/MBC), Rural District Councils (RDC) and Urban District Councils (UDC), which contain records relating to the 1920s.  These collections will typically include minutes of the full council and of committees.

Ashburton UDC; Axminster RDC; Axminster UDC; Brixham UDC; Buckfastleigh UDC; Budleigh Salterton UDC; Cockington UDC; Crediton UDC; Dartmouth BC; Dawlish UDC; Exmouth UDC; Honiton BC; Honiton RDC; Kingsbridge UDC; Newton Abbot RDC; Newton Abbot UDC; Okehampton MBC; Okehampton RDC; Ottery St. Mary UDC; Paignton UDC; Seaton UDC; Sidmouth UDC; St.Thomas RDC; Teignmouth UDC; Tiverton BC; Tiverton RDC; Torbay CBC; Torquay MBC; Totnes RDC; Totnes UDC.

The North Devon Record Office (NDRO) in Barnstaple, holds records of these councils:  Barnstaple BC; Barnstaple RDC; Bideford BC; Bideford RDC; Broadwoodwidger RDC; Great Torrington BC; Holsworthy RDC; Holsworthy UDC; Ilfracombe UDC; Lynton UDC; Northam BC; Northam UDC; South Molton BC; South Molton RDC; Torrington RDC.  These comprise a range of types of record, including council and committee minutes and items relating to specific council responsibilities, as highlighted below.

Records for some ecclesiastical and civil parishes are held at both the Devon Heritage Centre and the North Devon Record Office, and the records of the Diocese of Exeter are held in Exeter.  However, the  majority of parish and diocesan holdings pre-date the twentieth century.


Records of Hospitals and Healthcare

The Centre holds records of various hospitals and mental health institutions which cover the 1920s, including the Royal Devon and Exeter Hospital (Deposit Number 1260); the West of England Eye Infirmary (1299); Exminster Hospital (also known as Exe Vale Hospital) (3769); Digby Hospital (4034); The Royal Western Counties Institution, Starcross (6696).   Another relevant healthcare institution is Hawkmoor Sanatorium in Bovey Tracey (6605), which treated patients with tuberculosis.  Access restrictions apply to these records.

Other health-related records which may be useful for illuminating light on responses to disease, advances in medical treatment and developments in health policy include reports of Medical Officers of Health, a comprehensive series of which exists for Exeter (Collection 5631); an Annual Report of the County Medical Officer for Health for 1926 (5277M/F/1/26); Annual Reports of the School Medical Officer of Health for Devon covering the period between 1920 and 1929, which are among the records of Witheridge parish at NDRO (1629A/PE/1/4/13); pamphlets issued by the County Medical Officer for Health, 1926-1930 (1262M/0/O/Z/10); Registers of Infectious Diseases for Honiton Municipal Borough, 1912-1951 (4673A/M/1), Ottery St. Mary Urban District, 1895-1951 (4673A/M/11) and Seaton Urban District, 1891-1951 (4673A/M/14); Registers of Tuberculosis Notifications for Exmouth Urban District, 1924-1959 (4673A/M/10), Honiton Municipal Borough, 1929-1956 (4673A/M/3) and Ottery St. Mary Urban District, 1913-1958 (4673A/M/13).  There are also records of the Devonshire Nursing Association, 1905-1947 (367, 1731), along with the records of some smaller local Nursing Associations, including Aveton Gifford Nursing Association, 1921-1947 (5554), Budleigh Salterton District Nursing Association (537), Cullompton Nursing Association, 1914-1948 (2083), Bere Ferrers Nursing Association (NDRO), 1913-1940 (1237A/5/PG/1,2).   


Housing

Local authority records contain a lot of material relating to the provision of municipal housing in the 1920s.   Examples include Housing Ledgers for Dartmouth Borough, beginning in 1923 (R9/1/T/26, 27); a Terrier of housing estates in the Totnes UDC area, 1922-29 (R9/2/0/T/157); Housing Committee minutes, Ashburton Urban District, 1926-29 (R2373A/0/C/29); Sanitary and Housing Committee minutes, Okehampton Municipal Borough, 1911-32 (R3/3/41); Housing Committee minutes, Tiverton Borough, 1913-1930 (R4/1/0/C47, 48); Housing Committee minutes, Torbay County Borough, 1921-1931 (R4582A/0/TC/126, 127); Housing Committee minutes, Exmouth UDC, 1897-1933 (R7/4/C/53, 54); Terrier of Housing Estates, Ottery St. Mary UDC, 1922-68 (R7/5/2/C/22); ‘Working Class’ Housing Committee minutes, Sidmouth UDC 1919-1934 (R7/7/0/C/110); plans for housing scheme, Dowell Street, Honiton, 1926-27 (R7/1/0/S/155); files, housing, Newton Abbot RDC (R2365A/0/C/111-130) 1919-1939; Registers of Houses Provided by Local Authorities, 1925-1933, Exeter City Council (4284A/C5-6).  

A range of similar records for authorities in the north of the county is held at NDRO.

In addition to the local authority records, we hold some records of other organisations and schemes, such as a bundle of correspondence, accounts and papers relating to the Torquay Housing Association, 1928 (1335B/TT/330), an agreement for sale, with plan, between the Earl of Devon and Newton Abbot UDC in relation to land at Milber for a housing scheme, 1920 (1508M/1/T/D/12/19) and another agreement for sale, with plan, between the Earl of Devon and Newton Abbot RDC relating to another housing scheme in Cockwood, also in 1920 (1508M/1/T/D/3/3).
 

Education

Records of schools – especially state primary schools, but also some secondary schools – are fairly numerous for this period.  However,  under Data Protection legislation, records which identify children are closed for 96 years, meaning that, at the time of writing (April 2021), many school records, including Log Books and Admission Registers, which include information from after the start of 1925 are not open to public access.  The best way to identify relevant material is via the school records binders in the public searchroom and/or the service’s online catalogue at:   https://devon-cat.swheritage.org.uk/.  The same advice applies to records for schools in the north of the county, which will be held at the North Devon Record Office.

As mentioned above, the Centre also holds minutes of the Devon County Council Education Committee in separate annual volumes for 1919-20, 1920-21, 1921-22, 1922-23, 1923-24, 1924-25, 1925-26, 1926-27, 1927-28, 1928-29, 1929-30 (DCC 150/4/1/17-27).


Transport and Travel

A revolutionary, element of life in the 1920s was the development of motor transport for both commercial and leisure reasons.  The Centre holds a range of items that relate to the registration of both motor vehicles and drivers.  These include registers of motor cars and motor cycles  registered in Exeter from 1903-1920 (2808A/LR1-4) and 1924-1934 (2808A/LZ2), together with similar records for the whole county, including material relating to traction engines and driving licences (Collection 2131).  Full details of these can be found via the online catalogue and the relevant catalogue binder in the public searchroom.   

The Centre holds many collections of records that relate to ports and harbours through the centuries, including Shipping Registers and related records from the 1920s from Brixham (DSR/BRI), Dartmouth (DSR/DAR), Exeter (DSR/EXE), Salcombe (DSR/SAL) and Teignmouth (DSR/TEI), while similar records for Bideford (DSR/BID) are held at NDRO.  Other selected items from this period include Deposited Plans among the Devon Quarter Sessions records relating to the harbours at Teignmouth (QS/DP/709) and Cattewater, Plymouth (QS/DP/710), both from 1924; a proposed promenade extension and harbour scheme in Paignton, including a plan of the proposed works (4826Z/8/Z/15); Exeter Harbour bye-laws, 1924 (5565A/B/1) and numerous photographs and picture postcards of harbours (a search of the online catalogue will find these).

There are some items which relate to railways in the 1920s, including a draft agreement and correspondence relating to an easement at Dawlish Warren station in 1924 and 1925 (1508M/SS/Transport/1/8); plans and books of reference relating to various railway stations, some of which date from the 1920s (6523) and a collection of records relating to North Devon railways which is at NDRO (B698) and also contains some material from the 1920s.


Utilities

Many collections contain material relating to the expansion of utility provision during the 1920s.  These include many Deposited Plans from the Quarter Sessions collections which relate to electricity provision in most parts of the county (see the online catalogue for full details), while other collections and items of interest include a minute book of the South Western Electricity Company, 1928-1938 (337B/3/6/6/1); a letter book of the West of England Electricity Board, 1927-1928 (337B/3/6/6/10); minutes of the Electricity Committee of Torbay County Borough Council, 1921-1930 (R4582A/0/TC152-154).  The Devon Heritage Centre also holds a number of items relating to expansion in water and gas provision, including minutes of Torbay CBC’s waterworks committee, 1921-1931 (R4582A/0/TC145-147) and surveyors’ papers relating to waterworks throughout the county (collection 1896B).  Many more records can be found by searching the online catalogue.


Families and Estates

Although the majority of the material in the major family and estate collections held by the Centre dates from before the twentieth century, some of these collections contain material relevant to a study of the 1920s.  An example of this is the series of family correspondence among the Acland collection (Deposit Number 1148).  The letters which cover the 1920s are predominantly to be found under the references 1148M add 14/Series II/906-1095, and contain some interesting material which reflects the political and personal considerations of the English aristocracy in the years following the end of the First World War.

There is also some material from the period among the Fortescue collection (Deposit Number 1262) which relates to the work of the 4th Earl Fortescue as Lord Lieutenant of Devon between 1904 and 1928.  The most interesting of this dates from the First World War years, but there is material from the 1920s (1262M/L144, 146, 148, 155, 158) which sheds light on the post-war period.


Clubs, Societies and Other Organisations

Social and community life in the 1920s is reflected in some of the collections of records which relate to the activities of clubs, societies and associations.  The Centre holds a very large collection of records of the Devon Federation of Women’s Institutes (Deposit number 1618), and this contains some records of individual institutes which date from the 1920s.   The best way to locate records of the separate institutes is via the online catalogue, where the description of the Devon Federation of Women’s Institutes’ collection contains quite detailed descriptions of the records which relate to the federation’s individual branches.

The Royal British Legion was founded in 1921, and the Heritage Centre holds the records of many Devon branches under Deposit Number 4952.

The Centre also holds a lot of records of the Devon Federation of Young Farmers’ Clubs (Deposit Number 2696) and some constituent branches, some of which date from the 1920s.

The centre holds various items relating to local sports clubs and associations, including Buckfastleigh Cricket Club (Deposit Number 8808), Exeter City Football Club (among collection 4110), Exeter Rugby Football Club (Collection ERF) and various local amateur clubs, although in many cases these are only  photographs.  


Photographs

Both the Centre’s archive collections and the Westcountry Studies Library collection (see below) contain a large number of photographs taken in the 1920s.  These can be located via the archive service’s online catalogue and through the South West Heritage Trust local studies catalogue, which covers the local studies collections in both Devon and Somerset, as well as via the subject card index and related catalogues in the public searchroom.


Newspapers

The Centre holds microform copies of many local newspapers which were published during the 1920s, including the Exeter Express and Echo and the Western Times.  However, these and other newspapers can be accessed and searched using index terms via the British Newspaper Archive website (britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk), which is available in the Centre’s searchroom free of charge. 


Maps and Plans

The main cartographic sources held by the Centre are Ordnance Survey 25” to 1 mile and 6” to 1 mile sheets, revised between 1902 and 1905 and again in the 1930s, which can provide valuable evidence in relation to settlement growth and change during the 1920s.


Directories

Published street and trade directories are another useful source of information about many aspects of society in the 1920s.  The Centre holds Kelly’s Directories for the county for 1923 and 1926 (these are stored away from the public searchroom and so need to be requested in advance), and Besley’s Directories of Exeter for 1928 and 1929 (which are on the public searchroom shelves).


Electoral Registers

The Centre holds electoral registers from throughout the 1920s for all areas of the county except Plymouth.


The Westcountry Studies Library Collection

In 2014, the holdings of the Westcountry Studies Library, previously based in central Exeter, were transferred to the Devon Heritage Centre.  This collection contains published books (fiction and non-fiction), newspapers, printed maps, photographs, drawings and paintings.  The collection can be searched via its online catalogue (address below), which also includes references to material held in the North Devon Local Studies collection in Barnstaple and the Somerset Studies collection in Taunton.

http://library-cat.swheritage.org.uk/home


The Dartington Trust Archive

The archives of the Dartington Hall Trust are stored at the Devon Heritage Centre.  The archive can be searched via its online catalogue at:  https://www.dartington.org/about/our-history/archive/.


The Box, Plymouth

Archive and local studies collections for Plymouth and West Devon (formerly held at the Plymouth and West Devon Record Office) are now stored at The Box in central Plymouth.  Collections at The Box include records of parishes in the five Deaneries that comprise the Archdeaconry of Plymouth (with the exception of some parishes in the Deanery of Tavistock) and Nonconformist, family and estate, local government, education and business records for the same areas.


Access to Collections

With the exception of any items which are ‘unfit for production’ because of their physical condition, all the records mentioned above can be viewed at either the Devon Heritage Centre or the North Devon Record Office.  The best way to trace specific records is via the archive service’s online catalogue at https://devon-cat.swheritage.org.uk/ or, for material in the Westcountry Studies Library collection, the combined online local studies catalogue for Devon and Somerset (http://library-cat.swheritage.org.uk/home).  However, the archive service’s online catalogue is a ‘work in progress’ and some relevant records will only be able to be traced via card indexes and hard copy catalogues which are only available in the Devon Heritage Centre and at the North Devon Record Office.


Devon Heritage Centre
Great Moor House
Bittern Road
Exeter
EX2 7NL

01392 888700
devonarchives@swheritage.org.uk
Website: www.swheritage.org.uk/devon-archives
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