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MEMORIES OF the 1952 FLOOD

Although Lynmouth suffered the greatest loss of life and property in the 1952 flood, southern Exmoor also suffered badly, especially the settlements in the Barle and Exe valleys. As many people had no access to radio and news travelled more slowly, people were taken unawares. Those who did not live near the river only gradually learnt what had happened. There were fierce flashes of lightening from a storm towards Exford. Most of the ensuing rain that fell on the Chains went north and west but a lot of water entered the Exe and Barle rivers. The rain started to fall on Friday 14 August and by the early hours of Saturday morning 15 August Lynmouth had been hit and some parts of central Exmoor but only after sunrise did the walls of water reach southern Exmoor. Within 24 hours the river valleys looked like a battleground, three road bridges were destroyed and seven others were badly damaged, several houses were reduced to rubble and the contents of others were ruined. The army was brought in to help clear up and an international appeal for relief brought in funds to compensate for damage.

Ironically it had been a dry year on Exmoor and the Honeymead estate was short of water. An official had come to advise on improving the supply when the rain started. It continued to rain very heavily. At Pitsworthy the stable yard flooded which it had never done before but people went to bed as usual. Only in the morning did they hear that Exford was flooded. The Exford postman brought the mail to the farm and asked if he could sort it in the kitchen as the post office was flooded out. As most Exmoor farms were high up they had less damage.

The Exe

By 10 o clock on Saturday morning the centre of Exford village was swamped. Cottages there were under about eight foot of water. Two men tried to get to the Exmoor Stores but the water came up to their shoulders. The water pressure drove trees and timber through the shop and its back wall. 

The White Horse pub was on the river and very vulnerable. A barman who went out to investigate was forced to take refuge in a tree for two or three hours. The pub was badly damaged. There were twenty horses in the yard, because it was the middle of the hunting season. They were released at the first sign of flooding to fend for themselves otherwise they would have drowned as most of the stables were washed away. They were rounded up unharmed the next day. Ladders from the White Horse were washed out of the yard and later found in trees downriver. 

The pressure of the water that went through the carpenter’s workshop tipped benches on their ends and gouged a large pit out of the dirt floor, which filled with debris from the Crown inn including the bar book. The tools in their racks were undamaged. The water was deep in the Crown and it had to close for months. The barman was said to have stood on the bar all night.

The old blacksmith, who slept down stairs because of arthritis, was found under his ceiling afloat on his mattress, which was wedged on top of other furniture. The house had to be rebuilt and the office was washed away with the account books. People had to remember what they owed. A shoe repair shop and the billiard room at the men’s club were destroyed. Householders were forced upstairs and the water did not go down until about four in the afternoon. The pressure of the water burst locks and the doors and split doorframes. There was thick mud everywhere and after the water had subsided everything had to be sprayed with disinfectant including carpets and furniture. The flood wrecked gardens but ten days later they put on the village the flower show. There was a bit of looting and villagers set up a night patrol taking it in turns to sit in a vehicle and walk around periodically. 

Winsford also suffered and many of the houses there were flooded. The Exe bridge, an old stone arched bridge, was destroyed. The parish records were said to have been badly damaged. Below Winsford there was less damage from the river but police issued a warning for Tiverton. It was said no-one believed it would come and no preparations were made. It was not until midday on Saturday that the wall of water reached Tiverton and the lower houses were flooded out. 

The Barle

The swollen Barle and its tributaries hit Simonsbath late Friday night and washed the top of the bridge away. The road was impassable outside the Exmoor Forest Hotel. Water from Ashcombe had rushed into the hotel, which had rapidly filled with water to the top of the dining room windows. The place was full of guests who were trapped upstairs with no light. Two local men broke the windows to release the water. The floors were covered in debris including beehives and dead poultry. Cars were damaged in the garages and the ground floor of the hotel had to be virtually rebuilt.  At Honeymead the houses had water in the back door and out the front but not as badly as in Simonsbath where the post office flooded and everything was washed away. A butcher from North Molton couldn't get home because the bridge had been washed away at Simonsbath. 

The villagers at Withypool were preparing for their local races at Comers Gate, in Bradley Ham when they heard a terrible noise. Six garages were destroyed and the cars washed into the river.  Alfred Vowles, the photographer, who used to stay at Withypool, had written in one of the garages - snow fell here 17 May 1935, a good fall, 18 inches deep. Most people in the village were affected by the flood, one man at Bradley had a pig washed away.  

At Dulverton that night life went on as usual. It was the night when they opened the Wenvoe transmitting station. The shop next to the surgery in the town had a television in the window. People stopped to look when they came out of the pictures at the Town Hall. There was a flash of lightening, which put the set out, so people went home. The fire brigade was called out to Exford to assist there but many people remained unaware of the flood until the early hours of Saturday morning. A fifteen-foot high wall of water full of trees hit Dulverton bridge and the surging waters raged up Bridge Street where a plaque marks the highest point of the flood. There were boys on the bridge who had to run for their lives. Men roped themselves together to reach people who were trapped. Several people made holes in their roofs to escape. Many lost the contents of their homes and businesses.

At Pixton Park news only arrived late Saturday morning when workmen from Tiverton arrived three hours late because of trees across the road and floods. They also said Dulverton was in a bad way. One of the staff went to a house by the Barle and found the water up to the electric light switches. The occupants had climbed out of the bedroom window, on to the roof at the back of the adjoining house. They got down a ladder, which was stored on the roof, and were up to their waists in water. They were taken in at another cottage.

One man drove into Dulverton and found a great deal of damage and many sightseers despite the danger. A large tree across the river by the bridge had acted as a dam and turned the water to either side. Two cottages had been washed away on the west bank and other buildings were damaged. The streets were full of debris.

On Sunday people went sightseeing at Exebridge, hundreds of cars were said to have descended on the area. The army was brought in from Yeovil and for a couple of weeks soldiers were camped at Brushford helping to clear the debris especially trees and boulders.
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