REVIEW MEETING, WEB REPORT, TONY BEARD (OCT 2010)
THE day’s business at the Annual Review Meeting done, members of the Senior Council were treated to an afternoon talk full of Devonshire wit and wisdom.

Tony Beard – the ‘Wag from Widecombe’, BBC Radio Devon broadcaster and all-round Devon character – entertained his audience with a series of humorous and shrewd anecdotes on the importance of community, both in the ‘old days’ and today. 

He welcomed the work of the Senior Council, saying that it existed to further and nurture the sense of community that he had always found in Widecombe-in-the-Moor.

‘I’ve lived all my life in Widecombe, so far, and I hope I’ve a while longer!’ he said. ‘When I was the village milkman I provided a community service, delivering 400 pints over 17 miles. 
‘I used to collect old people’s pension books and their money – you couldn’t do that nowadays. I would notice whether someone was poorly – I did everything but deliver the baby!

‘When electricity came to Widecombe, I ended up changing light bulbs in bedrooms, and mending vacuum cleaners and the like.

‘Mind you, it was dangerous work sometimes, like the time when the old lady turned the gas cooker on in her kitchen and went upstairs without lighting the rings. I showed up, and she came down with the matches, saying, “Oh there you are, could you light the cooker for me, please!”.’  

Tony pointed out that community spirit was not always extended to the people of the next town or village, like during the Second World War when a resident of Moretonhampstead was supposed to have painted the top of the town’s gasometer with an large arrow labelled ‘Chagford – 3 miles that way!’.
 ‘It was great for the German bombers!’ chuckled Tony.
He wondered what would happen to their way of life when he and his wife could no longer drive. Neighbours and friends could only be relied on for so long, so people must support rural transport, village shops and post offices. 
‘Widecombe lost its post office, but thanks to a small grant from Devon County Council we now have an outreach shop in the local cafe, which is wonderful,’ said Tony. ‘I’ve always had my pension paid though the post office, and we have to help them keep their heads above water. It’s so very, very important. 

‘My parents didn’t have much money but they gave me their time. I remember when I was a boy I found a flint arrowhead on the farm and took it to our neighbour Herman French, who knew about these things.

‘He said I had a 4,000-year-old object in my possession, and since then I’ve been fascinated by the history of the parish and try to pass that on.’
Tony said that he liked people to handle items in his collection, and that the collection would stay with the farm, even if his sons or grandchildren sold it on. The older age group must encourage youngsters to be interested
‘We’ve got a school at Widecombe but to get the children anywhere we have to hire a coach to see the Royal Albert Museum in Exeter or Kents Cavern in Torquay, so the trustees of our very own educational charity in the village help to pay the costs,’ he said. ‘Our local history group started at the suggestion of the parish council chairman, and we now have regular meetings with 50 to 60 people attending.

‘I was president of the Devonshire Association in 2008–2009, a truly wonderful organisation founded in 1862 for the study of Devon history, dialect, legends, natural history and so on. It’s an organisation to which you can contribute, and it publishes a report and transactions each year.’
Tony rounded off his talk with an appeal to keep the Devonshire accent and dialect alive, illustrating his point by reciting in his unmistakeable tones a special Devonshire alphabet, from ‘A’ is for ‘apple as red as a rose’ to ‘Z’ is for ‘zummer when the countryside is grand’. 
