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The development of the myth of Kitty Jay around the end of the nineteenth century and
the start of the twentieth century points to a growing concern with Dartmoor’s human
inhabitants.This is seen as a counterbalance for an over-reaction to the excesses of the
Dartmoor improvers such as can be found in the writing of W.F. Collier, who advocated
the preservation of a Dartmoor empty of everything except Nature. The improvers –
particularly Thomas Tyrwhitt who established Princetown in the early nineteeth century
– at first received the approbation of literary figures in Devon, but later their activities
were disapproved of by Samuel Rowe because of the impact on antiquarian relics. Rowe
and Collier mainly leave out the contemporary human inhabitants in their ideas of how
Dartmoor should be. John Trevena suggests a more political angle on the authorities’
treatment of Dartmoor’s inhabitants.

INTRODUCTION
The roadside mound near Hound Tor known as Jay’s Grave, and the
legend of Kitty Jay attached to it, represent probably the most popular piece of Dartmoor folklore in modern times. Yet the origins of
both are far from clear and the facts, such as they can be established,
are not often assembled. Kitty Jay’s fame is largely a twentieth-century phenomenon; she is not mentioned in Samuel Rowe’s Perambulation or Sabine Baring Gould’s Book of Dartmoor, two of the
best-known Victorian antiquarian volumes on Dartmoor. I intend to
contrast the intense human interest reflected by the development of
this myth towards the end of nineteenth century, with the writing of
W.F. Collier and his influential view that Dartmoor should be left to
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‘Nature’. Ironically Kitty Jay, in so far as she was a historical character, appears to have lived and died in the era of the Dartmoor ‘improvers’ who held a diametrically opposite, but perhaps equally controlling,
view of Dartmoor to the one expressed by Collier. The myth of Kitty
Jay stands as a symbol of the human amidst increasingly complicated
theories on the construct of Dartmoor and whether and how it should
be managed.

THE DISCOVERY OF JAY’S GRAVE: 1851-1916
I begin with the history of Jay’s Grave. The earliest account I have
been able to trace appears in the North Devon Journal (page 5) for
the 23rd January 1851:
‘In the parish of Manaton, near Widdecombe on the moor
while some men in the employ of James Bryant, Esq., of Prospect, at his seat, Hedge Barton, were removing some accumulations of way soil, a few days since, they discovered what
appeared to be a grave. On further investigation, they found
the skeleton of a body, which proved from enquiry to be the
remains of Ann Jay, a woman who hung herself some three
generations since in a barn at a place called Forder, and was
buried at Four Cross Lane, according to the custom of that
enlightened age’.1
Robert Dymond’s ‘Things Old and New Concerning the Parish of
Widecombe-in-the Moor and its Neighbourhood’, published in 1876,
describes the grave as being that of an old woman called ‘Kay’:
‘A simple mound and unwrought headstone by the roadside
marks the site of a more modern grave. A poor old woman,
called Kay, having hung herself, was laid here under cross
roads without the rites of Christian burial’.2
In 1881 the poet F.B. Doveton, writing in the Western Daily Mercury
on 10th October, requested information about ‘Jay’s Grave’.3 In reply
P.F.S. Amery corrected the name to ‘Betty Kay’, possibly influenced by
Dymond:
‘The grave is known as Betty Kay’s, and about twenty years
ago, the late Mr James Bryant, the owner of the property,
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opened the little mound to verify the local tradition, and discovered the bones, which he placed in a coffin, and reinterred
in the same grave with a head and foot stone properly set
up’.4
Eventually, on 3rd December 1882, in the Western Daily Mercury,
Doveton published a poem called The Suicide’s Grave.5 J.L.W. Page,
in his book Exploration of Dartmoor (published in 1889), refers to
‘Kay’s Grave’, but again may have been relying on Dymond, to
whom he refers.6 In the same year, however, John Sparrow gave an
eyewitness account of the exhumation, examination and reburial to
which Crossing refers in his Guide to Dartmoor (1909).7 Contrary
to the impression given by Crossing, Sparrow makes it clear that the
exhumation happened by accident when workmen were widening
the road, and was not carried out by the owner of Hedge Barton.
The remains were identified as those of a very young woman or even
a girl child, as the skull had not entirely sutured. He gives the name
as ‘Betsy Jay’, a young woman ‘who had lived in a small cottage (Fig.
1) on Forder Estate, the property of Mr W. Nosworthy, and had
committed suicide in a barn (Fig. 2) belonging to the farm adjoining
the Chagford road.’ He states that her death was thought to have
occurred 60 or 70 years before the exhumation in 1851; i.e., roughly
1780–1790.8 In 1901 W.H. Thornton, rector of North Bovey, writing in Devon Notes and Queries, requested information about ‘Jay’s
Grave’:
‘What were the circumstances which attended the death of the
poor girl who occupies, or occupied, Jay’s grave, at the point
where the Heatree Common lane joins the Chagford and Ashburton road? Local tradition declares that she was a maidservant at Manaton Ford farmhouse, and that she hanged herself,
and was buried at night on the down above the house. It is also
asserted that the grave has been opened and no remains found.
They had either been previously removed by friends, or the
burial must have taken place long ago. The grave is still distinct, and the mound of earth over it is decently kept. Can
anyone assign a date to the tragedy?’9
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Figure 1. Ford Farm, where Jay is said to have worked as an apprentice.

Figure 2. Canna Barn, where Jay is said to have died.
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Amery responded in the next edition of the same magazine:
‘A workman of mine, aged 74, informs us that about forty
years ago... he was in the employ of Mr. James Bryant, of
Hedge Barton, Manaton, when he remembers Jay’s Grave
being opened, in which a young unmarried woman who had
hung herself in Cannon Farm outbuildings, which is situated
between Forder and Torhill, was said to have been buried, but
no one then living at Manaton could remember the occurrence. The grave was opened by order of Mr. James Bryant in
the presence of his son-in-law, Mr. J. W. Sparrow, M.R.C.S.
Bones were found, examined, and declared to be those of a
female. The skull was taken to Hedge Barton, but was afterwards placed with the bones in a box and re-interred in the old
grave, a small mound raised with head and foot stones erected
at either end. Such is the present appearance of the grave’.10
The first widely circulated reference to Jay in print – and the first
mention of her first name as Kitty – comes in the first edition of William Crossing’s Guide to Dartmoor published in 1912. Crossing
writes:
‘The road we now follow skirts Swine Down, the enclosures of
Hedge Barton being on the left. About 3/4 m. from the gate a
path runs off L. between the estate named Heytree and here we
shall notice a small mound with a head and footstone. It is the
burial place of a suicide, and is known as Jay’s Grave. Kitty
Jay, as she used to be spoken of, is said to have been a young
unmarried woman, who many years ago hung herself in an
outbuilding belonging to Canna, a farm not far from the foot
of East Down, and in accordance with the barbarous custom
of the time was interred at this cross-way. More than 40 years
ago Mr James Bryant, of Hedge Barton, caused the grave to be
opened, when human bones, including a skull, were discovered, and declared on examination to be those of a female. The
date of the unfortunate woman’s death is unknown, as no-one
then remembers the occurrence. Mr Bryant had the bones
placed in a box and re-interred on the spot where they were
found, and raised the stones on the point that now marks it’.11
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Since Crossing, following Amery, states that no-one could remember
the occurrence of Kitty Jay’s burial when the exhumation took place
in 1851, Jay’s death is likely to have been, as the report of 1851 indicates, three generations (60 to 90 years) beforehand – which is close
enough to the range given by Sparrow to offer some corroboration,
though an earlier date seems possible.
In Crossing’s version there is no indication that she was an orphan,
or came from the poorhouse, or worked at Ford Farm (Fig. 1), all
features of later printed versions of the story. Canna had become part
of Ford by the time of the 1843 Tithe Commutation, but was presumably at an earlier time a separate farm, and may have been so in the
late eighteenth century. Finally, and most significantly, there is no
indication from Crossing that she killed herself because she was pregnant, another feature of later versions. On the contrary, Crossing specifically states in an article called Haunted Places and Apparations
published in The Western Weekly Mercury Illustrated in 1914 that
‘what drove Kitty Jay to the act of self-destruction is unknown.’12
In 1906 the second edition of the Ordnance Survey 6" map had the
label ‘Jane’s Grave’. This was replaced in the next edition by ‘Jay’,
possibly at the instigation (see below) of Olive Katharine Parr writing
under her pen-name Beatrice Chase, who in chapter VI of her
book The Heart of the Moor published in 1914 gives the name as
Mary Jay, via the words of her ‘fictional’ character Granny Caunter:
‘J’s grave tis called… Mary Jay was the poor maid’s name. I
heard my mother tell of it, when I was a li’l maid. It happened
when her was a li’l maid herself. Her could just mind hearing
tell of it… Her was an orphan from the workhouse, ‘prenticed
to Barracott Farm between Manaton and Heatree. One day,
when her was quite young, her tooked a rope and went to the
barn there on the Manaton Road, and hanged herself from a
beam. Her was quite dead when the farmer found her..[(Beatrice Chase asks: Why did she do it?] Us don’t rightly know…
No one won’t ever know more than what us thinks, you understand…[Beatrice Chase: And what do you think?]… Us reckoned ‘twas the same old story, miss—a young man, who wadn’t
no gude to her, poor maid.’13
Here is the first suggestion in print we have of the theme of desertion,
which was to become central in later versions. Here too are the first
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dated mentions in print of Jay being an orphan from the workhouse
and of her apprenticeship to a farm, both of which have become generally accepted as part of the story. But here as well are the familiar
indications that no one knows the heart of the story, almost as a
license for invention. In the next chapter Chase has another of her
characters, Thirza, bring flowers to the grave, again something that
developed into a vital element of the myth. It should be recorded
however that Beatrice Chase, though not always the most reliable of
sources, gave an account in an unidentified local newspaper article
(but perhaps from The Western Morning News on 3rd March 1934)
entitled ‘To the Memory of Mary Jay’ shown to me by Elisabeth
Greeves, which lays out in Chase’s own words looking back twenty
years the research that went into the story she tells in The Heart of the
Moor:
‘By great good fortune and very long research, I have been able
to trace the true history, which is as follows. Mary Jay was a
poor little Workhouse apprentice who was hired out by the
parish to a farmer living at Barracott Farm, near Manaton.
One sad day she took a rope, went to a big barn belonging to
Ford Farm near by, and hanged herself. The poor little body
was buried at the roadside near Swallerton, and there apparently was the end of the tragic story. Some 80 years ago two
workmen digging at the spot came upon bones almost at the
surface. Hedgebarton near by was then owned by Mr. Bryant,
and the workmen informed him of the discovery. A doctor
friend who was staying in the house at the time examined the
bones and found them to be human and female. Mr Bryant
then had the present rough grave made and the granite stone
erected to preserve the remains from further disturbance. This
tale was told to me and also to the present owner of Heatree
by the old man who found the bones. I inquired among the
oldest inhabitants but no one could throw any light on the
original history till old “Granny” Caunter remembered being
told the tale by her mother when Granny was a child of ten or
twelve. I was then able to see an old parish register, in which
the names of the apprentices were recorded and the evidence in
this is quite conclusive. The entries begin at 1802 and continue
till 1840. Mary Jay was among them and each name has
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against it the name of the Master of the workhouse, the witnesses in the deed, the overseer and the assenting magistrate.
There has recently been a revival of public interest in the story,
resulting in some newspaper correspondence, and one letter
sent to me was from a Mr. Robert Nosworthy, whose father
was born at Ford Farm exactly one hundred years ago. Mr
Nosworthy states that his father always spoke of the poor girl
as Mary Jay. His great aunt, a generation further back again,
did the same. By request I wrote to the Director-General of
Ordnance headquarters, asking if the grave could possibly be
included in the one-inch new edition of the map, as Stephen’s
Grave at Peter Tavy is in the one inch and is not nearly as
important as Jay’s grave. The Director-General replied saying
he could manage it if only amongst us we could decide what
the correct name really was, and that in the original maps it
was Jay, but at the request of the late Mr. John Kitson of
Heatree it had been altered to Jane. I wrote to the present
owner who sent me a reply saying he much preferred Jay and
did not till then know that a relative of his had had the name
altered. For which alteration no authority could be found. I
sent on this letter and have just received a reply stating that the
grave will be entered on the next edition of the one-inch Ordnance map of the district’.14
Unfortunately, as far as anyone knows, the parish register she refers
to both here and in The Heart of the Moor has never come to light.
John Galsworthy, the Nobel-prize winning author who lived for
twenty years at Manaton, published a short story, The Apple Tree, in
1916 which appears to be based on the Jay legend. In it he calls his
heroine Megan David, which might suggest that he thought of Jay as
Mary, since they share the same first letter. Possibly he was influenced
by Beatrice Chase, whom he very likely came across while they both
lived on Dartmoor. This is the premise of MED Theatre’s play Chasing Kitty Jay (2014).15 The main conclusion that can be drawn from
all of the above is that very little seems to be known about Jay in the
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, in spite of some persistent attempts to find out. As Beatrice Chase’s article suggests, there is
almost no agreement about the name. Was it Kay, Jay or Jane? And
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were these surnames or first names used as surnames? If they were
surnames, was her first name Ann, Betty, Betsy, Mary or Kitty? On the
face of it, Crossing’s ‘Kitty’ seems less likely than Ann or perhaps
Betsy.

KITTY JAY: THE FULL-BLOWN MYTH
All the oral versions of the legend I heard while growing up at Ford
Farm (Fig. 1) in the parish of Manaton during the 1960s and 1970s
suggested that Jay (always used as if it was her Christian name, rather
than Kitty) killed herself because she was pregnant. In one version she
was pregnant by the local squire or his son, in another by a farm
labourer. According to one version she hanged herself in the linhay
now belonging to Torhill Farm just on the south side of the Manaton
road. In yet another version she was originally buried beside a lane
which runs south from the road some thirty yards east of the entrance
to Canna – a sort of dog-legged cross-roads. She was then disinterred
and re-buried at the place now known as Jay’s Grave, a cross-roads in
no-man’s land on the boundary between Manaton and Widecombe
parishes. This version was told to my mother Jane Beeson by Jim Ash,
the stockman at Ford Farm, in 1959, and later passed on to me.16
Given that Crossing had no knowledge of any of this, we must
conclude that either he did not spend very much time listening to local
storytellers in Manaton, or the stories were made up after he wrote.
Galsworthy knew Manaton well when he wrote The Apple Tree, since
he lived there. Though it owes something to the first part of Goethe’s
Faust, to Thomas Hardy’s Tess of the D’Urbervilles, and to events in
Galsworthy’s own emotional life at the time, The Apple Tree is
undoubtedly principally inspired by the Kitty Jay legend, and set at a
farm close to Cripdon Down, a fictional amalgam of Ford and Wingstone farms (Galsworthy lived at Wingstone, which has an orchard).
In this version, the girl drowns herself when deserted by her lover but
there is no suggestion that she is pregnant. The story is told as a flashback – long-married couple Frank and Stella on holiday are having a
picnic near Hound Tor when Frank notices a mound by the side of the
road which brings back his past. As a student just down from Oxford
twenty-six years earlier, he had come to this part of the country on a
walking tor, sprained his ankle, and been looked after at a nearby
farm by the Welsh niece of the farmer, Megan. They had fallen in love,
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plighted their troth during a passionate encounter in the apple
orchard, and were planning to elope to London together, when on a
trip to buy Megan clothes in Torquay, Frank bumped into an old
school friend and his sister Stella. Before long Frank was smitten with
Stella, someone of his own class, and never returned to the farm where
Megan was left waiting for him. He never even wrote to her. Bereft,
Megan pined away, and eventually drowned herself in the pool in the
orchard where she and Frank first kissed. Frank listens with deep
regret as a passer by explains that the mound is the grave of Megan,
who has been buried at a cross-roads according to an outdated tradition, because as the local says ‘Us ’ad a Parson as was very God-fearing then.’17
Are the many elements of the Jay myth that do not appear in the
nineteenth century versions simply later embellishments? It is just
possible that local oral tradition has preserved memories which go
back two hundred or more years. The version in which she was first
buried in the lane opposite Canna seems too particular, and not helpful enough to a good story, to be a story-teller’s embellishment. If this
is so, then some other elements may also represent memories handed
down rather than modern embellishments. In one version, referred to
by Margaret Calloway in her volume of poems Kitty Jay (1980), the
girl was buried with a stake through her heart, suggesting that she
was regarded as likely to wander after death, possibly as a vampire.
This would fit with a disinterment from Canna Lane. If the parish
authorities found that when they dug her up she had blood around
her mouth and on her teeth, as can happen with tuberculosis, they
might have wanted to re-bury her as a vampire as far away as they
could on the boundary of the parish. Sleddzik and Bellantoni (1994)
provide evidence of the role of turberculosis in generating belief in
vampires.18
With Galsworthy and Chase, two writers, the story begins to be
filled out and shaped. Here for the first time we come across unhappy
love as the motive for suicide, over sixty years after Jay was first mentioned in print. As well as his story The Apple Tree, Galsworthy wrote
two poems on the subject which are placed side by side in his Collected Poems (1934) – Counting the Stars and The Moor Grave – the
first an account of a lovers’ tryst in an apple orchard exactly like that
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which occurs in the short story, the second clearly a description of
Jay’s Grave:
‘I lie out here under a heather sod,
A moor-stone at my head; the moor winds play above.
I lie out here.…The graveyard of their God
Was not for desperate me who died for love!
I lie out here under the sun and moon;
Across me ponies stride, and curlews cry.
I have no tombstone screed—no: “Soon
To glory shall she rise!” But peace have I!’ 19
It was not until 1965, in Ruth St. Leger Gordan’s Witchcraft and
Folklore of Dartmoor, that we were given in print the full version of
the story – including her name as Kitty Jay, her beginnings as an
orphan in the Newton Abbot poorhouse, her apprenticeship at Ford
Farm (Fig. 1), and her pregnancy leading to her suicide by hanging in
Canna Barn (Fig. 2) – as it is generally current today.20 In 1973 Lois
Deacon turned this story into a novel called An Angel from your
Door, calling her heroine both Mary and Kitty Jay. 21 Other more
recent variants in print suggest that Jay hanged herself from the fireplace lintel still visible in what used to be a cottage in Canna barn
(Eric Hemery)22, or that she drowned herself in a shallow pool (John
Pegg)23.
Jay’s Grave’s modern reputation for being haunted is perhaps
vaguely bound up with the tradition of flowers placed on the grave by
an unknown hand. The earliest evidence for this tradition comes in
Galsworthy’s story The Apple Tree, where the local interlocuter states:
‘There’s always a flower on this grave.’ Beatrice Chase, who lived
nearby at Venton, Widecombe, is thought to have begun the practice,
and other identifiable (according to local hearsay) hands have carried
it on. The oldest evidence I can find for belief in some kind of actual
haunting comes from James Skerret, whose parents lived at Cripdon,
opposite Ford Farm, just before the Second World War. In a letter
written to my mother, Jane Beeson, in 1986, he recalled that among
his father’s memories was the following:
‘Mrs Harvey, who lived at 2 Ford Gate Cottage, told of Jane
Jay’s burial in way (sic) soil – council employees widening the
road – the skull rolled out against his leg – killed him.’
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James Skerret adds, ‘Owes something to folklore I feel.’24
Two other instances of haunting have come to my attention. First,
Jane Beeson recorded on video in 2004 (for MED Theatre’s Myth
project)25 a story which took place in aftermath of the Hippy Love-in
held on Haytor one summer evening in 1968. According to this interview, late on that evening a local farm worker and his girlfriend were
driving past Jay’s Grave when they both saw something by the side of
the road that terrified them, a figure in a long cloak without a face. A
written version of the account Beeson gives in this video interview
occurs almost verbatim in her short story The Maid. The Maid has
factual elements interwoven into a ghost story in such a way that it is
not possible to disentangle oral history or actual experience from fiction with any degree of confidence. As far as I know, my mother never
encountered the ‘ghost’ of Kitty Jay in the manner suggested in The
Maid. The final two pages of this story, however, can be argued to be
factual recollection in the light of what Beeson says in her later video
interview. I believe she did go and attempt to interview the couple as
part of her research (she studied as a mature student at the University
of Exeter), and as recorded in The Maid, she found they had been so
traumatised by the experience that they refused to speak about it.
‘He was in his garage, she was in the house when I arrived at
their back gate. I asked if he could spare me a few minutes and
he willingly agreed, wiping his oily hands off in a rag. But
when I mentioned what I had come about, his face changed.
No he didn’t want to talk about it, he’d forgotten it. Would his
wife consider seeing me, I asked. He looked angry but went to
ask her. He was gone some time and I began to think he was
never coming back, but at last he reappeared looking even
more hostile. No, she wouldn’t talk, she wouldn’t even see
me… I apologised for my intrusion, turned to go. I had all but
reached the gate when he caught up with me, and said it had
scared them both so much they were frightened if they talked
about it, ‘it’ might come after them, follow them’.26
The second instance is recorded by Colin Wilson in his book Poltergeist: A Study in Destructive Haunting and involves the case of a
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young woman who believed that she was the re-incarnation of Kitty
Jay. Wilson writes:
‘In 1978 a Liverpool hypnotist named Joe Keeton was studying ‘hypnotic regression’ – the tendency of some people under
hypnosis to recall previous existences. Under hypnosis a young
nurse Pauline McKay asserted that she was a girl called Kitty
Jay, who had committed suicide near Chagford in Devon. Joe
Keeton made enquiries through librarians in the west country
and was startled to discover that Kitty Jay was a real person’.27
It is clear that the simple power of the Kitty Jay myth has lasted into
the modern era in a particularly gripping fashion for various different
sorts of people.

THE EARTHLY PARADISE AND PARADISE LOST –
NATURE AND IMPROVEMENT
In 1876, W.F. Collier delivered a paper to a meeting of the Devonshire
Association in Ashburton, entitled simply ‘Dartmoor’. This put forward an opposite view of human interest on Dartmoor: in short W.F.
Collier argued that Dartmoor should be promoted as a pristine natural wilderness without any quarter being shown to human exploitation except perhaps recreation.
‘It is Dartmoor in the state of nature that I admire: the rivers,
streams and brooks clear as the clearest crystal; the far and
wide space as if fresh from Nature’s workshop, with no straight
lines, no geometrical angles, and not a square suggested.
Nature in her glory, free from science, free from art, free from
economy and utility, free from geology, archaeology, and every
human device for making her other than what she is’. 28
Collier was the son of a Plymouth merchant who had been at some
time a Member of Parliament for the town. He himself was much
involved with Plymouth as a young man; his obituary lists associations with the Plymouth Chamber of Commerce, Cattewater Harbour Commissioners, Sutton Harbour Improvement Company,
Plymouth College, the Plymouth High Schools for Boys and for Girls,
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and the Plymouth Branch of the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty
to Children. He lived the later part of his life at Woodtown in the parish of Sampford Spiney on the borders of Dartmoor. He was associated with the Society for Prevention of Cruelty to Animals, while at
the same time being described as a prominent member of the Dartmoor Hunt. His obituary adds that ‘the Dartmoor Preservation Association owed much to his energy.’29 What is striking is the obvious
humanity and philanthropy in his attitude towards the urban centre
of Plymouth, and the seeming lack of these qualities when he looked
the other way towards Dartmoor. Collier’s writing is distinguished by
a propensity for extreme views and emotional language which could
be said to have had a deep influence on Dartmoor debate ever since.
Here is an example of his emotive style with its sweeping statements
from his 1894 paper Dartmoor for Devonshire:
‘The value of mineral rights is usually over-estimated. Everyone in the West of England seems to be haunted with the idea
that there must be untold wealth between him and the centre
of the earth – an idea that has led to the ruin of many a sanguine soul. The mineral rights are doubtless very ancient, and
we hear of tin-streamers in pre-historic times, around whom a
halo of romance has been cast by antiquarian enthusiasts. It
may be safely said, all the opinions of mining persons notwithstanding, that there are no metals on Dartmoor worth mining
for. Mines have been worked over and over again, time out of
mind, but to find anyone who had ever received a dividend
would be the despair of the most industrious investigator into
historic facts.’30
Or again, from the same paper :
‘Many wise men – and I wish that sort of wisdom were a little
less rare – have done their utmost to place some selected wild
and beautiful parts of England under the protection of the law,
that no selfish marauder may enclose them, no ugly noisy railway go through them, and no destroyer disturb the growth of
plants, which ignorant and sordid persons are pleased to call
weeds. All flowers, except a few, are weeds to some uncultured
minds; as all animals, except a few, are vermin to those modern
enemies of nature known to society as gamekeepers. The most
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important examples of these wild and beautiful parts of England, preserved for the good of us all, are the New Forest,
Epping Forest, and Dean Forest; and I wish most earnestly to
add Dartmoor to that glorious list of earthly paradises.’31
Only fifty or so years had passed since Thomas Tyrwhitt, in a submission to the Plymouth Chamber of Commerce in support of his proposal to open a tramway to Princetown, was arguing for Dartmoor to
be colonised on the model of the Canadian prairies.32 At that time W.
Burt’s view of the wildlife on Dartmoor, as recorded in his notes to
N.T. Carrington’s poem Dartmoor (1826) was matter of fact, entirely
devoid of the emotional attachment evident in Collier’s paper:
‘The day is long and happily past when in the merciless operation of the forest laws the hills, vales and tors of Dartmoor
were a nursery for different ferocious beasts, in comparison
with which the life of man was nothing worth. The universal
tradition of the Moor is, that it was so infested… (Polwhele)
states that in the parishes of Manaton, Kingsteignton and
Teigngrace are many old tinworks which the inhabitants attribute to that period when wolves and winged serpents were no
strangers to the hills of the valley; and he alludes to the same
tradition in another place. In fact there is no ground for denying the former existence of wild beasts on Dartmoor. Under
the forest laws they so multiplied everywhere as become the
curses of the people.’33
Somewhat more usefully to the modern reader, but still very cursorily,
Burt records that the marten could still be seen in woods near Lydford, that the hare was plentiful, that the badger had its retreats in the
parishes around Hound Tor, but that the otter seemed to be limited to
the river Dart. His almost medieval tone is surprising, given that Gilbert White had published The Natural History and Antiquities of Selborne in 178934, but perhaps can be explained in part by the context
of talk about colonisation, and the idea of bringing civilisation where
there had previously only been savagery, which was need to justify the
improvers’ endeavours. But perhaps also it is evidence of a certain
cultural isolation that had developed in Devon.
Tyrwhitt himself had strong links to the centre of British politics.
Brought up in Essex, as a young man he was appointed as private
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secretary to the future George IV35, and maintained a friendship with
George for the rest of his life. But Tyrrhwitt was a doer not a thinker.
His Herculean ambition and the Herculean task he faced on Dartmoor are well illustrated by an entry in Silvester Treleaven’s Moretonhampstead diary entry for 31st March 1799:
‘Sun. March 31st. Sharp freezing. About noon Thomas Tyrwhitt Esqr. arrived at the White Hart Inn, in this town, he came
from Tor Royal, dined, and set off for Exeter. On the door of
his carriage was the figure of Hercules holding his club as if
going to strike, and the following motto over it: “Me Slante
Verebunt”. This day a man was frozen to death near Mr Tyrwhitt’s Lodge on Dartmoor; he was a native of Chagford, had
been discharged from a Man of War and was returning home
to his family.’36
In 1811 the editors of Tristram Risdon’s Survey of the County of
Devon approved the heyday of the Dartmoor improvers in these
terms:
‘The ancient privileges of the Venville tenants are now circumscribed by the enclosures on the Forest, which have taken place
since the rage for cultivating the moor has sprung up. A more
desirable undertaking, in a public point of view, could hardly
suggest itself; and when the eye surveys such a vast range of
mountains rising out of tractless morasses, situate in the very
centre of the most fertile lands in the kingdom, the mind rapidly draws a pleasing picture of what the hand of improvement
may in such a case accomplish. It must be confessed, however,
that though much has been attempted, but little has yet been
effectually performed.’37
Both Richard Polwhele and Noel Carrington, reactionary thinkers on
other matters, wrote poetry extolling the scientific enterprise of the
improvers. Polwhele is cited by Burt in his notes to Carrington’s Dartmoor (1826). Burt introduces Polwhele’s lines with a paragraph of his
own on the virtues of improvement:
‘In the wastes surrounding the Moor, barrenness is gradually
disappearing and softening into verdure and fertility. By judicious measures sterility might be wholly banished, excepting
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where the peat earth lies immediately on the granite rock. The
soil of the neighbouring vales is of superior quality, and consists of rich friable loams; and even on the Moor itself are
spots forming oases, as it were, in a desert, and highly susceptible of useful conversion. So far indeed has improvement
proceeded, that the Rev. Mr Polwhele, in his poetical sketch of
Dartmoor and its neighbourhood, now in MS, introduces the
Genius of Civilization as being addressed by the Forest Fiend
in the following beautiful lines…:
“The forest fiend, that smote his burning breast,
Shook his pyritic robe, and rear’d his crest”
“Say, what art thou? Who , who usurp the throne
Fixed on a base of adamant mine own?
Who breaks upon my sacred solitude?
Who dares amidst the eternal tors intrude,
That rose, ere yet its course yon orb had run,
And scorn’d, tho all around adored – a sun?
Who mingles with my storm the warbling lyre,
Where the first thunder stream’d its forked fire?
To chase my rigours is thy feebler aim –
My crown – the hailstone – and my sceptre – flame?
With genial love th’undying war to wage,
I rule these realms and ruled from age to age!
For me, my sallows that stagnation feeds,
My paly heath flowers and my bristling reeds,
Alike obsequious to my smiles or frowns
A breeze scarce fosters, ere a blast embrowns!
For me, in fogs that drench, in winds that parch,
Sterility pursues my withering march!
In sulphur from the welkin I descend
And melt the mountains, or asunder rend,
Whole woods o’erwhelm, or (half to daylight lent)
Shew their bold tops a fearful monument;
Charge with keen fate the arrowy gales that blanch
The stony root, the trunk, the sapless branch;
The snow storm, rapid, o’er the desert urge,
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Hang on each river, and arrest the surge,
Bind the deep roaring of the brooks in ice
And chain up all the dizzy precipice.”’38
To which Burt adds as a postscript: ‘May these lines be prophetic of
enlarged improvements!’
Carrington’s passage is superficially even more startling in its positivity:
‘The civic wreath,
“Tyrwhitt is thine, distinguish’d mid the band
Of British patriots, glowing with the love
Of country and of man. The noble thought
Was thine, to rescue from the withering hand
Of Desolation, the vast waste; so long
“A proverb and a bye-word” in this isle
Of beauty, - this famed isle, - her children’s boast
And envy of the nations! Nor in vain
Th’attempt, for Enterprise and Science, led
By thee, their mighty energies combine
Auspicious. Lo, along the iron-way
The rocks gigantic slide! The peasant views
Amazed, the masses of the wild moor move
Swift to the destined port. The busy pier
Groans ‘neath the granite spoils; the future pile
Is there, the portal vast – the column tall –
The tower – the temple – and the mighty arch
That yet shall span the torrent. See the sail
Of Commerce flutters near,’ till patient skill
And dauntless toil prepare the polished cubes
Immense, that soon shall form the proudest domes
Of yonder proud metropolis!”
‘The muse
‘Awakes a sanguine strain; on Fancy’s gaze
Delicious visons rise! “The wilderness,”
No longer rock-strew’d, “blossoms as the rose.”
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A thousand cots, fair sprinkled o’er the sward,
Where the old desert howl’d. delight the eye; The smoke upcurls between the trees; the fields,
High cultured, spread around; - the flow’r –fringed streams
Melodious roll; the merry woodland wakes
Its varied lay enchanting; - while the voice
Of man is heard amid the general burst
Of soul-inspiring sounds. And why should doubt
Dispel these fond imaginings, and blast
The fair prospective? Yet the happy hour
May come – nor distant –when the conq’ring swain
Shall furrow the long-slumb’ring soil, and where
Frowns Desolation, bid the cheerful grass
Wave in the upland gale, and harvests bless
The renovated waste. Achievements these,
O nobler far than gloriously to win
A blood-stain’d realm, though ravish’d, inch by inch,
From a stern sullen foe. And in this day,
When wide the sun of Science flings its beams,
And wealth her liberal fertilizing showers
Diffuses; and undaunted Industry,
All nerve, but waits, impell’d by them, to work
Such wonders as in days long flown and dark
Had miracles been deem’d; shalt thou – alone –
Dartmoor – in this fair land, where all beside
Is life and beauty – sleep the sleep of death,
And shame the map of England?’39
The same poems, however, evince in their different ways undercurrents of doubt similar to that expressed by Risdon’s editors. The
building of the War Depot at Princetown, which later became Dartmoor Prison, remains Tywhitt’s iconic achievement, and without it
Princetown may well not have become a settlement at all. Yet the
prison was essentially a by-product of Tyrwhitt’s agricultural ambition to cultivate the high moor. Such ambition cut right across the
ancient pastoral traditions of transhumance that had existed on Dartmoor time out of mind. And eventually it failed. But against Tyrwhitt’s
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insensitivity to the intricacies of local land use should be set his stated
philanthropic concern – more typical of the coming Victorian era – to
provide employment and alleviate poverty. There is nothing of this
sentiment in Collier’s late Victorian Devonshire Association papers.
Even if we see his views as a delayed reaction to the excesses of the
improvers, his quest for the sublime in nature might have come
straight out of the eighteenth century, akin to the emotion evinced by
the landscape paintings of Richard Wilson, before the poet William
Wordsworth altered the cultural climate by transforming the ‘appetite’ for nature into an appreciation of ‘the still sad music of humanity’ among the rural poor.40 This change in Wordsworth’s own
psychological development is described in his poem ‘Lines Written
Above Tintern Abbey’41, but spreads its influence through British
intellectual circles via the publication of Lyrical Ballads with Coleridge
in 1798,42 and his own long poem The Excursion in 1814.43 Such
cultural change did not seem to have extended, however, to the men
and women who wrote about Dartmoor during the nineteenth century. Anna Eliza Bray, who communicated with the Lake poet Robert
Southey and might have been thought as a result to be a little more
Wordsworthian in her attitude to the rural population, is content to
observe that Dartmoor’s inhabitants are ‘a very rude and primitive
people’.44 Samuel Rowe, in his Perambulation published in 1848,
grudgingly allows that some of the improvers’ achievements may be
worthwhile: ‘That there are tracts on the moor, which may be cultivated with success I do not question for one moment… All honour to
the cultivator ‘who makes two blades of grass grow where only one
grew before’.45 But he also castigates Carrington for his praise of the
industry assailing the tors: ‘here our mountain minstrel seems to have
struck the only jarring chord, in the whole compass of the wild harp
of the desert.’ Rowe’s theme is essentially that improvement has led to
the spoliation of Dartmoor’s antiquities, and that these need to be
preserved or at least recorded before they disappear. There is little or
nothing about looking after the human inhabitants. The author of
Westward Ho!, Charles Kingsley, appears positively to delight in portraying the Gubbins tribe as Dartmoor savages, villainous and worthy
of extermination.46 Patricia Milton, in her book The Discovery of
Dartmoor published in 2006, argues that Kingsley saw Dartmoor’s
people as embodying remnants of Roman Catholicism, to which he
was deeply antipathetic.47 A passage from a letter to his wife (cited by

Kitty Jay, Nature and the Improvers

127

Patricia Milton) suggests that like Collier he hankered after a Dartmoor without human disturbance, where he could commune with
God:
‘Oh, such a place! I climbed to the top. I was alone with God
and the hills – the Dart winding down a thousand feet below
- I could only pray. And I felt impelled to kneel on the top of
the rock – it seemed the only true state to be in a place so primeval – so awful – which made one feel so indescribably little
and puny.’48

CULTURAL UN-CONFORMITY
Carrington’s Dartmoor, quoted by writers on Dartmoor throughout
the nineteenth century (and indeed down to the present), is the locus
classicus of an intellectual un-conformity in nineteenth century Devon
between the thinking of the British centre and one of its provinces.
The following passage is only rescued from outright self-contradiction by its backward-looking eighteenth century rhetorical techniques, whose mock classicism affords him the device of creating an
elegy for the rock being removed by the improvers at the same time as
praising the latter:
‘Beneath the boughs
Of violated groves, where nought was heard
But the rich woodland song, or voice of rill; Through pastures of unrivall’d green, and fields
Where golden harvests gracefully obeye’d
The passing breeze of Summer; through the rock
Of ages, hills abrupt, and caverns deep,
The Railway leads its mazy track. The will
Of Science guides its vast meanders on,
From Plym’s broad union with the ocean wave
To Dartmoor’s silent desert, and the depths
Of solitudes primeval now resound
With the glad voice of man. The dauntless grasp
Of Industry assails yon mighty Tors
Of the dread wilderness, and soon they lift
Their awful heads no more. Ye rose sublime –
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Ye monuments of the past world, - ye rose
Sublimely on the view; but fate has struck
The inexorable hour, and ye that bore –
Wild and unshelter’d as ye are – unmoved,
The brunts of many thousand stormy years,
And awed the mind by your majestic forms,
And told strange tales of the departed times,
Must bend your hoary brows, and strew the hills
With venerable ruin. Yet how great
The toil, if Labour from the tor-crown’d hills
Collect within his nervous grasp the rocks
That baffled th’ eternal winds, and bid
The cheerful sward upspring, and songs awake,
And Ceres reign, where silence, deep as death,
And stern sterility, from age to age,
Held unrelenting sway.49
Carrington had set up his own school in Plymouth, and his first-person narrative portrays him as living in desk-bound misery, only
relieved by occasional excursions to the ‘wild and wond’rous region’
of Dartmoor. Prefaced with an epigraph of some lines from Words
worth, Carrington’s Dartmoor is a celebration of moorland locality
in the manner of Wordsworth’s celebration of his native Lake District,
but there most of the resemblance ends. While Wordsworth eschews
the Milton-influenced poetic diction of the 18th century in favour of
ordinary language, Carrington writes as if he had never read Wordsworth’s preface to Lyrical Ballads, personifying ideas, places and
natural features in the classical rather than the romantic manner. In
spite of the passage in praise of the improvers quoted above, Carrington does not often write about the inhabitants of the Moor,
instead concentrating on its solitude as providing an escape from the
drudgery of his working life. The importance of this for him is neatly
illustrated by the substitution of desk-bound drudgery for blindness
in his imitation of the famous address to light that opens Book III of
Milton’s Paradise Lost.50 Where the blind Milton writes:
‘Thus with the year
Seasons return; but not to me returns
Day, or the sweet approach of even or morn,

Kitty Jay, Nature and the Improvers

129

Or sight of vernal bloom, or summer’s rose…
But cloud instead and ever during dark
Surrounds me, from the cheerful ways of men
Cut off…’
Carrington has:
‘But for me the gale
That wantons with the flower and fans the bud
Into the living leaf, and wafts around
Fragrance and health, breathes not… how seldom free
Through life’s dull, dreary heartless round…’51
Perhaps harking back to Milton’s puritan thinking, Carrington
evinces the deepest puritanical conservatism when he writes to the
parents of the boys in his school to explain that he does not put on
plays because he believes drama to be vain and immoral:
‘The youth who has appeared on a public stage and has had
his budding vanity excited by the applause of a partial audience, is in no small danger as to his future education and morals…But then these mummeries are the “rage” of the present
“enlightened” day. The most learned as well as the most illiterate teachers (O shame!) cater with assiduity for the most vitiated public taste.’52
This suggests that the legacy of the English Civil War in Devon may
have been deeper and longer-lasting than sometimes assumed, at least
in terms of its provincialising effect. Polwhele, another conservativeminded thinker who wrote about Dartmoor during this period, was
the author of a notorious polemical poem – The Unsexed Females –
which attacked the feminist views of Mary Wollstonecraft, and the
encroachment of radical political and philosophical ideas from
France.53

THE HUMAN DIMENSION – RURAL DEPRIVATION
It could be argued that the resistance of nineteenth century Dartmoor
to the currents of modern thinking sweeping through Europe and
Britain was in some way connected with the preponderance of Anglican vicars among those who wrote about and researched the subject.
Richard Polwhele, Samuel Rowe, Charles Kingsley, and Sabine Baring
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Gould were all vicars, while Anna Eliza Bray was a vicar’s wife. But it
cannot be just this. For example the Dartmoor writings of Sophie
Dixon54, who had no church connections, seem light-weight and lacking in political awareness, when compared with those of the Brontë
sisters in Yorkshire, who were the daughters of a vicar. We only have
to compare the precisely observed work of Thomas Hardy in Dorset,
pursuing a focused campaign as an insider to illuminate the injustices
being inflicted on the rural poor and the lot of women in particular,
with that of Eden Phillpotts working in his shadow a generation later,
to see this cultural un-conformity highlighted.55 Phillpotts’s novels,
dominated by vaguer descriptions of landscape that once again evoke
the eighteenth century concern with the sublime, depict Dartmoor’s
people rather like an ethnographer in a striking exotic environment
writing about selected aspects of a tribe which do not quite fit
together.56 The causes of Dartmoor’s impoverishment and provincialisation in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries – from a sixteenth
and seventeenth-century platform that produced contributors to
national life such as Richard Strode, Francis Drake,Walter Raleigh,
John Ford, William Browne, Mary Howard, Robert Herrick and John
Elford – remain to be elucidated.57
Until the advent of the novelist John Trevena at the start of the
twentieth century, it is hard to find anyone who showed an empathetic attitude, let alone took a political angle, on the rural deprivation that was visited on Dartmoor villages subsequent to the failure of
the improvers’ optimistic dream of creating a vibrant working landscape on the high moor. The great agicultural depression of the 1880s
and 1890s no doubt contributed to the misery of these villages, but
Trevena points the finger firmly at conservative forces in authority, in
whose interests it was to preserve a structure of under-investment and
over-exploitation by the centre.58 John Trevena (the pen-name of E.G.
Henham, born near London) was outside the mainstream.59 He went
to Canada as a young man, and endured hardship, as described in a
letter to Ernest Martin.
‘My poor father whom I never saw was probably a n’er do
well: he died bankrupt of smallpox. My mother soon followed
(consumption, both were aged 35) & I very nearly became
another Oliver Twist. Much better for me had I been left in
some orphanage, but unhappily I was adopted by an uncle (a
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country clergyman – a man of God). I will say nothing of my
young life except that it was made very hard for me… As soon
as I was old enough to look about me I was sent to a Canadian
farm in the west, then quite a new country…. I liked the life
out there & should have been happy enough had I been provided with funds, but I was left to shift for myself & during
those years I learnt what hunger meant’.60
His Dartmoor trilogy Furze The Cruel61, Heather62 and Granite63
reflect some of the human consequences of this deprivation with a
realism unusually disturbing for the time. The villages had no control
over their destiny or the provincialisation that was being imposed on
them by conservative forces, as suggested in Granite. This is what
makes the late Victorian and early Edwardian interest in the story of
Kitty Jay among Devon’s people of letters so illuminating and additionally so ironic, as they turned what were literally the bare bones of
a story into a myth that expressed the exploitation of the most vulnerable in rural society by those who had had power conferred on them
by an urban-centred elite.
One of the key authors of the development of the Kitty Jay myth,
Beatrice Chase, began her career in London as a social worker among
the poor.64 The other, John Galsworthy65, also began his career in
London, and was like Chase a social campaigner. The novelist John
Trevena, a third Dartmoor author at the turn of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries who raised his voice at the treatment of the poor
and women in his Dartmoor trilogy, also brought experience to bear
from another area, in his case colonial Canada. All three of these
authors focus in their Dartmoor writing on the people who inhabit
the Dartmoor area, rather than its landscape. It is perhaps significant
that all three actually lived on Dartmoor for a considerable part of
their lives, whereas N.T. Carrington, Charles Kingsley and later Sir
Arthur Conan Doyle who made famous use of the fiction of Dartmoor as an empty wilderness in The Hound of the Baskervilles66, did
not.

CONCLUSIONS
Collier’s sentiments about the Moor as a reserve of pristine Nature
found an echo in the words of L.A. Harvey in his preface to the Col-
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lins New Naturalist volume on Dartmoor, published in 1953 just
after the National Park was designated.
‘I am not reconciled to the view of man as the centre about
which the affairs of the world revolve. The account I present of
Dartmoor is therefore as objective as I have been able to make
it, relating directly to the plants and animals which live there,
and to the ways in which our human arbitrariness may affect
them.’67
The concept of a nature reserve is a powerful one and does not of
itself exclude local human interests; for example it has been shown
recently that marine reserves which prevent fishing in certain areas
can both increase fish stocks and simultaneously improve fishing
catches around the periphery.68 One argument for re-wilding Dartmoor is that it might serve as a refugium for species which could then
seed surrounding areas decimated by intensive agriculture and urbanisation. Since the time when Collier wrote, the development of ecology, the rise of climate-change science, and perhaps most of all the
broadcasting of nature programmes on television, have enlarged our
perspective on the fragility of the world we inhabit. The Deep Ecology
movement pioneered by Arne Naess argues for recognition of the
inherent worth of all living things.69 Today’s naturalists can use more
measured language based on more practical evidence and a better
theoretical framework than Collier had available to him in arguing
for conservation. But ultimately it is humans who conjure with these
issues, who decide what will happen in a particular place, how or
whether to manage it, who to allow to use it and in what way. Humans
are animals themselves. Talk of objectivity and human arbitrariness,
in the words of Harvey cited above, is therefore problematic. Until we
are pushed off our pedestal by another species, or by some development of Artificial Intelligence, humans are necessarily the beings in
whose interests these policies will be decided, looked at through a
human lens. Even if such policies relate to the long-term health of the
planet, they are bound to be argued for from a human point of view.
The human story of Dartmoor is powerful too, as the continued interest in the myth of Kitty Jay, and the persistence of the improvers’
settlements on high Dartmoor at Postbridge and Princetown, testify.
It should be respected and allowed to inform future debate.
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