






Abbotsfield in ,heI930s: The Main Emrance.
(Courtesy of Tavistock Library, Devoll)

mines, which had extended over 45 miles underground and whose shareholders
had received over £1,200,000 in dividends, were abandoned in 1903 and the
materials sold 0££.23

Thomas Morris, who comes well Ollt of this account, occupied Abborsfield, a
house built for him by the company in the country south of Tavisrock. In 1873 the
house was listed among rhe company assets and valued at £2,600.2 4 Morris lived
there with his family while he was resident director. His wife, Agnes, died in 1858
leaving nine children, two of whom died soon after. 25 The 1871 Census return
shows Thomas Morris living with his older sister, his four daughters (aged from
14 to 28) and a son of 22. This son was evidently handicapped as in his will
Morris left the young man £200 to be invested with the request that 'the interest
[should] be paid to the person or persons he may be living with towards his
maintenance & clothing during his life'. The family at Abbotsfield were looked
after by one male and four female servants. When Morris died in 1885 at
Dawlish, a seaside rown in south Devon, he left an estate of about £9,500; after
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provision had been made for his son, this was to be divided between the four
daughters tlarned in the 1871 census, none of them married. Morris's funeral was
held at Tavistock parish church and he was buried in the family vault. Three
unmarried daughters attended, as did his nephew H. Stanley Morris, a director of
the Devon Great Consols, and a married niece. No other members of the family
are named in the Dawlish Times account. 26

Abbotsfield stands on the road to Gunnislake and Calstock, now the A309; it
was only after the Second World War that the town expanded, engulfing the
house with buildings on the surrounding fields and in the ten acre grounds of the
house itself, destroying the garden and many of its mature and unusual trees. The
stables have now gone but the ccrtage for groom or chauffeur still stands in the
stable yard. The house has its major rooms arranged on two floors and its
secondary rooms on three; there is also a cellar. The front elevation has seven bays
and the side elevation two/three with a gesture to classicism of timid pediments
over the main windows and equally timid corner stones; the outer walls are now
stuccoed and bare but they used to be covered in Virginia creeper which turned a
flaming red in the autumn. The large hall was panelled in oak and has a pleasant
fireplace with a stone surround decorated in bas reiief. The impression given by
the rooms whcn I kncw them before the Second World War was of comfortable
and unpretentious good taste.

The garden remained clearly Victorian at that time, with lawns, ferns, pampas
grass, bedding plants, greenhouses, potting sheds, walled vegetable and flowers
gardens, a tennis couct and a croquet lawn. At the end of the terrace stretching
away from the house a grotto remains, made of large stones forming an entrance
to a small and dark area, which used to be inhabited only by bats. The most
notable trees were pines - probably Monterey pines - with their deeply fissured
bark, but there were also spruce, larch, a monkey puzzle tree and an abundance of
rhododendrons.

In '] 940 Abbotsfield became the headquarters for various Divisions of the
British army, and two years later the headquarters of the American 29th Infantry
Division. A plaque in the hall now recalls that immediately prior to the Allied
landing in Normandy in 1942 it was the scene of important conferences between
General Eisenhower and Monrgomery. Since then it has been used for a variety of
purposes: it housed German POWs in 1945, was for a time a rather large Youth
Hostel, and is now a nursing home for twenry~five elderly persons. 2?

I can find no evidence that William Morris ever visited his uncle even though he
was for four years a director of the Devon Great Consols. However, when Janey
Morris was staying in Torquay in December 1870 he wrote to her proposing to
join her there for a week.2s It is possible that he then met his uncle which led to

his taking up the directorship in 1871. In any event, it may be supposed that he
was nor attracted to the ethos of a mining company; he may even have felt that if
he drew his wealth from that source it was better nor to know toO much about the
conditions of work of the men, women and children who drew the copper and
arsenic from the earth.
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1 All this information is to be found in Fiona MacCarthy, William Morris: A
Life for Our Time (London: Faber and Faber, 1994), pp. 7, 22, 65, 171, 342.

2 T. G. Goodridge, 'Devon Great Consols: A Study of Victorian Mining
Enterprise" Report and Transactions of the Devonshire Association 96 (1964),
pp. 229, 231. This is an excellent overview of the whole mining enterprise.

3 ibid., pp. 239-40.
4 Tavistock Gazette, 6 September 1957, p. 13.
5 Wi/liam Morris: A Life for Our Time, pp. 264-67.
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