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Early Days at Sedgehill  
I was born at 10am on Trinity Sunday 26

th
 May 1907 at Peake’s Farm Sedgehill, a small agricultural village on the 

Wiltshire Dorset border.  My father, the third child of a family of ten, was also born and bred in Sedgehill.  Like his 
father before him, he grew up to work on local farms.  In those days, young boys were employed by farmers to keep 
birds off the growing crops.  According to the Sedgehill School log book, my father John Harding, was no exception 
as there is an entry in the log “John Harding - absent for bird scaring”. 
 
My mother was born in Marlborough; her father was a rope maker and her mother a laundress.  My mother left 
school at 12 years old and helped in the nursery of a Dr Maurice and his wife.  In her late teens she worked in 
Croydon for an army officer and his wife, looking after their first baby.  Her employers were posted to Gibraltar for a 
year and she went with them, a year which she enjoyed very much.  At twenty years old, she returned to England 
and came to work for Canon and Mrs Oldfield as a parlour maid at Sedgehill Rectory.  She told me that when she 
arrived there, it seemed so isolated and quiet she decided she would stay for a month but she changed her mind 
during that time and was with them for a further fourteen years until she married my father in October 1903 at 
Sedgehill Church.  The Oldfields had a carriage, coachman and horses.  My mother married from the rectory and she 
was driven to the church in the Oldfield’s carriage. 

 

   
My parents 

 

             
                       My father’s parents from Sedgehill                           My mother’s parents from Marlborough 
 
My parents rented Peake’s Farm, a holding of 42 acres, from Dr Harris of Shaftesbury from 1903 till 1912.  The 
farmland was in three parishes, Motcombe in Dorset, Semley and Sedgehill in Wiltshire.  One of my earliest 
memories is riding on my father’s shoulders to bring in the cows for milking.  We passed a cottage where Mrs Sanger 
lived.  She made and sold boiled sweets and she stood wearing a white apron at her door to pass the time of day. 
 
Down the hill from Peake’s there was a cluster of cottages called Huggler’s Hole.  My grandparents, dad’s mother 
and father, had come to live in one of them.  I cannot remember my grandfather.  I was two years old when he died.  I 
can remember my grandmother and visiting her in her cottage.   
 
My mother told me when I was two years old she had a paying guest for one winter, no less a person than the young 
Arthur Ransome, later in life of Swallows and Amazons fame.  Evidently, while at Peake’s Farm, he was writing about 
Edgar Allan Poe. 
 
My father kept a small dairy, pigs as well.  Mother looked after the poultry and was very proud of her white Aylesbury 
ducks.  Birds, ready for table, and eggs were a source of income. 

 



Before school days, I remember the 1911 celebrations for the Coronation of 
George V.   
 
At four years old, I was put in my first race and given a very good handicap.  
Not understanding this procedure, I waited for the other runners to catch up 
with me and ran with them, much to the onlookers’ amusement.   
 
The celebrations were held on the green around the school.  I have a 
photograph of a wagonload of villagers who took part, including Miss Power, 
the schoolmistress.   
 
With the other small children I am seated, fourth from the left on the edge of 
the wagon, dressed in finery to suit the occasion.  The finery included 
buttoned boots. 
 
Left:  Sedgehill Celebrations 1911 
 

 
I started school days at Sedgehill where Miss Powell was in charge.  A pupil teacher taught the beginners in a 
classroom separated from Miss Powell’s room with a folding screen.  The school, a sturdy red brick building with high 
windows, is still in use today as a Village Hall.  I can remember the occasional visits of ladies from the village, 
especially Mrs Shaw Stewart from Hayes House, who came to sign the registers and look at pupils’ work.   
 
We were told if we met Mrs Shaw Stewart in the village, the boys must salute her and the girls curtsey; those were 
the days!  How strange the classroom seemed to me when I first went to school.  The seats were benches with a 
desktop in front.  One day, I wondered if I could get my foot up on the desktop.  After a struggle I had just achieved 
this when the folding door opened and there stood Miss Powell.  “Now you will stand up on the seat” she said.  So 
there I was for all to see. 

 

     
           Sedgehill Village Hall formerly the School                         Peake’s Farm today; it was smaller in 1907 
 
In 1912, owing to the farming depression which lasted until 1914, my parents gave up Peake’s Farm and we moved 
for a while to a cottage in Sedgehill called Mount Pleasant.  Four events come to mind from our stay at Mount 
Pleasant.  I started school.  I saw my first aircraft fly over.  A fox, pursued by hounds jumped over our front fence and 
knocked the outside tap on.  My father used to find truffles, with the help of our dog, under the trees along the lane 
running down from our cottage.  After Mount Pleasant, we moved to Copse Cottage in the adjoining village of 
Semley. 
 

Moving to Semley 
 
At Copse Cottage there was a big garden with plum 
trees and mature apple trees to one side of it, just ready 
for climbing.  There were soft fruit bushes too.  I can see 
my mother now sitting on her stool picking blackcurrants 
or gooseberries and wearing a big shady straw hat on a 
hot summer’s day.  My father grew enough vegetables 
for our use and was very proud of his garden.   
 
There was a large orchard and every year cider was 
made from the apples.  There were eating apples as 
well - a favourite was a rosy apple called Mother 
Romsey.   
 
Near the orchard gate there were three fir trees and for 
a birthday surprise my father made a swing from one of 
them. 
     

             Copse Cottage Semley today 
 



Back to Sedgehill Church 
Though we were no longer at Sedgehill, we still attended Sedgehill Church; it meant a walk of two and half miles 
there and the same back.  There were five bells in the church tower at Sedgehill and my father had been the captain 
of the bell ringers.  He also sang in the choir.  When he married in October 1903 the choir presented him with a 
striking clock.  It is still ticking merrily away and striking the hours for us after one hundred and five years.  
 
I remember attending the services with my parents from around 1912.  We sat in a pew next to the organ.  Miss 
Sarah Moore was the organist and I loved to watch her playing.  In the vestry behind the organ were the bellows and 
someone, usually a boy, was installed there to blow the organ, as we called, it for the services.  It was interesting too 
to watch the congregation arrive and take their allotted pew.  To me, now, it seems like class distinction.  In the first 
pew on one side of the aisle sat Sir Walter and Lady Grove from Sedgehill Manor, on the other side the Shaw 
Stewart family from Hayes House.  Then came the rectory people and the farmers.  The organ and the choir divided 
the cottage people from the main congregation. 
 
As we entered the church, there was a decorative iron grill let into the floor.  It looked quite mysterious to me as a 
child.  It covered the steps which led down to the stove which heated the church.  Brass candelabra lit the church, 
with a very splendid one in the pulpit.  When Canon Oldfield retired, he and Mrs Oldfield went to live at Burrough’s 
Hill, a house on the hill at Laverstock near Salisbury.  The rectory was too large for the new incumbent and two 
cottages nearer the church, one of which my grandparents had lived in, were converted into the new vicarage.  
Admiral Sir Trevelyan and Lady Napier came to live in the Old Rectory, now called Gunville House.  Lady Napier 
started the Women’s Institute in the village.  Meetings were held in the school each month and were very popular.  
My mother became a member there.  These meetings became social occasions and brought new interests and skills 
to village life.  At  the Post Office in Sedgehill, the postmistress was Mrs Marchant who sold Rowntree’s Chocolate 
Cream bars which were a great treat to me. 

 

                 
                         Sedgehill Church                                                               Outside Sedgehill Vicarage 

 
Semley School 
Now I went to Semley School.  The school consisted of two grey stone buildings, with a schoolhouse separating them 
surrounded by a large playground enclosed by iron railings.  My first year was spent in the smaller builder where the 
youngest pupils were in the charge of Miss Parsons, a pupil teacher.  Miss Green, an older experienced teacher, took 
the six to seven year olds.  We used slates and rubbers for work - a dusty business.  I learnt to whistle during that 
year, much to my delight; many of the older pupils were experts.  My feat was reported to Miss Green, who sent for 
me.  She told me “A whistling girl or a crowing hen is neither fit for God nor men”.  An amazing lesson to learn. 

 
When I was eight I went to the larger building where Mrs Guy was in charge of the eight to nine year olds and Miss 
Edith Jane Read, the headmistress, presided over the older age group.  We learnt and recited tables; we had spelling 
tests and much dictation.  There were compositions to be written and part of each morning was devoted to number 
work, especially tables.  The girls were taught to knit and the boys had a plot at the end of the playground for 
gardening.  We also learnt and recited poems.  

 
There were no school dinners provided in those days, so we took our midday sandwiches with us.  In the winter, if it 
was very cold, the big iron stove in the classroom was used to heat up cocoa which we brought with us.  In the 
summer days, a bucket of water was placed outside for a cooling drink for the thirsty. 
 

The Walk to School 
My walk to school of two and a half miles was quite enjoyable.  No car hazards in those days; through the summer, 
cattle and horses grazed on the Common.  The farmers could apply for permits to graze cattle and horses there in 
the summer and there was a Common Walker to keep an eye on things and see there was no illegitimate grazing or 
cattle straying.  If intruders were found, they would be put in the village pound to be claimed and a fine paid.  All 
round the village the Common was enclosed by gates to prevent cattle straying to other parishes.  A favourite haunt 
of gypsies was an old quarry site on Semley Hill.  At the old quarry they would cut hazel and make clothes pegs.  
Their horses were also tethered there and their fires were very conspicuous.  They came to the houses, selling their 
wares and begging for a few vegetables or old clothes.   
 



In the summer time, instead of going home from school by road, we would take a shorter route across the fields.  My 
friends Lily and Edith Baker, who lived at Westwood Farm, and myself, walked home together.  We took a path 
across the Common to Corner Farm.  There we were able to join the path through the fields.  It was delightful when 
the fields were up for mowing.; there were so many flowers amongst the ripening grass; blue Scabious, crimson 
Knapweed, red and white Clover, Vetch and a pretty little yellow flower we called Lords & Ladies.  Quaking grass 
was a favourite.   
  
 

       
                      A typical view of the Semley Hill                             Start of the journey home from school 
 
At Westwood Farm I still recall the fig tree in the garden and the fuchsias around the front door.  At the back of the 
house were stone stairs leading down from the cheese room.  The milk cooler was to be seen as well.  I left my 
friends at Westwood Farm and walked on to Copse Cottage.  Edith usually accompanied me through the spinney 
where garlic grew and down the first field.  The fields had names.  Every farm seemed to have a Home Mead, the 
meadow near the farmhouse where often poultry were really free range and scratched around for niceties.  I 
remember too Kitchen Mead, Long Mead and Stiffacre and one I found especially attractive, Sweetenhedge. 
 

Sitting for a Scholarship at Salisbury 
When I was ten, Miss Read suggested I sit for a scholarship at Bishop Wordsworth’s School in Salisbury.  The great 
day arrived and my mother took me to Salisbury.  All candidates assembled in the school grounds and were taken off 
at the appropriate time to be tested.  Although I had walked under a ladder on my way down Catherine Street to the 
Bishop’s School - which to my mother’s way of thinking was ominous - I was duly notified I had gained a six year 
County scholarship. 
 

Semley Village 
I enjoyed my schooldays in Semley.  It is a widespread village, all devoted to dairy farms.  Common land ran right 
around the village.  There was a steep climb to the south of the village, the roadways there leading to the hilltop town 
of Shaftesbury.  The hill was a source of many springs which supplied water to the village.  Each house in the village 
had water piped to it through the benevolence of Mr. Pike of Musters Farm, so by 1914, outside each dwelling there 
was a water tap, a great boon to the villagers.  The River Sem came from the hill; beautiful clear water which flowed 
along the bottom of our orchard and meandered its way through the meadows to the heart of the village, eventually 
joining the Nadder to flow on to Salisbury and the River Avon.   

 
Many of the farms had their own spring water coming from the hill.  There was a spring called Ice Wells which 
supplied piped water to the house where we lived and to others, and on down to the dairy at Semley Station.  The 
first large wholesale liquid milk depot was at Semley and morning and evening the farm milk carts with their churns of 
milk clip clopped their way to the dairy at the station.  There the milk was cooled and transferred to the milk trains for 
transport to London.  When cooling was in progress, the water pressure at our homes dropped considerably.  The 
station also had a small marshalling yard for goods wagons and coal for distribution. 
 
The farms and cottages were owned by the Shaw Stewart family at Fonthill Abbey.  Lady Octavia Shaw Stewart lived 
there when I was at school.  At Christmas time she sent gifts to the school for the pupils.  She supplied required 
ingredients to Mrs Creed in the village to make soup in very cold weather and those who wanted it could go for their 
share.  Mr. Creed was the carpenter and wheelwright and I can recall seeing newly made wagons outside his yard on 
the village green, brightly painted and ready for delivery, a goodly sight.  His premises were opposite the Benett 
Arms, the public house in the village.  A bungalow stands there now.   
 
The village also had the Railway Hotel in Station Road run by Mr and Mrs Bignell.  Next to the Benett Arms lived the 
Stainer family, much later, as motor cars became common, they ran a garage there.  Further up the road past the 
entrance to Benett’s Lane which led to Pyt House, where Jack Benett Stanford lived, was Church Farm and then 
eventually, the blacksmith’s dwelling and forge.  The blacksmith was Albert Sully.  Schoolboys liked to watch the 
flying sparks as he shaped the horse shoes on his anvil.   
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Further on again were Stanford Cottages where 
some of my school friends lived.  There were few 
car owners in Semley, most people used horses 
and traps but I remember the Reverend Rees 
driving a Trojan car. 
 
The church and the adjoining schools occupied a 
prominent position in the village centre.  Opposite 
the school was a cluster of stone built cottages.  
One was occupied by Miss Read, the headmistress 
of the school, adjoining was the village shop, post 
office and bakery.   
 
Mrs Rogers ran the village stores.  It had two rooms, 
one for groceries, household goods and the post 
office; the other for clothes and haberdashery.   
 

Across the Common to the Blacksmith’s & Stanford Cottages 
 
When Mrs Rogers retired, the shop was taken over by Mr and Mrs Grocott.  We left orders for goods needed at the 
store and Charlie Maidment, the baker, on his bread delivery round, would deliver them.  His crusty loaves were 
delicious and his lardy cakes really special and very popular.  He lived with his wife and family at Ivy Dene, further up 
the village.  When I delivered the order, my reward was a fairy cake, so delivery was highly desirable.  In addition, 
there was a shop at Gutch Common and sweets could be bought at Mr. Burden’s house. 
 
The woods and copses were well maintained.  A gamekeeper, who was in charge of them, walked his beat to 
discourage poachers - for pheasants particularly.  The copse outside our home had a drive through it, a large gate at 
either end to allow easy access for the Hunt.  There was Coppidennis, an attractive woodland with four very well kept 
drives.  Then Brocks, a similar wood, and right at the top of Semley Hill was Kingsettle.  Through this wood ran the 
Wiltshire Dorset border.  It was possible to stand on the ridge running through the wood with Dorset on one side of 
you and Wiltshire on the other.  From Kingsettle away to the west can be seen King Alfred’s Tower, prominent on the 
further ridge of hills.  This area is linked with the legends of King Alfred.  My father and I took many walks there. 
 
I remember the woods and hills in springtime, carpeted with wood anemones and bluebells, finding the occasional 
white bell was a rare delight.  The unfurling fronds of the ferns and bracken were an attractive sight and the crab 
apple trees helped to make a lovely floral scene.  The lane leading up from Copse Cottage was typical of Semley 
lanes.  Primroses grew in the banks and scented white violets too.  In the hedgerows were honeysuckle and wild 
roses and hazelnuts in their season.  At a certain spot grew wild strawberries and dainty little berries were eagerly 
searched for.  In summertime, a profusion of foxgloves appeared, so every season had a pleasure in store. 
 
The roads in the village were not made of tarmac, just rolled-in stones.  Stone heaps were placed along the verges 
for repairs.  The steamroller was brought into use when this was needed.  In summer, the roads became very dusty 
and I recall, in Salisbury, the water cart came round to damp the dust down.  There were no rubbish collections in the 
village; what rubbish we had was burnt on bonfires. 
 
I was only seven years old when the First World War was declared.  My father brought the news one Sunday 
morning at the beginning of August 1914.  I remember going outside our garden gate and standing on the mounting 
stone, wondering what the news really meant.  I recall a poem published in a newspaper during that awful war, which 
ran as follows: 
 

The Turkey was on the table, Russia she held the fork 
Germany held the carving knife and Austria did the talk 

France stood by with her napkin, the rest of the folk were out 
Germany said we will now commence to carve the bird about. 

Just then the door flew open, old England says good day 
Before the dinner commences, I’ve just a word to say 

You little expected I should call, but now I’m on the spot 
I shan’t stand by with a careless eye and see you collar the lot 

 
The reality of war was not so light-hearted.  It had its terrible tragedies and the war memorial at St. Leonard’s church 
shows the men of the village who paid the ultimate price.  One young soldier, Clem Maidment, my husband-to-be’s 
brother, who had volunteered whilst under age, served in India and then was sent to Mesopotamia where he was 
severely wounded and invalided home with a shattered lung.  Unfortunately, whilst convalescing, he caught the flu 
and died on Armistice morning 1918.  Another casualty was Ebbie Stone who came back to Semley having lost both 
legs.  He married his nurse and lived in Gutch Common.  A daughter, Joyce, was born to them and she now lives in 
Shaftesbury.  Ebbie repaired shoes and I remember seeing him driving his pony and trap round the village.  He would 
act as a carrier for people to and from the station. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Some Farming Families 
Away across the Common at the bottom of the Shaftesbury Hollow was Bowmarsh Farm where the Worthy family 
lived.  My mother and I called there at times to fit Mrs Worthy for blouses my mother made for her and to exchange 
sittings of eggs.  Eventually, Farmer Worthy and family emigrated to New Zealand and sent us a snapshot of 
haymaking over there.  Not too far from Bowmarsh was Marshes Farm with Mr and Mrs Board; their daughter 
Dorothy was at school with me.   
 
The next hill was Hart Hill.  At the top of the hill, there was another farmhouse rented by Farmer Young, named 
Harthill Farm.  I can remember Gwen and Hugh Young who went to Shaftesbury School.  The Harthill farmland 
adjoined that of Hatts Farm which Farmer and Mrs Theodore Burrow rented.  They had come from Bideford in Devon 
and spoke with a strong Devon accent.  Their son Stanley went to Shaftesbury school but Christine came to Semley.  
The speciality at Hatts Farm was clotted cream and the big pans on the slab in the dairy were an interesting sight.  
The hill leading up from Hatts Farm was very steep and called Hatts Hollow. 
 
Copse Cottage, where we lived, was up on the hill, but I remember the farming families down in the village: Mr and 
Mrs Antell were at Kerton Farm; at Church Farm were Mr and Mrs Bartlett whose daughter Edith was at Semley 
School with me; at Glebe Farm, Mr and Mrs Henry Maidment; at Chaldicotts Farm, Mr and Mrs Tom Doggerell whose 
son was killed in the First World War; at Whitebridge Farm, Mr and Mrs Pike; at Eastend Farm, Mr and Mrs James, 
whose daughter Winnie went to the Bishop’s School in Salisbury before me; at Musters Farm, Mr and Mrs William 
Pike.  There was also Seniors Farm which was farmed by Mr and Mrs Giberne. 

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ 
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Edith at 21 
 

Edith Maidment (nee Harding) was born in Sedgehill in 1907.  Before the First World War, the family moved to the 
nearby village of Semley where she continued her primary schooling.   
 
From the age of eleven she became a boarder at Bishop Wordsworth’s School in Salisbury.  Her final sixth year at 
Salisbury involved student teaching for four days per week in Donhead St. Andrew and East Knoyle.  Thereafter, she 
went to Salisbury Training College to train as a teacher.  Her teaching career was in two schools in Trowbridge.   
 
John and Mary Harding, Edith’s parents, lived at Copse Cottage Semley until 1945.  
 
Edith married Ben Maidment (born at Knipe’s Farm) in June 1933 at St. Leonard’s Semley; they had three children.  
Edith returned to Trowbridge in 1948 and retired in 1970.  Ben died in 1994.   In May 2007, Edith celebrated her 100

th
 

birthday. 
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