Huntsham, a Devonshire Estate Village

Since receiving our LHI grant in September 2002 we have made good progress.  We have decided on the geographical scope – Huntsham Parish and adjoining parts of four neighbouring parishes - that coincides in large part with Huntsham Estate of the 19th century.  We have also agreed on the broad contents of the book.  It will follow a conventional historical approach but will be spiced up with anecdotal material to give it a more personal flavour.

One of our aims is to include something about every property in the area and after a certain amount of trial and error we have a system up and running for doing this.  At early meetings we asked every member to write the story of their own house and to undertake the interviewing of a friend or neighbour.  In addition, we took a leaflet to every house in the area and explained what we hoped to do.  While this produced a great deal of enthusiasm very few contributions were received, showing either how busy or how reluctant people are to put pen to paper or fingers to keyboard.  We then decided to set up an interview team – initially a group of six.  This team now meets monthly to assess progress and plan future work.  

Some early interviewing was done with tape-recorder and then transcribed but not all researchers or those interviewed were comfortable with this unstructured approach.  So to aid the researcher to ask leading questions and to provide some uniformity of the type of information we are collecting we drew up a detailed questionnaire. When Society members discussed it, however, the general opinion was that people may find some of the questions too intrusive, and two simplified versions resulted, ‘Our House’ and ‘Our Farm’ (attached). Following the interview, the researcher writes up the results (in handwriting or as a computer file) and it is passed to the editor for the THE BOOK file.  This system seems to be working well. 

Another aim is to include historical material.  Some of our older residents have come forward with their memories of farming or working in Huntsham and these are being typed up and put on the book file. Many people have come up with old photographs, post cards and documents and this has turned out to be another mini project in itself.  We have two dedicated members who are carefully cataloguing and cross-referencing photographs, maps and documents with detailed descriptions and then they are scanned and filed on computer discs.  The editorial group can later use the scanned images for the book. We realise that this will become a huge data base that will be a valuable resource archive for the village after we have published the book.

We are lucky that we have some specialists in the village and various members are writing about the landscape, weather and flora and fauna.

Our plan is to have all the text in by the end of 2003 so that our resident graphic designer and editors can work on the format during the early part of 2004.  By the end of March 2003 we had received about 40 contributions, roughly one third of the total expected.  To keep the members informed we have an expanded contents list, updated for every meeting, showing work in progress and work received.  Our graphic designer has produced some sample pages for general comment.  I don’t think any of us quite realised what we were letting ourselves in for but it is certainly proving an absorbing exercise!
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