Smile Please, Hold It!
David Gibbs
I confess to a fascination with old photos; they tell you so much about people and how
they lived in times past. I think it’s such a pity that photography wasn’t invented much
sooner than it was.
It was around the middle of the nineteenth century that experiments with photographic
processes began but it wasn’t until the end of the century that the technology had been
developed to a stage that to have a portrait taken, possibly to record a special occasion,
came within the financial reach of ordinary people, even, it seems, relatively poor
country folk.
Of great popularity at that time
was a type of photograph known
as `cartes de visite', small studio
portraits attached to cards
measuring two and a half inches
by four inches, the reverse of
which
always
included
an
elaborate advertisement for the
studio that provided the service.
They were produced by the first
process that permitted further
prints to be made from a
negative.

A larger version of early portrait
photography produced by the same
process but measuring four inches by six
and a half inches approximately, like the
one on the right, was known as a `cabinet
portrait'.
Families derived pleasure, just as they do
today, in collecting photographs, and thus
the `family album' was born, or maybe the
‘family shoebox’. The photograph collecting
habit became so popular that people would
give photographs to relatives and friends
hoping to receive one in exchange. `Thank
you for the photo, here is one for you', is
the inscription pencilled on the reverse of
one print I have in my family archive, the
family in this case being my mother’s, one
of the many Tett families who once lived
at Hewish, West Crewkerne.
MLHG DIGITAL ARCHIVE 2014

1

Copyright: See ARCHIVE INTRODUCTION

There was also a tendency to send photographs from afar. My archive contains prints
sent by family members and their friends from Salisbury, Deal, Cardiff, Plymouth,
London, Bath and so on because, thanks to the railways, people were travelling around a
bit more.
But a good many of the photographs I have were taken locally, in Crewkerne, by Adam
Gosney or F. G. Christopher. What an exciting thing it must have been for the people of
Hewish – and no doubt of Merriott and other villages close by - to dress up in their
Sunday-best clothes and walk in to Crewkerne, specially to have their photograph taken!
I have a shoebox with photos of Hewish folk right here. If you have a minute to spare,
you might like to look at one or two.
Take this one. This is of my
mother, Hilda Tett, and her big
sister, Mary Jane, taken in F G
Christopher’s Crewkerne studio
when they were 12 and 15 years
old. The identical black dresses
they are wearing look rather
special but, what with the black
ribbons in their hair and black
lace-up boots, the girls do look
rather sombre. Only their white
lace collars and their beads add
a touch of gaiety. But on this
particular day, I’m sure they
would have felt like a couple of
princesses, and that's what
really matters.
That said though, I am not so
sure this was a happy occasion.
The girls don’t look very cheery,
do they? Could it be their
outfits were mourning clothes?
Maybe, but the records I have
do not indicate a death in the
family around that time. I guess
I’ll never know because those
that might have provided an
answer are no longer with us. As
so often happens, the story these old photographs might have told is lost forever. Pity.
On the next page, there’s another photograph of my mother, taken in 1915 when she
was 16. In the photo alongside is her brother Arthur who was a couple of years older.
These pictures were probably taken at the same time, possibly for a special occasion. It
might be that Arthur was leaving home, to enlist in the Royal Marines. I think they look
swell, both of them.
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And here we are in the same studio again (note
the recurring backdrop), this time Arthur, now a
marine, with his father. Solomon, too, was once a
marine and had served 21 years. No work locally,
you see; it was either coalmining in south Wales,
like a good many other local men at that time, or
join the army. I suppose Arthur joined up for
much the same reason.
Apparently, my grandfather insisted on having
this photo taken with his son ‘in case he don’t
come ‘ome again’ for this was wartime and the
casualty lists were growing at an alarming rate.
A few weeks later, Arthur, then just over 18
found himself in the thick of it, as a gunner at
the Battle of Jutland. Fortunately, he did come
home again, safe and sound, but not before
completing 21 years service. Then came WW2,
whilst he was still on the Reserve List, and so he
was called back again and saw action again, this
time on the North Atlantic convoys. He came home safe and sound from that too, lucky
man.
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The photograph, left, is of Solomon Tett's sister, Susan, who lived next door. How regal
she looks! The open book resting on her lap is a
nice touch, bearing in mind that she could not read.
Susan was the mother of no less than 14 children
and she lived to be 83 years of age. It is not sure
how old she was when this photograph was taken,
and attempts at guessing her age may not be
helpful since the fact that she appears to have lost
all her teeth may be causing her to look older than
she actually was.

The photograph, right, is of Susan's husband,
George, well turned out in his Sunday-best
clothes, the country gentleman out for an
afternoon stroll, but in Christopher’s Crewkerne
studio again, the giveaway being those trees in the
background. I wonder how many photos there are
in the Crewkerne area with those trees in the
background? Must be dozens of them.

The
young
lady pictured on the left is Minnie Clack, a daughter
of Susan and George. An inscription on the back of
this photograph reads `To Aunt Maria With Best

Xmas Wishes. Taken December 1915. Sweet 18.'
Minnie is obviously wearing her very best clothes
for this special occasion. She is also wearing a wrist
watch, a very heavy looking affair with a winding
knob that is similar to those found on men’s pocket
watches. She is wearing her watch over the sleeve
of her dress, just as some trendy youngsters do
today. The booklet she is demurely holding is
entitled `The Professional Photographer'. It’s a
different chair than the one her mother is sitting
on but it features in the first picture I showed you.
That cane table is also a regular feature of
Christopher’s photographs.
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This photograph is of another of my mother’s
many cousins, Bessie Tett. It shows Bessie,
then twenty years of age, when she was in
service at Crowcombe House, near Taunton, at
Christmas-tide in the year 1911. Servant girls
were usually required to buy their own
`uniforms', their employers subtracting so
much each week from their meagre wages,
but how smart she looks, and how proud she
must have been to have her picture taken,
perhaps to send home to her mother.
Crowcombe being a long way from Hewish, it’s
doubtful if Bessie was able to return home
very often, probably only on Mothering
Sunday. Looking hale and hearty in this
picture, Bessie died a few years later, when
she was just 23 years old.
Around the time the above pictures were
taken, travelling photographers were also
touting for business. They even made it to
Hewish, which was well off the beaten track in those days.
This is Bessie's brother, Jesse. The
photograph was taken at Hewish in 1907.
Even though the meeting with the
photographer may not have been planned, it
seems Jesse had dressed for the occasion,
in all probability in clothes that had been
handed down to him from older members of
the family by the look of it. Certainly, his
jacket had seen better days but note his
neatly folded handkerchief displayed in his
top pocket, and his carefully knotted tie.
Note, too, the watch chain anchored to a
waistcoat buttonhole with the other end of
the chain disappearing into a pocket,
although it is doubtful if there was a
timepiece attached and if there were it is
safe to say it would have been of little
value. Jesse, like his sister Bessie, died when he was very young. There’s a memorial to
him engraved on a hymn board in Hewish church. It says
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`To commemorate the 42nd anniversary of the opening of Hewish Mission Church
and of loving memory of Jesse Tett who departed this life September 29th 1910.
Aged 22 years. This hymn board placed here for the blessing of Almighty God.'
Early death was never far away from folk
back then and for that reason this
picture was a particular family treasure.
It shows Maria Tett, my grandmother,
with her daughter, Mary Jane, taken at
the entrance to their home. This was
taken in the year 1916, when Maria was
58 and her daughter was 16 years old.
The photograph was treasured because it
was the last picture Mary Jane had
taken. She died less than two years later.
Maria had already lost a son, Mary Jane’s
twin. He was
just 7 years old
when he died.
According to my
Uncle, he died in
agony from what
began as an ear
infection.
No
antibiotics, no painkiller except perhaps a
few Aspros, no hospital treatment, just
the tender loving care of his family that
was no match for the circumstances that
confronted them all. Poor little chap. This
photo of James is the only one he ever
had taken, when he was a pupil at Hewish
Sunday school.
This similar photo shows Solomon and
Maria Tett, my grandparents, taken at
the door of their cottage, a typical
country cottage, and a typical country
couple of not so very many years ago.
But here’s an interesting thing. It was
Solomon’s own property, which was quite
unusual for a farm labourer. It had been
in
the
family
since
Solomon’s
grandfather, an illiterate farm labourer,
and father of nine children, bought it
back in 1826 when he was 52 years old,
borrowing £30 to do so. It passed down
the generations, from father to oldest
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son (wives were bypassed), until my grandmother (wives could now inherit) became the
lawful owner in 1937. She sold the cottage in 1941. I have all the documentation relating
to the many transactions that took place down the years. What a treasure!
If you live locally, you may recall that in 2001 there was a serious fire at Hewish when a
terrace of three thatched cottages, and dating back to 1604, were destroyed. One of
them was the Tett’s cottage. The cottages have since been rebuilt and the Tetts’
cottage is known as Battery Cottage, named presumably after the batter resulting from
excavations when the bridge carrying the railway across the village was built back in the
second half of the 19th century.
So there you are, a quick look at some of my family snaps which I hope you found of
interest. But before you go, I want to show you just one more picture. It’s of Arthur
Tett’s wedding, with the bride’s parents, taken in Plymouth, in a very realistic studio
setting.

Now, isn’t that a charming picture?
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