
Charles Causley’s Trusham relatives                                                                    
 

Charles Causley, celebrated and well loved Cornish poet, was born and lived in Launceston, 

Cornwall. This was apart from absence as a student and six years wartime service in the Royal 

Navy. 

 

This is well known. What is less well known is that he had strong family ties to the little village 

of Trusham, in Devon, the birthplace of his father (also Charles). 

 

In one of his very few autobiographical passages, after speaking of his mother’s house in 

Launceston, he said  

 

  ‘It is from this house, too, that I retrieve what fragmentary memories I have of my father. He 

was from the village of Trusham, in Devon.. The Causleys had lived in Trusham for generations, 

though none lives there now. White’s  famous Survey of Devon, made in 1850 lists my great-

grandfather, Samuel Causley as the victualler of the New Inn (long since burned down), and his 

wife Sarah as the village school-mistress. She conducted her classes in a back- room of the pub. 

My father is a tall, bony man, neatly dressed in tweeds and a cap and with brightly- polished 

boots. He speaks with a cider-sharp mid-Devon accent. He caries a stick or cane, and has a 

black-and-white terrier called Jack. Once, he took me to a race-meeting. All I remember are 

shouts, rain, the thump of hooves, of being able to see nothing in front of me but the backs of 

men’s legs. He takes me to a travelling-fair and pays for me and my friend to ride on the swing-

boats. I immediately feel sick and scream to be taken down. My friend is sad. 

 

My father cannot tie a bootlace. The index finger of his right hand is missing, following a riding 

accident while working with horses during a bombardment in France. Sometimes (like D. H. 

Lawrence, I learned years later) he is driven to furies of exasperation by uncontrollable fits of 

coughing. 

 

What I did not know was that all the time I knew him my father was a dying man. His service in 

France had shattered him physically.  He was invalided out of the army in 1918 with a disability 

pension, and died in 1924 of pulmonary tuberculosis. Slowly, he seems to me to have withdrawn 

or been withdrawn from my consciousness. His presence receded, as it were, from me that I was 

hardly aware of his departure. In my mind is still a picture, on the night he died, of my mother 

and one of my aunts sitting by the glowing red grate of the black iron stove. It was late 

December, and I’d said I would go upstairs and see my father before I went to bed. For a second, 

my mother looked disconcerted; said something about him being ‘with the angels now’. I 

became suddenly acutely aware that both my mother and my aunt were looking at me closely; 

that this was a significant moment, and that something was expected of me. My response must 

have disappointed them. ’Oh,’ I said. The news made little impact. Then, it seemed almost a 

matter of indifference to me: though it was not to remain so all my life. But so it was that, firmly 

my mother assumed officially the dual role she had in fact  been forced to play for some time 

before my father’s death: that of both parents‘.(From Causley at  70, Peterloo Poets, 1987)                                                   

  

 

Before the Great War Charles senior worked as groom and gardener to a Teignmouth doctor. He 



married Charles’s mother during a temporary stay in Teignmouth in 1915 when she was working 

as a domestic servant in the ’house next door’. Though of course not yet born, Charles mentions 

both his parents in his poem - Teignmouth, a nostalgic picture of the seaside town in heady pre-

war days. And again, in A Wedding Portrait and To My Father 

 

 

Little surprise that Charles, born in 1917, had only hazy recollections of his father who gets only 

passing mention in his poems.  However he is mentioned on Trusham’s village war memorial, 

erected in 1926 by friends and relatives of those lost. 

The unpretentious monument was built partly of masonry from a local ruined house and several 

stone field rollers, joined by rusting steel cable. Characteristically, for this unsophisticated 

village, the Causley name was spelt incorrectly. 

 

In Eden Rock, in the same vein, he draws a loving picture of both his parents and their 

immortality for him 
 

Eden Rock is the last poem in my book of Charles Causley’s collected poetry and I like to think 

that he regarded it as an ‘adieu’  to both his parents and his childhood.  

 

Charles had two indomitable Trusham maiden aunts, his father’s sisters, to whom he was 

devoted - Maggie, the eldest, born in 1880 and Dora, whose baptismal name was Norah, by 

which she was always known in the village, born in 1897. 

 

Maggie was a tireless worker, who scrubbed out the church each week, without fail, for a reward 

of half a crown. When she had done this she did the same for the village school for the same pay. 

She tolled the church bell, baked the communion bread, brought warm water for baptisms and 

struggled manfully with the school boiler. 

It was she that figured in Charles’s poem ‘Walking’. 

                                                                                

There was an, until recently, unpublished poem about Maggie, which seems to suggest that she, 

besides being the oldest aunt was also his favourite. It is called Ancestors and was passed to me 

recently by Les Baker, Charles Causley’s accountant, who had it from Charles himself. 

  

Charles, at the time of his death owned a cottage in Trusham, known as Mount Pleasant. Maggie, 

Norah and their brother Lewis, had purchased this from Walter Cleave, a farmer, in 1921, as 

sitting tenants. It was very small and it must have been a relief when at a later stage Maggie 

moved out into one of the two village almshouses. The price paid for Mount Pleasant in 1921 

was £150. It was situated just adjacent to the site of the New Inn, of which Charles’s great- 

grandfather, Samuel, had been the landlord, and which burned down in the nineteen twenties. 

The little lane which leads to it has now been renamed Causley Lane.  

                                                                               

Although Charles wrote affectionately about his relatives, perversely he didn’t always give them 

their correct baptismal names, which has occasioned some confusion. Norah, Maggie`s sister, 

becomes ‘Dora’. His uncle Lewis, for example, who had purchased Mount Pleasant jointly with 

his two sisters is described in the poem Silent Jack and was indeed taciturn by reputation. Cider 

drinking was a favourite Trusham pastime and partakers used to sit in a line along the upper edge 

of the orchard in the centre of the village, now occupied by the children’s play park. There was a 



cider press at Vinnicombes and another awaiting restoration (still there!) at the lower end of 

Rattle Street: time in Trusham has traditionally moved very slowly.. Whether true or not it was 

widely believed that Jack’s protracted silences were due to the cider he imbibed so freely.    

                                                 

Christened Norah Edith, Charles’s second maiden aunt, seventeen years younger than Maggie, 

occupied Mount Pleasant until her death in 1975. 

Her second name - Edith was given her in memory of her older sister who had died tragically in 

1895, being burned to death as a schoolgirl. There is some confusion over the exact 

circumstances of the accident. Local legend has it that she was on an errand to the men working 

at a local lime kiln on Blackley Brake, about a mile from the village centre, and that she 

somehow fell in to the fire The school log book for 17 May 1895 says ‘I have removed Edith 

Causley’s name from the register as she has died as a result of being burned while at play at 

Blackley.’ Charles has it that the accident came about as a result of a childish game with 

matches. The awful event was witnessed by his father who tried desperately to extinguish the 

flames, while Maggie looked on. Norah as yet was not born, though the story was part of her 

childhood and she never forgot it. Charles mentions it in his affectionate poem - Dora 

 

The last two of this little group of Trusham poems are autobiographical, evidently occasioned by 

revisiting the village after long absences. The first is The Prodigal Son. A faithful depiction of a 

post-war Trusham, even more down at heel than ever. Perversely too, he mentions his uncle’s 

name as being spelt wrongly on the war memorial, whereas it was of course his father’s.  

 

Trusham.  

Some might think this poem has sinister, even dark overtones. It speaks again of one of 

Causley’s visits to his ancestral village, his meeting with one of the older inhabitants, who, 

pointing the finger, prompts a short, but revealing digression into the writer’s own, possibly 

ambivalent, sexuality. 

                                                                          

                                                                  

A drawback of anthologies may be lack of space for commentary on the people involved - or 

indeed the topography. So many questions are begged.  

However, Charles`s  deft touch allowed the people and events to speak for themselves. 

                                                                    

All the same there seemed to be an advantage in collecting Charles’s Trusham relations together 

from a historical viewpoint apart and set them in the context of the charming Devon village from 

which they sprang.  

This is a tribute to the Trusham Causleys; I hope he would have approved.                                                         

 

Alick Cameron  
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