
THOSE WHO WROTE 
BEATRICE CHASE AND JOHN GALSWORTHY: THE LEGEND OF KITTY JAY

Writers Beatrice Chase and John Galsworthy lived in the Dartmoor parishes of Widecombe and Manaton respectively during the First World War. Both had come from London where they had 
witnessed the poverty of the East End and developed a vocation for social reform. Living on Dartmoor provided them with fresh insight for their writing. 
Through their imaginative interpretations the modern myth of the lost girl ‘Kitty Jay’ was created. Here is the version as it is generally told today.
About 1800 Kitty Jay was a pauper girl from the workhouse at Newton Abbot. She was apprenticed out as a dairy maid at Ford Farm, near Manaton, on the eastern edges of Dartmoor where 
the son of the house seduced her; she became besotted by him and then pregnant. It was a total disgrace then to get pregnant outside marriage and no one would help her.
The young man refused to admit to any involvement. He, his family and the Church despised and disowned her, and in her total despair she committed suicide by hanging herself from a 
beam in a building on the farm. The Church denied her a Christian burial in consecrated ground and she had to be buried at a cross roads on the Parish Boundary. She still lies where the 
parishes of Widecombe and Manaton meet and there are always fresh flowers on her grave.

JAY’S GRAVEBEATRICE CHASE AT HER HOUSE 
AT VENTON, WIDECOMBE

THE MOOR GRAVE BY JOHN GALSWORTHY
I lie out here under a heather  sod,
A moor-stone at my head, the moor winds play above.
I lie out here…. In graveyards of their God
They would not bury desperate me who died for love!
I lie out here under the sun and moon;
Across me bearded ponies stride , the curlews cry.
I have no little tombstone screed, no: “Soon
To glory shall she rise” – but deathless peace have I!

John Galsworthy published also a short story The Apple Tree in 1916 which is a version 
of the Kitty Jay legend. Megan David is similarly abandoned and drowns herself. Here is 
an extract:

“I remembers one day I said to ’er: ‘What’s the matter, Megan?’- ’er name was Megan 
David, she come from Wales same as ’er aunt, ol’ Missis Narracombe. ‘Yu’m frettin’ 
about somethin’. I says. ‘No, Jim,’ she says, ‘I’m not frettin’. ‘Yes, yu be!’ I says. ‘No,’ 
she says, and the tears cam’ rollin’ out. ‘Yu’m cryin’ - what’s that, then?’ I says. She 
putts ’er ’and over ’er ’eart: ‘It ’urts me,’ she says; ‘but ’twill sune be better,’ she says. 
‘But if anything shude ’appen to me, Jim, I wants to be buried under this ’ere apple 
tree.’ I laughed. ‘What’s goin’ to ’appen to yu?’ I says; ‘don’t ’ee be fulish.’ ‘No,’ she 
says, ‘I won’t be fulish.’ 
Well, I know what maids are, an’ I never thought no more about et, till two days arter 
that, ’bout six in the avenin’ I was comin’ up wi’ the calves, when I see somethin’ dark 
lyin’ in the strame, close to that big apple tree. I says to meself: ‘Is that a pig-funny 
place for a pig to get to!’ an’ I goes up to et, an’ I see what ’twas.”
The old man stopped; his eyes, turned upward, had a bright, suffering look.
“’Twas the maid, in a little narrer pool ther’ that’s made by the stoppin’ of a rock 
where I see the young gentleman bathin’ once or twice. ’Er was lyin’ on ’er face in the 
watter.”

THE HEART OF THE MOOR BY BEATRICE CHASE 

In 1906 the second edition of the Ordnance Survey 6” map had the label ‘Jane’s Grave’. 
This was replaced in the next edition by ‘Jay’, possibly at the instigation of Beatrice 
Chase, who in chapter VI of her book The Heart of the Moor published in 1914 gives the 
name as Mary Jay, via the words of her fictional character Granny Caunter:

“J’s grave tis called… Mary Jay was the poor maid’s name. I heard my mother tell 
of it, when I was a li’l maid. It happened when her was a li’l maid herself. Her could 
just mind hearing tell of it… Her was an orphan from the workhouse, ’prenticed to 
Barracott Farm between Manaton and Heatree. 
One day, when her was quite young, her tooked a rope and went to the barn there 
on the Manaton Road, and hanged herself from a beam. Her was quite dead when 
the farmer found her..
[Beatrice Chase asks: Why did she do it?] Us don’t rightly know…No one won’t 
ever know more than what us thinks, you understand…
[Beatrice Chase: And what do you think?]… Us reckoned ’twas the same old story, 
miss — a young man, who wadn’t no gude to her, poor maid.”

JOHN GALSWORTHY ON THE VERANDAH 
OF HIS RENTED HOUSE AT WINGSTONE 
FARM, MANATON

JOHN GALSWORTHY

‘KITTY JAY’  PORTRAYED IN THE 
MED THEATRE  FILM  PRODUCTION 
‘GRAVE INTIMATIONS’


