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Chapter One 
MY EARLY ARRIVAL 

I was born in a hurry, on the 10th of July, 1900, the hottest day of that year. 

My mother had been involved in a not too serious accident on a day’s outing in what was 
then called a brake, the fore runner of the vehicle we now know and use much more 
frequently, the luxury modern coach. The motive power of the brake, two horses, decided 
to have fun and games. My mother was badly thrown about with the result that I was born 
one month in front of schedule, eight months in the making instead of the usual nine. I 
have often wondered if this early arrival into a new century could be considered to have 
had a hurrying influence on my outlook on life, in a century of rapid change such as no 
other in history can boast. 

My mother at this time had to take in work from the city in the form of hat trimming, hat-
making being her trade. Mother was born in Ampthill, Bedfordshire, where most of the 
female section of the community came to some extent under the influence of the hat-
making industry from nearby Luton which in later years became more famous for the 
manufacture of motor cars. I was one-and-a-half years old when my brother was born, 
and no doubt with two very young babies requiring attention, the hat-making became 
more difficult, so I was sent to school at the tender age of two-and-a-half years. 

I can still recall the name of my first teacher, Mrs. Selby, a motherly body. As far as I can 
recollect the time was spent unravelling pieces of pretty fabric and playing with picture 
blocks and coloured bead counters. I well recall our little lunches being collected by the 
teacher, placed in a wastepaper basket, to be handed out at the appropriate time. My small 
lunch was neatly wrapped in newspaper, mother could not run to greaseproof or white 
paper. My father was unemployed at this time as were many, but father was not afraid of 
work and I have heard him recall his many jobs, window-cleaner, van man, church organ 
blower, etc., I cannot at any time in my childhood days remember any of us going short 
of basic essentials. 

At this time we lived in Orange Street, Southwark, our house being a part of a terrace 
named Winchester Cottages overshadowed by a church on the other side of the street, All 
Hallows. The church was in those days well attended, being very high Church of 
England, in fact, not far removed from being Roman Catholic in its services. 

As far as I can recall, my Aunt Polly, a widow, had always lived with us and the family 
always referred to me as being “Aunt Polly’s darling”—apparently I could do no wrong 
and my small brother could do nothing right. Aunt Polly also came from Ampthill and 
was a hat worker, and up to the age of sixty-five would walk every day to a workshop in 
the City of London, a distance of about three miles each way. She would, on her return 
from the city, bring home a quantity of hat material that she called buckram, a hard 
stiffened substance, for my mother to work on. Aunt Polly and mother would spend the 
evening making up hat brims or crowns, us children being regularly packed off to bed on 
the first clang of All Hallow’s church bell calling for evening service at seven o’clock—
there was no nonsense in those days as we were not allowed to be any trouble to the 
breadwinners. 



I was about four at this time and had moved out of the infants class at school and had 
started to take lessons. Two incidents have remained imprinted on my memory from this 
period, the first being the early disciplinary method of my new teacher, a Miss Banner, 
whose favourite means of physical correction for misbehaviour was to roll up our sleeves 
and sharply smack our little arms between elbow and wrist. Need less to say, I often 
received this admonishment for talking instead of attending to lessons. The other incident 
was much more amusing, at least to all the family if not to myself! 

My Aunt Polly had mended my little trousers and made a rather clumsy job of the work 
and in school the next morning I could feel a lump in the sitting-down department. I was 
sure that I had had an accident and asked the teacher if I could go home to be cleaned and 
changed. Now as children went to school at a very early age, wetting and messing was 
quite usual and teachers took this unfortunate occurrence in their stride, but as I only had 
to go a matter of a hundred yards or so, teacher sent me home. On reaching home with 
my trouble mother promptly took off my trousers and found nothing except the lump of 
clumsy padding Aunt Polly had sewn in. 1 well remember the chiding I received from the 
family, who could not resist saying frequently “Who thought he had.” 

About this time I recall mother asking me to take a message to her sister, my Aunt Ada, 
whose husband, Uncle Fred, kept a small but busy grocer’s shop some few minutes’ walk 
along the same street. The taking of this message did not fit in with my playtime plans, so 
I told a lie and reported to mother that I had in fact delivered the message. Some hours 
later when I was caught out in my lie, my mother was about to deliver punishment with a 
cane and in endeavouring to dodge her, I ran across the room and stumbled, falling into 
the metal treadle of mother’s sewing machine, cutting my head badly. I was at once 
rushed to the Evelina Hospital for Children where the nurse applied a dressing. In those 
days bandages were applied liberally. The cut was near my right eye and I was taken 
every few days to the hospital Out-Patients’ department. It was with some dread that I 
waited for the nurse to take off the bandage, she was mostly in a hurry and whipped it off, 
making the wound bleed. No one seemed to be very sympathetic, they had not the time to 
bathe off the sticking bandage. This now seems far removed from today’s neat stitching 
and small but efficient plasters. In time the visit to Evelina Hospital became unnecessary, 
the cut healed but left a small scar. I was not allowed to forget that this scar was my 
punishment for telling a lie. 

The church hall belonging to All Hallows was called the Victoria Hall, situated at the end 
of a cobbled path, to my child mind a very large building. The Christmas teas and Sunday 
School prize-givings in the hail were something of an occasion, the very large Christmas 
tree being laden with glittering gifts to be distributed at the appropriate time to all the 
noisy excited children by one of the fathers of tile church. Here the early disappointments 
of life seemed unbearable, as a much desired toy would be handed to some other child 
and a less wanted toy came my way. 

The church began to play an important part in my early life. I was quite young when I 
was appointed to the role of boat-boy, entrusted with carrying the incense boat from 
which the officiating clergy would feed the incense burner, a receptacle that was charged 
with burning charcoal. When the incense was placed on to the hot charcoal it 
immediately discharged a volume of white smoke, filling the church with, as I remember, 
a pleasant but unusual fragrance—the brass receptacle containing the charcoal and 



incense was carried on the ends of four fine brass chains. The clergy would swing this 
burner towards the high altar, thereby emitting a large quantity of the white curling 
smoke, as though this action paid homage to the Cross or other special object in the 
procession round the church which was part of evening services. I had to walk beside the 
Vicar who would then swing the incense burner methodically high above his head, this 
action was very impressive, almost on a par with the throwing of the mace by a drum 
major. 

This procession was to my young mind very important, the clergy in white surplices 
embroidered with fine lace, other officials in bright scarlet cassocks carrying banners 
with Latin inscriptions on finely worked silk. Being a very small boy, it was with some 
difficulty that a scarlet cassock could be found to fit me, as it seemed that I must have 
been the smallest of small boys, the verger having to hitch up the bottom part with a pleat 
held in position with a tightly tied cord to prevent me from tripping over the long 
garment. Over the scarlet cassock I had a small white surplice embroidered as those worn 
by the clergy, and on my head a small red skull cap. 

I am sure my parents had eyes for no one other than their very small son in the splendour 
of red and white apparel. The procession terminated at the high altar with much swinging 
of the incense burner. I well recall my small self being so over awed on my first duty as 
boat boy that I forgot to watch the officiating clergyman with the burner. There I was 
rooted to the spot facing away from the clergyman, who was impatiently snapping his 
finger and thumb to attract my attention. I eventually came down to earth and offered the 
boat for him to replenish the charcoal with incense. 

I held this position as boat boy for some time and my next move was to join the very 
junior section of the choir. I could only sing by ear and it was always a wonderment to 
me how the organist choirmaster could write down the notes of music by ear. Should a 
choir boy or man suggest a tune, the choir master would ask the person to sing the tune 
and he would take it down in mysterious cyphers, somewhat as a shorthand- typist takes 
down the spoken word. I was not very musical but had a clear voice which would waver 
on high notes. This tremor worried me but the choirmaster did not com plain. 

Somewhere about this time my family moved house from number seven Winchester 
Cottages to number seventy-two, Falmouth Road, a road running through from the New 
Kent Road to Great Dover Street. This of course required a change of day school but as I 
was firmly established in the church life at All Hallows, it was decided by my parents 
that I should remain in the choir and attend the Sunday School. This change of address 
entailed my brother and myself in some thirty minutes’ walk each way from home to 
church or Sunday school, choir practice, etc. 

On special days, such as Candlemas, a weekday early Mass would require a choir. As this 
service was at seven a.m. this occasion was something of an adventure, a very early rising 
in order to arrive on time, allowing for the long walk; then after the service a breakfast 
would be arranged in the church hall. This breakfast to myself and the other choirboys, 
owing to its novelty, overshadowed the real purpose of the Mass. 

I was ten years old when my sister was born, and although I was still established a 
number one favourite with Aunt Polly, my sister came in for much attention and was 
somewhat spoiled in the process and developed a temper which on occasions would 



cause domestic problems. Mother had purchased a very nice bright red woollen coat for 
my sister and one Sunday afternoon when we were all being spruced up for the trip to 
Sunday school, my sister had a tantrum and refused to be dressed in the red coat. Here 
my father took over and I well remember him carrying my screaming sobbing sister all 
the way, still screaming, into Sunday school. This put us all in our place and taught us 
that father was not to be crossed. Anyway, my sister continued to wear the red coat 
without further tantrums on following Sundays. 

My brother and I were enrolled for day school at a nearby school off the New Kent 
Road—Harper Street School. Although I can remember incidents at an earlier age, I 
cannot recall anything of note on my entry to my new school. 

My family did not remain at number seventy-two for much more than a year. We again 
moved house, this time only to a house in the same road, to number thirty-four, almost 
opposite the big gates of a large engineering works, the works of R. Waygood, the 
makers of lifts. The word “elevator” had not at that time been imported from America. 
From these large gates several times a day would move a stream of workmen in greasy 
overalls—little did I know that in a few years’ time I was to join that greasy stream, but 
before I come to this, a few more years at Harper Street School. 

I was not very sturdy and much illness came my way. I, with many others at Sunday 
school, had looked forward to the annual outing, this time to Carshalton in Surrey, a 
journey by train on a hot summer’s day which nearly had a tragic ending for myself. 

1 lost my school cap from the train window and the hot sun was too much for my head. 
The next day I was very ill with my temperature up in the hundreds, sunstroke and double 
pneumonia, nearly my lot. I have many times heard mother tell friends that the doctor had 
given me up as a crisis was near and on his next call he more or less expressed surprise 
that I was still this side of The Pearly Gates. 

This long illness kept me away from school and of course did not help in my school 
progress. In fact when I did return, I was greeted with “We thought you were dead!” My 
young brother had told them that the doctor had given me up. For some time I was very 
delicate and had to be well wrapped up as it was said that to catch pneumonia again 
would be fatal. My brother seemed to enjoy better health, only having the usual 
children’s illnesses, although events were to prove that in middle age he was not so 
fortunate. 

My father kept a few chicken at number thirty-four and many were the quarrels between 
my brother and I as to who should collect the new laid eggs from the nest. This ritual had 
become something of an obsession between us. We would both hurry out of school, race 
like mad all the way home, one of us winning by a few yards, to score over the other in 
the collection of the warm eggs. Things came to such a pass that father had to put us on 
alternate turns for each time home from school, twice each day, as we in those days came 
home to mid-day meal. 

The egg was to play an important part in my life, not to the extent of Betty McDonald’s 
experiences in her book “The Egg and I” but perhaps the early backyard poultry keeping 
of my father implanted in me an urge for small farming which was to be fulfilled many 
years later. 



The egg was responsible for an amicable result to an interview between my father and a 
Mr. Watson, my school teacher at that time. I had received punishment with the cane on 
both my hands for some misbehaviour. The cane had missed its mark and had come down 
on my wrist instead of my hand. I am not sure if this was bad direction on the part of Mr. 
Watson, or the fact that in painful anticipation, my hand had become a moving target. 
The resultant swelling of my wrist caused some concern and father called on Mr. Watson. 
After a long session the conversation had passed from my wrist to general topics, such as 
exchanges of health complaints. Mr. Watson suffered with an ulcer and father as a result 
came away with a standing order for new-laid eggs which put me in the privileged 
position of personal contact with the master. I do not remember receiving the cane from 
Mr. Watson from that time onwards. 

Certain things stick in my memory from this period of child hood—the mention of spruce 
when talking of trees always brings to mind a minor accident. One afternoon, the school 
playground being slightly covered with frozen snow, making it ideal for the boys to make 
long slides down a slope, I had ventured to join in the fun but being rather nervous and 
lacking confidence, I stumbled and finished my slide with my forehead coming violently 
into contact with a brick pillar. I was taken home in a very dazed condition with a lump 
as big as an egg on my forehead. Mother applied the usual remedies—they did not send 
for the doctor as at two shillings a visit, the doctor was only called as a last resort. 

When father arrived he sent my brother to a shop for a quantity of substance called 
spruce, a vile smelling, vile looking, vile tasting liquid. I was forced to drink a little of 
this evil stuff and as the bruised head got better in a day or so, the spruce took the credit. 

These minor accidents can be rather frightening to a child with a nervous disposition as 
on another occasion when playing in the “jail,” this being a converted recreation ground 
at the rear of a local disused jail containing the usual recreational facilities such as 
swings, climbing ropes, ladders held aloft horizontally by stout posts, intended to be used 
for swinging hand over hand along the rungs underneath the ladders. I had with my 
playmates disregarded the rules by climbing on to the top of the ladder and was working 
my way along, legs astride, when I felt a sharp pain in the fleshy inside part of my leg. 
On looking at the cause of the pain I nearly fell off the ladder as I had picked up a long 
dirty-looking wooden splinter from the outside weathered rails. The splinter had broken 
off with about one inch sticking out of my leg, the other end securely buried in my flesh, 
blood oozing. I was too scared to get down off the ladder and the other boys went for the 
park keeper who helped me down. I was in a panic as the splinter looked black and 
menacing, and I was taken home in a child’s pushchair. 

Then came the grim awaiting whilst mother came to a decision as to whether to wait for 
father to come home or deal with the situation herself. I well remember amidst sobs and 
looking terror stricken at the horrible splinter which by now had assumed such 
frightening possibilities in my young mind that I would not allow mother to touch it. 
However, she managed to distract my attention for a moment and swiftly pulled the 
splinter from my leg. Fortunately it came out unbroken and in due course the leg healed 
and the incident faded to become permanently stored in the world’s most wonderful filing 
cabinet, the memory. 



My memory also recalls an early morning chore before school. My brother and I had to 
take morning turns to stand with many others outside an egg warehouse, basin in hand, 
waiting for the door to open and to be served with cracked eggs, sometimes more than 
cracked. Often after quite a long wait, they would not even open the door but would shout 
from inside “No cracks this morning!”. These cracked eggs were quite fresh and for 
threepence or fourpence one would get some seven or eight cracked eggs. As this was the 
age of the penny egg, this was sound economics. 

My progress at school was not outstanding, the number in lass being around forty to fifty. 
The cane was used quite liberally and when required this implement had to be obtained 
from the headmaster’s study and an entry made in a black punishment book. I can 
recollect securing the cane on one occasion for mis-spelling the word “their”. I had spelt 
it ‘there”. The master gave me a swipe on each hand with the cane saying as he did so 
“THERE are THERE was, THERE s, THEIR house, THEIR clothes, THEIR children”, 
each time spelling out the correct way to spell the same sounding word. 

When I was in trouble at school it would either be for talking in class or for bad spelling. 
I was average at most subjects except spelling—I simply could not master the correct 
way to spell. I hated the period called “dictation”. I was always top in any class at 
drawing and painting. My paintings were hung around the class walls as an example to 
other boys. A visiting school inspector was very impressed with one of my paintings, he 
asked the headmaster for my name, etc. s I was nearing school leaving age, I had visions 
of an artistic future. However, nothing materialised from this expectation. 

I spent many hours at home painting and a school friend introduced me to his brother 
who was an artist. Here, as events were to turn out, circumstances in the shape of the 
1914 war put an end to my painting lessons as the artist was German and was interned 
soon after the outbreak of war. I had by this time reached the top class, standard seven, t 
Harper Street. We were moved up in class standards by age qualification rather than 
academic ability. 

The class were taking singing lessons in the main hall one afternoon and we were singing 
“Land of Hope and Glory.” The headmaster, a Mr. Hansen, was listening and he 
expressed is dissatisfaction with the singing. He took over the class from the teacher and 
gave us a lecture on the true meanings of the words of the song, and finished by saying: 
“Now let me heat you sing it as you will sing it when the Germans come.” Thus the early 
thoughts of war were implanted in our young minds. 



Chapter Two 

S1XPENCE UNTOLD WEALTH 

When I look back over the many years it seems difficult to recall that at that time I could 
purchase from the sweet shop quite good quality sweets at the out-of-this-world price of 
four ounces for one penny, a whole quarter of a pound. In a much used local sweet shop 
near school a ball machine was installed, such as can be seen in fun fairs, and for one 
halfpenny one could take a chance to win the jackpot which was sixpence. As with all 
such machines winning the jackpot was a rare occurrence. Well, luck came my way, and 
on my thirteenth birthday I won the jackpot. Sixpence! untold wealth! - should I buy the 
shop? I must have felt like an adult winning a 1963 treble chance. How should I spend 
such a large sum? The news spread like a house on fire and in minutes I had a shop full of 
schoolmates helping me to dissipate my sudden affluence. I bought several whole 
quarters, several two ounces, and found myself the most popular boy in class. It was quite 
usual to go into a sweet shop to spend a farthing but to have sixpence to spend in one 
spend up was big business. 

Mother had taken a male lodger, an engineer, Mr. Freddy Shule, to occupy the small 
spare room at Falmouth Road. He was a good lodger as far as rent was concerned but 
liked his beer to a fault. One Saturday afternoon, father being at work and mother out 
shopping, I coming in from play had a shock to find a man being shaved by a barber in 
front of our kitchen fire. At first I did not recognize our lodger wrapped in towels and 
lathered. I started to retreat as I thought I had entered the wrong house. I was reassured 
on seeing familiar pieces of furniture. This was the first time I had heard of the luxury of 
having a barber home. This and Freddy’s general affluence must have given my parents 
the idea that an engineer was the thing to be. Anyway as things were to turn out, I was to 
become apprenticed to the same trade. 

My teacher in standard seven was a tall thin, not too robust a man named Norman 
Langton Parker. He was referred to by the boys as “Naughty Lanky Parker.” If the boys 
had a name for him, he certainly had his pet names for his pupils, for any of the boys who 
showed any sign of blubbering after being punished with the cane he would always call 
“Baby so-and-so,” the talkative boys were “Granny so-and-so.” I, of course, was a 
“Granny.” 

I was still in the choir at All Hallows and was at this time having trouble over the 
question of being required to attend confession. I was at this age becoming argumentative 
and I could not understand what boys of thirteen and fourteen years of age could possibly 
have to confess. If I had been fourteen years of age in the seventies I might not have been 
so sure of my argument! 

It was the practice of the choirmaster to hold or bank in reserve part of my choir money. 
As I refused to attend confession, this reserve of cash was being withheld and was being 
used as a lever to help me to alter my opinion on confession. My father resented this 
unfair pressure and subsequently this action caused me to lose my keenness in the affairs 
of All Hallows. 

I here recall an earlier incident whilst a choirboy. The All Hallows choir was selected on 
one special occasion to take part in a very impressive service at St. Paul’s Cathedral. 



Many choirs from all over London were chosen, All Hallows’ choir being allocated a 
position in the chancel. This was a great distinction and the choir had to attend several 
rehearsals. At one of the rehearsals I had to leave my position to attend to the bothering 
call of nature. I was directed to the toilets which were situated down below in the crypt of 
St. Paul’s. I remember going down a seemingly endless number of winding stone steps, 
along a number of long dark forbidding passage-ways. I felt very insignificant and 
frightened as I wandered about seeking the toilet. The great organ of St. Paul’s above was 
in full throttle and the vibration only added to my fright. At last I found the toilets and 
completed my mission. The toilet I recall was dimly lighted by gas light and just above 
the urinal was a notice warning users not of the dangers of Venereal Disease, but of the 
activities of Mrs. Pankhurst and her devoted followers who were drawing attention to 
their campaign for votes for women by leaving playful explosives, etc., in public places. 
The notices were printed in two or three languages appealing to all and sundry to 
immediately report the finding of any suspicious object or the hearing of any unusual 
noises such as the ticking of a time mechanism. 

Now I had to find my way back. This was a nightmare, all my life I have had a very poor 
sense of direction and to be alone in such a cold awe-inspiring place was terrifying. At 
last I could hear approaching footsteps. What relief! They were the footsteps of a 
choirman on a similar mission to my own. He pointed out to me the correct stairway and I 
at last found myself back in the comforting presence of my fellow choir boys. 

This weakness of bladder function had caused a spot of bother at day school. My father 
had paid a visit to my class masters and had obtained for me carte-blanche permission to 
leave the class without the usual formality of putting up my hand and awaiting notice by 
the master. Occasionally the master had refused to allow me to leave class. This had 
resulted in pain, hence the parental visit. It would appear that small boys also have small 
bladders. 

When we were children a great treat would be to be taken by mother and Aunt Polly on 
shopping expeditions to the celebrated shopping centre, the New Cut, a road running 
through from Westminster Bridge Road to Blackfriars Road, the Westminster end being 
called the Lower Marsh, but to shoppers it was mostly known as the Cut. 

Mother would inspect the multifarious wares displayed in the shops and on the stalls 
lined up in the gutter. The stalls were end to end the entire length of the Cut and Lower 
Marsh. They were brightly illuminated by naphtha burning lamps giving a yellow glare 
and making a hissing sound. One could purchase almost anything from the stalls, as is 
said, from a pin to an elephant. This would be an exaggeration although literally one 
could be excused for making such an observation. 

The owners or operators of the stalls were in the main specialists and we were always 
drawn to a stall whose entire stock would be concerned with all the paraphernalia of 
magic lanterns. Hundreds of slides would be sorted over by keen enthusiasts, many were 
the stalls selling clothing, curtain material, books, nuts and bolts and china in profusion. 
Huge brightly-coloured vases were in fashion at the time, and no mantlepiece was 
complete without them. The vases all shapes and sizes would sometimes be sold by 
auction from the stalls. 



The pavement between the stalls and the shops was one teeming mass of shoppers, 
pushing their way to the front of the crowds around shops and stalls. Anyone old enough 
to remember will recall that one could at the end of a Saturday evening purchase unsold 
legs of lamb etc. for one-and-eleven- pence or thereabouts. 

When mother and Aunt Polly had had enough of the pushing and shoving, we would 
nearly always finish up in an eel and pie shop also celebrated for its steak and kidney 
pies. I cannot recall on how many occasions my brother and I could be seen eating meat 
pies served in a piece of greaseproof paper on our way home. The pies were almost too 
hot to hold comfortably; the hot gravy would spill out of the paper as we endeavoured to 
eat whilst walking. The pies were delicious, the cost one penny half-penny each, 
marvellous value! Wonderful pies, happy days! 

On some occasions if father came home early from work, we would be taken to a public 
house called “The Hole in the Wall” in the Borough. Why this unusual name, I do not 
know. Children could enter public houses in those days. Father, mother and always Aunt 
Polly would have their glass of ale, we children would be delighted with a piece of plum-
duff, a Yorkshire pudding with plenty of sultanas, again served in greaseproof paper. This 
was the speciality of the house. “The Hole in the Wall” was also noted for its collection 
of stuffed birds, crocodiles, alligators, wild animals’ heads and fish etc., all in glass cases 
or cabinets. In fact the bar parlour resembled a small museum, maybe some earlier 
landlord had been a big-game hunter. 



Chapter Three 

AMPTHILL 

Most of my school holidays were spent at Ampthill, in Bedford- shire, and many are the 
pleasant recollections. Ampthill was at that time extremely proud of its fine pine woods. 
These woods were approached by a very lovely avenue of large chestnut trees called The 
Alameda. As children we were given the task of collecting quantities of fir cones or “fir 
balls,” these when dry would be used by my Aunt as fuel for fire lighting. These cones 
were to be found in plenty in the pine woods, but after the novelty had passed, the 
collecting of fir balls became a chore as a fair-sized sack-full became heavy enough for 
small boys to carry back some half-a-mile to home. 

These beautiful pine woods were shortly to be sacrificed to the ravenous appetite of the 
nineteen-fourteen war, the demands for trench supports for France took precedence over 
beauty and a small army of men from Portugal was imported to cut down these fine old 
firs, the only trees remaining being the very large chestnuts forming The Alameda, which 
to this day still stand, an avenue leading to a denuded waste, a grim reminder to those old 
enough to remember the needs of World War One. It is sad to hear from the local folk 
that many of the cut-down trees were after all not required and many once proud trunks 
remained stacked up in the railway yard for many months after the end of the war, 
awaiting other uses. 

My Uncle Ted, after whom I was named, was one of three brothers, these brothers 
operated a quite successful wheelwrights’ business, known as Dillingham Bros. in 
Ampthill. Uncle Ted attended to the blacksmith side of the business, Uncle Harry the 
painting side. Uncle Ted as well as being the blacksmith, was also an expert sign-writer 
and I, fascinated, spent many hours watching him lay gold leaf on to beautiful and neatly 
executed lettering on the small country town’s new coal carts. These new gleaming carts 
with resplendent shire or percheron horses would be entered into the local agricultural 
shows, thus carts made by Dillingham Bros. were known for first-class workmanship. 

The other brother, Uncle Walter, was a highly skilled wheelwright, specialising in the 
bodywork of horse-drawn vehicles. He also managed the business side. When Uncle Ted 
was out of the way, I would disobey orders not to touch the machines or the forge. One 
afternoon I tried my hand at blacksmithing. While heating up a piece of springy metal in 
the forge, I was careless enough to let the nearly red-hot metal touch my face, just enough 
to scare the life out of me and I ran in panic into the house to have the burn dressed. 

Uncle Ted was my favourite Uncle. He was a wonderful person, respected and liked by 
all. It was in Uncle Ted’s house that I stayed on my holidays with his wife, Aunt Liz, and 
their daughter, Eva. Uncle Ted loved dogs, big dogs, and on Sunday mornings almost as 
a ritual he and a friend, also with his dog, would go for a walk of several miles. I loved 
this walk as the dogs were great fun. Uncle Ted’s two dogs were a large Airedale, a very 
popular breed in those days, and a big light fawn-coloured Labrador, and his friend’s dog 
was a grey hound. 

An amusing tale about the dogs would often be retold. One of the dogs had had pups, but 
the pups had died. A caller, asking “How were they all?” meaning the three brothers, was 
received at the door by Uncle Ted’s mother, my great-grand mother. Misunderstanding 



the kind enquiry as to my Uncles’ health, great-grandmother replied “They are all dead!” 
The visitor, taken aback with shocked surprise exclaimed “What! Walt, Ted and Harry?” 
Great-grandmother quickly reassured him by saying “No, the boys are all right. I thought 
you meant the pups!” 

As children we always spoke of great-grandmother as “Grandma Ampthill” as distinct 
from my own mother’s mother, my grandmother, who was always referred to as 
“Grandma Maiden,” Maiden being a village very near Ampthill. Grandma Maiden was a 
much-loved person, a frail little lady, generous to a fault, for all callers, butcher, baker, 
oilman were invited in for a glass of home-made wine, cakes, etc. This generosity was 
even extended to the egg man, known to all poultry keepers as “The Higgler.” This 
person was the forerunner of the Egg Marketing Board, and was called “The Higgler” as 
his weekly call for the eggs produced in the garden was a regular endeavour to knock 
down the price he would pay for the eggs. 

Grandma was upset if during our holidays my brother and] did not pay her a visit every 
other day. She would load us up with more than we wanted to carry—bags of apples, 
eggs, pots of home-made jam. Frequently she would stop a coal cart and a friendly 
country man, Joe Middleton, would let us sit on the empty sacks for a ride back to 
Ampthill. 

Dear old Grandma was a real character. She would pay a weekly visit from Maiden to her 
brother, Uncle Ted, again always laden with cakes, fruit, etc. As I remember she always 
wore a fine black lace veil with little black velvet spots on the lace, this being the country 
fashion at the time. A few years later I learned a little of Grandma’s earlier life. She must 
have been what we would today call “quite a girl.” As far as 1 could find out Grandma 
gave birth to my mother as a result of an affair with a young man who was drowned in an 
accident before they could be married. I have never been able to get the full facts, but I 
have always suspected that as this young man came from a well respected local family he 
may not have been able to face up to what would in those times have been a disgraceful 
situation, and as a result took his own life. This accounts for the fact that I always had a 
grandma on mother’s side and did not have a grandad. 

No doubt this affair was the talk of the small country town. However, the locals were 
again to be shocked as grandmother again became pregnant, this time in a somewhat 
casual fashion. She had been sent to the local public house for the supper beer and the 
landlord had apparently enticed her into the back parlour on some pretext or other. I am 
not sure if etchings were the bait in those days, but as a result of this encounter another 
daughter was born. I am informed that my mother and her sister lived at Ampthill until 
old enough to both move to London to earn a living at hat work in the City. 

As long as I can remember, grandma lived with the village blacksmith at Malden. We 
always called him “Uncle Arnold,” Arnold being his surname. He was a big man with a 
beard and was reputed to be a first-class blacksmith. His smithy was nearby and I spent 
much time there and loved to operate the forge whilst he shod the horses. I used to feel 
that this operation was painful to the horses as Uncle Arnold would put the nearly red-hot 
iron shoe on to the hoof and clouds of white smoke would belch out with an 
accompanying sickly smell. He would then proceed to slice off pieces of hard hoof to 
make the fit perfect. This finished he would nail on the shoe with quite long nails, my 



fears for the horses’ comfort were ground less as they did not seem to object. On one 
occasion a very young horse did object and managed to bolt out of the smithy, giving all, 
amid much cussing, the exciting job of bringing it back. 

Grandma lived with the blacksmith. They were never married nor did they have any 
children, but a more contented, happy pair it would be difficult to find. One little thing 
that comes to mind was the almost perfect copperplate writing of Uncle Arnold being an 
extreme contrast to his heavy work in the smithy. This contrast in craftsmanship was 
similar to Uncle Ted at Ampthill with his forging iron for the vehicles, and his fine 
delicate work with the sign-writing. 

At Ampthill I also loved to visit a very old lady known to all her many visitors as “Aunt 
Sue,” a white-haired matriarchal character. She would entertain all who called by sitting 
over the fire telling hair-raising ghost stories to such an effect that we were almost too 
scared to go home, especially as she lived in a dark country lane. The old lady had a 
wayward son who for some misdeed had served a prison sentence and my Aunt Liz was 
extremely worried as this son had suggested that I should go on a fishing outing with 
him. I think Aunt Li2 expected me to be murdered. However, I survived several fishing 
excursions without harm. 

While at Ampthill it was a great occasion when the large wooden cart wheels were ready 
to have the iron tyres fitted. Uncle Ted would first bend the iron band into an almost 
perfect circle. Then the ends were made white hot and joined by hammering on the anvil. 
I was pleased to be allowed to help by working the bellows lever. The next operation was 
quite exciting. The wooden wheel had been placed in position on a large circular steel 
platform out in the yard. The iron band was then turned round and round in the forge until 
red hot. It was then hurriedly carried on hooks from the shop to the wheel on the 
platform. Once the hot iron band was on in position, my uncles would hose water from 
water cans on to the hot band, shrinking it to fit tightly on the wheel. This operation was a 
highlight on my holiday. As it had to be carried out with skill, there was always an 
amount of hurried orders and much smoke and steam as the iron rim would receive its 
final hammering and levering to settle it in exact position. 

Our holidays at Ampthill must have been a trial for Aunt Liz as my brother and I were as 
mischievous as most boys and at the end of August when the plums were ripening we 
would both make a fuss at the sight of a wasp. We had the town child’s fear of these 
pests. We would quarrel at meals over who should have a whistling mug. This was a very 
nice child’s fancy china mug with a whistle fashioned in the handle. I will always 
remember the Sunday morning performance with the 

Yorkshire pudding. Aunt Liz would prepare this in a large baking tin and carry it to the 
local bakehouse to be cooked with many other neighbours’ puddings, a practice still in 
use today in some country towns, as recently when travelling through a northern village, I 
was reminded of my Aunt Liz and the bakehouse by observing a housewife hurrying 
along on a Sunday morning with the familiar shaped baking tin covered with a clean 
cloth. The pudding used to be served up as a separate course at the beginning of the meal, 
a custom which I understand still prevails in the north. The purpose in the old days was to 
fill the family up with pudding as meat was too expensive for working folk. A good fill 
up with Yorkshire pudding and no one wanted, or was able to have, very much meat. 



Once on a visit to Malden great excitement was prevailing in the farmyard next door to 
grandmother. The folk there were market gardeners, Ampthill and Malden having very 
light sandy soil. The commotion was over the finding of several dead ducklings 
obviously killed by some animal. As the duck lings were housed very near to the 
farmhouse with farm dogs running loose, foxes were ruled out and suspicion fell on one 
of the dogs. The dog was chased about and severely beaten and there was even talk of 
shooting the luckless animal. To make sure the dog could do no more harm, it was 
chained up. 

When on the following morning more ducklings were found dead and mutilated, the 
farmers then discovered that the culprit was a rat. I was overjoyed and relieved as I feared 
that they would in haste shoot the blameless dog. I made a great fuss of the now reprieved 
and free dog, who seemed to me to understand that it was cleared of the killings. The rats 
were soon caught and destroyed and the incident was the main topic of conversation for a 
day or so. In the uneventful life of a village, such an occurrence would be recounted time 
and time again. 

Uncle Arnold had a piece of ground about a half mile away over several fields. He kept 
quite a number of chicken there and it was a daily trip to feed and water them and collect 
the eggs. I delighted in this trip as it had to be made over several wooden plank bridges 
over very deep ditches. Uncle had them all named, Blackfriars, Westminster and London 
Bridge. It was fun being in the company of this cheerful village black smith. 

I can always remember grandma having several global-shaped fly-catchers made of fine 
gauze and bait in the form of sugar would be placed in the base. There were several small 
holes in the rim at the bottom. This type of fly-catcher seems to be out of fashion now, 
but within half-an-hour there would be hundreds of flies imprisoned. Blue bottles and 
even stupid wasps managed to get in. They could all have escaped by the same holes but 
very few did. Grandma would pour boiling water on them and then repeat the process. 



Chapter Four 

AUGUST 4th, 1914 

August nineteen-fourteen was the year of my school leaving. I had left school on the day 
that I was fourteen and was again holidaying at Ampthill. 

Then came that fateful day, August fourth, nineteen-fourteen. I can remember that day as 
though it were yesterday. The shadow of the impending war had already made itself felt 
as the local Territorial unit had been mobilised and an atmosphere of tension had this 
small country town in its grip. In a day or so the usual peaceful pursuits of life were over-
shadowed by speculation. The local drill hall became the centre of communication 
instead of the town clock, and notices were posted on the notice board and eagerly 
perused for news. I well recall that I was standing outside the drill hall watching the 
urgent comings and goings of army personnel, when one officer seeing me with a bicycle, 
called me to him. I was ordered or asked to take a message to the local station-master to 
inform him as to the train requirements of the Territorial unit. The unit was ready within 
a few hours and amidst much cheering and weeping the unit moved off. For some of 
these men it was the last time that they would see the country town of their birth. Many 
were the opinions expressed that the war could not last long. Weeks? months? a year? 
Speculation. Could anyone have foreseen or foretold its eventual length? 

It was always with extreme regret that my holidays at Ampthill came to an end. Being 
rather delicate, a month in the country air with much time spent in the pine woods was 
considered to be greatly beneficial to my health. On the day set for our departure I would 
have wild day dreams of hiding myself deep in the woods until my parents had gone 
back. I hated London and as the train approached the dull uninviting skies over the 
outskirts I would become miserable to the point of crying. 

The very early days of the 1914 war did not have a great effect on life in general except 
for the khaki-clad soldier relatives visiting us on their way to camp or training quarters. 
The sky at night was now criss-crossed with beams from the search lights although the 
first air raids were yet to come. 

Quite soon after my return from holiday father received a note from my late school to 
state that apprentices were required at the engineering works of R. Waygood & 
Company, just over the road to number thirty-four. 

I was taken into the works office and after a short interview with the timekeeper, a very 
important-looking man, a Mr. James Lancaster (today he would have basked in the much 
more superior title of Personnel Officer!), it was fixed up for me to be apprenticed to 
electrical engineering. The choice had been between the carpentry shop or the 
engineering shop. Father had decided on engineering, so engineering it was. I was not 
given any choice in this important decision. As events were to turn out, carpentry might 
have been a wiser choice, especially as I had shown considerable promise in the 
woodwork class. 

I started work the next day at six-thirty in the morning. To commence working in an 
engineering shop in this period, 1914, as a boy, was to find oneself the lowest form of 
animal life. I was promptly put to operate a machine. It was not a large machine, but on 
describing it to my parents it assumed much larger proportions. The purpose of the 



machine was to wind fine wire on to small diameter tubes. I was instructed in the work by 
a workman, one Barry Freeman, who would take away a finished coil and test it on a 
mysterious-looking gadget, then make adjustments to the machine without a word of 
explanation. Maybe he thought one so young would not understand anyway. 

It was the regular chore of the young apprentices to fetch and carry for the adult 
workmen. Breakfast break came at eight- thirty. I found that a boy’s job was to fetch tea 
and breakfast for a section of the workmen. I soon learned to carry the beer cans 
containing hot tea on a broom stick with a number of notches cut in to prevent the cans 
slipping together and spilling the tea. With a wooden tray fixed over my small shoulders I 
collected such delicacies as toasted tea cakes, crumpets, etc. I wish now I had had a 
photograph taken showing a pint-sized boy struggling boyfully along under the 
responsibilities of delivering breakfasts still hot to the waiting workmen. 

I was allowed to leave my work several minutes early for the meal trip, otherwise very 
little time would have been left for my own breakfast. I recall that even the tea beer cans 
portrayed the character of the owners, some would be stained and coated and far from 
clean, while others would be as bright and shiny as when new. This seemed to tie up with 
the personal appearance of the individual. One can had on its spotless clean outside, 
painted in large bold black letters, the initials “R.C.”—as much as if to say to the tea boy 
“V.I.P. treatment for this can, please.” 

The mid-day meal break at one o’clock called for the same chore except that in this case 
the journey would be to a butcher’s shop nearby which showed considerable enterprise 
by providing hot meals. On the counter would be a large joint of piping hot meat and a 
huge bowl of mashed potatoes. For a very few coppers several slices of this appetising 
looking beef, mutton or pork, according to the day’s fare, would be wrapped in 
greaseproof paper. Then in another piece of greaseproof would be placed a fair portion of 
the steaming hot mashed potatoes. My wooden carrying tray had a cover over it to make 
sure that the meals reached the hungry men still piping hot. The meal would be eaten on 
the workbench. For this service some of the men would give me a copper or two at the 
end of the week. 

I had only been at work some few weeks when I came in contact with a very bad accident 
case. As part of my duties I also had to run errands for the foreman and had been given 
some papers to take down to the woodworking shop. This shop was full of noisy 
machinery. The air was full of fine wood dust and everything was covered with the daily 
accumulation of sawdust, together the hum of high-speed saws, planing machines, etc., 
the whistle of the fast-revving spindles all gave me a feeling of loneliness and not a little 
apprehension. On almost my first errand to the busy shop I was met with unmistakable 
signs of trouble. I well remember men running to and fro and a workman lying on the 
sawdust-covered floor, blood all over the grim-looking teeth of the circular saw he had 
been operating. 1 cannot remember whether or not I completed my errand—the machines 
were now silent as if satisfied that they had shown to one and all that they would always 
demand the greatest care and respect from those using them. I ran from the shop as this 
was my first contact with an industrial accident. The unfortunate workman had 
completely severed his hand at the wrist. Afterwards he worked as a storeman for many 
years, a hook fitted in place of his lost hand. 



In later years I was to witness many minor accidents and I came to the conclusion that the 
majority were due to careless ness, such as trying to remove jobs or pieces of offcut 
material from still moving cutters. One near miss to what could have been a serious 
accident was when a female using the grinding wheel, called a lapp, was thoughtless 
enough to try to wipe clean of grinding dust the metal table immediately in front of the 
revolving grinding disc. She used the corner of her overall as a wiping rag, with the result 
that her overall was caught up in the fast-moving disc, pulling her towards the grinding 
face. Fortunately for her, the overall material caused the machine to jam and a workman 
hearing her cry just managed to throw the driving belt off. She was released just in time, 
as her head and face were only an inch or so from the grinding wheel. It is surprising how 
workers seem to resent measures enforced for their own safety. The female workers were 
provided with hats to wear whilst working at moving machines such as coil- winders and 
drilling machines. Many accidents which could have been avoided were caused through 
workers not using the protecting hats and hair would become entangled and pulled out by 
the roots. 

The workers would even turn such accidents into occasions for fun. A male lathe turner 
had had the top half of his thumb taken off in a machine, the piece of thumb was cleanly 
cut and the boys had plenty of fun taking this gruesome article around and, concealing it 
in their hand, would place it in the unsuspecting hand of any of the female workers. 

After a few months I was taken off the coil-winding machine and handed over to the care 
of a fitter, named Tommy Neal. He was a kind, easy sort of man. An unusual practice of 
Tommy’s was to spread condensed milk on bread and dripping and eat it with relish. In 
order to be of any use to Tommy Neal at the workbench, I, being very small, had to stand 
on a box about six inches high. Many of the early tasks were very monotonous, as many 
operations at that time had to be carried out by hand. 

One of my first jobs was to take small strips of brass, place each one in a vice, bend over 
the end with my fingers, take each piece out of the vice, then again squeezing it in the 
vice. This was a simple enough job except the quantity required was for one thousand 
which entailed opening and closing the vice two thousand times. I was not to know that 
in a few years to come I was to make a press tool obviating these tedious operations. 

As my wage as an apprentice was the princely sum of four shillings per week, the time 
taken over the job was of no great moment. The chore of breakfast and dinner errands 
still remained and as mother was an excellent cook, rock cakes being her speciality, I 
introduced her cakes to one or two of the workmen. News of the excellence of her cakes 
soon spread and as in the episode of the eggs and Mr. Watson at school, I was in business 
with an ever-increasing demand for mother’s rock cakes. 

The system of shop heating or lack of same resulted in my feet being badly chilled and 
my small feet swelled up with chilblains. Mother could not keep me away from work for 
such a trivial matter so a larger pair of boots were purchased to allow for the swelling. 
Anyway, the larger boots would come in handy when my feet reached this size by natural 
growth. 

About this time we were receiving the first nightly visits from the German Zeppelins. 
These first air-raids were all the more frightening as England, well experienced in wars 
overseas, had never before been attacked from the sky. We would be hurriedly roused 



from bed and dressed, and would occasionally catch sight of the evil cigar-shaped 
airships in the cross beams of the searchlights. In these early raids bombs were dropped 
in the Leytonstone and New Cross district. I still vividly recall the sight of the bombed 
houses although the bombs could not be compared with the huge bombs of the nineteen 
thirty-nine war that was yet to come. To those killed the size of the bomb was immaterial. 



Chapter Five 

MR. LYONS 

My father at this time was managing a furniture shop, No. 7 London Road, South-East 
London. The tenant of the rooms above the shop had moved away and we thereupon 
moved house again from Falmouth Road to London Road. 

The shop was situated at the Clock Tower end of the London Road, nearly always called 
The Obelisk as this very fine, not very old, Clock Tower was built on the site of the old 
Obelisk. The Obelisk was a long pointed stone needle similar to Cleopatra’s Needle. This 
Obelisk was removed to stand in the grounds of the nearby mental hospital, Bethlehem, 
locally called Bedlam. The Clock Tower stood in the centre of St. George’s Circus. St. 
George’s Circus was a terminus or connecting point leading to seven bridges over the 
River Thames. On the immediate left, Lambeth Road led to Vauxhall and Lambeth 
Bridges. Half left would take one to Westminster and Waterloo Bridges, and Blackfriars, 
Southwark and London Bridges were to the right of the Circus. 

These were the days of London’s tram-cars. I as a child always hated tram-cars. At the 
age of fourteen I was almost qualified to pass as a tram driver as on any journey of length 
I would become sick and would be placed out with the driver to recover in the rush of 
cool air. The most dreaded journey was to Tooting to visit an aunt. As the trams on that 
route had fewer wheels than others, this allowed the body of these vehicles to sway from 
side to side, while many a sudden stop interrupted the boat-like motions, completing my 
discomfort. 

Many years later when tramcars were being taken off the road to be replaced by trolley 
buses, many conservative types protested in the columns of the national Press at the 
passing of this mode of travel. As always the folk that resist any sort of change overlook 
the simple and obvious fact that the object of their protests had in its time constituted 
change from earlier modes of travel. 

I recall riding from “The Bricklayer’s Arms” to Tower Bridge on horse-drawn tram cars. 
At the end of the tram track the two horses would be transferred to the other end of the 
tram car, much in the same way as the electric contact arm of later times. At the time of 
the tram disposal I had a letter published in the press congratulating the authorities on the 
removal of what I described as antiquated monstrosities and the accompanying metal 
rails, hated by cyclists as death traps in wet greasy weather. I was abused by post by 
angry tram car enthusiasts, some sending photographs of tram cars from other countries 
and literature from a “Society for the Preservation and Retention of Tramcars.” 

In passing I recall the early tram cars had top decks, open to the weather, the only 
protection from the elements being a loose waterproof cover for passengers’ knees. 

It is now difficult to exactly recall the end of the horse-drawn bus, on which the driver 
perched high up almost on the level of the top deck, holding the reins controlling two 
horses. I can remember that for one halfpenny one could be taken over Blackfriars 
Bridge. Those were the days of the hansom cab, again the driver would be exposed to the 
weather. I well recall Aunt Polly returning from a visit and arriving home in such a 
vehicle. This seemed to us as the height of luxury. 



As our new home was so near to the junction of the many tram tracks leading to the 
bridges, we at first experienced some difficulty in becoming used to the night and day 
clatter of the tram cars passing over the many points and crossings, and a familiar sight 
was the hand-operational system of diverting the tram cars to their different routes. A 
tramway employee would in the day-time be on duty to operate the points. He would be 
there in all weathers, well wrapped in oilskin coat and sou’ wester hat. He would sit, 
between lever pushing and pulling, on a wooden box, enjoying life with cheerful chats 
with passers by. 

My father’s employer was Isaac Michael Lyons, an excitable Jewish gentleman who 
lived in a large important-looking residence overlooking Clapham Common. Father 
would on occasions take my brother and me on a Sunday morning to this important 
residence when he had to report the week’s business to Mr. Lyons. The house had a fairly 
long approach to the front door, covered in with an ornamental half-circular glass canopy, 
a stained-glass front door, and a large coloured glass skylight at the top of a very 
imposing stairway, giving the house a church-like atmosphere. We had been brought up 
strictly and on these occasions observed the rule that it was our place to be seen and not 
heard. Mr. Lyons would smile kindly at us but under no circumstances would we be 
allowed to misbehave as Mr. Lyons represented our bread and, if we were lucky, butter. 

My father managed the business for Mr. Lyons for some years and at times when trade 
was slack or, as it could be in those days indeed, almost dead, father would, before 
returning to work, often say to mother “Well! back to the devil!“ or would say he had not 
broken the ice, meaning that he had not booked any business. The usual shop hours were 
from nine in the morning to almost any time that customers required attention, and as a 
child I can well remember mother taking us children to meet father from the shop on 
more than one occasion, only to have to return home as customers would enter the shop 
to buy furniture very late at night, in fact on a Saturday night it was not unusual to find 
customers as late as eleven o’clock, sometimes after they had come from the public 
houses. 

As far as I can remember father earned about twenty-five shillings a week, and when the 
first Early Closing Day Act became law, ordering shops to close at five o’clock on one 
day of the week we indeed felt that things were looking up. From a very early age we had 
been used to going to bed at a sensible time but on Thursday night being the then early 
closing day, father would be home in time to entertain and amuse us boys. 

Our main amusement in those days was to watch magic lantern slides, and we 
experienced as much excitement with our new lantern slides as a modern child with 
television. Father also was a keen gramophone enthusiast. He had a good collection of 
record cylinders which would start up after a scratchy pause with the words “Edison Bell 
Record.” Father was as proud of his gramophone gear as a 1973 father would be with the 
latest tape recorder. He would, on our visits to Ampthill or other friends take all the 
paraphernalia, gramophone, large case of cylinder records, and a folding stand to sup port 
an over-sized trumpet-shaped horn, carefully carried in a green-baize cover. 

A great many hours would be spent with Meccano and such toys, and also playing ludo, 
and snakes and ladders. Like all brothers we would squabble over the games and if extra 
troublesome would be packed off early to bed. Father was determined that we should not 



grow up to be problem children or child delinquents. If father said Bed, bed it was, if he 
said No, no it was. 

Mr. Lyons was extremely proud of his name and used it to advertise his business. In his 
business he specialised in metal bedsteads and over his shop was a large enamel picture 
of a bedstead with four fierce-looking lions, all pulling at the bedstead from each of the 
four posts, thereby emphasizing the strength of Lyons’ bedsteads. Also in the shop was a 
life- sized model of a lion, with a nodding head complete with an opening and shutting 
mouth. This would attract passing customers, but one snag with the nodding lion as far as 
father was concerned, was that the so-and-so lion was worked by clockwork and required 
winding up once a day. Before our move to London Road it was part of father’s duty to 
go to and from to wind up the perishing thing. The lions and bedstead were almost an 
obsession with Mr. Lyons. 

The day a new horse-drawn van was delivered was a red- letter day, as on a dark blue 
background the famous golden lions were resplendent in shining glory, beautifully 
painted and finished with coach varnish on both sides of the van. I can see Mr. Lyons 
now, taking out a spotless clean handkerchief from his breast pocket to wipe off a small 
smear. The driver was well aware of the wrath to come should he be unfortunate enough 
to have to report the first scratch or damage to the new idol. 

Mr. Lyons, owing to an injury to his back sustained whilst horse-riding, would be away 
from the business from time to time, leaving father to do both buying and selling. He 
would boast to his friends that he could trust Martell and that he would always see that 
Martell was looked after if anything happened to himself. This professed trust was put to 
a test as one day a golden sovereign was missing, the clouds of doubt and mistrust hung 
over us for a day or so. We all felt the atmosphere of suspicion as a sovereign was worth 
twenty shillings in those days, nearly father’s entire weekly wage. However, the clouds 
rolled away when the missing sovereign was found in the corner of a well-worn and 
discarded chamois leather bag. 

The 1914 war was now well under way, or should I say raging, and the German 
Zeppelins were still paying nightly visits. We, with other neighbours and their families, 
would take refuge down in the depths of the underground railway works department. We 
would sit huddled together in the well of the iron spiral staircase anxiously waiting good 
or bad news from father or other men who disdained to remain below all the time. After 
some weeks of the discomforts of the under ground pit we became brave enough to 
remain at home down stairs at the back of the shop. It seems that the old adage that 
“familiarity breeds contempt” even applies to danger. Father placed a wire-mesh spring 
mattress of a type now obsolete in front of the windows at the back and front to protect or 
help to protect us from harm from flying glass. During any apparent lull in the gunfire we 
would venture out of doors and one night we all witnessed a grim spectacle, a sight that 
brought cheers from the watching thousands, but meant tragedy and anguish to the 
relatives and entire crew of one ill-fated German Zeppelin. I can, even after more years 
than I care to remember, still see the familiar cigar-shaped object, this time stripped of its 
superiority to become a red-hot flaming falling mass, moving slowly at first, drifting to 
earth to form a tomb for the crew in a field at Cuffley, north of London, and I find myself 
thinking every time I recall the occasion that perhaps some of those men, but for the 
gross stupidity of war, might have still been alive to this day. 



The Zeppelins and their losses soon taught the Germans that this type of attack was 
vulnerable to the defence of machine-driven aircraft. Flight Lieutenant Robinson’s 
success at Cuffley gave us some respite from nightly raids until the Germans then 
developing propellor-type aeroplanes began to raid London by night and day. 

These incidents may be worth recalling, I was at work one Saturday morning when the 
air-raid alarm was sounded. I with other youths, disregarding the order that we should all 
go to the ground floor at the sound of the air-raid alarm, went on to the roof of 
Waygoods’ building and soon saw a small formation of aircraft flying over towards the 
city. At first speculation was that, as we had not had enemy aircraft over in daylight 
before, these aircraft must be some of our own. We were very quickly disillusioned as 
gunfire started up and we realized that this was serious business. We were sharply 
brought down from our vantage position by the foreman and later learned that the city 
had been severely damaged. 

My old Aunt Polly was in the Smithfield’s meat market at the time and had to take refuge 
in a cellar. Several people were killed and the damage to that part of the city was 
considerable, although at that time I had yet to meet the girl whom some fifteen years 
later I was to marry; I learned that her grandmother lost all her home and belongings in 
this same raid. Her home was in Little Britain in the heart of the city. As far as I recollect 
the German raiders returned to Germany without loss. 

Aunt Polly and mother used to shop for meat, butter etc. in Smithfield Market. I well 
remember the long avenues of open- type shops, the sawdust-covered corridors, the foody 
smell of uncovered meat, cheese, butter etc. It was the practice at the time for shoppers to 
take a silver coin from a purse or pocket and scoop a small sample from huge chunks of 
butter, taste it and if it came up to their liking they would then make a purchase. Of 
course those with children would give the kids a taste so by the end of the day the chunks 
of butter took on a very eroded look. 

My brother and I, after these air raids, would visit with thousands of other sightseers the 
scene of the damaged properties and collect, as souvenirs, small pieces of plateglass from 
broken shop windows and business premises, some nearly half-an-inch in thickness. 
These would be labelled as a collection. The collection of pieces of shrapnel would 
arouse keen competition and at times we took quite serious risks by collecting whilst 
these ugly jagged pieces were still falling. Sometimes one could find a complete nosecap 
off an anti aircraft shell, or pieces of copper band from a shell. Considering that these 
pieces were often quite heavy and the jagged edges as sharp as knives, we were indeed 
taking chances, but the acquisitive instinct in all collectors to outdo competitors blinds 
one to reason. 

The system of air-raid warnings in use at the time was maroons (a maroon-type gun) to 
be fired. These dull heavy explosions could be distinguished from the sharp sound of anti 
aircraft guns. The all-clear was given by teams of motor cyclists riding through the streets 
shouting “All clear!” “All clear!” Before the maroons were brought into use the same 
teams of motor cyclists would ride through calling “Take cover!” “Take cover!” 

On one shrapnel-collecting adventure my brother and I had strayed a good distance from 
the shelter of the shop. The all- clear had sounded some few minutes earlier. We had 
almost reached the Elephant and Castle end of the London Road and crowds of people 



were emerging from the Elephant and Castle underground station, men, women and many 
children who had been sheltering from an earlier raid, when again the ominous sound of 
aircraft was heard. We then heard a whistling sound followed by a very loud explosion, 
this caused terrible panic. Although the damage from an aerial torpedo was some mile 
away, the crowds who were coming up from the shelter were met by many panic-stricken 
people rushing back for shelter. I believe that several were killed in the crush, my brother 
and I ran faster than we had ever run before the full length of London Road back to our 
now anxious parents. 

Each morning the night’s adventures would be recalled at work and speculations as to the 
probability of more raids would be exchanged. Waygoods had up to this time only 
employed male workers in the engineering shops and great interest was displayed in the 
news that females were to be employed to fill the gap in labour as many men had enlisted 
and more were talking of doing so. The first intimation that the innovation of female 
workers was more than a rumour was the taking down of several machines to make way 
for a women’s changing room and toilets. This very well-appointed establishment with 
wash basins, towels, etc., was in marked contrast with the men’s toilets. 

The men’s toilets, mostly referred to by one and all as “The Bog,” were situated out on 
the landing, the tops and bottoms of all the toilet doors had been at some time sawn off, 
leaving just a middle portion as a semblance of privacy. This enabled the foreman or 
manager to look under the doors and count the legs, two legs would be a pass, but if, 
however, as sometimes occurred, there would be anything up to six or eight legs, the 
foreman would have them out and report them for miking and smoking. On one occasion 
I was one of three in one toilet and each of the six toilets had more than the correct quota 
of legs. This time it was not the foreman but the general manager on the prowl, with great 
presence of mind I whipped down my trousers and pretended to be there for the correct 
purpose. The manager reported the rest of the apprentices and they were punished by a 
loss of bonus. I escaped with the benefit of the doubt. Later there was a threat that the 
remaining middle section of the toilet doors would be taken away. 

The new ladies’ toilet establishment completed, the male staff, or should I say 
workmen?—”staff” being the status symbol of the chosen few white collar bods on the 
office side of the concern were eagerly awaiting the first female arrivals. The day came 
and although I was then too young to appreciate females, the older men were not slow to 
show their appreciation. One workman who was the father of some eleven children 
loudly voicing his thoughts as to what he would like to do to one of the buxom females 
was overheard by our foreman and severely rebuked. The foreman made it quite clear 
that he would stand no nonsense with regard to the men’s behaviour towards the ladies. 

The foreman, Charlie Cousins, was a keen-eyed dapper little man who carried a distinct 
air of authority. He was a cut above the general workmen and I will always respect his 
memory as a firm but very fair disciplinarian. He had a disconcerting way of quietly 
appearing behind one and had a habit of emitting a low warning cough which would 
make us apprentices a little apprehensive of the telling off that would follow any 
misdemeanour on our part. 

The time-keeper, in the august person of Mr. Lancaster, had shown a fair amount of care 
in his choice of female labour and as a result the first ladies or women workers employed 



were definitely above the general run of the mill in factory workers, hence Charlie 
Cousins’ determination to stamp out coarseness in the workshop. 

The female labour was at first mostly employed in coil winding and light assembly, but it 
was not long before they were part and parcel of the workshop, and were given other 
light jobs, such as work on drilling machines. By this time the usual friendly larking 
about between male and females enlivened the daily chores. One young unmarried 
female was the general favourite of the men, and would come in for much tormenting 
fun. On returning to her machine, for instance, she might find a dead rat fixed beneath a 
drill. My boss, Tommy Neal, one day for fun geed me up to collect a cupful of cast-iron 
millings, something like fine filings, and to place the millings in this young woman’s 
closed umbrella. Nell Flint was her name, a well-built lass. She used to go home to lunch 
and as Tommy Neal had planned, she on her way back to work had had to open up the 
umbrella as it had started to rain and down came the cast-iron millings. She did not 
appear to appreciate the practical joke as she had had to return to her home and change 
owing to the millings finding their way down her neck and inside her underclothes—
when Nelly came in and started to look for the practical joker I felt it expedient to be out 
of the way. 

About this time I was given my first piece-work job. This was a never-to-be-forgotten 
red-letter day. To be entrusted with an individual task was a fillip to my small ego. My 
ego was dented a little as the job was made extremely difficult owing to the carelessness 
of the person who had prepared the material. 

The job was to fit a large quantity of components called “blow-out shields.” These were 
flat pieces of black fibre, a tough insulating material one quarter of an inch thick and 
about six inches by four inches in size. These had to be made to fit in a jig for drilling. 
The instructions to me were that I had to grind them down to size, a simple enough job 
except that the clot of a workman who had sawn the fibre from the large sheet had cut the 
pieces as much as a quarter of an inch oversize each way. The grinding wheel, a large flat 
disc covered with emery cloth, refused to grind such a quantity without constant renewal 
of fresh discs. 

I was making such a slow progress and so obviously displaying my despair to any 
passing workman, when one soft-hearted workman, Freddy Powell, took pity on me. He 
took a fair quantity of the over-sized pieces and put them in the jaws of a lathe chuck and 
turned off the surplus over-size. This enabled me to complete the job in the time allowed 
on the important looking piece-work form. 

As a result my wage increased at the end of that week from the basic four shillings to six-
and-ninepence. This two-and 1inepence extra was banked with great care in my money 
box. I had always managed to save a little and although three shillings from my weekly 
four would be given to mother, from the shilling left to me I endeavoured to save a few 
coppers. In those days our spending was confined to a few sweets or a comic, “pop” 
records had yet to be invented. 

As I had by the help of Freddy Powell successfully completed my first job, I was 
entrusted with others. One job was to screw studs into flat small pieces of copper. Mr. 
Cousins, on instructing me, demanded to know if I had a straight eye—I had not heard of 
this engineering term before. Mr. Cousins could see that I did not follow him, he then 



held up to eye level a completed piece of work and explained to me that if one developed 
a straight eye, one could always at a glance see if a thing was out of square or level 
without constantly using either set square or spirit level. This was sound training and all 
through life the ability to spot anything out of square or level as proved extremely useful. 

At times friction would occur over the female labour. As a team several apprentices were 
engaged on fitting Ferodo linings to brake bands, an Admiralty job. We had to rivet the 
linings securely. If the work was badly carried out, the inspection department would 
return a small percentage for re-riveting each day. The team would share the 
replacements which at the most would be three or four each. The management, to speed 
up the output of the brake bands, introduced female labour. This started real trouble, as 
instead of three or four rejects each morning, the number increased to between ten and 
twelve. The male labour protested as it was obvious that we were being penalized by the 
poor workmanship of the women. There were no shop stewards in those days. We were 
left to fight our own battles. A bitter feeling was now growing among the skilled 
mechanics as female and unskilled labour was earning far above the earnings of skilled 
men. Females were now working in the heavy machine shop, turning out shell cases and I 
can still in my memory see the piles of reject shells. 

I had joined the Engineers’ Union as a junior member and recollect being one of the 
younger apprentices to come out on strike over the Lloyd George dilution of labour 
scheme. This scheme was against the orthodox principles of trained and skilled labour. I 
cannot remember the exact outcome of the strike, but I well remember my father being 
extremely displeased at my association with trade unionism. Father was conservative in 
his politics although he had very little at the time to conserve. 

I could see that the apprenticeship scheme as carried out at the time was a well disguised 
system of cheap labour, as unless an apprentice protested, he could find himself engaged 
for most of the time on repetition work that could have been given to females or non-
apprentice labour. I protested and asked to be transferred from the electrical shop to the 
toolroom, the tool- room being the holy of holies in an engineering works as would be the 
pattern-making shop in the carpentry department. The bods in the toolroom seemed to be 
superior to the other types in the general shop. A toolmaker would not be known as an 
engineer or fitter, in fact the common name for the skilled workers in the heavy 
engineers’ shop was the “iron fighters,” the plumbers and tube benders were known as 
“pipe stranglers”; the common-or-garden carpenters were called the “wood butchers,” 
leaving the pattern-makers and toolmakers “sacrosanct” as to nicknames. The toolroom 
bods always talked in thous., this of course meaning thousandths, s showing the accuracy 
and precision of their work as opposed to the ordinary fitters and engineers working 
sixty-fourths as their limits of accuracy. 

Working life was different in many ways in the toolroom, it gave me a feeling of status. 
The toolroom itself had an air of efficiency and tidiness. It was an enclosed part of the 
works having a cage-like look. It could only be entered through a wire door and it was 
unusual for any workman from the general shops to enter unless on specific business 
connected with tools—one great distinction being that unlike the rest of the engineering 
shops, no female labour had been introduced as the work could under no circumstances 
be called repetitive and therefore would not lend itself to unskilled labour. 



I quickly learned that if I was to become a good toolmaker it vas entirely up to myself as 
although I was an indentured apprentice with low wages, which in principle was designed 
to compensate for instruction in the many skills available, no such instruction other than 
just enough to enable an apprentice :0 carry out the work was ever given. No master plan 
was operating to ensure that in return for low wages an apprentice ‘as guaranteed good 
tuition, on my own initiative I had been moved into the toolroom. 

I also had to see to it that I was not left working at one task or on one machine for over-
long periods. I had been in the toolroom about a year when, owing to heavily depleted 
staffs following many enlistments into the services, I was temporarily moved from the 
toolroom back to my old shop to help in wiring urgently required control gear. 



Chapter Six 

NOVEMBER 11th, 1918 

Sometime around 1917 Mr. Lyons decided to close his shops as his health was poor and 
business at the time was extremely slow. We had always cherished pie-in-the-sky hopes 
that Mr. Lyons would keep his word as to his boast that he would always look after 
Martell. However, much to our amazement, he gave my father the surprising information 
that he had given notice to his landlords to terminate his tenancy of number seven and 
number five London Road. 

Father in consequence had to decide in a hurry whether to look for other employment or 
take the chance of trying to run his own business, he being well known to the landlords, 
he applied for the tenancy of number seven. He was successful and arrangements were 
made to take over at the departure of Mr. Lyons. 

When father informed Mr. Lyons that he would be commencing his own business at 
number seven, Mr. Lyons went nearly mad and in a moment of temper and dog-in-the-
manger anger, called father a “dirty bastard.” When he recovered his compo sure he 
apologized profusely for using such unforgivable language—Mr. Lyons was a polished 
gentleman on the surface and was bitterly ashamed to have so far forgotten himself as to 
have shown to his employee that the veneer of gentlemanly behaviour had proved to be 
so thin. However, Mr. Isaac Michael Lyons had burned his boats, his notice had been 
accepted by the landlords and he had disposed of his remaining stock. 

I well remember having, with the entire family, to observe the legal formality of being 
asked to stand outside the door of number seven while the landlords’ representative 
locked the door and then formally handed over the key to father as the new legal tenant. 

Father had meanwhile been busy contacting manufacturing friends who had known him 
during his managership of Mr. Lyons’ business and as a result, bedsteads, feather beds, 
chests of drawers, tables, chairs, etc., began to arrive at number seven. When I now 
recall, some forty or more years later, the then rent of father’s first shop, I find it almost 
impossible to accept the correctness of memory—one pound per week—twenty shillings! 
This sum—quite out of this present-day world— included the shop, living quarters, eight 
rooms and a wash- house at the end of the garden, the rates being a very few shillings per 
week. 

Father could not run to his own transport for delivery of goods sold and many were the 
deliveries made on a hired two- wheeled barrow. For larger orders a local contractor’s 
horse- drawn van would be hired. Folk at the Elephant and Castle district were down-to-
earth people, and so long as goods were delivered in good condition, the type of transport 
used caused little concern. 

One evening father had sold an old-type mangle. This heavy piece of household 
equipment had to be delivered to the fourth floor in a block of buildings off the Walworth 
Road. My brother and I transported the mangle on the usual hired barrow and had 
reached the delivery address and managed to get the cumbersome article up to the third 
floor when an air- raid warning sounded and almost at once heavy gunfire started up. A 
large anti-aircraft gun was situated nearby. The sound echoed through the stone stairways 
of the buildings, making a nerve-shattering and terrifying din. 



We completed the delivery and I ran towards home, pushing the barrow as fast as I could, 
with my brother seated in the uncomfortable vehicle. I well remember crossing the then 
deserted Elephant and Castle tram lines, the iron rims of the barrow wheels making an 
over-emphasized rattle as all other traffic had stopped, their occupants having taken 
shelter from the falling pieces of shrapnel. I was anxious to return to father and mother 
who would by then be worried. We were about half way when father reached us. He had 
hurried to meet us— we were soon home and in our shelter. 

It was about this time, early in 1918, that I received papers to attend at Camberwell Baths 
for a medical examination for war service. This was an event to remember. The 
appointment, or should I say order, was for the morning. I and many others were lined up 
outside the building awaiting our turn and in the queue was a sailor in uniform who was 
accompanying his brother who looked scared. A uniformed army sergeant asked the 
sailor, “What the bloody hell was he doing there,” and this nearly led to blows. The sailor 
said, “Christ Almighty!”— the sergeant told him that Christ would not help him or his 
brother! This enlivened the wait. 

I was eventually called and told to completely strip. As I have said before, 1 was not very 
big and did not expect to pass A.l—A.2 would suit me as this designation as to fitness 
was at the time exempt from call-up provided one was engaged on war work of some 
kind. About six at a time were called out for preparation for the examination by the army 
doctors. It was far from warm in the building and we were allowed to put on a jacket over 
our birthday-suits. I can assure anyone that naked men, some fat, some thin, some short, 
some tall, presented a laughable sight when dressed only in a jacket. It also caused some 
embarrassment as the cult of nudism was not at the time popular. 

We were then told to jump up and down several times and at last I was on the table being 
examined. The examining doctor spent some time. He did not seem satisfied. He called 
two other doctors who listened to my heart and went into a huddle. After much 
deliberation they classified me A.2 to be graded up. This meant that one could be taken 
into the services to be either killed or cured. I left the doctors with the feeling of 
satisfaction, as I felt that my grading would keep me out of the services, but also the 
feeling that it would be more satisfying to have been grade one and robust. 

I was not at the time worried by the fact that obviously something was not as it should be, 
something that had caused the three doctors to go into conference. This was soon for 
gotten and I dressed to go home. On leaving the building I found another line-up, this 
time to be checked out and receive the King’s shilling as one day’s army pay. I had by 
this time replaced my hat when it was my turn at the pay window, the sergeant bellowed 
at me in army language to take my hat off whilst I was taking the royal shilling. I quickly 
picked up the shilling and walked away with the offending hat still on. I half expected to 
be ordered back, but the sergeant satisfied himself with hurling army abuse after me. 

In the afternoon I spent with a friend the King’s shilling in a West End theatre, I have 
now forgotten which, but I well remember the show, “The Maid of the Mountains” 
starring Jose Collins. Today, 1971, whilst writing this history, I was nostalgically 
reminded of a hit song of that war-time show when “A Bachelor Gay” was played on my 
son’s tape-recorder. 



A few months after the medical examination somewhere about August in 1918, 1 
received my calling-up papers, to report to Whitehall for enlistment. 1 did not take this as 
final as grade two engineers were still retained if on work of importance, but it required 
the intervention of the Works Manager to apply for stay of call-up. I was in a state of 
uncertainty for several days as the regular Manager was away on business and the Deputy 
Manager declined to make the necessary application as he had a son in the forces and 
thought everybody else should be in them too. Also I had booked my week’s annual 
holiday with a landlady at Hastings, at a date coinciding with that of the call-up. I was, 
however, as they say, saved by the bell, the missing Works Manager returned and made 
application for special deferment. 

I with two other apprentices, a William Davis and Reginald sane, all of us about the same 
age, had our holiday at Hastings. We slept three in a large bed and one thing I shall 
always remember was bed-time, as I had been brought up to say prayers by kneeling at 
the bedside. This brought forth derisive remarks from Billy Davis who, although coming 
from a very ice family, had not been taught to pray. I had the support, however, of Reggie 
Lane, whose people were keen chapel-goers, anyway Reggie and I stuck to our guns and 
continued nightly o say our prayers. 

One experience while on this holiday was for the three of us o endeavour to climb up the 
cliff from the beach. Reggie Lane vas a bolder spirit but Billy Davis and I got scared 
when we ‘ere half-way up. As we were at the point of no return, the tide having cut us 
off, we had no alternative but to struggle up to the top. We found ourselves at last having 
managed to scramble aver a crumbly edge, in the midst of holiday-makers who looked 
surprised to see three white-faced, badly-shaken lads appear from nowhere. 

The autumn of 1918 saw the war in France coming to an end and everywhere there was 
an atmosphere of expectancy. Folk would hang around the newspaper offices, hoping to 
be among the first to hear the news that the four years’ nightmare had ended. At last as 
with all things the end came, at eleven o’clock on the eleventh of November, 1918, when 
the Armistice was signed. 

I was at work when the firm’s siren announced the expected news. Church bells were 
rung and everybody to the last man, woman and child let their hair down. The whole 
country staged a down-tools. I with many others from Waygoods left the works and in a 
party boarded a tram car, destination anywhere, singing and dancing until we were tired 
out and returning home to join huge crowds in the street. 



Chapter Seven 

MY RINGING OUT 

Near to our shop was Blackfriars Road with the Royal Eye Hospital and the Old Surrey 
Theatre at the Obelisk end. A short way along on the same side of the road was, and still 
is, a block of dwellings called Peabody Square, usually called Peabody Buildings. 

I had many friends living in Peabodys, friends with a common interest in a nearby 
church, St. Paul’s, Westminster Bridge Road, friends to this day, some forty years later. 
Peabodys and St. Paul’s became joint headquarters as far as my spare time was 
concerned. I had joined the men’s choir at St. Paul’s and as the former restrictions of the 
war were lifted, many avenues for recreation were reopened. 

A special friend from Peabodys and fellow choirman at St. Paul’s, Ted Clark was well 
liked and respected, but very delicate in health. We holidayed together at Southend-on-
Sea around the period at the end of the war. I recall listening with Ted Clark to a usual 
seaside concert party singing the latest song being plugged or introduced, “Margy.” This 
catchy tune was on everyone’s mind. My friend was to die in a matter of months of an 
acute heart complaint. Now fifty or more years later the now revised and often replayed 
“Margy” brings vividly back to mind the pierrots in the concert party and poor old Ted 
Clark. 

Ted Clark was top choirman and on each anniversary of his untimely death his mother 
would place a vase of flowers on the choir stall that had formerly been occupied by her 
late son. A choir stall would be left unoccupied in his memory at the morning and 
evening service. This annual floral tribute occasioned a clash with the wife of a new vicar 
some years later. 

One of the activities on the entertainment side of St. Paul’s was the formation of a 
Minstrel Troupe. How we enjoyed blacking our faces! We took our pleasures in a very 
simple form and our audiences were sympathetic and uncritical. We all went on the beg 
and borrow for our frock coats and fancy waistcoats. The black curly horse-hair wigs 
were hired, often badly fitting and uncomfortably hot to wear, my contribution being to 
render or struggle through the then popular song from “The Maid of the Mountains”—”A 
Bachelor Gay am I.” I felt anything but gay. I could sing in tune on Sundays in the choir 
but I felt as one would say today, a “proper Charlie.” However, it was as they say in 
dramatic circles, “all right on the night” and all our Mums and Dads, supported by 
Church members, appeared or professed to have enjoyed the show. 

Minstrel Troupes were good entertainment at this time, mostly patterned with the centre 
man, the interlocutor so called, the two corner men in front cracking corny jokes to and 
fro, the rest of the troupe in a half circle in turn to be called by the interlocutor to sing or 
recite. From such modest beginnings today we have singing the same old songs the 
wonderfully polished sophisticated top of the entertainment world, The Black and White 
Minstrels. 

An event I feel worth recording was the disastrous influenza epidemic in the Autumn of 
1919. Although not recorded in history to be on a par with the Great Plague, it proved to 
be the worst killer, apart from the recent war, that could be recalled for many years. My 
brother was the first of us to go down. Within a day or so, father, mother and dear old 



Aunt Polly were stricken and in bed. Father’s shop below had to remain closed for 
several days. Next home from school came my sister, leaving only myself so far 
unaffected, but it soon caught up with me. I had suddenly been taken ill at my bench at 
Waygoods. 1 managed to struggle home to complete the dismal household of sickness. 

We all recovered except Aunt Polly whose age was against her. She remained seriously 
ill for several weeks until she passed away. It was her wish that she should be buried with 
her late husband in the family grave at Ampthill. The under takers, owing to the abnormal 
number of deaths from the epidemic, found it difficult to cope, and could not find 
sufficient time to have the coffins polished in the usual style. The coffin was plain wood 
covered in purple material such as is now commonly used for cremations. This caused 
much comment when the coffin arrived at conservative Ampthill as apparently the 
undertakers there had not had to cope with so many deaths and were still able to supply 
polished coffins. As these were the days before undertakers had private mortuaries or 
chapels, it was usual for the dead person to remain in the coffin, resting in the house in 
which the person had lived. 

The funeral was to take place at Ampthill and the coffin had been transported by motor 
hearse the distance of some fifty miles a day or so before the day of the funeral. The 
relations at Ampthill were unwilling to have a coffin and corpse under their roof, so poor 
Aunt Polly remained in her coffin, her resting- place for a day or two being one of the 
workshops of Dillingham Brothers, this same workshop being the venue for a suicide of 
one of Aunt Polly’s nephews some years later. 

The period around 1919 saw the formation of a social committee at Waygoods. Whist 
drives and dances were arranged, I could play whist but could not dance. The whist 
drives would finish earlier than the dance and most of us lads would stand in the doorway 
watching the dancers. The girls began to worry us to learn to dance and several of us 
were persuaded to take dancing lessons. I, being very light on my feet, soon became a fair 
dancer. Many were the opportunities for dancing as cricket and football clubs, etc., 
organized these fund-raising functions regularly. 

Dancing became my number one pastime and it was not long before I was running and 
organizing small socials and dances with some considerable measure of success. By the 
time I was twenty I was earning small fees as acting M.C. for several social 
organizations. 

I now refer to my 1920 diary and nostalgically recall the recorded evening spent with an 
old flame, Gladys Browning, the date Friday, 31st December, New Year’s Eve 1920, 
Nine Elms Baths, dancing from eight p.m. to three a.m. on New Year’s Day 1921. At the 
first stroke of midnight, played on the chimes by the band, the dancing stopped. I can still 
see in memory a young couple among the dancers taking a long passionate kiss lasting 
for the whole twelve chimes of midnight. They must have been an advance guard of our 
uninhibited youth of today, for to kiss like that in those days and enjoy it in public was to 
evoke much staring and comment. 

I was then entering 1921 with great expectations, as being the same age as the year this 
was of course my coming-of-age year, and looking through my diary it would appear that 
life was at the time one round of dances, whist drives, theatres etc. The cinema had very 
little influence then, the great heyday of the film industry coming later in the thirties. 



I had been working in the toolroom at Waygoods for some time, having been again on 
my own initiative transferred back from the electrical shop to complete my 
apprenticeship. On 26th May, 1921, the whole works went on short time, knocking off 
work at three-thirty instead of the usual five-thirty. This was the first sign that the well-
remembered slump of the twenties and early thirties was well on its way. 

To go on short time after much overtime and regular full- time working was a shock to 
many of the married workers, as most had adjusted their economy to the overtime 
earnings of the short boom period immediately after the war. The engineering trade had 
also suffered a wage reduction some time earlier. A notice had been posted on the firm’s 
notice board to announce a weekly wage cut of sixteen shillings, to be spread over one 
year by three monthly stages of four-shillings per week. Being single, I was not worried 
over money at the time as my careful upbringing had taught me always to live within my 
income, however small. I had treated my previous overtime earnings as surplus to my 
immediate requirements and had banked any such earnings regularly week by week in 
my Post Office Savings account. 

Many were the happy weekends at Waygoods Sports Ground at Bellingham, near 
Catford, Kent. I was keen on cricket although I achieved no great distinction at the game. 
In the winter it was football. I soon found that football was not my game. Being rather 
frail, I was easy meat for the more robust opponents. In one match I was nearly 
sandwiched between two hefty players so I took up refereeing. This put my usual 
popularity in jeopardy as at times a football decision was unfavourable to my old team 
mates. 

My diary reads “July 2nd, 1921. Waygoods Sports Day at Bellingham, Third prize for the 
one-mile race,” I was from this minor success encouraged to take up running. On Sunday 
mornings I would rise around seven am., don singlet, shorts etc., leave number seven and 
run alone along Westminster Bridge Road over the bridge, continuing along the Thames 
Embankment to Blackfriars Bridge, over that bridge along Blackfriars Road, returning to 
number seven worn out and dead tired, but with a feeling of elation and distinct 
superiority over my family, the same sort of satisfaction known to the would-be hardy 
bods who when on holiday rise earlier than all the other guests at the hotel, take a swim 
in the cold early morning sea and then proceed to tell the world. 

I enjoyed running and many evenings would find me practising on the cinder track at 
Brockwell Park, Dulwich. On other sports days I would enter many events and can well 
remember the friendly cry of “Come on Matchsticks!” from a wag in the watching crowd. 
Yes, I was skinny all right and my matchstick legs were no advertisement for mother’s 
cooking. I weighed eight stone five pounds at my 1918 medical examination. This 
underweight remained with me for many years. I was becoming aware that to be skinny 
and only five feet four was not exactly helpful to my ego. 

Life in the toolroom had its diversions. Our foreman at the time was a much feared and 
not very well liked Mr. Little— usually referred to out of his hearing by the apprentices 
as “Guts Ache,” this being due to his almost perpetual frown. A verse in the firm’s 
journal no doubt contributed by a toolroom bod read as follows: 

“Who walks about with shoulders bent, 



As if on murderous deed intent, 

My Foreman!” 

Several other verses now forgotten, all finishing “My Foreman!” referred to the other 
foremen, but certainly the lines here quoted were dedicated to Bobby Little. 

Now comes a date long looked forward to, my twenty-first birthday, the end of my bound 
apprenticeship. It was the usual custom of the engineers’ trade that when an apprentice 
finished his apprenticeship, he was called upon to celebrate by providing drinks for his 
immediate workmates, cigars for the senior members of the shop and cigarettes to all and 
sundry round the works. At knocking-off time he would be rung out and this took the 
following form: almost every apprentice would a little before time hang up pieces of 
sheet iron, huge steel circular saw discs, in fact anything that would upon being struck 
with hammers produce a bell-like sound or should I say noise. It was usual for the 
foreman to turn a blind eye to these preparations, even “Guts Ache,” Bobby Little, would 
show signs of being human and he would on these occasions discreetly absent himself 
from the toolroom. 

I had during my time joined in the time-honoured ringing• out ceremony for other 
apprentices. On the occasion of m own ringing-out I could only stand at my bench 
slightly embarrassed but inwardly pleased at the vigour of the ringing or banging, as the 
enthusiasm of the ringing would signify the popularity of the apprentice. The ringing 
would last for some five minutes, the noise being absolutely deafening, and would start 
with the sounding of the knocking-off siren and closing down of the factory machinery. 
At the end of the ringing it took a little time for one’s ears to function normally and to 
adjust themselves to the now deadly quiet of a shut-down factory. The long-awaited 
moment at the end of seven years’ apprenticeship had at last arrived. 

I cannot remember anything outstanding at my twenty-first birthday party held at number 
seven. 



Chapter Eight 

NAPOLEON SHARMAN 

27th August, 1921, 1 had an engagement to M.C. an open-air garden party dance in 
Penrose Street, Walworth, held by the London Gardens’ Guild, when midway through the 
dance I was called out by the police and informed that my mother, who was to join me at 
the party, had been knocked down by a boy on a bicycle and was badly injured. I found 
mother in the centre of a crowd of onlookers looking dazed and shaken, someone had 
produced a bowl of hot water and bathed mother’s head which was bleeding. At last an 
ambulance arrived and we were taken to Guy’s Hospital. I well recall waiting alone in a 
bare waiting room for two hours. Mean while nurses, doctors etc. seemed to be hurrying 
past with not one word of information as to mother’s condition. Later father arrived and 
was allowed to take mother home by cab, the report of the doctor being that mother had a 
fractured skull. On further examination by our own doctor the next day it was found that 
mother also had a broken collar bone. 

At this time the national newspapers were giving free accident insurance cover to readers, 
father made a claim on behalf of mother. The newspaper placards carried in large letters 
“SOUTH LONDON WOMAN GETS ACCIDENT PAY.” After exactly three weeks the 
insurance company considered that they had paid enough. Three pounds per week for 
three weeks must have strained their resources. Father managed to force the insurance 
company to pay a further three weeks’ benefit. 

As mother was unable to do any housework for many weeks, I was, owing to short-time 
working, able to assist and I was exceedingly proud of the weekly family wash, a chore I 
successfully carried out. This was summer-time so I often had the whole wash dried, 
ironed and aired in one day. 

I recall my enthusiasm for old motor cycles. Old they had to be; the easy facilities of hire-
purchase were at that time not available, there was no question of the now well-used 
expression “Ton-up.” I was lucky if the old machines would exceed thirty miles per hour. 
One early contraption was a four- cylinder monster called an “F.N.” This make of motor 
cycle originated somewhere in the Netherlands. It was noisy, slow, sluggish and 
temperamental. In fact it well earned the derivation of its maker’s name initials F.N. to 
“Flippin’ Nuisance.” 

Another old-timer to come into my possession was a De Dion. The method of starting 
these machines was for the rider to run alongside. When sufficient momentum had been 
obtained, the clutch would be let in, then the running and pushing person would jump on 
and hope for the best. Count less hours would be spent tinkering with the works. I 
managed to get one old motor cycle right up the many stairs to the attic of number seven 
and I nearly succeeded in setting the house on fire as to start up the engine the back wheel 
would be up clear of the floor on the stand, then one would set the throttle, sharply pull 
the wheel round by hand, on this occasion the engine back fired, the petrol in the 
carburettor ignited and it was with some difficulty that I subdued the flames. My father 
gave me my marching orders as far as motor cycles, petrol, etc., were concerned in any 
part of the house. 



Among other interests I dabbled in photography, making that expensive hobby pay by 
selling prints, etc., of sporting events at the firm’s functions. I had a darkroom at the top 
of number seven where I would spend many hours developing plates and films, printing 
the finished photographs by gaslight or sunlight. When I had a fair quantity of prints on 
order I would take my printing-out frame to work, then between doing a spot of work I 
would place the loaded frame on a window-ledge outside to obtain the necessary sunlight. 
On one occasion my operations were spotted by one of the managers who reported to the 
toolroom foreman that from his office he had seen a black hand repeatedly popping in 
and out of the window, placing and replacing a photographic frame, as the windows were 
of opaque glass he could not see the owner of the black hand; the foreman questioned 
several of the lads in an endeavour to find the culprit. 

One way or another, much working time was taken up by shop staff in doing jobs for 
themselves. The private jobs would be referred to as “contracts” or “foreigners.” I recall 
at the advent of wireless, almost to the last man and boy all would be engaged when the 
foreman’s back was turned on making the first simple crystal receiving sets. It was a thrill 
to remember when, equipped with a set of headphones, one heard for the first time a faint 
voice saying “This is 2 L.O. calling.” The patient fiddling and scratching with the cat’s 
whisker, hoping to find a sensitive spot on the crystal contrasts sharply with the now 
everyday taken-for-granted modern transistor sets. 

I made all the metal accessories for my jazz drum set. Cigarette lighters were made in 
hundreds, resulting at one time in a serious shortage of half-inch brass tubing from the 
store. I am nostalgically reminded of my very early efforts; when I now look at a hat-pin 
stand that I made in 1915, then proudly given to a cousin at Ampthill who used those 
dangerous nine to twelve-inch hat pins to fix the then fashionable large hat5 to her head; 
such hat-pins were often used as weapons in street brawls among females. The hat-pin 
stand remained at Ampthill until some forty-five years later. I retrieved it, now unused, as 
a memento. 

A debating society was in being at the church, I, loving argument, took part with 
enthusiasm. One debate had beer arranged on prohibition, a subject of much speculation a 
America was at this time experimenting with total prohibition 

A Mr. Napoleon Sharman had been booked as principal speaker, I with others turned up 
at St. Paul’s Church Hall determined to heckle Napoleon Sharman, although none of my 
friends or myself could be described as even moderate drinkers. 

Sharman was an out-and-out Prohibitionist, a forceful speaker with many years of 
experience on the public platform. He was a tough nut and had a wealth of witty answers 
on the tip of his tongue to deal with any smart Alec. One smart piece of repartee I recall. 
The usual challenge had been hurled at Sharman, that God had given us grapes with 
which to make wine; like a shot Sharman replied “God gave us snakes but we keep them 
in the Zoo.” Sharman most certainly took full points from that debate in spite of much 
opposition. I found myself unusually reluctant to get on my feet and join in the debate as 
I felt the strength and logic of Sharman’s arguments; the influence of that meeting, 
although not fully appreciated at the time, had made its mark. 

The church debates covered many subjects; on one occasion, with the natural arrogance 
of youth, I, in debate, referred to the older members as Old Fogies. This indiscretion 



caused some feeling among the senior folk, but received the approval of the young; from 
that point I found myself the almost self- appointed leader of the youth group. 

I was keeping company at this time with Gladys Browning, a local girl who was also a 
member of the church. Gladys was a good dancer and together we made a nice dancing 
partnership. Our courtship was not as successful as our dancing. We spent much time 
quarrelling. Although being anything but conservative in my politics, I was conservative 
as to my outlook on dress, hats, fashions, hair styles, etc., I well recall a quarrel over the 
then new hair fashion “The Bob.” Gladys had her tresses cut short as an act of defiance; 
this resulted in our parting company for a few weeks. When I think back and view such 
stupid time-wasting quarrels I am bound to agree with the cliché that “Youth is wasted on 
the Young.” Gladys was an extremely attractive young girl; time could have been more 
pleasurably spent. 

My diary for 3rd October, 1921, records the return to full- time working at Waygoods. 
The short-time working had for some weeks also extended to all day on Mondays and 
this had enabled me to continue with the household washing during mother’s recovery 
from her accident. Life at that period was rather uneventful except for the round of 
dances, whist drives, etc. 6th November the same year records a visit to a flower and fruit 
show at the Crystal Palace. Crystal Palace was the venue for many exhibitions, this 
romantic oversized green house being one of the architectural wonders of the time. Some 
fifteen years later I was to witness its total destruction by fire. The two tall towers that 
had been a landmark for many years were not destroyed by the fire but were afterwards 
dismantled for safety reasons. 

At that time 1 became very politically-minded and recall attending many Labour Party 
meetings much to my father’s disgust, our views were poles apart, in fact I think father 
had some connection with the Primrose League. The Labour Party was gaining strength 
and for the first time in its stormy history was setting its sights at Government level. 

I remember hearing such top-flight speakers as Ramsay MacDonald, Philip Snowden, J. 
R. Clynes, Bob Smillie etc. addressing huge audiences in the Albert Hall, Kensington. 
The famous hall would be packed to capacity, all ears atuned to catch every word. 
Ramsay MacDonald had a deep resonant voice; the orators of that day did not rely on 
amplification other than the acoustics and sound wires of the hall. 

Should a speaker in his speech mention the name of Lloyd George, known then as the 
Welsh Wizard, an enormous burst of booing would fill the hall, causing the speaker to 
pause and wait for the noise to die down. Conversely a speaker’s reference to the Russian 
Revolution then in progress would again compel the speaker to pause at the spontaneous 
hand-clapping and cheers of acclamation. 

At the termination of such meetings the great organ would lead the assembly in singing 
“The Red Flag.” One could feel the overwhelming power and influence of the soul-
stirring words and music of this anthem being sung by enthusiastic thousands gripped by 
the fervour of the occasion: 

The people’s flag is deepest red, 

it’s shrouded oft our martyred dead, 

and ‘ere their limbs grew stiff and cold 



their heart’s blood dyed its every fold. 

Chorus: Then raise the scarlet standard high beneath its shade we’ll live or die 

Though cowards flinch and traitors sneer, 

we’ll keep the Red Flag flying here. - 

I now look back some forty years and wonder what such early socialists as Karl Marx and 
the Tolpuddle Martyrs would think of the conditions of labour prevailing today, 
conditions undreamed of by these pioneers of the labour movement, security from the 
cradle to the grave, five-day week, holidays with pay, music while you work, almost full 
employment etc., in fact almost by comparison pie in the sky, ironically administered by 
years of Tory government. 

Those were the days of the sweat shop, bad working conditions in the mines, rising 
unemployment, soon to lead to the hunger marches of the ‘twenties. We in 1963 talk 
lightly of unemployment when we refer to a few thousand unemployed in the whole 
country; in the ‘twenties and early ‘thirties the unemployed could be numbered at 
between two and three million. 

Waygoods, in common with other engineering works at the time, was discharging men at 
the rate of thirty or forty a week for several weeks on end. I with others would stand 
wondering on Friday afternoons at our benches or machines as Jimmy Lancaster would 
distribute the weekly wage packets. The envelopes would be opened with trepidation as 
in with the money could be a dreaded slip, informing the recipient that his services would 
no longer be required; to young men such a slip was unwelcome, to the older married 
men it was a calamity. I have witnessed men break down and cry on realizing the finality 
of discharge. 

At such times it was not easy to press for improvements in workshop amenities. Such 
luxuries as hot water could only be obtained in the toolroom by being on good terms with 
the tool- smith who would, a little before knocking-off time, place a few fair-sized iron 
bars in the forge; on the sounding of the siren we would take our buckets of water to the 
smith’s shop and plunge the almost white hot bar into the buckets; by this method we had 
instant hot water. 

My Sunday evenings, when not attending evening service at St. Paul’s, would sometimes, 
for a change, be spent at The Central Hall, Westminster, the attraction being the 
wonderful oratory of the Rev. Dinsdale Young. The hail would be packed. The Rev. 
Dinsdale Young was an apostle-like figure, white- haired with a fine voice which would 
rise and fall abruptly to emphasize a point. One oft-repeated action would come at the 
climatic end of his sermon. He would sharply close the large bible on the lectern with a 
resounding crack, then waiting a second or so, would break the startled silence with 
“Now let us pray.” In the unlikely event of a worshipper having dozed off during the 
sermon he could not fail to return to earth at the loud snap of the closing book. 

On 18th February, 1922, my courtship with Gladys Browning was not going too well. My 
diary reads “spent evening walking round London’s West End after failing to obtain seats 
in theatre.” Now some forty years later I can still well remember that unhappy evening; 
of course theatre seats were available, but I would not pay for high-priced seats especially 



as at that time I had a good chance of being out of work; my romance was steadily 
drifting. 

On 6th March 1, with other apprentices, attended the Mansion House for the ceremony of 
presentation of indentures. We were handed the stamped and sealed documents with a 
lecture from the officiating personnel. I should have treasured my indentures, but as 
skilled engineers’ wages did not compare too favourably with earnings of unskilled 
workers and also since the high rate of unemployed in the trade did not encourage me to 
hold my indentures in any high regard, in fact I do not know what happened to them after 
I had brought them home. I well recall a current cynical jibe, that a person applying for a 
job as a dustman was told that he could start as an engineer and work his way up. 

10th March I find recorded that I won my game in the Waygood Chess Tournament 
against another old apprentice, Bill Land. Although many years have passed, I always 
think of Bill Land when viewing the enormous progress made in some of the modern 
motor garages; he was at the time contemplating leaving the general engineering trade to 
enter into partnership in a garage venture, and he suggested that I should do the same, 
making a threesome. Looking back on life, I often wonder how some of my old 
workmates have fared. I have no know ledge as to Bill Land’s career, success or 
otherwise. However, to have entered the motor-car repair business in these very early 
days with good engineering skill was, as is said today, to get in on the ground floor. 

Monday, 13th March: the only entry seems to be somewhat appropriate to the date, 
“Locked out from work,” the dispute being over a question of managerial rights. As far as 
I can recall, the employers would only allow into work persons not holding a trade union 
membership card; this lock-out was to last eight weeks. This again as in the short-time 
working left me with time on my hands. I began to take a little interest in father’s 
business, which was making some progress. 

I also spent quite a few days listening to cases tried at The Old Bailey. A friend of the 
family, a city policeman often on duty there, would inform me of any outstanding case 
and would procure a seat in the well of the court. I was greatly impressed and came to the 
conclusion that it would be beneficial if everyone could at some time attend the courts of 
law. 

On my first visit I heard an interesting murder trial concerning the killing of a young 
woman prostitute in a Brixton fiat. The judge ordered all females from the court. This 
action was justified as the police report and the signed statement of the accused contained 
many filthy and repulsive words and descriptions. The accused claimed that after he had 
intercourse the prostitute had suggested a further act which was revolting to him and in 
pushing her away from him he had accidentally strangled her. This flimsy cock-and-bull 
story was, as is customary with our legal system, fully investigated and every possibility 
examined. At one point the judge ordered the accused to demonstrate as to the position of 
himself and the prostitute at the moment of her death; a doctor giving evidence was 
forced under severe cross-examination to admit that it could be remotely possible for 
death to be caused by the pressure used in repelling in anger a person who was in a 
kneeling position. Further evidence had revealed that the accused had stolen money from 
the flat and that on his own admission he had been drinking all the evening. 



I well recall the professional indignation shown by the prosecuting counsel during his 
cross-examination and the heavy sarcasm directed to the defending counsel’s suggestion 
that his unparagon-like client could be revolted by any action or proposal of a prostitute, 
especially in view of the disgusting language used by the accused in his sworn statement. 

The judge in his impressive scarlet robes and flowing wig in his summing up emphasized 
to the jury that the fact that the dead woman was a prostitute did not in any way lessen 
the crime. The jury, to the surprise of almost all in court, including the accused, brought 
in a verdict of manslaughter. The accused was sentenced to eight years’ penal servitude, 
thus I narrowly missed hearing the death sentence pronounced on my first visit to The 
Old Bailey. The judge was Justice Salter, who some years later sentenced to prison the 
famous or infamous Horatio Bottomley, M.P., for fraud. 

During other visits to the court I recall hearing several cases tried by Judge Atherly Jones 
who on one occasion, when suffering from the effects of a severe cold in the head, looked 
anything but dignified with his wig askew and being forced to repeatedly blow his then 
very red nose. This made one realize that underneath the regalia of robe and wig was an 
ordinary-looking mortal doing a job of work. 

Thursday, 6th April, diary entry: “Furniture Exhibition at White City.” This was my first 
furniture exhibition. Father introduced me to friends in the trade and to representatives of 
manufacturers. As later events transpired, these introductions were to prove of value. At 
the time father was troubled with a persistent diarrhoea which defied the treatment of the 
doctor. My brother was now working with father in the shop, having failed to settle down 
in any of the three or four jobs that he had had after leaving school. 

Easter 1922. I find recorded a visit to Brighton by myself owing to another quarrel with 
Gladys Browning; temporary partings were becoming more frequent. I evidently 
consoled myself by going to a local dance and became friendly with a girl. Two 
subsequent entries in my diary read “Easter Sunday, went for long walk with Billy,” Billy 
being the girl’s nickname. “Easter Monday skating in Pavilion, Billy.” 1 well remember 
having to scratch out this inked entry a few weeks later to pacify Gladys as once more we 
had patched up our courtship and she objected to the reference to the other girl’s name. 

Every four weeks at St. Paul’s Church a special service would take place. The Vicar 
named this event “The Monthly Patriotic Service.” The church scout troop would parade; 
the flag would be carried with much military heel-clicking and smart saluting up the aisle 
to the altar; the national anthem would then be sung; the choir would turn to face the flag 
draped over the altar. I felt that this display was entirely out of place in any church. I 
showed my protest by remaining in my choirstall still facing inwards, not turning with the 
other choirmen, and also by not joining in the singing of the anthem. My parents were not 
pleased at my action but I had the backing of several well-respected senior church 
members who held a like opinion. 



Chapter Nine 

THE CHINA LAMBS 

I have very little to record as to relatives on my father’s side. My father’s mother died 
when he was very young and his father married again. Father’s new mother was not over- 
affectionate towards her stepson, she had later a son and a daughter. Her son we as 
children called Uncle Albert. He was a very kind and jovial person who died in his early 
forties. 

The daughter Edie died also very young soon after marrying a man whom her mother 
detested, as she regarded the new son-in-law as common and completely unsuited to her 
daughter, who had been brought up very strictly. Grandma disowned daughter Edie and 
as far as I know had no further communication with her or the husband whom grandma 
blamed for her daughter’s early demise. I cannot recall ever seeing the daughter but I 
remember grandfather, a well-built man with a beard. He was dominated by his wife 
almost to the point of being hen-pecked. Grandfather passed away when I was quite 
small. 

Father would visit his stepmother every few weeks, taking me or my brother with him. 
She continued to live in a fairly large house in Luard Street off the Caledonian Road, 
North London. As a child I recollect the house being well furnished in a heavy Victorian 
style. 

If the visit was on a Sunday I used to sit quietly on the horsehair couch, amusing myself 
by secretly pulling out any protruding strand of the smooth black horsehair, hoping to be 
unobserved. 1 was sometimes allowed to play with a small glass globe containing a 
figure of a man and by turning the globe upside down the figure would appear to be in a 
snow storm. I cannot recall either of us boys ever being permitted to climb or rake about 
as would most children of today. Well- behaved children of that age were to be seen but 
not heard. 

I was always infatuated with a pair of china lambs on the well-loaded mantelpiece, but 
that was as far as the infatuation could go. To have asked grandma to take the lambs from 
off the mantelpiece for me to play with would have been tantamount to asking for the 
moon. 

On several Sundays grandma would have a visit from her sister, Emmy, an embodiment 
of prim Victorianism, a small scraggy woman always dressed in black as if in permanent 
mourning for her late husband. As was usual on Sunday evenings, Emmy would play 
hymns on the piano and father and his stepmother would join in the singing. I did not 
know the hymns they sang, but I remember Emmy’s shrill piping voice which so well 
fitted her waspish character, and three words “Sweet Beaulah Land” have remained in my 
memory as being part of a hymn. 

As the years passed both grandma Martell and her home deteriorated. In middle-age she 
could boast of a distinct likeness to the late Queen Victoria, having a superior lady like 
personality, in her later years she had taken to living in an upstairs room as a recluse, 
untidy and bedraggled in appearance, having no visitors other than my father. She owned 
the property in which she lived. Quite late in life she sold the house and freehold to a 
local authority for future development and became a tenant. She would on occasions ask 



father to change golden sovereigns as she was reluctant to have to pay tradesmen in gold 
as at the time gold was very scarce and would create some suspicion and rumour that she 
had large sums of gold in the house. 

Grandma, although she hated her sister Emmy, for company’s sake allowed her to occupy 
a room in the house. Each sister would keep to her own respective rooms and I recall on 
our visits that grandma would talk in whispers, as she said that Emmy came out on to the 
landing and endeavoured to overhear the conversation. 

It was around midday one day when the police called on father to go immediately to 
Luard Street as his stepmother had been burned to death in an accident in the house. She 
was in the habit of cooking on a gas-ring placed on the floor and her long dress had 
ignited, causing her death. By the time father arrived sister Emmy had taken charge of 
things and the long unheard of son-in-law appeared out of thin air to make his claim to be 
the next of kin. He was the last person to whom grandma would have left anything—she 
would, as is said, have turned in her grave at the thought of the son-in-law inheriting her 
money. Grandma would not make a will and she was not the type of person one could 
persuade to do so. She was a miserly obstinate person in her old age, but had on rare 
occasions suggested that her small estate would come to my father. 

Father was aware that his stepmother kept some money including gold pieces in a brown 
leather Gladstone bag kept usually in the bottom of a cupboard. After she had been taken 
to the mortuary the Gladstone bag was found to be empty. Emmy evidently also had 
knowledge of the contents of the brown leather bag. 

Father attended to the funeral arrangements, paying the expenses in the hope of being 
reimbursed by the son-in-law, a hope that did not materialize. With father I attended the 
coroner’s inquest and the Chief Fire Officer in his evidence stated that in all his years of 
experience he had never before beheld such a disgusting spectacle, as whilst he was 
endeavouring to give first-aid to the dying woman, sister Emmy was more concerned in 
trying to tear away part of her sister’s under bodice which had a fair quantity of bank 
notes sewn in the lining of the garment. With this tragic end to father’s step mother went 
any hopes that father held of inheriting her money. 

It was ironic that the only things that father was allowed to retain was the empty 
Gladstone bag, which I used for many years as a tool bag, and the pair of Staffordshire 
lambs. 

I still possess and somewhat treasure these ornaments and looking at the immobile 
sheeplike faces I can in my imagination return to those Sunday evenings spent on Visits 
to Luard Street some fifty years back when the china lambs reposed so peace fully on the 
Victorian mantelpiece. 



Chapter Ten 

FUN AT WAYGOODS 

Here I will record some of the lighter happenings in the tool- room at Waygoods. As can 
be expected among young apprentices, much skylarking took place at such times as the 
foreman was away from his office. “Boys will be boys” is an old much- quoted cliché. I 
have heard quoted the following when discussing the antics of boys at work: “One boy’s 
a boy; two boys are half a boy; three boys are no bloody boy at all!” 

There were some ten or twelve apprentices in the toolroom; on one occasion the foreman 
being out longer than usual the boys gathered in front of a very large radial drilling 
machine. The machine operator pretended to be playing a church organ, one boy working 
a lever as if blowing an organ bellows, the boys standing like choir boys, books in hand 
singing the oft sung toolroom lament, all looking very solemn and reverent; this lament 
would be sung in harmony and mock pathos: 

“She was poor and she was lonely, 

He was rich and had no care 

He seduced her, then he left her, 

Now she has a child to bear. 

Why should he with all his money 

Go with her because she’s poor, 

Bringing shame on her relations 

Making her a blooming whore. 

It’s the same the wide world over, 

It’s the poor who take the blame. 

It’s the rich who have the pleasure, 

It’s a bloody rotten shame!” 

The boys could always find something to enliven the day. Their fertile imagination would 
soon get to work at the least provocation or any unusual occurrence. 

One apprentice noted for persistent late arrival at work found one morning a neatly made 
grave made up on his bench, grass quickly brought in from wasteland nearby, white 
painted corner posts with chains, wooden headstone with sarcastic epitaph inscribed, a 
small glass fishpaste pot holding a few daisies completed the effort. It was so expertly 
made it seemed a pity to have to remove it at the stern order of the foreman. 

On another occasion a workman had cycled to work on an old tandem cycle. This had 
been placed in the cycle rack; one bright lad thought it would look better made up as a 
motor-cycle tandem. Within minutes the tandem resembled a powerful-looking object 
complete with long wire-encircled rubber exhaust, quickly made up painted number 
plates wired on, inverted oil cans fixed in as cylinders, in fact when the mock conversion 
was complete it was almost a work of art, I think everyone in the works journeyed to the 
cycle rack to look and be amused; the tandem owner was the only one who did not 



appreciate the sideshow, he complained to the general manager who I expect had seen the 
contraption and anyway as it would have been extremely difficult to find the many 
contributors to the conversion no one was reprimanded. 

It was asking for trouble for an apprentice to turn up for work in his best suit etc., which 
often occurred if a lad wished to go straight from work to some early evening function. I 
recall one occasion an apprentice resplendent in his best suit, bringing a black silver-
mounted walking stick. This was indeed sticking his neck out. When at knocking-off time 
he went to collect his walking stick he found it with the silver knob painted black, and 
neat bows of torn up emery cloth tied every few inches down the stick. One other lad, 
who was known to do a spot of concert singing, brought in his music rolled up in a 
cardboard tube; the sheet music was removed and newspaper substituted. An engineering 
shop was no place in which to show off any airs or graces. 

As is usual in any workshop, conversation on sex was predominant. The toolroom was no 
exception in this respect. Around this period books by Dr. Marie Stopes were being 
widely discussed, “Married Love” and “Wise Parenthood” were two current publications. 
Seven of the young lads, including myself, all in our very early twenties, formed a small 
book syndicate called “The Dirty Seven.” This title was chosen as it had a bold and 
daring sound. It made us boys feel very sophisticated to have even part ownership in such 
grown-up books, but when it came to purchasing the books it was left to me to pluck up 
enough courage to enter a bookshop in Water loo Road for that purpose. Although I was 
around 21 years of age, such a purchase had to be concealed from my parents and read in 
seclusion. 

One leg-pull was to drop a small quantity of nitric acid in the washing water in the bucket 
of an unsuspecting workman who would commence to wash his hands—it was worth 
watching the efforts to obtain a lather from the soap. The victim would look puzzled, 
then, sensing that he was being observed by laughing workmates, would cotton on to the 
fact that his washing water had been doctored. 

There was at this time no cloakroom as such. Workmen would hang their coats, 
overcoats, etc., on any protruding knob or hook available around the workshop. It was a 
favourite trick to fill the pockets of the hanging coats with small pieces of iron, lead, 
bolts, etc. When the owner took his coat off the hook he would be unprepared for the 
additional weight. The heavy coat would usually slip through his fingers to the floor. 
Mostly these simple jokes would be taken in good part. On one occasion a workman 
falling for this joke, in a fit of bad temper threw all the pieces of iron, etc., over the shop 
balcony, disregarding the possibility of injury to workmen below; luckily no harm was 
done but the matter was reported to the foreman. 

The shops were heated with large enclosed stoves fed with coke, and the boys would find 
a way to cause a bad smell. One crude method was to urinate on the coke, filling the 
place with a stench which took quite a time to disperse; another way was to melt some 
cheese, pour it on several driving belts while the machines were stationary at mealtimes. 
On starting up the cheese would heat and stink. 

A character employed in the toolroom, Jerry Wrangle, had asked for an interview with 
Bobby Little who had now taken the position of Works Manager, the purpose of the 
interview was to ask for a rise in wages. Manager Little told Wrangle that there were 



plenty of unemployed engineers outside who would be glad of his job; Wrangle 
threatened to give in his notice. Bobby Little used the old quote that “a rolling stone 
gathers no moss.” Jerry Wrangle aptly retorted that “a standing post gets wetted and 
messed on” and gave notice a few weeks later. I did not see Jerry Wrangle again, but 
even to this day when I see a dog wetting on a post I recall Wrangle’s repartee. 

On one occasion I was operating a shaping machine in the toolroom and while tightening 
up a nut on the machine vice the spanner slipped off the worn nut, causing my elbow to 
come in sharp contact with a moving part of the machine. I went out like a light; I was 
found on the floor unconscious, my right ear bleeding from cuts from steel swarf into 
which I had fallen. I recovered consciousness downstairs in the works sick bay. I was 
indeed lucky as I could have fallen into the machine which was still running. 

Another character at Waygoods, a young apprentice, Bill Chadwick, rather inclined to 
show off his approaching man hood and dare-devil spirit, with others used to lunch in a 
small café noted for the excellence of its apple dumplings served with lashings of 
marmalade. One day while the lads were eulogizing the merits of the dumplings 
Chadwick rashly and loudly declared that he could eat a dozen. This declaration was 
quickly taken up by the other lads. Chadwick was drawn into a bet that he could not eat a 
dozen dumplings. The bet was taken, the conditions of the bet being that Chadwick 
should eat his usual meal first, the dumplings to be served as usual with marmalade. 

On the day that the bet was to be carried out the café was crowded. The proprietor had 
agreed to supply the dumplings eaten without charge. Chadwick manfully consumed 
seven-and-a-half then turned green and nearly passed out. He was unwell for the rest of 
the day but undaunted as to bets or dares—on another occasion took a bet that he would 
on a Saturday afternoon walk from a point in Brixton to the Elephant and Castle on the 
kerb dressed in an ordinary suit but would carry an open coloured umbrella and would 
wear on his feet a pair of red tasselled Turkish-style shoes. Once again he lost his bet 
owing to the fact that by the time he had walked some distance he had collected half the 
ragamuffin children of Brixton and was in danger of attracting the attention of the police. 

The summer 1922 was uneventful, I have recorded a short holiday in August at Brighton, 
again without Gladys Browning. I with Len Barber, a friend from Waygoods, spent most 
evenings dancing in the open on the West Pier. We picked up two girls on holiday from 
Birmingham as dancing partners. Now when visiting Brighton and walking on the West 
Pier nostalgic memories take me back to those pleasant evenings 51 years ago. 

I have tried to pinpoint the final break up of my courtship with Gladys Browning. The 
last recording in my diary was a social dance held at her place of employment, Peter 
Robin- sons, the West End store, on 25th October, 1922. 

I will move on to 1923. My Saturdays were mostly spent dancing in the Edric Hall in the 
Borough Polytechnic where I found a very good dancing partner, Sis Dadd; the Edric 
Hall was the venue for many happy evenings. At the time I was not to know that later in 
life I was to view the ruins of the hail as a result of bombing in the Second World War. 

On 27th January 1 find it recorded that I took the first prize for fancy dress at a 
Waygoods dance held in the Holborn Hall in the City of London. At this time there was 
keen rivalry between the personnel in the office and the bods in the works. I entered the 



fancy dress competition as representing both the office and works; my costume consisted 
of an engineer’s boiler overall suit cut in half from top to bottom, worn half way over an 
ordinary lounge suit showing half an engineer and half a clerical worker. On the 
workman side, the right- hand side of my face and my right hand was grimy and work- 
soiled as when at work, hair a little ruffled on the same side. I carried an engineering 
drawing in my right hand and a steel rule protruding from the overall rule pocket. On my 
left side as many pens and pencils as my top jacket would allow, also half clean and well-
groomed face and neatly brushed hair to complete the side representing the office; of 
course in my left hand was a batch of paper work such as would usually be carried by an 
office worker. 

The dances at the Holborn Hall were not over well attended and often showed a loss as 
they appeared to appeal mainly to the office workers and their friends. In order to 
overcome this difficulty I was co-opted on to the social committee and asked to accept 
the post of M.C. for the next dance. This was a challenge not to be missed, I whipped up 
enthusiasm among the lads and as a result the dance was successful and for the first time 
showed a good profit balance. I was congratulated by all and sundry, including the 
directors, managers, etc., some of the congratulations, I felt at the time, thinly masking a 
slight resentment at the fact that a little bod from the works side could succeed where the 
superior elite gentry from the office department had failed. For this very special occasion 
I had invested in my first dress suit, plus a silken M.C.’s badge, and for several further 
dances I continued to act as M.C. 

April of that year I was now keeping company with m newly-found dancing partner, Sis 
Dadd. By a strange coincidence she suggested that we should attend a dance to be held in 
the Victoria Hall adjoining All Hallows Church, the old hail of my early Sunday school 
days some seventeen years earlier. The hail still stood at the end of the cobbled path, but 
whereas when I was a child the path had appeared to be a long one, with the passing 
years it seemed to have shortened; likewise the hall that in my memory had been large 
had now shrunk to hut-like proportions; passing time plays tricks with our memories. 



Chapter Eleven 

THE CANTERBURY THEATRE 

Dances at the Kings’ Hall off London Road, Elephant and Castle, figure many times in 
my diary. The Kings’ Hall was noted for its first-class maple floor, the dances being well 
attended by many keen dancers; the music non-stop. An orchestra would play at one end 
of the hall and alternately playing at the other end was a large electric organ, enabling 
dancers to remain on the floor for as long as they cared to dance. 

One evening for fun, my partner Sis and I danced continually throughout the whole 
evening, only coming off the floor for refreshment at the interval. Sis was exceptionally 
light and easy to dance with, and our dancing improved to the extent that we were 
encouraged to enter an open foxtrot competition to be held on the stage of the Canterbury 
Theatre in the Westminster Bridge Road, then converted into a cinema with music-hall 
turns between the main films. The competition was for a first prize of twenty-five 
pounds; such a sum in those days was substantial and attracted entrants from all over 
London. This event was a clever move on the part of the theatre management as for many 
weeks the heats of the competition took the place of regular entertainers and artists, thus 
the competitors became unpaid turns. 

On the occasion of our first heat Sis and I found ourselves waiting with five other 
competitors in the wings off the stage. Competitors had been assembled well in advance 
of time and had an opportunity to watch backstage the crude but effective efforts to 
provide realism to a silent picture being shown which was a war film. The effects men 
were operating behind the screen, the equipment for sound production being a large 
empty iron water tank and a rattle such as is used at football matches. As the film showed 
gunfire with shells bursting, the two men struck the tank with padded sticks and rifle or 
machine-gun fire was imitated by quick turns of the rattle. The audience were quite 
satisfied, for what the eye does not see the heart does not grieve over. 

At last the film ended, the dance band had taken up its position on the stage and the 
compere had announced the next item as an eliminating heat, the six competitors having 
tossed a coin to decide who should go on the stage first. All were a little nervous; the 
backstage of a theatre is not the best place to inspire confidence, being draughtfully cold, 
lofty and empty, the tall flaps making one feel like a puppet. 

The band struck up and the first pair were on, the volume of hand-clapping was to decide 
the winner of the heat. The number one pair, a young Jewish couple, received a fair clap. 
My partner and I went on stage number two and the feeling of nervousness soon left us 
having watched the first pair, I was confident that we could equal or better their dancing, 
especially as during the waiting in the wings one competitor had declared that the number 
one pair would walk away with the heat— they were, apparently, well-known 
competition dancers. 

1 well remember the hard well-worn floor of the stage, completely unlike the smooth 
polished floor of the Kings’ Hall, the blackness of the auditorium, the blinding brightness 
of the stage lighting and also the friendly encouraging smile of the band leader. It was our 
first time on any stage with no opportunity for a rehearsal; we were well and truly on our 
own. My partner, Sis, was the kind of dancer who could follow any dance step, even an 



error in footwork would be followed expertly, making the error almost unnoticeable. 
About halfway through we were further encouraged by much handclapping from the 
auditorium, and having completed our turn we waited until the other competitors had 
danced. The compere decided hat pairs numbers one, two and five had received the 
loudest lap. In order to finalize the heat we were placed on stage, number one couple at 
one end, Sis and I centre stage and number five couple at the other end, the audience then 
being invited to reaffirm their decision. 

Number one again received a fair clap, the next clap, number two, ourselves, was 
undisputably the greatest in volume, number five’s clap was mediocre. Sis and I were 
declared the heat winners by the compere who in his congratulations and remarks asked if 
everyone was satisfied with his decision. This nearly started a riot as a person from the 
audience objected, saying that he had had years of competition experience and voiced his 
opinion that number one, the Jewish couple, should have been the winners. This brought 
boos and hisses from the rest of the house. Then amid renewed vigorous hand-clapping 
the compere brought the proceedings to a close. Sis and I went home elated. We had not 
expected to win the heat, having only entered the competition for fun. 

The next few weeks were spent in practice and preparation for the next round of the 
competition, some five weeks from the first round. We were again successful, thus 
qualifying for the final. 

The competition had roused some local interest and I recall my sister Eva, who was now 
thirteen years of age, saying that a schoolgirl friend had told her that she had seen the 
previous round at the Canterbury Theatre and liked the look of the good- looking young 
man with the Charlie Chaplin moustache who had won the heat; this was as far as I know 
the first and last time that I had been called good-looking; my sister was pleased to 
inform her school friend that the person she was talking about was her brother. 

The competitors for the final had been whittled down to six. When we received our notice 
of the date of the final we were informed that instead of decision by the audience the final 
verdict was to be given by three judges. I recall being displeased to find that the judges 
were not professional dance teachers but music hall artistes who had no qualifications 
whatsoever in the world of ballroom dancing. 

I have, after many years forgotten the name of one of the three judges, but well remember 
the other two, a female, Gertie Gitana, a popular star of the music hall, and Fred Barns, 
an artiste performing in the style of the modern Frankie Vaughan. Our lack of confidence 
in this type of judge may have been responsible for my partner and myself not giving of 
our best in the final dance, we were judged to fourth place. I at the time was of the 
opinion that we might have fared better with the audience as judges. The second and third 
couples were extremely good class dancers and well deserved their placings. The pair 
taking the top prize of twenty-five pounds were in my judgement very ordinary dancers 
who, I felt, would have been much lower in position had the judges been themselves 
ballroom dancers. 

The dancing over, we were invited into the manager’s office to receive our winnings, in 
our case two pounds which after all was very pleasing, as even to reach the final in an 
open competition was something. The theatre manager poured out drinks all round, my 



drink at the time being port wine in small quantities. On this occasion the drinks were not 
small, in fact a tumbler full! 

After the formalities I said goodnight to my partner, Sis, and gave her her share of the 
prize money at the corner of York Road, near her home in the Waterloo Road. This was 
not the best place to be seen giving a girl money as the environs of Waterloo Station was 
at that time a regular venue for the many prostitutes working the area and one could find 
oneself n a brawl should the street ladies suspect competition. 

I spent the later part of the evening at the St. Paul’s Church F-Tall where a debate was in 
progress. I cannot remember the subject of debate, but I well remember the ticking off I 
received from mother the next morning as during the debate I had not observed the rule 
and had continued to remain on my feet arguing while the chairman was standing trying 
to restore order. I, of course, had been well and truly under the delayed influence of the 
large tumbler of port imbibed at the dance competition prize giving. The port had done 
the talking. 

I had before this incident become aware that after drinking port wine I usually felt light 
and merry without any real cause, in fact I would laugh my silly head off at the least 
excuse. This I assessed as no real problem, but to find that I had under the influence of 
alcohol made a fool of myself by a show of bad manners and discourtesy to the chairman 
brought me up short and at that point I began to think of Napoleon Sharman’s debate on 
Prohibition and the warning he had given of the dangers of strong drink and an oft-quoted 
homily: 

“O God! that men should put an enemy in their mouths to steal away their brains!” 



Chapter Twelve 

THE NEW GIRL 

Events had now moved into 1924, my diary once more records a succession of dances, 
whist drives, meetings, etc., and now, in addition, a Badminton Club had been formed at 
the Church. I found this new pastime right up my street as I always seemed to have plenty 
of energy. Badminton was indeed a pleasant outlet for surplus energy. 

For what it is worth, to illustrate the busy pattern of my evening social life at the time, 1 
will risk boring possible readers should my life story ever be published by recording from 
my diary a typical week’s engagements: 

Monday, February the fourth— General meeting churchmen’s social club, followed by a 

General meeting of newly-formed Badminton Club. 

Tuesday, the fifth— Waygood Otis entertainment committee meeting, Fetter Lane. 

Wednesday, the sixth— Brixton Palais de Dance. 

Thursday, the seventh— Oddfellows Whist Drive, Balham. 

Friday, the eighth— St. Paul’s Church council meeting. 

Saturday, the ninth— In afternoon, football match, Millwall versus Swansea, Millwall 
winning by two goals to one. In the evening Sis and 1, emboldened by our recent success, 
journeyed to Hendon, north of London, to enter a so-called open dance competition in 
which we were selected to compete in the final to be held on the next Saturday. 

An average Sunday would be Communion service at eight a.m., morning service at 
eleven a.m., Sunday school in the afternoon; I often helped with the classes. Evening 
service would complete the busy week. 

I liked to have my diary well filled with forward dates, being obviously an extrovert I 
liked and mixed easily with folk of both sexes. I formed the opinion that bods who had no 
other interest in life but work, food and sleep might as well have been some sort of 
vegetable, and the modern song writer may have had such thoughts in mind when he 
wrote the song “Or would you rather be a fish!” 

I was a regular fan of the Millwall Football Club and recall around that time the 
excitement and enthusiasm of the Club supporters as the team were playing extremely 
well both in the League and Cup competition. I remember an occasion at the Den. 
Millwall were drawn to play Huddersfield and the ground was filled to overflowing. I had 
managed to position myself near the top of a terrace behind the Huddersfield goal. As the 
Mill- wall forwards raced toward the goal the feverish excitement mounted; the packed 
mass of spectators surged forward. In such a situation one cannot fight against the tide, 1 
was carried forward and down. Then came the upsurge, and I, with others near the ridge 
of the terrace, was swept upwards and right over the top. From then on I had to content 
myself by listening to the shouting crowd as I could not regain any further sight of the 
game. Only folk who have experienced the helplessness of finding themselves at the 
mercy of an excitable surging crowd can appreciate the feeling of panic in such a 
situation, especially when one is only five foot four and slight. 



That was the last time I chanced it in the terraces. From that time on I paid an extra 
shilling and sat with the football elite in the covered stand. 

The saying that “fame is a fickle jade” was brought home to me many years later as when 
paying an occasional visit to the Millwall ground I was shocked to see a well-known 
centre- forward, the idol of the crowd of the 1924 successes, selling matches on the kerb. 

This busy social life gave me very little time to take an interest in my father’s business. 
My brother was managing the shop after a style; father’s illness had become serious, 
requiring him to spend several months at intervals in one hospital after another. We had 
been warned that he had very little hope of recovery as cancer had been diagnosed. 

I had at this time a growing interest in a new girl employee at Waygoods. I well 
remember manager Little’s son, who was working with me, saying “Ted! you are 
considered to be a connoisseur of girls. Go and take a look at the new girl on the lift.” 

Although I was by no means a Don Juan, I had often been complimented by my 
workmates on my choice of females. I had developed, along with a straight eye in the 
engineering shop, an eye for perfection or as near as possible to perfection in members of 
the opposite sex. I would always prefer to return home from a dance alone if I could not 
find a girl up to my standards; anything in skirts was not good enough. Here my less 
choosey workmates may have had more fun as it seemed that they were easily satisfied, 
provided it wore a skirt. 

This choosiness I found had its disadvantages as other bods would also cast covetous 
looks at my companions. I could not resist the challenge of young Little. Armed with a 
steel rule which gave a wandering workman a look of engineering purpose, I rang for the 
lift and with as much nonchalance as I could muster entered the lift and took an 
appraising look at the new girl. I found one or two other lads engaged on a similar 
enterprise. My mission completed, I was able to report to apprentice Little that the object 
of investigation was well up to my standards, in fact a “bit of all right,” my only criticism 
being that she had used a little too much powder in her preparation. 

Here was a situation demanding prompt action. The com petition was fierce; claims were 
being staked. One slight deter rent to the rush for dates was that judging from the new 
girl’s dress, hats, etc., it would be an expensive operation for young engineers not yet 
earning high wages. I soon discovered that the expensive items of apparel were hand-
downs from two older sisters who both held very good jobs in the City and that she came 
from a modest home. Thus the way was clear to go ahead. 

My first date with the smartly dressed lift girl is recorded Wednesday, 2nd April, 1924, 
and appended to the entry in small capitals the two letters “A.A.,” the initials of Ada 
Abbott. The evening was spent at my old rendezvous, the King’s Hall. Ada was at the 
time not in the same class as Sis as a dancing partner, but whilst I had only thought of Sis 
as a dancing companion, Ada had other interesting possibilities. After a few more dates I 
asked her to regularly keep company with me. I well remember it took a week or so for 
her to work off the dates already in hand with the other lads. Having progressed so far I 
took my courage in both hands and asked Ada to modify her little excess in make-up, and 
the fact that she did respect my wishes in such a personal matter made the proposition of 
courtship encouraging. 



Saturday, 26th April, with Ada at The Tivoli, a cinema showing the new craze, the 
talking film, starring, if my memory serves me correctly, Ronald Coleman. The early 
talkies left much progress to be made and as with most new ventures heads were shaken 
and many were the opinions expressed that the talkies would not take on. 



Chapter Thirteen 

ON THE DOLE 

Thursday, 3rd July, 1924, my father passed away. His long illness had been a great strain 
both physically and financially on the family and father’s business still managed by my 
brother, was showing signs of decline. The hospital contribution of some three pounds 
per week was a crippling burden. To have a shop or business was regarded as a sign of 
opulence, an assumption so often very wide of the mark, and in our case this was no 
understatement. 

It was indeed a bitter disappointment, for father had only enjoyed a very few years of 
running his own business. He was a good salesman, well liked by customers and fellow 
traders and under his management the business had shown considerable promise. I have 
known father to cycle over to the East End of London and return with a quite heavy 
folding perambulator tied on his back for a customer, rather than wait for normal 
delivery. Father was excitably enthusiastic over business; this enthusiasm had not 
conveyed itself to mother. Mother had not at any time shown interest or inclination to 
endeavour to understand the business, and consequently in a month or so after father’s 
death the business had fallen away to the extent that she was obliged to suggest that I 
should leave Waygoods and help in the shop. On 30th August of that year I commenced 
my career in the furnishing world. 

I did not require much persuading as I, with others, had become disgusted with the pay 
and prospects offered by the engineering trade, the top rate for toolmakers being three 
pounds six shillings per week; for engineering fitters or turners, around three pounds. The 
week I gave notice, three other young engineers also left the trade, one to join the Police 
Force, one to start up as a newsagent/tobacconist, the third to have a shot at running his 
own small engineering shop. 

At this time I was making a few pounds on the side by acting as Master of Ceremonies at 
local dances. Also I had taken up playing drums in a dance band, and organizing whist 
drives. The small income derived from these sources enabled me to draw only the bare 
minimum from the business. 

I remained in the shop for some six months and although the takings had improved it was 
clear to me that the shop would not carry my brother and myself. Anyone old enough to 
remember the early ‘twenties will know that the economy was fast approaching the ten 
years of trade depression with record figures of unemployment. As a result, I informed 
mother of the position; mother was unwilling to face reality, the choice being to either 
retain myself or my brother. She would not come to grips with the obvious fact that my 
brother was unsuited for shop management however, and decided to keep him in charge. 

I did not wish to return to Waygoods. Instead I took a job as toolmaker with the well-
known makers of musical drums, The Premier Drum Company. I kept this job for some 
months until the depression made itself felt in the band and entertainment world. The 
firm had to cut down on staff. I was discharged with another toolmaker at the then usual 
one hour’s notice. 

For a few weeks or so I again helped in the shop. I was reluctant to go to the Labour 
Exchange as at that time “The Dole” was almost a dirty word. Whilst folk are not 



ashamed to draw sickness benefit, unemployment benefit, owing to the then generally 
accepted label “The Dole,” seemed to deprive one of a feeling of legal right, and the 
stigma of unemployment was not easy to live with. It was several weeks before I over 
came my reluctance and on lining up at the signing-on counter I appeared to stick out like 
a sore thumb. To join the cap and scan brigade wearing a collar and tie was to attract 
questioning looks. At my first weekly pay-out day at the Exchange I could not entirely 
subdue the feeling of guilt as I joined the queue to receive my eighteen shillings 
unemployment pay. I had, of course, fully paid my contribution over the years at 
Waygoods and at no time before drawn benefit. I certainly had every right but something 
within me rebelled at the thought of receiving even the pittance of eighteen shillings 
without working for it. The years in the engineering trade had instilled in me the feeling 
of independence as I had only received pay for exact hours worked, even to odd minutes. 
Holidays, if one could run to them, were taken without pay, also bank holidays, illness, 
etc. In fact bank holidays became a lockout. I recall the occasion when a top director of 
the firm had died and the works were closed for the half day of the funeral. A notice was 
posted giving the time and place of the interment in case any employee should wish to 
attend. As the relationship between employers and employees was not exactly close, I do 
not remember hearing that the cemetery was overcrowded with men from the works. I do 
remember being a half day short in pay at the end of that week. 

On reaching the paying-out clerk at the counter I almost had my hand out to receive my 
first unemployment pay. Instead the clerk, after asking my name, handed to me a pink 
slip of paper and muttered the words “Committee.” The regulars at the Exchange were 
well aware what the word “Committee” signified. It could result in suspension of benefit 
for one reason or another. The pink paper informed me that I was to go before a 
committee on the following Monday to investigate my claim for benefit. 

The Monday came and I found myself confronted by a committee of both sexes. I was 
questioned about my mother’s business and as a result was informed that unemployment 
benefit was refused on the grounds that my mother, having a business, placed me in a 
special category. The fact that when I again became employed I would again be 
compelled by law to pay further contributions was not given serious consideration by the 
committee. It was clear that by law I must continue to pay into the unemployment fund, 
but as long as I lived under the same roof as my mother I was barred from benefit. I 
appealed against the committee’s decision and with the assistance of the Reverend 
Browning, the vicar of St. Paul’s Church, who took my case to a court of reference, they 
reversed the earlier decision and I was placed on benefit with back pay refunded. I did 
not continue to draw unemployment benefit for many weeks, however. The Exchange 
gave me the opportunity to take a tool-making job with C.A.V. Small Tools at Portslade 
near Brighton. I lodged with my Uncle Fred and Aunt Ada, who had recently taken over a 
grocers business at Preston Park. To arrive at the C.A.Y. works at eight o’clock I had to 
rise well before six a.m., have breakfast, catch an early train at Preston Park Station to 
Brighton, then a second train to Portslade. 

I recall the walk from Uncle Fred’s shop in Lowther Road then along Waldegrave Road. 
In the quiet of the early morning my hurrying footsteps rang out sharply on the frosty 
pavements, the time of the year being February, for the first few mornings this new 
routine seemed almost unreal; this was my first experience of working away from home. 



The job at Portslade called for much overtime working, which brought my weekly 
earnings up to six pounds. 

The workmen in the toolroom were much the same as at Waygoods; it took very little 
encouragement to bring out the boy in the men. One of the workmen, too tight-fisted to 
purchase his own hacksaw, would constantly go on the borrow for this often required 
tool. On arrival one morning he found hung high over his work-bench a huge mock 
hacksaw fashioned from half-inch round steel with a large over-sized saw blade with 
wicked-looking teeth. Attached to this model hacksaw was a large card on which were 
boldly written the words 

“VIV LA ACK SORE.” 



Chapter Fourteen 

THE STEAM TUGS  

I travelled home at weekends and was not surprised to find again that mother’s business 
was in some difficulty. My brother had begun to manufacture white-wood furniture, 
cupboards, kitchen dressers, etc., in the basement of the shop. This enterprise showed 
promise but in consequence the shop trade suffered to the extent that the manufacturers’ 
accounts became seriously in arrears and supplies were being withheld. The situation 
came to a head when the creditors informed mother that they were only willing to 
continue to supply the business on condition that I would again leave the engineering 
trade and take over the management. This time mother did not have the problem of my 
brother. He had at the time sufficient retail customers for the white-wood furniture and 
was pleased to hand over the responsibility.  

The conditions that the creditors imposed upon mother were reasonable. The total sum 
owing in the outstanding accounts was around two hundred pounds. This was a 
formidable amount at that time, but it was Hobson’s Choice as the alternative was the 
complete withdrawal of supplies, which would have been tantamount to closure of the 
business. The conditions to be observed if the business was to continue were that the 
accountants of the principal creditor would be appointed to hold a watching brief on the 
bank account and all further supplies were to be paid for by cash on delivery.  

I agreed to the conditions and duly gave notice of my intentions to terminate my 
employment at Portslade. A week later I found myself faced with the uphill task of 
reviving mother’s badly rundown business. The gross takings from sales had been 
allowed to fall to three or four pounds per week; to keep our heads above financial waters 
it was necessary to have a weekly turnover of at least twenty-five pounds. It is extremely 
difficult today to contemplate the possibility of having to live, pay rent and rates, pay for 
supplies and other incidental expenses from gross takings of twenty-five pounds per 
week, but it should be remembered that the shop rent including living accommodation 
was very low, a gross profit of around five or six pounds being sufficient to cover all 
outgoings, living, etc. The fact that my first week’s takings exceeded the required target 
of twenty-five pounds proved that the business had not suffered irreparable damage 
during the period of neglect.  

I very soon found that I had a natural flair for selling and experienced no difficulty in 
customer approach. During the next year or so I developed a technique for what is 
commonly called touting or approaching potential customers or window shoppers. Many 
people dislike this method and declare that they will never go into a shop if approached 
by an at-the-door salesman, but when in Rome, etc. I was up against cut-throat 
competition. The London Road was noted for its number of furniture and bedstead shops, 
most of whom employed an outside at-the-door salesman. This salesman would be paid a 
top salary far higher than the inside salesman. His job was to keep watch on any 
prospective customer who showed interest in goods displayed in the window or on the 
forecourt. The extra sales resulting from this gentleman’s activity more than paid his 
keep.  

I was well aware that mother’s shop was not in the best position, being at the extreme end 
of London Road. It was, in fact, the last and the smallest bedding and furniture shop in 



the road—owing to this trading disadvantage I had to fight hard for my sales. By the time 
customers had reached the shop they had already passed the many larger and better-
stocked establishments together with one or two cut-price traders specializing in low-
quality merchandise.  

To prove that skilful touting paid dividends I would after I had completed a sale ask my 
customer if it had been their intention to enter the shop of their own free will. Many 
would confirm that they would not have done so but for my persuasion, but as they were 
out to purchase had not objected to my approach. I must emphasize that this method can 
have reverse results if not carried out with great care. I used to allow a fair time for folk 
to window gaze before approaching. I would watch for the exact moment when they 
began to move away from the window; it would then appear that there would be very 
little to lose as once they had gone it was doubtful if I could have had a second chance. I 
am confident that I concluded many good sales as a result of the so-called touting 
method.  

I had to keep a tight control of the business finances in order to pay a monthly dividend to 
the creditors. For many weeks I managed by drawing only a few shillings from the 
takings; I had saved steadily from my extra earnings at Portslade.  

I was compelled to effect several small economies. For one I dispensed with the regular 
services of the window cleaner. He would clean the large plateglass window once a week 
for the princely sum of one shilling, but money saved was money earned. From then on 
almost every morning would see me armed with bucket, leather, steps, etc., cleaning the 
window. On the surface of the glass a number of white leaded letters were superimposed 
reading “METALLIC BEDSTEADS— PRIZE MEDAL AWARDS.” The cleaning of all 
the small corners and centres of these many letters made the operation a fiddling job. The 
old window cleaner had not bothered with the corners, here I found my toolmaking 
training showing through in that I could not leave even a simple task such as window 
cleaning until I had satisfied my perfectionist urge. The white letters had earlier been a 
bone of contention with my father’s late employer, Mr. Lyons, who had demanded the 
removal of the letters as he claimed that the advertising bene fits had belonged to his old 
business. However, father had ignored the demand.  

I received an encouraging compliment from the head of an old well-established business 
on the immediate opposite side of the road who had observed my enthusiastic window 
cleaning. I felt pleased when a neighbour informed me that this well-respected business 
executive, who had known my father, had expressed the opinion that he was sure that my 
efforts would prove beneficial to the business.  

I had a few feet of forecourt to the shop which I used to advantage for the display of 
folding prams. At that time they were mostly constructed of polished wood and were 
quite heavy and clumsy as compared with the modern light metal pushchairs of today. In 
order to prevent them from being stolen from the forecourt I would weave a steel chain 
through the wheels. On one occasion when I had omitted to take this precaution I 
discovered that one was missing. I had inspected the prams just a few minutes earlier so I 
knew that the article had been taken within a very short space of time. I had to make a 
quick decision as to which way to run in an endeavour to catch the thief. As the pram had 



been taken from the extreme left-hand of the forecourt, I was sure that a person stealing 
such an object would not risk walking the whole length of the shopfront with it.  

As I said earlier, the shop was very near the end of London Road. This made it easy for 
the thief to be quickly out of sight. I ran to the corner and was faced with a choice of the 
five roads leading to the bridges. The thief could easily have taken any one of the roads. 
A quick look along the Lambeth Road proved negative. I next ran to the corner of 
Westminster Bridge Road. The wide pavement was almost clear of people except for a 
man and woman some two hundred yards away, walking in a hurry, pushing a folding 
push-chair. I ran and as I drew level with them I could see that it was the one taken from 
outside the shop. They had placed a very young child in the seat, no doubt to allay 
suspicion.  

I continued to run and passed the couple. When I reached the junction of Kennington 
Road I ran round the corner just out of sight of the two I had passed. I quickly explained 
the position to a person and asked him to fetch a policeman. When I returned to 
Westminster Bridge Road to keep up with the thieves I found that they were completely 
out of sight, they had obviously recognized me as I had passed them. Again I had to take 
a chance as to which other street they had turned into; I ran up a narrow street facing the 
point where I had last seen them. There they were walking briskly through the turning 
that would take them into the Waterloo Road. I continued to follow them hoping against 
hope that the person I had spoken to had found a policeman. 

I was close to them as they turned into Waterloo Road, then, to my dismay, they started 
to enter the gates of a block of buildings that was notorious for its unsavoury tenants. I 
was then compelled to take action, as once the couple had succeeded in obtaining the 
assistance of their neighbours within this sinister establishment I could have received 
rough treatment. I summoned up all the courage and bluff that I could muster and 
challenged the man and woman. They looked nearly as scared as I was and said they had 
bought the push chair off a man in the street. I tried an old trick of bluff, I looked back 
along the road and said, “Well, here come the police. Let them settle the matter!” At the 
mention of the police the woman whipped the child from the pram and they both 
disappeared into the maze of passages of the tenement building. I felt it wise, as I had 
recovered the goods, to make myself scarce since a small clique from the buildings had 
begun to take an unhealthy interest in the proceedings. On my way back with the now 
empty pram I met two policemen who had been procured by the man from Kennington 
Road. However, by this time it would have been difficult to find the thieves and I was 
anxious to return to the shop.  

The sales of baby carriages and push-chairs was on the increase, but bedsteads, bedding, 
etc., accounted for the main income. The bedsteads sold at that time were predominantly 
made of metal, either iron enamelled with brass embellishments, or for the better off 
customer, solid brass. Black enamel had for many years held the top sales figures with 
green enamel a close second. Around this time manufacturers were experimenting with 
gayer colours. The black bedstead sales declined, as many years later I have lived to see 
the decline in popularity of the black motor car, which has given way to the more 
cheerful colours. The new bedstead colours were startling at first, mauve with nickel 
embellishments, bright blue, beige and pink with somewhat gaudy brass ornamentation. 



The new light colours presented the trade with some difficulty owing to damage in rail 
transit. Although the bedsteads would leave the works completely bound with straw 
banding, almost every one would become chipped or rubbed in consignment; I had to 
spend much time in touching up.  

In some districts the wooden bedstead was gaining in popularity, but the Elephant and 
Castle customers would refuse even to talk about wooden bedsteads as they maintained 
that the wood harboured bugs, often referred to lightly as “Steam Tugs.” The common 
house bug was something that many residents of the older houses in South London 
learned to live with. The houses with lathe and plaster walls would become infested and 
however clean the occupants, The Bug was a permanent lodger. The house bug, unlike 
woodworm, does not bore into the wood but will find its way into any small crack or split 
in timber, the bedroom being its favourite resting place in order to be in close contact 
with its staple diet, human blood.  

I recall the old type spring mattress with wooden sides and ends and closely woven wire-
mesh top. These mattresses would, if one was not careful, become ideal breeding places 
as fluff from the bedclothes would collect between the wire mesh and the wood frame, 
making a bug’s paradise, with a much shorter distance to travel for their food than the 
resident bugs from the lathe and plaster walls.  

I had sold such a spring mattress brand new to a customer; within only two weeks he 
complained that some of the wire strands were coming out. As was usual, I assured him 
that I would have the mattress collected and repaired. It was duly collected and brought to 
the shop by a local lad who helped with deliveries. We examined the fault and decided 
that together we could effect the repair ourselves. The spring mattress was placed flat on 
the shop floor, almost at the first tap with a hammer the lad exclaimed “Blimey governor! 
Watch out!” I could quickly see the reason for his alarm as the floor around the mattress, 
which was fortunately covered with linoleum, was alive with crawling insects. The cool 
speedy and efficient manner in which the shop lad rose to the occasion was quite 
remarkable. As quick as thought he dealt with the small invasion by producing a lighted 
match and deftly as one with much experience of such situations, touched each scurrying 
insect. As soon as we were satisfied that he had despatched every last one, we hurriedly 
carried the offending mattress from the shop and dumped it under cover in the yard. A 
day or so later the owner came to enquire about the repair. I informed him of its 
condition; he expressed little surprise and could not understand my concern. In fact, he 
said every one had a few bugs. I refused to re-deliver the article, eventually he collected it 
complete with any insect occupants that might have escaped the expert with the lighted 
match.  

The shop lad mentioned in the Bug Episode lived nearby, his name was John Charaneux, 
he was never regularly employed. He would drift in daily to see if there were any 
deliveries to be taken out. Most of the light articles, such as bedsteads, etc., would be 
transported on an ordinary barrow. John would cheerfully push a barrow many miles for 
a very few shillings. He had one weekly standing order for a green grocer from the 
Borough Market to as far off as Tooting Broadway, a distance of some six or seven miles 
each way. He was a hard and willing working and would rise early and join in the queue 
at the docks, hoping to be taken on for a day’s casual labour. If unsuccessful, he would 
look for odd jobs. He was a character. The only time he seemed disinclined to carry out a 



task with his usual willingness would be when sent with goods to the railway station as 
they might require him to fill in a simple form; he would rather sweat like a bull than put 
pen to paper.  

John could always be located when not working at the local billiard hall. He was a keen 
snooker player and although he hated any kind of paper work he could at any part of a 
game calculate the points necessary for a win. John had not a lazy bone in his body. It 
only required me to poke my head in the door of the billiard hall and call his name—he 
would leave the tables and within minutes report for work. I now, many years later, 
would like to know what happened to him—is he still alive? Who knows! 



Chapter Fifteen 

BROCKWELL PARK 

A favourite Sunday afternoon occupation would be to visit Brockwell Park in Herne Hill. 
A feature of Brockwell Park was its forum of public speakers, on similar lines to 
Speakers’ Corner in London’s Hyde Park. I have said earlier that I had been influenced 
by the eloquence of Napoleon Sharman on the subject of prohibition. It would be true to 
say that by 1927 I had become a devout disciple to the cause of Total Prohibition and a 
keen member of the National Prohibition Party. 

By living in South London I had first-hand experience of the harmful effects of heavy 
drinking. I could stand on the shop doorstep and without stretching my neck out could see 
five or six public houses. 1 can still see in my memory drunks being taken to the police 
station strapped down on a two-wheeled stretcher. I recall often on rising early on Sunday 
morning to attend Communion service having to swill down the doorstep with several 
buckets of water to clear the vomit left by passing overnight drunks from one of the 
nearby drinking dens.  

I recall the regular queues on Monday mornings outside the local pawn shop and could 
see the evil connections. It was a common sight to see young children on the streets 
without shoes or stockings, the family poverty worsened by drunken parents. Surrounded 
by the degrading environment, I became almost fanatical in my zeal for any movement 
that showed promise of curbing the drink trade.  

Napoleon Sharman would erect a portable speakers’ platform in the park and lead the 
attack. The name National Prohibition Party painted on the stand was sufficient to attract 
a listening audience. Listeners would immediately drift away from other speakers, 
Liberal, Labour, Conservatives, Atheists, Catholics, the importance of religion, politics, 
etc., being sunk without trace, to the ghastly thought that the earnest protestations of 
Sharman and his followers might result in a remote possibility of success.  

Sharman on one occasion, on concluding his speech, called on me to take the platform. I 
had little experience of public speaking, but with novice enthusiasm I endeavoured to 
repeat the arguments and phrases that had many times poured from the eloquent tongue 
of Sharman. I recall angering the listeners when I suggested that they would be less 
concerned at a milk shortage than a booze shortage. A voice called out “Throw him in the 
pond!” The crowd became very touchy indeed when an anti-liquor speaker waxed 
eloquent enough to make it appear that prohibition rated even a millionth chance.  

Among other speakers in Brockwell Park was a small Grey-haired man who regularly 
lectured on phrenology. From a case he would produce several human skulls which he 
used to illustrate the technical points of his talk. He would hand the skulls round for 
inspection. Quite a few of the onlookers would refuse to hold or even touch these 
gruesome objects which had once been so vital a part of a living being. The lecturer then 
invited members of his audience to come forward for the purpose of head examination. 
Should any flippant smart Alec suggest that he wanted his bumps read the lecturer would 
ignore the request and look for a more serious person.  

As a listener I was interested in his line of talk as it had prophetic possibilities. I recall 
that he made some very correct findings on examining my head, after making allowances 



for shots in the dark that could well apply to any average person. I became impressed 
when he opined that I was not musical. This was dead on the mark as a child mother had 
spent considerable sums of money for me to learn to play the piano with very little 
success. The phrenologist then stated that I had developed the facilities of theology, 
showing religious up bringing. At the time I was a regular communicant and also a 
Sunday school teacher. He then suggested that I was fond of amateur dramatics. Again at 
that time I was an active member of the church dramatic society. I was encouraged to ask 
his opinion as to my job—he quite seriously, after giving a moment’s thought, replied 
that I might be a draughtsman or an engineer or in some way accustomed to engineering 
drawings. At the close of the session I returned home determined to learn more of the 
interesting and informative science of phrenology. 



Chapter Sixteen 

CLEAR OF DEBT  

Nineteen twenty-five saw very little change in the pattern of life. Most evenings would be 
spent either playing on the drums in a dance band or acting as M.C. at dances. I was still 
running whist drives and dances which would sometimes show a small profit, sometimes 
a not small loss. One evening I had been engaged to M.C. a dance to be held at the Horns, 
Kennington, a dance hail adjoining the public house. I had as part of the evening’s duties 
to judge a dance competition. The organizers had omitted to inform me of one vital fact, 
namely that he had billed the competition as an open event; I had assumed that the dance 
was a strictly private affair. The prize was quite small. Therefore I was surprised to find a 
distinctly flashy-looking bunch of competitors.  

I judged the competition and awarded the main prize to a couple, observing in their 
dancing a style that appealed to me— deportment, orthodox steps, etc. The pot-hunting, 
flashy competitors were vociferous in their objection to my decision, proclaiming that 
they had won prizes under well-known judges. I stuck to my findings with the result that 
at the end of the evening as I went to collect my top coat I was accosted by friends of the 
dissatisfied competitors. I managed to give them the slip and was relieved to find two 
policemen at the exit. I was obliged to solicit their protection as far as the tramcar stop; I 
arrived home somewhat shaken but unharmed. I felt particularly nervous as a neighbour’s 
son had quite recently become involved in a similar argument in a dance hall and had had 
his hair combed and parted with a broken bottle. If he is alive today I have no doubt that 
he still carries the scars as a grim reminder of the occasion.  

Nineteen twenty-six will be remembered for the General Strike. Almost everything was 
brought to a standstill. Business preceding the Strike had been poor, and with the 
progress of the strike it went completely dead. One amusing thing that remains in my 
mind from the first morning of the stoppage—I had then a small dog who would sit on 
the shop doorstep and had the run of a very wide pavement. I recall the complete 
bewilderment of the dog as, with no form of transport running, the pavement had become 
from the dog’s point of view an endless forest of marching legs. I can see him now trying 
to dodge the countless feet all hurrying to work. In dismay he scrambled back to his usual 
spot, the doorstep.  

That was about the only thing concerning the General Strike that could be described in a 
light vein. As the days vent on the situation became progressively more serious and ugly. 
I think it would not be an overstatement to say that England was as near to open 
revolution as at any time during this century.  

The tram cars were manned by students who volunteered as strike breakers and on 
several occasions were roughly handled by irate strikers. One evening I had ventured to 
walk to the Elephant and Castle. On looking along Newington Causeway I could see a 
great mass of shouting people advancing, brandishing sticks, bent on revenge against the 
strike breakers. Such a mob, even if one feels that their anger has some justification, is a 
thing to avoid at all cost. There had been rumours of tram cars being wrecked and 
attempts had been made to turn the large vehicles over. I had one or two small deliveries 
of sold goods to complete. As the purpose of the strike appeared to aim at the total 
disruption of any form of commerce, I did not feel that it was wise to be seen pushing the 



loaded barrow in case such an insignificant action should upset the easily excitable knots 
of angry strikers.  

The General Strike, like all things good or bad, came to an end. I do not think anything 
beneficial could be said to have been derived by the strikers or anyone else; life resumed 
its day-to-day pattern. My brother had succeeded in establishing a fair connection in 
selling the whitewood kitchen dressers and cupboards, etc. I would at times go out as a 
traveller to endeavour to open up new accounts. 1 had reasonable success in this 
occupation as I was by then well used to receiving travellers and had learned something 
of their technique.  

Two incidents come to mind. Several travellers had informed me that a shop in 
Caledonian Road, North London, stocked a good deal of whitewood furniture, but 
warned me that the proprietor was a disagreeable and difficult buyer to deal with. They 
expressed doubt as to my chances of opening an account. Armed only with some very 
unprofessional photographs, I succeeded in obtaining a sample order on my first call, an 
accomplishment that surprised the regular men of the road who had earlier been 
pessimistic.  

The other incident concerned a shop in Brixton market. I had made several unsuccessful 
calls and appeared to be up against a brick wall in the shape of a lady buyer who would 
not seriously consider my efforts to convince her that my goods were, as I could see, 
better finished than much of her present stock. On this occasion I had hired a van in order 
to be in a position to offer my sample pieces for on-the-spot inspection. I was extremely 
annoyed when the lady in question made excuses that she was too busy to examine the 
articles which I had arrayed just outside on the shop forecourt. Fortunately for me, I 
observed the owner of the business walking in my direction through the shop. I proffered 
my apologies for my approach without an appointment and informed him of his buyer’s 
persistent refusal to acquaint herself with the quality and prices of my merchandise. He 
promptly summoned the buyer and instructed her to accompany him to the forecourt. 
After examining the pieces he gave me a fair order and was very impressed with a line of 
miniature kitchen dressers that could be sold as a toy; from that time on I had no 
difficulty in obtaining repeat orders.  

My young sister, after leaving day school, had a year or so at Pitman’s Commercial 
College ‘which turned out to be one of the best investments father made, as the strict 
training received subsequently enabled her to hold good secretarial positions all her 
working life. Yet day after day she would return home crying and pleading with father to 
allow her to leave the college as the teaching and discipline demanded a very high 
standard of work from the pupils.  

One coincidence worth recording from her very first job as a shorthand typist is often 
called to mind when I hear or read the word “augurs.” My sister in taking down dictation 
from her boss, who was fond of using his wide vocabulary, had typed from her shorthand 
notes the words “all goes well.” Her boss reprimanded her as the words he had dictated 
were “augurs well.” We now many years after can still raise a laugh when I deliberately 
remind her of her early mistake by ostentatiously using the phrase “augurs well.” 

Nineteen twenty-seven was a red-letter year; by keeping up the periodical repayments to 
mother’s business creditors, I had at long last managed to liquidate the entire debt. The 



payment of the final dividend was a distinct milestone in my business career. I was not 
pleased when on signing the last cheque payable to the accountants acting for the 
creditors they presented me with an account for twenty guineas as their fee for, as far as I 
was concerned, doing very little. With bad grace I paid their bill.  

It had certainly been tough going; once or twice I had to miss the monthly dividend. The 
period of repayment had been mostly one of trade depression to say nothing of the 
paralysing effects of the ‘twenty-six General Strike. In order to always have sufficient 
cash to pay for replacement stock, I would, on receiving monies from a sale, deduct the 
cost of the goods and place the appropriate amounts in separate bags labelled for each 
supplier, leaving only the gross profit in the general account. This simple method, whilst 
being somewhat fiddling, achieved the desired result, solvency.  

Holidays at this difficult period were not an annual event. I recall an unpleasant 
experience during a short stay at Eastbourne accompanied by my now regular girl, Ada 
Abbott. We had become engaged a year or so earlier. I do not have any record of the date 
of our engagement, our parents could not afford to pay for parties or even announcements 
in the press. During this holiday we had booked a sea trip from Eastbourne to the Isle of 
Wight and had risen early in order to obtain a favourable position in the boat. The 
morning was bright and clear. We were among the first on board and had a feeling of 
joyful anticipation of a pleasant journey.  

The boat or ship, I am not sure when a boat becomes a ship, had pulled into the pier, 
having come from nearby Hastings. From the first moment that I felt the then slight rise 
and fall of the boat I was aware that Ada and I had bought and paid for something not so 
good. I could see evidence of seasickness from the passengers from Hastings not yet 
cleared up by the stewards. I endeavoured to dismiss my fears and put on a show of 
nonchalance as also with us were three young girls from our boarding house. The 
distance from the Eastbourne pier to the lighthouse at Beachy Head was quite short, but 
long enough for Ada and the girls to show the first signs of sea sickness.  

By the time the boat had rounded Beachy Head almost all the passengers had their heads 
over the rail, dignity and breakfast thrown to the wind. The vessel rolled, dipped, rose 
and fell continuously. I managed, although feeling shaky, to hold out longer than some, 
but at last was forced to go below. I have been told since that this stretch of water off 
Beachy Head will even upset many hardened sailors. We knew that this Hell on water 
that we were in was due to call at Brighton and decided to crawl off there. In our misery 
we thought that we could see Brighton pier in the distance—the thought of terra firma 
made us both feel slightly better. But what we thought was Brighton pier, like a mirage in 
a desert, turned out to be Newhaven. At this disappointment we were both ill again and 
remained so for the rest of the tortuous journey. We both staggered off the boat on to 
Brighton pier looking like death warmed up. I am sure that the pier was also in motion. 
On reaching the beach we flopped down nearly exhausted and even the beach did not 
seem steady.  

After an hour or so, still feeling unwell, we booked a coach back to Eastbourne. I have 
recorded earlier that I was not a good traveller—to add to our discomfort the coach broke 
down along the coast road; after what appeared to be our longest day we reached our 
boarding house. We both went straight to our beds. The landlady, a very homely body, 



did all she could to bring us back to normal. Ada was unable to rest as she said that the 
bed had seemed to sway like the boat all through the night. The sea trip certainly spoiled 
our holiday, the three girls we left on the boat had continued to the Isle of Wight rather 
than give up a journey that they had paid for. They spent the time on the island 
recovering and dreading the return journey. From that time no one has been able to sell 
me the doubtful pleasure of the sea.    



Chapter Seventeen 

A DRY WEDDING 

Nineteen twenty-eight, with the burden of debt removed, I decided that the business 
could stand a few improvements. I used to look up at father’s old painted name facia 
reading “W. G. Martell.” I considered that the scope of its appeal could be enlarged if the 
name “Martell’s” was imposed in its place—the singular name proclaiming that it was a 
one-man business against the possible advantage of the plural with its suggestion of more 
than one. 

As a first move in this direction I had a new glass facia erected with the name “Martell’s” 
in bold letters with gold leaf relief painted under the glass, giving a smart, always clean, 
appearance. To keep down cost I painted all the woodwork, giving the shop a much-
needed face lift. 

Mother, who had shown very little interest in the business, had on several occasions 
during the lean period promised that on completion of the repayment arrangements she 
would make the business over to me. With the business now solvent and showing a 
modest profit I had some difficulty in bringing her promise to fulfilment, although my 
brother had been only too pleased to hand over the responsibilities of the shop he had 
neglected. I could foresee that the longer I allowed mother’s promise to remain only a 
promise, the less chance I had to stand on my own feet unencumbered by family control. 
I had an agreement drawn by a solicitor and thereby agreed to provide for mother while 
she lived. 

On Boxing Day, 1928, Ada and I were married at St. Paul’s Church. There had been a 
change of vicars and I found myself as people’s warden to be in conflict with this new 
vicar. As a result I had requested that the late vicar, the Reverend Harry Browning, who 
was then at a church in Dulwich, be permitted to come over to officiate at my wedding. 
This was arranged. There was a slight delay as the car bringing my wife-to-be had 
narrowly escaped an accident, the car having had a bad skid. However, we were duly 
married. The wedding reception was at my wife’s home. I had made it known to all the 
invited guests that I felt obliged to stick to my convictions on the question of alcoholic 
drink. I wished for a teetotal or dry wedding. Only two of the invited guests declined the 
invitation, one remarking that he would rather go to a man’s wedding. Needless to say, 
Ada and I did not lose any sleep over the absence of this person, even though the 
individual was her eldest sister’s husband. I can record that in spite of the lack of 
alcoholic liquor, the reception provided the usual merriment and enjoyment. 

An amusing incident arose from my insatiable liking for custard on almost any kind of 
sweet. At the serving of dessert a large earthenware mixing bowl brim full of custard was 
deliberately placed directly in front of my position at the table as a calculated “funny.” 
My mother had often said that I would not find a wife willing to make custard every 
day—in this forecast she was quite wrong. 

We spent our honeymoon at Bedford, staying with my mother’s cousin, Fred, and Ada, 
his wife. I remember that the weather was extremely severe with much snow and a bitter 
cold wind which kept us indoors most of the time. Cousin Fred was the son of Uncle 
Harry, one of the Dillingham brothers of Ampthill. He was a keen voluntary member of 



the Bedford- shire Fire Brigade; later in life he received a gold medal for fifty years in the 
Fire Service. 

We returned from our Arctic honeymoon to spend several days in bed with heavy colds. 
We, of course, recovered and enthusiastically began to work together to increase the shop 
turnover. 

We were successful in this direction and by the following Christmas had considerably 
raised the average takings. Although bedsteads, bedding and furniture were the main 
lines, the baby carriage and toy side was showing great promise. Ada and I spent much 
time decorating the shop in preparation or the Christmas trade. We had taken a chance 
and ordered heavy stock of toys, dolls’ prams, toy motors, dolls, soft toys, etc. I 
remember sticking cotton wool on the window, making :he words “Happy Christmas” 
together with hundreds of ;pots of the cotton wool to look like falling snow, and was 
quite pleased with the result, but was disappointed when my mother on returning from a 
Church Meeting passed the freshly decorated window without as much as a glance of 
appreciation. I was forced to compare mother’s lack of interest with the earlier 
enthusiasm and excitable keenness of my father. However, our efforts were well 
rewarded with the Christmas week takings topping one hundred pounds, an all-time 
record. 

Almost opposite our shop was a very successful business trading in travel goods. Ada and 
I had on several evenings observed a man and a woman leaving the side door of this shop 
after the regular closing time, carrying in each hand a large suitcase. Knowing that the 
man was an employee of the firm, we assumed that business was brisk and that they may 
be making late deliveries. I was on friendly terms with the proprietor and in conversation 
commented on the apparent success, requiring staff to work late on deliveries. He 
enquired as to how many times had I seen the employee leave the premises with the cases 
and explained that his stock had been short for some time. To add to the seriousness of 
the loss, inside each case taken out there were four more cases, making what was known 
in the trade as a nest of cases. The employee’s job was to repair leather goods and he had 
a key to the shop. 

As a result of my information, the owner contacted the police, who made an arrangement 
with me to allow a C.I.D. officer to watch from a window of our rooms opposite. The 
first evening watch drew a blank; the next evening, true to pattern, the male employee let 
himself in with his key. As we watched with the police officer we were on edge with 
excitement. After a wait of a few minutes the man’s wife came and tapped n the door, 
which was quickly opened by the husband and quietly closed as the woman went in. By 
this time we were keyed up with expectancy. We did not have long to wait. Soon the door 
was again opened and the man and woman came out as before, carrying a case in each 
hand. 

The C.I.D. officer was out of the room, down the stairs and aver the road in a matter of 
seconds; he positioned himself between the man and woman holding their arms; he 
walked with them the whole length of the Borough Road to the Police Station, called at 
that time “Stonehenge” (the reason for this odd name for a police station I do not know). 
Ada and I had followed the couple and the officer at a discreet distance. At the moment 
the arrested pair were ushered up the steps of the building the woman collapsed and we 



began to have misgivings is to our part in this affair, but subsequently the pair were 
bound over and the employer, a soft-hearted man, gave the employee a second chance by 
allowing him to remain at his job. 

I find it difficult to recall in detail much of our early struggle to maintain the increase in 
business. One improvement was the conversion of a downstairs basement below the shop 
into showroom. The basement rooms had been used formerly as staff living quarters. 
London Road had, in days gone by, been 3. good-class residential road. I have heard it 
said that wealthy families had occupied the premises, families owning the status symbol 
of the time, the horse-drawn carriage. This I can well understand as the rooms above 
ground level were lofty and )f good size, having excellent quality important-looking 
marble ire-places, and the windows were fitted with the Victorian wooden-slatted 
Venetian blinds, the most efficient dust collectors of all time. 

The basement was dark, and as the only daylight available was filtered through an iron 
grill on the shop pavement, daylight was not the only thing filtered. Much litter of all 
descriptions had to be cleared up regularly. If this chore vas neglected, the litter would 
block the drain and the basement would become flooded at storm periods. 

My brother had ceased to use the rooms, having found mother workshop, and Ada and I 
cleaned and decorated, which included ripping out an old built-in dresser that had most 
likely been fitted in when the premises had been built some eighty or ninety years earlier. 
I well remember thousands of lead wood-beetles almost covering the exposed wall. We 
round the extra showroom extremely useful. We felt proud of our small effort to extend 
our selling floor space, again the satisfaction as in the name change to the plural—we had 
created in a minor way the suggestion to our customers of further selection. 

I had purchased an old second-hand typewriter for one pound. This purchase had to be 
carefully considered as one pound was about two-thirds of the then weekly rent. I was 
busy typing one afternoon when with a swishing sound down came a large portion of the 
shop ceiling, enveloping me in a cloud of dust and plaster. I staggered from the shop, and 
Ada, who had heard the noise, saw me all covered in bits of ceiling, paper etc., and 
thought I must be injured. On recovering I found that I had only a small bump on my 
head and slight shock. The typewriter was damaged, several keys were broken and all the 
working parts were jammed up with small pieces of debris. 1 left the machine in that 
condition until the rent collector had seen it. I had an allowance of one pound from the 
next week’s rent, then set about cleaning and repairing. Having engineering skill I was 
able to make new keys. In a few days the old Remington was again in service. 



Chapter Eighteen 

THE VIROL JAR 

As the baby carriage and toy side of the business progressed we found small toys in 
steady demand, the up-to-the-minute toy being the much publicized “Mickey Mouse” 
manufactured by Deans Rag Book Company. We stocked Mickey and Minnie in all sizes, 
the immortal Teddy Bear taking a temporary setback. One novelty line was the dancers, 
Mickey and Minnie, attached as a ballroom dancing couple. By suspending the toy just 
touching a hard surface and jerking a string above to music, the dancing Mickey and 
Minnie would give a lifelike and amusing imitation of some human dancers. To stimulate 
the sales of the toy I placed in the centre of an impressive display of Mickies and 
Minnies, large and small, a low polished table to suggest a dance floor with a pair of 
dancing Mickies in position, suspended overhead by a long fine black cord running 
through a ceiling pulley to a concealed spot, where I could operate the dancing toy 
without being seen. 

Through a peephole I could observe the watching public— within minutes of setting the 
dancing Micks in motion a crowd collected almost blocking the pavement. Several 
nearby shop keepers left their shops to investigate, thinking that the crowd was connected 
with some trouble. Needless to say, the sales of this latest toy increased beyond our 
expectations. This effort taught me the drawing power of movement as a selling aid. 

Nineteen twenty-nine saw much leisure time spent in amateur dramatics, both Ada and I 
taking leading parts in plays produced in the Parochial Hall adjoining St. Paul’s Church, 
our producer, John Ammonds, being a local watch and clock repairer. Ammonds put play 
acting first, second and third in his life. He would expect all the players under his 
direction to drop everything in favour of rehearsals. John Ammonds, by sheer accident, 
was to provide at a later date the starting point to my ultimate business career. 

John treated life as a stage. Every movement was carefully made to impress. He was one 
of life’s characters. Proud and egotistic, he could relegate his business and domestic 
problems to almost complete oblivion in his obsession with the unrealities of the stage, to 
the serious detriment of the watch repairing. 

I enjoyed acting but kept it at a safe distance as far as my own business was concerned. 
Two roles I especially liked playing, Jones, the out-of-work in John Galsworthy’s “The 
Silver Box” and Mathias in the “Bells,” the former being a topical play at a time of heavy 
unemployment with a class conscious dialogue, giving full scope to my socialistic 
leanings. 

I could without difficulty live the part. The role of Mathias offered opportunities for 
dramatic character acting, the solo effort in the dream scene finishing with the imaginary 
hang man’s rope around my neck, the final words choking out “The Rope!” “The Rope!” 
before stage dying would leave me exhausted. At this point my stage relatives waiting 
outside the bedroom door for the cue, the silence at the end of my ravings, would burst in 
to stand staring in awestruck shock to wait the final curtain. 

On one occasion the bedroom door had stuck and producer Ammonds who was also 
playing a part, overplayed the bursting in act, he stumbled and fell, his knee striking with 



all his falling weight into my chest; my dying act became a little too real as my chest was 
bruised for weeks. 

I found plenty of time to study my lines in the shop between customers. Quite often I 
would get carried away repeating the script out aloud, being momentarily unaware that a 
customer had entered. I would at times get a puzzled look, as talking to oneself is suspect. 

I can, when reminiscing with old friends who were fellow- members of the players, get 
an evergreen laugh when I recall a line from a light comedy called “Meg’s Diversion.” 
One of the cast, a timid young girl, would have to cry out in mock terror as her jilted 
lover angrily approached “Save me! Save me! he’s fumbling in his pocket for a weapon!” 

I have referred earlier to the placing of flowers on the choir- stall on the anniversary of 
the death of my late choir friend, Ted Clark. On one anniversary Ted Clark’s mother had 
asked my wife to place the usual flowers on the choirstall, as we had the keys of the 
church. Ada performed this small service, placing the flowers in a brass vase taken from 
a drawer in the vestry. The next day being Sunday, we were surprised to find that the 
flowers had been transferred from the brass vase and placed in an old brown Virol jar. 
Seeking an explanation from the vicar, we were informed that his wife had changed the 
vases as the brass vases were only for use inside the Communion rail. This petty act 
deeply offended friends and relations of the late choirman and increased the growing 
feeling of animosity towards the new vicar and his bossy wife. 

I recall on more than one occasion having felt acute embarrassment when entering a 
strange church on holidays to be asked in a not very friendly fashion to move to another 
seat as I had inadvertently occupied the usual seat of a regular attender. I well remember 
when on a holiday at Hastings having persuaded a new girl friend who was not a church-
goer to accompany me to a service. We had just knelt for the usual short prayer when a 
sidesman requested in a dictatorial manner that we should move along the otherwise 
empty pew to allow an important-looking female to occupy the seat we had taken. The 
pew in front and immediately behind were completely empty as were several others 
nearby. The peremptory manner of the request made one feel that one had by error taken 
a wrong seat in a theatre. I declined to move. The sidesman with bad grace shepherded 
the other person to another pew and any benefit we might have received from the service 
was cancelled by the unchristianlike feelings engendered. The sidesman’s sour, 
unfriendly glances as he passed to and fro left me in no doubt as to his thoughts. 

I have been questioned many times in later life as to why, after so many years of church 
activity, I have now almost no time at all for religious belief. Perhaps such actions as I 
have recorded may have contributed to my loss of faith, together with the more clear and 
logical reasoning that comes with advancing years as opposed to the enthusiasm of youth. 

Around this period I embraced another hobby. It might appear that the business, church 
activities, dramatics, etc., should have satisfied my seemingly insatiable urge that all my 
working hours should be more than fully occupied. The new hobby was “Back Yard 
Poultry Keeping.” The bulk of the time I would be the only person attending to the shop 
and by the very nature of the business sales were sporadic, leaving sizeable gaps between 
customers. This enabled me to spend ample time erecting a chicken house and run in the 
yard just behind the shop, and by fixing an electric bell circuit to contacts under the door 
mat I was able to return quickly to the shop when necessary. 



I sent away for half-a-dozen White Leghorn pullets on the point of laying. On their 
arrival as if to prove the point one bird had laid a small first egg in the crate. The White 
Leghorn is an extremely timid and flighty breed of bird. They will take flight and fly 
wildly on the approach of any person or animal to whom they are unaccustomed, but are 
almost unsurpassed for numbers and size of eggs. The sleek carriage, the upright tail, the 
contrast of the large bright red comb against the white plumage, the strong yellow in the 
legs and beak, alertness of eye, makes a pen of these egg-machines a gratifying sight. 
Yes, the backyard poultry bug had me in its grip. 

I became a member of the Bermondsey Poultry Keepers’ Club and attended night school 
classes on poultry keeping. In my enthusiasm I kept strict records of weight and numbers 
of eggs each bird produced. 

I conjured up home-made trap nests for the purpose of correct recording. I kept the run 
well dug and on Sundays would scrub the dropping-boards until they were clean enough 
to eat off. 1 learned to wash and prepare a bird for show. Now nothing looks more 
dejected than a thoroughly wet chicken; I learned all the tricks of the trade; a little blue in 
the rinsing water to give a whiter than white effect; a little glycerine for sheen; a touch of 
Vaseline rubbed into the large comb to heighten the contrasting red; zinc ointment on the 
ear lobes; the leg scales lightly lifted and cleaned as one cleans one’s finger nails. What a 
job, but what reward when the bird has dried out and is ready for show! 

It was at my first attempt at showing that I discovered that even for what can be called 
paltry prizes as far as value was concerned, some folk will cheat. I was the only member 
of the club keeping White Leghorns, the more popular breed at the time being the Rhode 
Island Red. The club secretary owned some very fine specimens and he would often 
deride the merits of the White Leghorn. On visits to his back garden I observed that all 
his pens contained Rhode Island Reds. I was amazed at the club show to find that the 
secretary had entered one really good White Leghorn which took first prize. It afterwards 
transpired that he had only purchased the winning bird a week or so before the show and 
to add insult to injury had purchased it from the person who had judged the show. 
However, I was more successful at the next contest, winning a silver spoon for the best 
plate of eggs, my large white even-sized White Leghorn eggs beating the secretary’s 
brown Rhode Island Red eggs. 



Chapter Nineteen 

JOHN AMMONDS 

I have vivid memories of the heart-rending disaster to the airship R101, which occurred 
early in October, 1930. 

On the Saturday before the tragedy I received a telegram to say that Fred Dillingham of 
Bedord had obtained two tickets to view the Rl0l in the sheds at Cardington near 
Bedford. I had been eagerly awaiting the opportunity, as passes to visit the hangar 
housing the airship were difficult to procure. 

The next day, Sunday, accompanied by my brother-in-law, Bob Roberts, we caught an 
early train to Bedford, arriving in time for lunch. We enjoyed the visit, during which we 
rubbed shoulders with members of the crew who were proudly showing their wives and 
sweethearts over the giant gas bag—laughing and carefree—unaware of the appalling 
fate so near at hand. Exactly one week later the huge object of so much admiration lay a 
charred and broken skeleton on a hillside in France. 

It was on the following Sunday morning that Ada and I were travelling on top of a bus, 
on our way to spend the day with Ada’s sister, then living at Sidcup, Kent, when the bus 
pulled up at a stop in the Old Kent Road, and while passengers were alighting we could 
hear a news vendor calling “R101 on fire!” We paid little attention, as so often a minor 
occurrence is greatly exaggerated for the purpose of selling a quick edition. Our 
complacency was shattered on our arrival at Sidcup, the first words that greeted us being: 
“Have you heard the news 

Ada’s sister knew that I had quite recently visited Cardington and when the full 
realization of the disaster made its impact I felt sick and stunned by the vivid recollection 
of the previous Sunday’s journey to Bedford, the harrowing memory of the men whom I 
had seen so gaily showing off to their friends the object that was so shortly to bring their 
lives to such an untimely end. 

As I write this chronicle 42 years later I can almost bridge the gap of years and feel again 
the emotion of the time as I look at a copy of the Daily Herald dated Monday, 6th 
October, 1930, now yellow with age, giving the graphic story of the calamity. The 
newspaper’s bold caption reading “R101 CRASHES, EXPLODES, BURNS—FIFTY 
MEN PERISH” is illustrated with photo prints of the crew prior to the disaster and a large 
print showing the remains of the R1O1, stark and grim on the hillside at Beauvais. 

Late in 1930 I was beginning to feel the limitations of trade in the Elephant and Castle 
district and was becoming acutely aware of the steady flow away from the area by many 
of the financially better-off customers to the then developing new estates just out of 
London. I had heard of a friend, Jimmy Smith, who had recently opened a general 
ironmonger’s shop in a newly developed shopping parade in Downham, Kent. He was 
reputed to have remarked that he was tired of counting money at busy weekends. After 
only a few months’ trading he had purchased a smart sports car. This sudden show of 
affluence implanted in me a feeling of restlessness, especially as Jimmy Smith had to my 
knowledge had very little previous business experience. 

Life’s pattern is so often changed by chance happenings. It was usual for producer and 
watchmaker John Ammonds, when returning to his shop, to walk on the opposite side of 



London Road. On this occasion, for some reason, he was passing by on my side of the 
road—also by chance I was standing at the shop door. Ammonds, seeing me, approached 
in his usual dramatic style, saying “Cheer up Ted, you look fed up!” I replied that I was 
indeed fed up! I complained to him that business was bad and that many customers were 
leaving the district. He then made a remark that was to open up an entirely new field for 
progress, a remark that will add many pages to my story. He said, “Why don’t you come 
and open a shop where I am?”—I had not the slightest idea where he was. I was vaguely 
aware that he had opened a watch maker’s business somewhere in the suburbs, leaving 
his old shop to be managed by an assistant. Here the thought of Jimmy Smith, his sports 
car, his money counting, made me eagerly responsive to the suggestion of John 
Ammonds to take a chance (wherever he was). On enquiring, I learned that he was at 
Sutton in Surrey. 

Sutton in Surrey was at the time unknown to me. My keen show of interest resulted in an 
invitation to visit John Ammonds on the next Sunday for him to show me round the 
district and to look over a newly-erected shop immediately next door to his new business. 

From then on I was alight with enthusiasm; on the proposed visit Ada and I both caught 
the expansionist bug. Ammonds, I can still recall, excelled in his dramatic manner. He 
had us standing in the back garden of the new corner shop. He painted imaginary pictures 
of the future developments. He stirred our eager imagination by his infectious talk. He 
quoted all the clichés—”bricks and mortar—safe as the Bank!” “Standing on one’s own 
freehold,” etc. His enthusiasm we learned later was not entirely altruistic as the builder 
had promised him a commission if he could introduce a buyer for the corner shop. I did 
not want much persuading as I liked what I saw. The shop was not large by today’s 
standards, the flat over the shop was adequate for our modest needs. 

I was in a hurry; I made an appointment with the builders for the very next day. I vividly 
recall my first impressions on arriving at Morden from the underground station. The very 
air seemed wonderful after the Elephant and Castle—Morden was the threshold of the 
then new and rapidly expanding St. Heliers London County Council housing estate. The 
outlook was brand new, all future, as opposed to the limitations of the past. 

A short bus ride completed my journey to the corner of Sutton Common Road, a five 
minute’s walk up the road, passing a dozen or so new shops, some still in the process of 
completion. The sound of hammers as shop fitters busily put the finishing touches to the 
pristine newness of the shopfronts all helped to cement my determination to take a 
chance. This was to be my first venture in owning a freehold property. The asking price 
was fifteen hundred pounds. 

John Ammonds accompanied me to the builder’s house at Rose Hill, Sutton. At the 
conclusion of the interview I had committed myself to the purchase for fourteen hundred 
and fifty pounds, the bulk of the money to be borrowed from a building society with a 
small second mortgage to the builder. 

I do not recall the journey back to London Road. My mind was too full of the 
responsibilities I had undertaken. At a play rehearsal that evening I can well remember 
the difficulty I had in concentrating on my lines. 
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Chapter One 

SUTTON COMMON 

The next few months were hectic; many journeys to and from Sutton. John Ammonds 
had introduced me to a shopfitter from Blackfriars Road who agreed to install a modern 
shop- front and wait a year or so for the final settlement, the total cost to be around two 
hundreds pounds, with an initial payment of fifty pounds. I soon became aware that my 
entire capital of two hundred pounds in the Post Office Savings Bank would quickly be 
swallowed up as I now found that almost every major item ultimately cost double the 
amount of my optimistically calculated budget. 

Ada and I, knowing that we were facing the prospect of years of hard work, felt that a 
“bend or bust” holiday would be a wise move, so off to Devon for two weeks to set us up 
for the very unpredictable future. 

The holiday over and the new shopfront completed, it was down to the exciting task of 
opening up. We moved a quantity of stock from London Road, together with our personal 
goods and chattels, and the plan was for one of us to travel daily to London Road as the 
established business was expected to help carry the new undertaking. The first week’s 
business was a disappointment, the total takings amounting to two pounds ten shillings. 
Together we dismally reviewed, or shall I say held an inquest on, this discouraging start, 
and although our enthusiasm was a little dampened, there was nothing to do but wait and 
hope. 

For many following weeks my first words on meeting Ada on her return from the other 
shop would be: “How much have you taken?“ The new venture did not give me a chance 
to say, like my friend Jimmy Smith at Downham, that I was tired of counting money, and 
I soon found that communities composed of house buyers on heavy mortgages would not 
compare with council estate customers for carefree spending. One other realization was 
to make itself felt—the responsibility of property owning. At London Road, as a weekly 
tenant, the old method would be to contact the landlord at the first sign of any sort of 
trouble concerning the property, but now it was an entirely different matter—we were on 
our own with full self-imposed responsibilities. 

I very soon discovered that I was a worrier and very nearly worried myself sick at the 
first November gales, the shopfitter having omitted to properly fix the metal supporting 
bar between the two large plateglass windows, with the consequence that the excessive 
wind pressure was driving the new lightly constructed shopfront to the point of breakage. 
The news that several shop windows had blown out in other parts of Sutton only added to 
my anxiety and this worry remained over one whole weekend until the shopfitter rectified 
the work. 

About this time I became interested in the social activities organized by the newly-
formed local Residents’ Association. At a meeting called for the purpose of membership 
recruitment, I recall the Acting Chairman asking for nominations to form a committee; 
the majority of the folk attending the meeting were newcomers to the district, and for this 
obvious reason did not know the names or possible qualifications of even near 
neighbours. The Chairman’s appeal, falling on stony ground, prompted him to nominate 
from the chair a Mr. Pitt; again no response or seconder. He tried again, but this time 



referred to the nominee as Captain Pitt. I can remember the sudden change; a seconder 
was forthcoming and a surprising show of hands from persons who until that meeting had 
never seen or heard of Mr. Pitt or Capt. Pitt. Whenever I hear the phrase “A rose by any 
other name, etc.” I recall this incident. 

One of my first chores was to obtain material for the erection of a chicken house and run. 
I had made some progress in this direction when out of the blue came an official notice 
from the local council informing me that I was infringing the by-laws, as the chicken 
house was over the side building line. A complaint had been registered by a nearby 
doctor’s wife whose property overlooked the site; I re-sited the offending building, 
having been made aware of the existence of by-laws, building lines, etc. 

My immediate neighbour, watchmaker John Ammonds, followed his erstwhile modus 
operandi by blatantly neglecting his watch repairing business and formed the Sutton 
Common Dramatic Society. As was to be expected, I was roped in and together we 
commenced production on a light comedy; this displeased the rather self-important 
officials of the newly-established Sutton Common Residents’ Association who held the 
opinion that we should have sought their blessing as the parent body before inaugurating 
a new venture. John Ammonds, an extremely independent character, in reply to the letter 
of protest, informed the self-styled parent association that they could go and jump in the 
lake; this action caused open friction resulting in Ammonds and myself being christened 
the Ginger Group. 

The new shop was by this time showing a little promise. Ada and I soldiered on keeping a 
well-dressed and well-lit window, with the lights full on until midnight. Now another 
pinprick from the tin gods of the Residents’ Association: I received a strongly-worded 
letter to the effect that by leaving the shop window lights on during Sunday nights I was 
lowering the tone of the district. I followed the lead of John Ammonds, and in polite 
words assigned them to the same lake. 

One evening, meeting Ada as usual at the Sutton Common Road ‘bus stop, I found her 
somewhat distressed, she having suffered a frightening experience during the day. She 
had been outside the London Road shop cleaning the window, a necessary chore to be 
carried out often (children rarely look through a shop window displaying toys without 
pressing their faces and sticky fingers on the glass), when apparently a boy had entered 
unnoticed. Ada was, therefore, surprised on looking round, to find a boy coming furtively 
out of the shop, and his manner aroused her suspicions. He immediately endeavoured to 
push past her muttering something about wanting change for two shillings. Having now 
had her suspicions confirmed by his efforts to get away, she held on to his arm, pulling 
him towards the drawer containing the shop takings, and one glance was enough to see 
that the money was missing—several notes, plus some silver. At this point the boy 
struggled free and ran from the shop straight across the busy London Road, Ada 
following and shouting “Stop thief!” but although at the time the road was crowded with 
passing people, no one took up the pursuit. Ada was left to continue alone into the 
Borough Road; the boy then ran into a side turning and Ada’s chances of overtaking him 
grew less. By this time in sheer panic she called out again, “Stop thief—murder, 
murder!” It is no wonder that at this cry several windows were thrown open and someone 
eventually joined in the shouting. The boy, also now panic stricken, threw down the notes 
and silver and disappeared into a distant door way. Ada, after recovering the cash, 



returned to the shop in a semi-exhausted condition, to find to her relief that her rings, 
which she had taken off and placed in the cash drawer, were still there. 

About one year after our move to Sutton we disposed of the business at London Road for 
a very modest sum; this enabled us to devote our whole attention to the new shop. I had 
found it possible to increase sales by offering deferred payments on quite small articles, 
for example, electric irons, the then full retail price being around eight shillings, or two 
shillings down and twelve weekly payments of sixpence, plus a small charge for credit, 
and by this method I obtained a useful addition to the takings, one of my “sixpence-a-
week” customers being the mother of a popular present-day radio and television 
personality. 

Quite near to the Sutton shop was the factory of the famous firework manufacturers, 
Messrs. Brock. Here was a seasonal line fitting in well with toy sales, but a licence to 
keep stocks of fireworks was necessary, and the condition of the licence permitted a 
maximum of one hundred pounds in weight. The first year I purchased a modest stock 
well within the stipulated weight allowance. This stock was completely sold out hours 
before bonfire celebrations were over, and I made up my mind to order larger stocks well 
in advance for the next Guy Fawkes’ night. Somewhere around the following October 
two large cases arrived from Brocks and a few days later into the shop walked two 
official-looking men, a Weights and Measures Inspector and his Assistant, calling to 
check the weights of fireworks held on the premises; here I was in trouble. From 
experience, they could see that I had in stock a greater amount of explosives than the 
licence permitted. The Inspector ordered his colleague to return to a waiting vehicle to 
bring in the weighing apparatus. The scales were duly erected and the stock of fireworks, 
having been placed in a large weighing basket, was found to exceed the permitted weight 
by approximately one hundred and sixty pounds. The Inspector explained that the penalty 
for such an offence could be a substantial fine, together with the confiscation of the 
excess stock. Fortunately at the time I was renting a half shop from my next-door 
neighbour, John Ammonds, for the display of baby carriages; this enabled me to take out 
there and then a further licence permitting the immediate removal of one hundred pounds, 
in weight, of the excess stock to the neighbouring premises, leaving sixty pounds to be 
confiscated by the Inspector. This loss was serious, especially coupled with the threat of 
prosecution to follow, with, if I recall correctly, the possibility of a maximum fine of one 
hundred pounds. A few weeks elapsed when I received a summons to attend the Sutton 
Police Court to answer a charge of an offence under the Explosives Act. On the day of 
the hearing I found myself seated in court, having been required to be present at ten 
o’clock in the forenoon; my case was listed well down on the morning’s schedule, giving 
me time to worry and conjure up the dire possibilities of extreme financial penalties. 

I had not engaged a solicitor for my defence, partly for reasons of cost, and I was aware 
that I could only plead guilty. The waiting ordeal over, I was at last called almost at the 
end of the morning session. By this time the magistrates were showing signs of 
impatience; some of the previous cases had been protracted. The Prosecuting Inspector of 
Weights and Measures stated with gravity the case against me, the bench appeared a little 
amused and failed to view me as a modern Guy Fawkes. They gave the impression that 
the offence was not worthy of their time, especially as the clock was nearing the lunch 
adjournment. I was asked to plead mitigation, I endeavoured to persuade the bench that I 



had already suffered by the confiscation of stock, which had been to me almost 
calamitous. I must have sounded convincing, or even pitiful, as in the summing up by the 
Chairman, he smilingly informed me of the lawful maximum penalty that he could 
impose. Warning me to be careful in the future, he recorded the mini mum fine of one 
pound; the Prosecuting Inspector, already annoyed at the lengthy waiting in court, openly 
showed his disgust at such a nominal fine. To this day I do not know what happened to 
the confiscated fireworks, although I confess to many uncharitable suspicions in this 
respect. 

One firework customer remains in my memory. We nick named her Mrs. Sick: she was 
extremely affected in her speech, giving the impression that she was about to vomit. In a 
highly superior manner she would ask for “one penny halfpenny worth of fireworks,” 
taking her time over the selection and then requiring an assurance that the fireworks 
chosen were of a spectacular type as her small daughter disliked the noisy explosive ones. 

Another affected customer, a Mr. X from Ash Road, would telephone to request that I 
should call, by appointment, at his E to discuss business. This ritual procedure was 
followed very time he wished to make even a small purchase. On calling, I would be 
invited into the room he called his study, a Dart-lounge furnished with a writing-desk and 
an impressive show of important-looking books. 1 would then be requested to take a seat. 
The usual exchange of pleasantries having been exchanged, Mr. X, with studied 
deliberation, by now thoroughly enjoying the self-created atmosphere of business 
importance, would always preface the conversation with, “Mr. Martell, the time has come 
for my small daughter to leave her cot,” then would follow a lengthy account on the 
growing-up progress of the child. During this long-winded screed I would be forced to 
wait patiently with an assumed show of interest for the conversation to come round to the 
real purpose of my call, the possible purchase of a single bed to replace the cot. From 
repeats of “The time has come. . .“ performance, Mr. X earned himself the name “The 
time has come,” and it would be sufficient for me to say “The time has come” for Ada to 
under stand that I was referring to Mr. X of Ash Road, who, for all his pomp and show of 
importance, eventually became a bad debt. 

A customer from Tonfield Road, who, in addition to having an extremely unpleasant 
manner, had a somewhat ugly appearance, became “Ugly up Tonfield.” 

With the increase of business came the problem of delivery of the larger items, there 
being at that time no local carrier. I well recall, with the help of a friend, carrying a bulky 
cupboard by hand over a distance of half-a-mile to effect a delivery, or rolls of linoleum 
being carried on my aching shoulders, with many a rest to recover strength; this led to a 
shop acquaintance, Bert Saunders, suggesting that he could procure a pair of second-hand 
truck wheels, plus an old axle, and he would then make up a flat top hand-truck. With the 
acquisition of the truck I found it to be an extremely useful method of delivery, the main 
difference being that it gave a little more appearance of efficiency than the “Shanks’s 
pony” earlier effort, also larger loads could be .carried, the ache in my shoulders being 
transferred to my legs and chest as Sutton Common had many hilly roads. 

The flat top truck, being our first means of wheeled transport, well and truly remains in 
our nostalgic memory as the seed from which our present well-established transport 
business has grown—a few odd pieces of the truck, long since discarded, still remain 



intact—and I find myself, when cleaning out odd corners, handling these pieces 
affectionately with extreme reluctance for their final destruction. 



Chapter Two 

THE JOWETT 

The next expansive step on the transport side of the business again came from a 
suggestion of a friend, Cyril Ammonds, brother of neighbour John Ammonds, who 
voiced concern as to my health as he had observed me pushing the loaded truck with 
considerable effort up the sharp hills, and had noticed the further strain required to 
prevent the load running away with me on the steep inclines. The suggestion was that I 
should consider purchasing a second-hand open touring-type car that would serve the 
dual purpose of business travel and, where possible, delivery of bulky articles. This 
casual suggestion immediately appealed to me, and on eagerly scanning the second-hand 
car advertisements, a Jowett touring car, advertised at fourteen pounds, looked like filling 
the bill. A telephone call to nearby Wallington resulted in arrangements for the Jowett to 
be inspected on the following Sunday afternoon at our shop. This being our first venture 
in car purchase, we awaited the car’s arrival, with many trips to the flat window, hoping 
to catch a glimpse before the owner rang the door bell—these anxious moments being 
occasioned by the fact that at that time oldish tourers were painted a dirty banana yellow 
or an unattractive grey, and we were sure it would turn out to be one of these drab 
colours. 

As the old saying goes—”A watched pot never boils”—and we were not at the window 
when the Jowett arrived. However, we did not have long to wait; the door-bell rang, we 
both made a speedy dive to the window, but the car was nowhere to be seen; on 
answering the bell the person introduced himself and, on seeing our enquiring glances 
towards the roadway, explained that he had parked the car round the side road out of our 
immediate view. With bottled-up excitement and an air of nonchalance we went to the 
corner and there stood the Jowett in almost immaculate resplendence, not banana yellow 
or grey as we had expected, but a pleasing light blue, and we were more than delighted 
with the clean well-kept appearance, the bright shining brass radiator capping, the sound 
condition of the folding canvas hood, and the mica removable screens which were clean 
and uncracked. 

The owner explained that he had possessed the Jowett for many years and, although it 
had some 56,000 miles registered on the clock, he assured us that it was still in perfect 
running order, and by his tone we could detect an affectionate pride in its condition, his 
genuine reason for disposal being that his wife wished for a saloon-type car. 

The next step was to take a trial run, the owner giving us the choice of route. We 
collected a friend, Fred Hill, a car owner, so that we could have the benefit of his opinion 
as to the car’s performance. The run completed to our entire satisfaction, we adjourned to 
the shop parlour for the purpose of bargaining a settlement, but the asking price of 
fourteen pounds was the lowest the owner would take; we did, however, manage to 
obtain a nearly full five-gallon drum of oil as a make-weight to the deal. 

The possession of the old Jowett gave a distinct lift to our existence, although I can 
truthfully state that on other occasions later in life when taking delivery of many brand-
new cars, including two Jaguars, we did not at any time experience the complete elation 
that we had felt at the ownership of the blue Jowett, our very first car. Arrangements had 
been made for my first driving lesson, to take place the following evening. Fred Hill, my 



instructor, was late in arriving. I had impatiently waited at the kitchen window for some 
time staring down the road, and at last I could see him coming. I had previously sat in the 
Jowett hours before Fred’s arrival getting the feel of things and was, therefore, eager to 
the point of annoyance at Fred’s lateness. I am sure that if he had failed to keep the 
appointment I would have been unable to contain my impatience and would have taken 
the Jowett out and taught myself to drive, the roads at that time being uncongested, and 
the necessity for the accompaniment of an experienced driver and the showing of “L” 
plates not having, as yet, become the requirement of law. 

I feel that one or two early experiences, whilst learning to master the Jowett, are worth 
recounting; when I say “master” the Jowett it is not an over-statement, the modern 
synchromesh gearbox had yet to come, the gear change was of the heavy gate- change 
type requiring a double declutch movement in order to change gear smoothly, and if one 
failed in a correct change a frightening “clonking” noise resulted. It was then necessary to 
stop and start all over again from scratch. On one of our first trips, accompanied by 
friends, we had succeeded in reaching the top of Box Hill, a Surrey beauty spot; the law 
of gravity (that which goes up must come down) here took a hand in the descent. Fred 
Hill had omitted to teach me the correct procedure in taking a steep incline. I, through 
lack of knowledge, descended the hill with the gear in neutral, depending entirely on the 
holding power of the brakes; the winding narrow way down was long and tortuous, the 
brakes were emitting an ominous blue smoke; the strange part of this occurrence being 
that neither Ada, myself or our friends in the back seats were in the least worried. Today, 
with full knowledge of the risk being taken, I would not care to bring even a modern car 
down such a bumpy winding track relying entirely on the holding capacity of the brakes. 
However, I had beginner’s luck and managed to reach the level road without calamity, 
proceeding homewards completely unaware of the risk we had taken. 

If my recollections are correct, I seem to remember a small printed motif on the front of 
the Jowett Instruction Manual of an elephant pulling a world atlas, suggesting that the 
two cylinder engine was indeed up to any task. I took this suggestion far too literally by 
going for a run in Brighton with five adults and two youngsters, three of the adults being 
outsize and overweight. Part of the journey brought us to the bottom of the well-known 
steep School Hill in Lewes, Sussex; with much effort the old Jowett made it, the rear seat 
passengers in near fright as at one point, after a forced stop on the hill, the car threatened 
to run backwards. The sound of a two-cylinder Jowett engine was unmistakably distinct 
from other cars— proud Jowett owners would say that the engine was saying “I think I 
can—I think I can—I can—I can…” 

However, the strain of restarting on School Hill resulted in a breakdown a few days later. 
Travelling down a slight incline in Sutton I could not understand why the engine was 
making unusual sounds. I must have proceeded some fifty yards or so, still trying by gear 
changing to find what was amiss, but on stopping the car and looking round was 
somewhat surprised to see that my rear-seat passengers were thrown together and were 
shouting for me to stop. On hearing a cry from a pedestrian, I looked back and could see 
a person some distance away trundling a car wheel towards me—I had travelled the fifty 
yards completely unaware that the car had lost a rear wheel. The old touring-type car 
having a long chassis, the drop in the back had not had an immediate effect on the 
steering and the car had travelled on the brake drum casing. I telephoned my garage, the 



breakdown vehicle soon arrived, the mechanics hooked the rear end of the Jowett off the 
road and instructed me to remain at the steering wheel to keep the front end from 
wandering; in this undignified position I was transported back along Sutton Common 
Road to the garage. At one point I heard someone remark: “Look, there’s old Martell in 
there.” 

As far as I recall that was the only serious breakdown with the Jowett, apart from 
frequent jamming of the starter pinion. No amount of pushing or pulling would be 
effective, the only remedy being to get under the car and disconnect the whole starter 
motor. 

Most Wednesday afternoons would be spent going into the City for the purpose of 
buying, on which occasions we were obliged to park the Jowett in a railway yard near 
Thomas Tapling’s warehouse. This was a nerve-racking experience as the yard would 
always be crammed with horse-drawn wagons, and when attempting to park the van 
drivers would fill the air with verbal instructions to me in my endeavours to squeeze the 
Jowett between restless horses and large iron-clad cart-wheels; the stamping of hooves on 
the stone cobbles, coupled with the shouting, was not conducive to a calm manoeuvre. I 
may add that after our business in the warehouse was concluded a repeat performance 
was necessary to extract the Jowett from the maze of horses’ heads being held by often 
unwilling drivers who made no effort to disguise the fact that we were a “so-and-so” 
nuisance. 

The next step as business progressed was the disposal of the old faithful Jowett. It was 
replaced with a brand-new ten- hundred weight Jowett van; if the first cog of progress on 
the transport side of the business was the old fiat-top truck, the open Jowett car the 
second cog, the new Jowett van, the third cog, was certainly the point from which the 
ultimate transport possibilities emerged. The new van was painted in an attractive blue 
colour, and it very soon became apparent that already in this almost new district there 
was a slowly growing demand for a light transport service. 

I, as was necessary under the Road Rail Traffic Act, applied for a carrier’s licence. This 
was granted without opposition from either the Railway Company or other licensed 
operators, with a restriction of twenty-five miles radius from Sutton. My very first 
attempt at household removals was carried out on that small van—the removal of the 
contents of a three-roomed flat from Ash Road to Garth Road—with the assistance of my 
brother who would come from London Road, Southwark, on Wednesday afternoons. I 
recall making seven trips to complete the move; Garth Road at that time being an unmade 
road, these journeys had to be made at an extremely slow speed in order that the furniture 
might arrive undamaged. The road, or lane, as it could better be described, was one mass 
of pot holes and, strange to relate, after nearly forty years the folk that I moved to Garth 
Road are still residing in the same house, giving me food for thought that some “bods” 
move on and some stay put. 

It was not long before the demand for transport led me to dispose of the small van and to 
acquire a second-hand thirty- hundredweight Luton van. Observing that my nearest 
competitors, some two miles distant, possessed vehicles painted in dark dismal-looking 
colours, I decided to have my van painted cream and maroon with the name “Martells” in 
neat but bold letters. On applying to the Transport Authority for the increase in tonnage I 



encountered objections from the Railway Company who were vigorously opposing the 
granting of licences, especially to what was termed a newcomer. At the Traffic Court 
hearing I was subjected to severe cross-examination by counsel employed by the Railway 
Company. The objector’s counsel sought to prove that there were adequate transport 
facilities already in operation in the area. However, I was fortunate in that there was no 
objection from other road operators; this weakened the case of the Railway Company. I 
made my case that although I was a newcomer, I was specializing only in furniture 
removals, and in no way intended to develop into general transport. The Railway counsel 
was a leading barrister and made sarcastic reference to the size of the small Jowett van I 
had disposed of; I stuck to my case that I was seeking to grow in size with a growing 
demand. I was granted the increase in tonnage, but restricted to a radius of fifty miles 
from my base, to carry furniture and household effects only. 

With the new fair-sized van I felt on top of the world, and with the help of my brother 
and any odd labour available I was ready to tackle any job offered. At that time removal 
contractors were expected to do a lot of work for very little in the way of cash return; it 
would have to be a whole household to bring the price up to three pounds. The busiest 
day for removals being Saturdays, I would think nothing of carrying out four twenty-five 
shilling jobs on a normal Saturday, completing the last move at a time determined by our 
luck in progress on the earlier work. 

I think I can say that I learned the hard way, as on one occasion I was inexperienced 
enough to book the removal of a house full of bulky furniture including a heavy German 
piano, many books and loads of china to pack, the job to start at the stupid time of six 
o’clock in the evening, also at the stupid price of two pounds ten shillings. The job was a 
heart breaker; it was like the magician’s hat; we toiled for three hours and the house still 
seemed to be full of never-ending odds and ends, all the wardrobes, bed springs, etc., 
having to be taken apart, a thankless time-consuming operation. By nine- thirty we came 
to the conclusion that a second journey would be necessary as the customer also wanted 
to take half the garden. 

To aggravate our weariness, the two strapping sons of the house kept wandering about 
not lifting as much as a book or in any way giving a helping hand, and I well recall 
telephoning Ada to say that at ten o’clock we were just leaving with the first load, the 
unloading address being some twenty minutes’ journey away. By eleven-thirty we were 
unloaded and back at the Sutton house to collect what is known in the removal trade as 
the worst part of any removal—the junk from the garden or garage—old cycles, garden 
roller, endless pieces of wood, flower-pots, tools, etc. Eventually, by around one o’clock 
in the morning, we completed this, my first full-scale removal. As my brother had to 
return to his home at the Elephant and Castle I found it necessary to run him home, no 
public trans port being available at that unearthly hour—this forty-minute journey each 
way resulted in my crawling into bed at around three a.m. a sadder and wiser budding 
removal man. 

The steady growth of the removals left Ada alone to cope with the shop, as I had also to 
make many other calls for the purpose of estimating. The shop was doing a fair business 
in linoleum, which I undertook to fit for customers, this operation again taking me away 
from the shop for many hours. 



After the disposal of the small Jowett van we purchased a second-hand Morris Minor 
saloon car from a large well-known company. It is worth recording that on the initial 
inspection at the palatial showroom I had extracted a promise that they would replace two 
of the tyres and deliver the car “cash on delivery.” The car duly arrived in a heavy 
prolonged thunder storm which prevented me from an immediate check; the delivery 
salesman was over-anxious to collect the money and leave. However, it stopped raining; 
on an inspection run I found that the tyres had not been replaced, also the speedometer 
was faulty. I flatly refused to take delivery, or part with any cash. The salesman used our 
telephone to report the situation to his office and I distinctly overheard a voice asking 
“Has he paid?“ The car was re-delivered in a few days with the new tyres, etc. I did not 
keep this car very long, replacing it with a brand-new Morris Eight, a smart saloon in two 
colours—red and black. I was learning fast that it pays to look prosperous, even it one is 
still struggling. 

The many amusing experiences of removal contractors are often published in the 
Removal Trade Journal; I here record a selection of removals having incidents that 
remain firmly planted in my memory. 

By 1935 the call for my services proved that I had been wise to anticipate such a demand, 
as requests for estimates were coming from outside my immediate location. One call 
came from a good class householder in Shelvers Way, Tadworth, the customer having 
been recommended; this was a distinct chance to expand my services into a higher 
income group area. The lady of the house informed me that her husband was the District 
Manager of a nationally known firm of domestic boiler manufacturers. I had the 
advantage over my competitors inasmuch as my undoubted ability to sell merchandise 
was given full scope in now selling a service; I would pull out every stop in my 
enthusiastic sales talk, using the opposition from the Railway, etc., to find a sympathetic 
response from the customer. I assured the lady that the job was well within our 
capabilities and that we would arrive at seven a.m. on the day required. My sales efforts 
were successful, and the job was booked. I now recall, on our arrival in the black of the 
mid-winter early morning the entire road being in complete darkness with the exception 
of the house which we were approaching, and as we pulled up outside and I rang the 
door-bell I heard the lady of the house calling to her husband saying, “There, I told you 
so.” (It later transpired that he had argued that removal men were usually late on the job.) 
I felt complimented when the lady stated that she had not been mistaken in her 
assessment of my reliability. 

This was, as the saying goes, starting off on the right foot. The task of loading the van 
was completed by mid-day. At one time it looked as though all the pieces would not go 
in, but my brother Stan, the packer, had the uncanny gift of top-class removal packers in 
almost attaining the impossible in loading. He could, after taking a quick walk-round 
survey the contents of the house, remain in the van asking the porters to bring the exact 
pieces he required for expert packing. By four-thirty the customer’s furniture was in their 
new abode in Brighton, china unpacked, beds erected, furniture arranged to instruction 

—in fact, I can still remember the dining-table set out for tea and the lady laughingly 
saying that they felt they had been living there already. 



Chapter Three 

AN EMBARRASSING EXPERIENCE 

At this point in my removal career I made the decision to aim high, and cast envious eyes 
towards my larger and successful competitors. I became aware of the two well defined 
paths ahead, one the responsible operation of a good class service, the other, the lower 
end of the trade, with little responsibility; on observation of the two fields of choice, I 
could see the un imaginative type of operators struggling along cutting the price of jobs, 
showing very little progress, having nothing to recommend them other than quoting the 
lower price. Lifting my sights, I observed the operators carrying out top-class work to be 
continually busy, frequently enlarging their fleets and extending their warehouses. 

The decision to follow the latter path resulted in finding myself unsuccessful in obtaining 
many jobs, having only one vehicle, and at that time little reputation. Customers in this 
category required larger pantechnicons, or preferred to engage firms of long 
establishment. I recall feeling frustrated when a prospective customer, with a very 
ordinary household of mediocre furniture, stated that she intended to give her work to a 
large firm as she was obsessed with the idea that her goods were of quality, and I clearly 
remember saying to Ada on my return to the shop that in a few years I would have this 
type of person coming to me. 

It is strange how an oft-used expression derisively describing to overbearing large female 
as a “Horse Marine” sticks in my mind from those early removal days. When I now hear 
the words “Horse Marine” I immediately recall a removal from Sutton to Turners Hill in 
Sussex. I do not know the connection between a large mannish woman and a “Horse 
Marine,” or yen if there is such an animal, but the expression most certainly filled the bill 
in describing a bossy female employer of a removal customer who was employed as a 
chauffeur/handyman and had assured me of an adequate approach for the van to his 
cottage on a farm at Turners Hill. 

He had instructed me to look for a field entrance with two concrete strips running over 
the field leading to the cottage. We had had some difficulty in loading at Sutton, the van 
being fully loaded, including the tailboard. On our arrival at Turners Hill the field with 
the two concrete strips having been located, I proceeded to drive the van with great care 
as the concrete strips were barely wide enough to prevent the vehicle from slipping off 
into the awaiting soft earth; with sudden abruptness the concrete strips came to an end, to 
be replaced with a small area of scattered broken bricks and rubble. This appeared to be 
the end of our journey, as to proceed further beyond this point would have been inviting 
trouble, the field falling away to a steep slope with a further side incline and still no sign 
of a cottage. 

It was a strange experience for a removal man used to the town to find himself 
surrounded by the quiet of the countryside. Somewhat bewildered by the unusual 
situation, I thought I had chosen the wrong field, when from some distance a person 
could be seen approaching waving his arms to attract our attention, it was indeed our 
customer. For a few seconds only his head and waving arms were visible as he laboured 
up the steep incline to explain that this was our destination for the delivery of his 
furniture, except for the fact that his employer had failed to keep her promise to provide 



an adequate quantity of hard core to enable us to safely approach to a walking distance 
from the cottage. 

I soon made it clear that I could not proceed further with the van as the cottage awaiting 
the arrival of the furniture was some two hundred yards distance at the bottom of the 
steep incline. From my position with the van it was just possible to see the chimneys and 
roof of the cottage. This was an impasse, as I could not consider carrying the furniture by 
hand over such a distance, when the customer’s employer appeared, a large tweedy 
female, who asked in a dictatorial manner why we could not take the van to the cottage. 
In no uncertain words I refused to begin to unload. My customer had very little to say, 
being obviously scared of the bossy “Horse Marine” type employer (those were the times 
when a servant was indeed a servant), the only useful suggestion forthcoming from this 
situation was that a farm horse and cart could take the furniture in several trips from the 
van to the cottage; after a wait the horse and flat-top cart was put into service. With part 
of the furniture precariously loaded, the lumbering vehicle moved off on its first trip, my 
brother walking alongside endeavouring to prevent pieces from slipping off as the heavy 
ironclad wheels bumped over the rough track. 

I was too disgusted at the situation to proceed with the cart. I sat on the tail-board of the 
van and waited for the return of the unorthodox vehicle; some half-an-hour elapsed each 
trip before the cart could be reloaded. In all about six journeys were necessary to 
complete the unloading. By this time we were very much fed up and far from home. The 
“Horse Marine” female made no apology for the inadequate approach, and, ignoring my 
request for payment, replied that her cheque would be forwarded in a day or so; I recall 
that the total charge for the removal was two pounds ten shillings. 

With much manoeuvring I succeeded in turning the van around on the brick rubble to 
again traverse the concrete strips. Now, many years later, living quite near to Turners 
Hill, I constantly look for the field entrance with the concrete strips, so far 
unsuccessfully, as I have no record or memory of the exact address. 

In those early days every job was something of an adventure. Here, I recollect a call from 
a growing departmental store, Shinners of Sutton. The request was: Were we capable of 
moving a heavy grand piano for a very special customer living at Dorking? This 
presented an opportunity not to be missed as the store did not have a removal department. 
I, with an eye to future business, assured the store manager that I could handle the work. 
On arrival at Dorking we found that Shinners’ customer required the grand piano to be 
removed from one room to another—this simple request was easier said than done as the 
room to receive the “grand” was in a wing of a small mansion with winding passages far 
too narrow for the transit of so large a piece. The butler in charge instructed us that the 
piano was to be taken over a grass lawn, then through French windows to the music 
room. One thing a removal man very quickly learns is that no two removal jobs are alike. 
We had the correct equipment for the heavy piano as far as normal requirements go, but a 
beautifully kept fine grass lawn, the pride and joy of the owner, is an entirely different 
proposition. The most useful suggestion from the butler was that he could provide a few 
scaffold boards to prevent the wheels of the piano trolley from sinking into the soft turf. 
The boards, four only, were forthcoming and laid, the piano, already webbed for easy 
handling, being placed on the boards. As mentioned earlier, I, being a worrier, could 
imagine a complaint should the lawn become damaged; however, apart from the 



impression of the boards, which was unavoidable, we left no cause for complaint. 
Another hazard awaited the completion and erection of the piano—an expensive white 
oriental carpet. With much scraping of footwear to remove any possibility of soiling the 
carpet, the piano was placed in its new position and the job completed. 

Well pleased, I returned to Messrs. Shinners to inform them that all was well. I was more 
than pleased to find that their special customer had telephoned to say that she was 
entirely satisfied with our service. This was the successful start of many years of 
profitable business with the store. 

An amusing incident occurred with a person living very near to my shop, a person who 
had many times passed the shop with a superior aloof manner adopted by several of the 
early Sutton Common residents who, with a self-important attitude, endeavoured to give 
the impression of affluence. This person, requiring the services of a removal contractor, 
deliberately overlooked the nearby availability of such a service and telephoned Messrs. 
Shinners for an estimate. Her request was passed to me as I was then carrying out all the 
removal work for the store; when I called on behalf of Shinners, the lady answering the 
door-bell was completely taken off guard to find me, whom she had intended to ignore, 
representing Shinners. With a very red face she stammered a feeble excuse that she was 
also going to ask me for an estimate—I took this with a pinch of salt. However, I 
eventually completed her removal through Shinners’ account at an increased price of ten 
per cent to cover a commission for the store. 

One hears radio and television commentators asking folk to relate their most 
embarrassing experiences; should I ever have to answer such a question, I would have to 
relate the embarrassing situation arising from a removal job to Gidea Park, Essex. I had 
inspected the job in advance and found the rather young lady of the house to be a very 
smart, refined, cut-glass type, having a very modern top quality home, well above the 
average for the road. To be given an opportunity to quote for this type of job gave me a 
feeling of achievement as the neighbours near by would be well aware of the contents; to 
be seen carrying out the work would augur well for future possibilities. I was successful 
in obtaining the order and the loading was completed in good time without problems. On 
arrival at Gidea Park with ample time for unloading I rang the door-bell, my ladylike 
customer opened the door. At this moment my brother Stan, who was with me on the job, 
without as much as “by your leave” passed into the house, ascended the stairs to go 
straight into the toilet. Unfortunately leaving the door wide open he proceeded to relieve 
the pent-up strain of nature, the empty house accentuating the sound of the urgently 
ejected urine as would an echo chamber. I, not often at a loss for words, attempted to 
drown the cascading sound by raising my voice, making forced conversation to help to 
cover my embarrassment. This was not easy as the torrent of water hitting dead centre 
seemed endless. Brother Stan, now feeling relieved, returned downstairs completely 
oblivious of the situation; the embarrassment of that moment remains with me every time 
I see any reference to Gidea Park. 

As I have said, adventurous those early removals most certainly were. One autumn 
afternoon I received an urgent telephone call from a firm in Bognor, Sussex, to say that 
they had a van broken down in my district. The van was loaded with a customer’s home. 
Their customer was expecting delivery later that day in Bognor. Also the driver and 
porter were not used to being away from home at night. The question was would I take 



my van, reload the furniture and deliver to Bognor, bringing the two men back; the time 
was around mid-afternoon—not a lot of time to spare. I quickly agreed to help the 
Bognor firm, the princely price of four pounds ten shillings being the reward. The 
reloading and journey to Bognor was without incident; the unloading was speedily 
carried out, and the two men, happy to be home, thanked me for the assistance. 

I commenced the return journey as the autumn evening was closing in, expecting to be 
home at Sutton about eight or nine. I had reckoned without the possibility of autumn fog 
which thickened from evening mist to a speed-reducing hazard. The return progress was 
slow and tiring; after what seemed ages of struggling along unfamiliar roads I pulled into 
a café for a snack, to be informed that I was still some twenty-five miles from Sutton, the 
time around nine o’clock. The fog thick, I resumed my journey. I had travelled for a few 
miles when in a lift in the fog I observed a large black car stationary at the side of the 
road. In the beam of my headlights I could also see a woman half under the car struggling 
to fix a car jack in order to replace a wheel with a flat tyre. I stopped and offered 
assistance. The young woman was nearly in tears as she said that she had been in that 
predicament for a considerable time, many cars and vans passing without concern; she 
could have been there all night as the jack was inadequate for the job, also the wheel nuts 
were rusty and required force to remove them. The assistance delayed my progress for a 
time. Having completed the wheel change, the young lady gratefully suggested that I 
should return to her flat in Croydon for coffee. I was t a coffee drinker—my one object 
was to reach home—I thanked her for the invitation which I declined. At the next road 
telephone I informed Ada that I was then near Epsom; the next three-quarters of an hour 
saw the end of that eventful lay as I crawled into bed near midnight wondering at what 
time this operation would have taken place had I accepted the grateful young lady’s 
invitation. 



Chapter Four 

THE TRAFFIC COURTS 

Fred !—my first attempt to relieve myself of the task of driving the removal van. I 
advertised for a single man, my reason for asking for an unmarried person being a lower 
rate of wage. A young man applied for the job, describing himself as single. Fred stated 
that he would find it difficult to reach the yard at eight a.m. as he was augmenting his 
unemployment benefit by attending each morning to some greenhouse boilers; he was 
satisfactory up to a point, being a good driver, and with the expert packer brother Stan, 
the two, plus an old man, managed most of the removals, leaving me to do the estimating. 
It was not many weeks before Fred confessed to having misled me. In fact he was not a 
single man, but was married with a child. Although he had only himself to blame for the 
deception, he complained that the wage was insufficient. His timekeeping became 
irregular and I decided, as his dissatisfaction was showing in his work, to dispense with 
his services. I disliked intensely the task of discharging a person, especially as this was 
my first experience of such a distasteful job. I procrastinated for one reason or another so 
that Saturday passed without facing up to the unpleasant job; I was aware that twelve 
noon on the following Monday was the legal dead-line for serving the week’s notice. 

The Monday morning came round all too soon, the awaiting task of discharge still 
unaccomplished at eleven-thirty; I had screwed up courage enough to send for him, but 
by the time he arrived I found myself engaged with a customer. It was a few minutes after 
mid-day before the customer left. Fred, who was waiting, must have sensed the situation, 
threatened to report me to the Labour Exchange for discharging him after the legal time 
of twelve o’clock, also airing his knowledge of minor infringements on my part of the 
conditions attached to my carrier’s licence. Fred could well be described as a tap room 
lawyer. In reply to his threat I offered to accompany him to the Exchange to disclose a 
small matter that had previously occurred; my calm threat of reprisal had the desired 
effect, his bluster went out like a pricked balloon, proving that the correct tactics to adopt 
when dealing with a smart Alec is to pay him with his own coin. 

My next employee—Harry, again a good worker, but with anti-boss views. He remained 
for some weeks, until one Saturday afternoon a customer telephoned a request for a small 
local removal, I agreed the price of fifteen shillings. Harry reported back from an earlier 
job and I gave him instruction to proceed with brother Stan to the fifteen shilling job. in a 
few minutes the telephone rang, the customer wished to cancel the job as she had found 
someone else to do the work. With this I expected to see the prompt return of my van and 
men; as time elapsed I had a feeling prompting me to investigate the delay and 
cancellation. 

On arriving at the address given over the telephone I was surprised to find my van with 
Harry and my brother carrying out the cancelled job. I did not tackle the men there and 
then, preferring to await their explanation. Later the driver and brother Stan returned to 
inform me that the customer did not require them, as the job had been done. I then 
informed them that I was well aware that the job had been done and handed their fully 
stamped cards to both men, discharging them on the spot. In a silence that could be felt, 
they remained stupidly staring at the floor. At last Harry stammered out that I could not 
know much about the transport trade as this sort of exercise was common. Brother Stan 



made no excuse. I knew from a lifetime’s experience that m brother had not been the 
prime mover in this dishonest act and would be easy meat to the more dominating 
personality of boss-hating Harry; on the following day I called on Stan and after a long 
talk withdrew his notice. The next day being Monday I returned to driving the van, 
having no immediate replacement driver. 

At this time it was fairly easy to find drivers, but far from easy to obtain drivers with 
good class removal experience; a driver fitting my requirements applied for the job. I 
have now completely forgotten his surname, but well recall his christian name—Fred. 
Fred was a keen hard worker with one weakness—beer! Beer was to Fred as petrol was to 
the vehicle. So long as Fred could fill up, so long could he continue to labour cheerfully. 
Beer seemed to be both food and drink to Fred, although at no time did the intake of fuel 
appear to affect his work or driving. The one inconvenience attached to this craving for 
beer would be that I could not rely on Fred turning up for work on any Monday morning 
after a boozing session over the weekend. On occasions I had to accompany Fred, I then 
found it unpleasant to have to tolerate the vile stench of beer on his breath. 

I am reminded of Fred when travelling through Harrow, as I can always recall Fred 
asking a police officer for direction, to an address in Harrow-on-the-Hill, Fred, leaning 
out of’ the cab, asked the way to Arrer-on-the-Ill. The officer, no doubt used to such 
enquiries, translated the request to Harrow-on-the-Hill and gave the necessary directions. 
Fred eventually became unreliable during the week as well as on Monday mornings, the 
heavy dosage of beer taking its toll—end of Fred. 

Around this time the fifty-mile restriction on my carrier’s licence was proving a 
frustrating curb on my enterprise. I was frequently called on by customers wishing to 
move well outside my permitted radius. I had collected quite a substantial amount of 
evidence to prove customers’ needs of my service, letters from residents stating that on 
occasions they had had to book up with contractors outside the Sutton area as the other 
removers in the town were fully booked. 

I applied for a variation to my licence to read one hundred and fifty miles from my Sutton 
base; I was well aware that the application would meet with opposition from the Railway 
Company—an application to increase mileage was like a red rag to a bull. 

I briefed a solicitor who was well-known as an expert on the requirements of the 
Transport Act at a fee of five guineas. Five pounds being my average income for a whole 
Saturday’s work, the advocate’s fee was of some concern, but to attempt to take my own 
case, as in earlier applications, would have been unwise as at these hearings it was usual 
for the Railway Company to have a top flight counsel together with four Railway 
officials supporting the objection. My case was booked to come up before Mr. Gleason 
Robinson, an extremely shrewd person, always in complete command of proceedings. It 
was disastrous to attempt to present a weak unprepared case. He was respected by 
counsel and, to some extent, feared by applicants who foolishly tried to bolster their 
evidence with false figures. 

The Monday morning’s hearing was approaching. 1 was not optimistic as to my chances. 
My evidence then consisted of a few letters from customers, when out of the blue came 
an opportunity to strengthen my case; a customer who required a removal to Norwich, 
having failed to obtain the services of a local firm, had been forced to book an outside 



contractor. The customer had been recommended to me, but as Norwich was over my 
permitted mileage I could not accept the work. I had inspected the contents of the house, 
the furniture being of extremely good quality, all in first-class condition. Also the lady 
informed me that she required special care to a brand-new baby carriage. The customer 
was worried, as are most folk prior to a move, especially as the service she had been 
obliged to book was from an unknown source. The removal to Norwich was to be carried 
out on the Saturday morning prior to my hearing at the Traffic Court in Westminster. Still 
endeavouring to collect added evidence to support my case, I made it my business to call 
at the removal address. I was overjoyed to find outside the house an old-type canvas top 
tilt van that could under no circumstances be described as a suitable removal vehicle. 

I could see at a glance that the two men would have great difficulty in loading all the 
house contents, plus the shining new bassinet, into the totally inadequate vehicle. To add 
to the problem on this cold January morning snow was falling— here was a heaven-sent 
opportunity to collect positive evidence for the Court on the following Monday morning. 
I found myself wishing that it were possible that Mr. Gleason Robinson could witness the 
sorry state of affairs. Then a sudden idea struck me that the next best thing would be a 
photograph. This was easy to think of, but where in mid-winter would one find a loaded 
camera. I was aware that time was against me, as even with all the difficulties of loading 
the van, the men would somehow complete in an hour or so. I hastily returned home and 
found a camera but no film. 1 visited two chemists before I could procure a film. With 
the film in the camera I excitedly returned to the scene of the removal. Luck was with me 
to the extent that the vehicle was by then nearly loaded, the tail board was down, rolls of 
linoleum lashed up behind making the van look like a showboat, with the precious baby 
carriage perched high on top of the usual array of tea-chests only protected from the 
elements by a flapping canvas sheet. 

I waited furtively with the camera for an opportunity to get into a position of vantage for 
a shot. As the two men returned into the house for the last odds and ends, I succeeded in 
taking several snaps. The light was poor with snow still falling; I had little hope of good 
results. The lady of the house came to the door looking distressed as she surveyed the 
shocking sight of her good home packed in the old leaky van. The new bassinet looking 
extremely vulnerable to the elements—I could only imagine the condition of the goods 
on their arrival at the distant destination. My next problem was to find ways and means of 
developing the film and obtaining prints in time for the Court on Monday. The chemists 
in the district had no winter developing service. It was late that evening, when I had 
nearly given up hope, that I remembered that I had recently carried out a local removal 
for a press photographer. I called and managed to persuade him to develop the film and 
provide prints; the photographs were not highly successful, but I was pleased as it would 
clearly be considered as genuine evidence. The Monday morning came, I handed over to 
my counsel the photographs showing the old canvas van, complete with the prized 
bassinet half covered with snow contrasting sharply with the good photograph of my own 
clean smart vehicle. 

The basis of my case was to prove inconvenience to the public inasmuch as I, with a high 
quality local service restricted by law to a limited radius, was obliged to refuse to 
undertake the removal, leaving the customer forced to accept a poor, inadequate service. 



My counsel outlined my case firstly presenting several letters from customers, then 
giving details from a list of names and particulars of customers who had required my 
services but were moving to distant addresses. Then as a trump card he produced the 
photograph and dramatically told the story of the distressed customer of the previous 
Saturday’s removal to Norwich. Mr. Gleason Robinson listened to the Railway objectors 
with patience as the counsel employed repeated and repeated his argument that there 
were other operators able to do the long- distance work; again, as no other objections had 
been lodged by road services, this plea carried little weight. The objecting counsel, for 
want of better argument, suggested to Mr. Gleason Robinson that he should refuse my 
application; almost before he had sat down Gleason Robinson, without asking my 
counsel to reply, started a long line of explanation as to his power of authority, paying 
tribute to my painstaking efforts to present a concise case supported by visual evidence. 
He talked on and on, to the chagrin of the Railway counsel, who was obliged to sit and 
listen to his own argument being broken down. Mr. Gleason Robinson then, as a final 
thrust, stated with deliberation that although I had applied for a radius of one hundred and 
fifty miles, by power invested in him as licencing authority, he would remove altogether 
all restriction as to distance and in future my licence would read “Removals of household 
furniture and effects any distance in Great Britain.” I could not believe my ears. I 
managed a mumbled “Thank you, Sir.” My counsel beckoned me to follow him with a 
look as if to say: “Get out while the going’s good.” 

I was elated beyond measure. I recall paying my advocate the agreed five guineas 
commenting that he should give half to Mr. Gleason Robinson who had made his task so 
simple. I could not leave the Court building quick enough to telephone the wonderful 
news to Ada. Such moments are indeed the unforgettable milestones of life. 

My visits to the Traffic Courts both as an applicant and as an objector during those years 
may be worth recording; the presiding personnel on the bench varied from the brilliance 
of Mr. Gleason Robinson to the mediocrity of an ex-Army type who should be 
nameless—I will refer to him as the Boss. 

I have always had an inbuilt aversion to ex-Army types retaining their rank titles in 
civilian life. The Boss was nick named “the ventriloquist’s dummy” as he was often at a 
loss to show complete understanding of the complications of the Act and would 
repeatedly lean over to the Clerk of the Court for guidance. This leaning over, heads 
together, earned him the nickname. 

On one occasion, when an applicant had presented an appallingly doubtful case that 
would have been dismissed with short shrift in Mr. Gleason Robinson’s court, the Boss 
allowed the applicant to produce odd bits of paper as evidence. Or asking the person how 
long he had been in business he stated that he had only recently been discharged from the 
Army; the Boss appeared to be deliberating over his papers prior to giving a decision. I, 
with two other objectors, fully expected a speed3 refusal. Instead the Boss to our 
amazement stated that h would defer his decision. It was some weeks later that we, as 
objectors, were informed that the Boss had granted the application. Our only course now 
was to take the case to appeal. At the appeal hearing the transcript of the case, together 
with the Boss’s findings, were read—it stated that the case had not been well presented, 
and in spite of the applicant’s long Army service he had shown very little business 



acumen. I well recall one objector, thinking out aloud saying that the words “in spite of” 
should have read “because of.” 

The Commissioner hearing the appeal upheld our objection, expressing an opinion that 
the granting in the earlier Court appeared to be due to the fact that the Boss had allowed 
his prejudice for an ex-Army applicant to colour his judgement. 

In order to maintain the flow of work I would purchase addresses of folk intending to 
move into my district. These addresses were provided by the builders of new property, or 
their agents, to the local dairymen, who in those days would be enterprising enough to 
call on the prospective incoming customers with samples of milk, eggs, etc. These 
addresses would then be passed on again by dairy personnel; it was usual to pay sixpence 
for each address. Armed with these addresses I would call on the householders to solicit 
the opportunity to provide an estimate for their forthcoming removal, and as this 
enterprise clearly showed results I found myself spending an increasing amount of time 
away from the shop. 

A great deal of my success might be attributed to the fact that most of my local 
competitors were employing estimators experienced in estimating, but inexperienced in 
selling. In making a call in Wandsworth a lady answering my knock stated, after I had 
informed her of the purpose of my call, that she was busy in the middle of mixing her 
Christmas puddings. I laughingly suggested that I would be pleased to watch and wait 
until she had finished; she took me at my word and invited me in. The mixing completed, 
I inspected the contents of the house, then to my surprise and satisfaction she said that her 
friend living nearby was also moving to the same road in Sutton and if I cared to run her 
round she would introduce me. As a result 1 booked the two removals on the spot, and 
from these two satisfied customers I received recommendations to three other jobs. Also 
from this circle of friends all living on the new estate I derived a considerable 
continuation of furnishing business—all this from one sixpenny address and the gift of 
the gab. 

Ada would accompany me if such calls were made after shop hours. One evening after 
making several calls I found myself in Streatham with just one last call to make, the time 
ten p.m. I debated with Ada as to the wisdom of calling so late in the day, but to save 
another visit I decided to chance it. My knock was answered by a man in a dressing-
gown, obviously not pleased at being approached at such a time. When I explained the 
reason for my call he turned awkward demanding to know how I had gained knowledge 
of his business; I apologized, letting him know that I was anxious not to offend a 
prospective customer and offered to call at a time more convenient to him. I must have 
looked as apologetic as I felt for, with a sudden change of front, the irate gent said, “Oh, 
all right, as you are here you may as well come in.” I completed the inspection and with 
more apologies left him in an affable manner, even to the extent of him complimenting 
me on my enterprise, and the job was booked within a few weeks—a reward for 
persistence. 

The usual method of many small removal contractors was, and still is, to give the 
impression that they will quote the lower price. I avoided this path like a plague. I let my 
sales talk convey to the customer that they could be assured of an efficient move which 
was worth paying a little extra for; this prompts me to tell of a quotation I had given in 



Kingston Road, Ewell. I had verbally quoted three pounds five shillings. The customer 
informed me that she had been quoted three pounds by Elys of Wimbledon, a large 
reputable concern, and suggested that I could have the job at Elys’ price. I stuck to my 
guns, explaining that Elys’ estimator must have overlooked the long carry from the house 
to the road; it was far from easy to win a job from a competitor of such standing, 
especially with a lower price against me. However, I succeeded in booking the job at my 
price. A few weeks later at a Removal Association meeting I was, as a new member, 
introduced to a Mr. Babb, who, when hearing my name, stepped back a pace, eyed me up 
and down, then said, “Oh, so you are the Mr. Martell who undercut me out of the job in 
Ewell.” I soon learned that Mr. Babb was indeed the Estimator and Removals Manager of 
Elys of Wimbledon; when I informed Mr. Babb that I had, in fact, not undercut, but 
outsold him, by obtaining a higher price, he showed considerable surprise, mingled with a 
quizzical look of respect, as if to say: “I must watch this bloke.” 



Chapter Five 

SEPTEMBER 3rd, 1939— 

AT WAR AGAIN 

At this time life for Ada and me was full to the brim—never a dull moment. Work in one 
form or another absorbed our time although we did not overlook the time-honoured adage 
that all work and no play makes Jack a dull boy. We found time for the evening 
recreation of badminton, social dances, etc. We were fortunate that we both liked full life 
and kept fairly fit, except for the occasion when we both had to lay up with the 
supposedly children’s ailment—mumps. I had been fitting stair carpet in a house where 
the children were down with mumps. After a few days I staggered in from a removal job, 
feeling more dead than alive. Yes, I had contracted mumps. Within a day or so Ada 
followed suit, with the result that we were both in bed at the same time; the doctor called 
and said that we would soon be well again but warned me not to lift anything or rush 
about. I paid little heed to this warning to my cost, as after a few days I found myself 
moving rolls of lino in the shop. This speedily made me aware of the doctor’s warning; I 
went back to bed with a male complication of mumps called orchitis. I had looked upon 
having mumps at that age as a joke, but I found the follow-up to be far from anything that 
could be remotely described as at all funny; I was out of commission for six to eight 
weeks feeling like an old man. Orchitis affected my private organs and caused my lower 
bits and pieces to enlarge to frightening proportions, about the size of goose eggs. With a 
swollen face or foot one can collect some sort of sympathy from friends when they 
observe the cause of discomfort, but as visual inspection of such parts is out of the 
question, a verbal description seemed inadequate when one was deprived of the 
satisfaction of display. 

On the question of health I must relate a disturbing experience. I held an insurance 
agency with a leading company, my supervisor being a Mr. Sunshine—what a wonderful 
name for an insurance salesman! He had talked me into taking up a policy to cover my 
life at the amount of my mortgage on my shop property. The company insisted on a 
medical examination; this did not worry me as I felt that if I was fit enough to lift heavy 
furniture, pianos, etc., up and down stairs the examination should only be a formality. A 
few weeks later I was required to undergo a further test at Guys Hospital, a blood sugar 
tolerance test, as the doctor had reported traces of sugar in my urine. I have always liked 
sweet things, but the test at Guys stretched my liking for sweet things to the limit. I had to 
swallow a large glass of syrupy liquid, then to return in one hour for a blood sample to be 
taken; this operation was repeated three times, with a final urine test. I recall the doctor 
carrying out the examination inviting me to his laboratory to watch him make a simple 
urine test, which, in spite of the heavy intake of glucose, proved negative. He remarked at 
the time that he could not understand how anyone could ever have found sugar in my 
water. I had almost forgotten the test when out of the blue came a letter from the 
insurance company to inform me that as a result of the Guys Hospital examination they 
could not issue the policy required, also that they did not wish to renew my yearly 
Sickness and Accident policy, a policy I had held for a number of years without claim 
other than for the incident of mumps. 



The letter had the sinister tone of a death sentence, it was crude in its message, no attempt 
being made to lessen any shock that could be caused to a worrier like myself. I hastily 
consulted my own doctor, who demanded a full report from the hospital. He assured me 
that from his knowledge of me there was little need for concern and gave me the 
necessary equipment for daily urine tests, which on all occasions again proved negative. 
My supervisor, Mr. Sunshine, was furious as he had nursed my agency to a profitable 
standing. I had made it clear to him that I would take my insurance business else where. I 
was not objecting to his company turning down my application for the large policy, but to 
the clumsy method of informing me of their findings. A few weeks later I was carrying 
out a removal for an official of another large insurance company. On explaining the facts 
of my recent experience he suggested that I saw his company’s doctor with a view to 
obtaining a further opinion and complete appraisal of the situation. I had further tests and 
was passed as a first-class risk. The relief was immense as up to then I had a lurking fear 
of the possibility of diabetes. That scare was some thirty-five years ago and at no time 
during these years have I had the slightest signs of trouble, although my liking for sweet 
things remains to the extent of three or more spoonfuls of sugar in my tea. 

To help in sales promotion I installed a neon sign which I had purchased years before at 
the London Road shop. It was of the old flickering-type neon. It looked extremely 
effective and proved effective in more ways than one as it created severe interference to 
radio reception over a wide area around my premises. I had detected a loud buzz in my 
own set, but at the time did not associate it with the neon sign. After a few days I 
observed folk carrying large heavy radio sets to the local repair shop and several 
customers had discussed with me their wireless troubles quite unaware that the nigger in 
the woodpile was my neon sign. 

As soon as I realized that my sign was the cause I discontinued its use; it was amusing to 
hear these customers telling me that the noise in their sets had stopped. I did not feel it 
advisable to inform them that I had been the culprit, as they might have expected me to 
foot the bill for the radio shop’s inspections. 

My next change of cars was from the black and red Morris to a drop-head Hillman, a very 
smart-looking job, blue with a stylish grey canvas hood. One Wednesday afternoon on 
returning from our usual trip to the city I pulled up at the kerb out side a store. At the 
same moment a horse-drawn van had also stopped alongside. I, still sitting in the driver’s 
seat, heard a sloppy licking sound; on looking up I could see the horse, a huge cart-horse, 
vigorously licking the hood of my car. Before I could lower my window to endeavour to 
push its head away it took a tearing bite at the canvas, ripping a piece off the corner. The 
sight of the gaping, frothy mouth and ugly teeth, when viewed from only a few inches 
below, was not pleasant; an unusual experience, also an unusual claim for the insurance 
company carrying the risk. 

The only other incident with the drop-head Hillman—Ada and I having left the car in the 
Rose Hill Cinema car park, on our return found it missing. It was a strange feeling to find 
that obviously something had happened that usually only happens to other people; the 
dope of a car park attendant explained that two youths had convinced him that they were 
only borrowing their uncle’s car. We were at the Sutton Police Station until midnight 
making statements. The car was found by the police the next morning on Mitcham 



Common with the windscreen wiper still struggling over and the hood damaged; by the 
items left in the car it could be seen that a joy-ride with girls was the purpose of the theft. 

The business feeling the benefits of the few years of establishment and requiring extra 
room for stock, we purchased a house—No. 336 Sutton Common Road—a few doors 
away from the shop, continuing to retain the kitchen at the shop for meals in shop hours. I 
had expanded to two removal vans, now finding it much easier to obtain licences for 
tonnage increase. I was driving myself almost to capacity, inspired by optimistic 
enthusiasm to the point that a friend and customer warned Ada that as she had observed 
me rushing here and there she was sure that, to use her words, quote, “Your husband will 
not make old bones.” 

My next move was to take a lease on a small shop on Stonecot Hill in the Epsom Road. 
The business had been a cycle repair shop, the leaseholder having failed. I converted it to 
my own trade, letting the rooms over the shop to Ada’s sister Maud and her husband Bob 
Roberts, who was a driver with furniture experience. Bob took over my brand-new 
pantechnicon, with Maud managing the shop. I had then a staff of two drivers with three 
porters, plus casual labour, the demand for my removal services becoming consistent. 

The next few years were to become extremely eventful as 1939 saw the outbreak of 
World War II. Ada and I were holidaying at Bramble Chine Holiday Camp, Isle of 
Wight. On a beautiful Sunday morning, 3rd September, when taking a walk through the 
peaceful lanes of the island, we observed a gathering of people outside an old-world 
public house. It was obvious something unusual had occurred—the announcement by 
Neville Chamberlain that England was at war with Ger many had just been heard over the 
radio, creating an almost unbelievably stupefying daze; like many expected events, it 
comes as a shock when one is forced to accept the fait accompli. The only thing to remain 
undisturbed was the glorious serenity of that lovely September morning which, strangely, 
had followed a terrible thunderstorm the night before. 

The change from the leisurely camping pattern created by the grim announcement could 
be felt. Lunch was taken automatically, folk almost looking over their shoulders, half 
expecting to hear the sound of bombs. The reception lobby of the camp was besieged 
with anxious folk all waiting to get telephone calls to their homes. Within an hour or so 
nearly half the holiday makers were packing to return home; the empty tennis courts 
presenting a strange forlorn sight on this sunny afternoon seemed to add to the foreboding 
atmosphere. Later, the dark of the September evening delivered a body blow to the 
remaining campers, as the dead-hand of the ordered blackout was put into effect. We 
spoke in whispers with a false feeling of bravado trying to look nonchalant and expecting 
the next telephone ring to be a call from home; this edgy situation prevailed for several 
days, the camp by then almost deserted as one by one folk had left. Our turn came in a 
few days when brother Stan telephoned to say that the council had commandeered our 
vans, ordering that they should stand by for emergency use. 

We returned home, arriving in the late evening. We had barely entered the house before a 
loud voice came through the letter-box saying, “Put that light out.” Although the blackout 
conditions had been in force for only several days, neighbours had managed to improvise 
some means of effective blackout; we were completely unprepared, our only source of 
light for unpacking being a lighted candle. Even this small glow caused the zealous 



warden to warn us that in the complete blackness such a light could be detected from a 
raiding plane. 

The following morning, with the benefit of daylight, we could observe the entire change 
that had overcome the normal way of life. The place seemed full of steel-hatted Civil 
Defence personnel, all looking skywards with an air of expectancy. Business was at a 
standstill, apart from folk busily shopping for blackout materials or stocking up petrol, 
tinned foods, etc. The declaration of war having been expected, folk were at this early 
period carrying gas-masks in tidy cardboard boxes, with the more cautious also equipped 
with protective headgear. 

I was concerned as my two vans were now left standing by with idle staff, who, war or no 
war, would still expect to receive their wages at the end of each week. I succeeded in 
persuading the council to permit me to operate my vehicles locally. As the weeks turned 
into months without any warlike incident, folk were inclined to relax. Occasionally an 
air-raid warning would sound with a following “All clear.” The autumn and winter 
passed. Except for the blackout inconveniences, life returned to near normal, cinemas 
remaining open, folk travelling as usual to and from work. This period was often referred 
to as the “Phoney War.” 

This inactive state continued for nearly twelve months, this year of grace suggesting that 
Germany had not been quite ready for full-scale war, but as all things good or bad come 
to an end, so did the lull before the storm of war. 



Chapter Six 

MY LOG OF SADNESS 

August 1940 saw the close of the “Phoney War”—an unrealistic ominous period. Almost 
a year from the declaration of war came the first signs of impending danger. We were 
awakened in the night to hear the heavy drone of aircraft engines, the threatening throb 
saying with stark certainty that the “Phoney War” was about to be replaced by the grim 
realities of total war. 

The next few days the conversation among folk speculated around the obvious fact that 
the dull sound of passing aircraft could only be enemy reconnaissance planes. At this 
warning we set about building a brick-built shelter at the bottom of the house garden. 
With the help and instruction of Bert Saunders I soon became quite efficient at brick-
laying. I still have the bricklayer’s trowel purchased for the purpose. When using it now I 
find myself recalling the aching wrist and sore fingers occasioned by the unaccustomed 
task of handling bricks. The most vital part of the construction, the roof, was made up of 
nine inches of concrete, reinforced with several old bedstead side irons wired on to two 
heavy discarded ornamental bed stead ends. Should at some time anyone dismantle the 
shelter, the bedstead suppliers’ name tag will reveal that this bedstead had been 
purchased at Heals of Tottenham Court Road and quite likely had been the treasured 
possession of some house proud Edwardian couple. We completed the shelter none too 
soon as the now historic Battle of Britain was about to erupt. Among my possessions I 
have my Air Raid Log Book dated 1940, the first entry reading: Thursday, August 15th—
Bombs dropped on Croydon Airport 7 p.m. Saw “Dog Fight” over Croydon. (“Dog 
Fight” being a casual term used at the time to describe an aerial battle.) I do not intend to 
detail all the numerous raids as my Log Book records from 15th August to 29th 
December, 1940, no fewer than two hundred and eighty air-raid warnings. Around the 
latter date, for some reason, I discontinued these repetitive recordings. 

The frequent raids were to become a way of life, and although death and injury were 
constant companions, the old cliché “familiarity breeds contempt” appeared apt even for 
such a grim subject. 

I feel, however, that the following incidents should form part of my story. My log entry 
for Friday, 16th August, reads— Bombs dropped as near to Sutton as Wimbledon, 
Morden, Raynes Park and New Maiden, too near for comfort. Sunday, 18th August: A 
bright sunny morning. I recall watching from the shelter a “Dog Fight” almost overhead. 
I can remember the shrill whistle as a plane spiralled down to a final crash. I instinctively 
felt, and hoped, that it would be a raiding plane. I soon learned that it was a British 
Spitfire down on nearby Morden Golf Course, the dead pilot being an American 
volunteer, as America at that early date was not yet at war with Germany. On the same 
evening bombs were dropped on Kenley and Coulsdon. We were now sleeping in the 
shelter each night as it was obvious that the intensity of the raids was about to increase. 
26th August—9.30 p.m. to 3.45 a.m.— Many bombs falling, very heavy gunfire, longest 
night raid to date. 

2nd September: No warning, first clear night’s sleep for several weeks. This restful 
period was short lived as the raids became heavier and of longer duration. 6th September: 
Saw huge white flare over London, bombs on Elephant and Castle district. 7th 



September: Heavy gunfire as planes proceed in formation towards London. In my 
memory I can still see the group of evil-looking German Dorniers silhouetted against a 
clear evening sky, like long black pencils, with the sparkle of bursting anti-aircraft shells 
below and behind the raiders having not the slightest effect on the progression of 
destruction to follow. 

We had not long to wait, first the pall of smoke, then the rising glow of fire. We had 
experienced bombing to a lesser degree, but to observe from a distance the extreme 
agony then taking place in London brought to mind the realization of the stark horrors of 
concentrated bombing. The glow over London turned into an awesome glare, the largest 
fire I had ever seen, the orange red reflection lighting up the back of the house, a distance 
of over ten miles from the scene of destruction. The next day brought the appalling news 
that hundreds of people had perished in the London area. 

At that time hardly a day passed without incident; we were well and truly in the Battle of 
Britain. My log records— 9th September: Saw air battle, sky almost full of fighting 
aircraft, three fall in flames, saw one pilot leave an aircraft by parachute. Later that 
evening the log reads: First warning at usual time around nightfall. We were by then 
accustomed to the regularity of the night attacks. We were thinking of turning into our 
shelter bunks in an endeavour to snatch a little sleep before the raiders, now passing over 
to London, returned, as quite often many bombs were jettisoned at random with no 
apparent target. 

On this occasion the Angel Bridge at the end of Sutton Common Road was partly 
destroyed. In order to meet growing demands for storage accommodation I had acquired 
a disused café at the lower end of Sutton High Street as a war time depository; on this 
night, 9th September, the bombs that fell on Angel Bridge also shattered all the windows 
of my café warehouse. 

The business was proceeding under wartime difficulties, the shop sales being almost non-
existent, the transport side keeping busy with demands for warehouse space from folk 
who were fortunate enough to have relatives in safe areas, letting their houses to people 
moving from the much-bombed districts near London. It was common to receive 
instructions by post, together with the key of a house or flat, to remove all the contents to 
store. This work had to be carried out without any previous preparation by the owners, 
whose only concern was to keep away from danger. We had the unpleasant task of 
stripping unmade beds and emptying cupboards, larders, etc. The converted café-cum-
warehouse was soon filled to capacity. I then rented several large empty houses, using 
them for further storage. 

We had received a warning that the gunfire would be intensive in our immediate district. 
This was no overstatement as an anti-aircraft gun, mounted on a heavy army truck almost 
outside the house, opened up with rapid fire; the din was deafening, the vibration shaking 
the house. 

14th September: Warning a little earlier than usual—Ada just out of bath. We were by 
then risking such hazards as finding oneself in the bath, not the best place to be in during 
a raid! The all-clear sounded at 9 p.m. Some friends called in to inform us that they had 
just returned from the Elephant and Castle district and that the windows of our old shop 
in the London Road had been blown out. 



Sunday, 15th September: 8 p.m.—Start of very bad night, bombs on nearby Glastonbury 
Road—bread basket of incendiaries on the Sutton By-Pass. “Bread Basket” was one of 
the wartime nonchalant comic terms given to a shower of small incendiary bombs. These 
fire-raising objects were often more effective in destruction than the high explosives 
when dropped in large numbers on the vulnerable and congested parts around the city of 
London. 

Monday, 16th September, to Wednesday 18th: Sixteen recorded warnings with usual 
sound of bombs falling. 19th September: Heard German bomber roaring down to crash 
near the Nelson Hospital, Merton—it sounded so loud and near that we expected it to fall 
in our garden. 

Now, writing this record, I am amazed that we did not crack up with nerves. Up to 25th 
September 1 had recorded one hundred and twenty warnings, mostly with serious 
consequences to someone. Part of our daily work on the transport side was to receive 
instructions from the local authority to go to the scene of the night’s toll of wrecked 
property, and where possible salvage furniture and household effects that had escaped 
complete destruction. 

The memory of this experience has left a lifelong feeling of amazement at the total lack 
of any kind of panic, and at the fortitude shown by people made homeless overnight, 
often coupled with the distress of a loss of some members of their family. 26th 
September: In between the raids we endeavoured to carry on as near to normal as was 
possible. My log reads— Just snatched a game of table-tennis, then went to shelter, 
which had become a permanent evening and night abode, to await the usual warning—it 
came—8.30 p.m. to 1 a.m. Nights now getting colder with autumn dampness. The next 
morning brought news of terrible destruction at Banstead South. A new kind of terror, the 
Land Mine, a bomb designed to explode at ground level to give the maximum force of 
blast over a greater area than the usual type of bomb which buried itself in the earth 
before exploding; a long cylindrical container filled with a large quantity of high 
explosives was attached to a parachute, allowing the huge bomb to descend in silence to 
explode on touch, creating tremendous havoc without the usual whistling warning sound 
of a falling bomb which would at least allow time to throw oneself down to escape the 
blast. 

Folk who witnessed the slow descent of the Mine at first thought that it was a pilot 
descending by parachute; to remain watching could be fatal. I recall, on visiting the scene 
only hours later, feeling stunned at the size of the area of destruction. There was very 
little we could do, except salvage goods from houses on the extreme edge of the disaster. 

Friday, 27th: Unlucky for many, one of the worst days so far. 10 a.m.—saw large 
formation of bombers coming away from a raid on London; aerial battle over Croydon, 
sirens going on and off all day. 3 p.m.—again sky full of bombers and fighters. 

It was not usual for us to seek refuge in the shelter for day time raids, but the intensity 
was increasing, the succession of raiders continuing until the 9 p.m. News, which 
announced the number of enemy aircraft destroyed as 122. From this date my Log reads 
with monotonous repetition of the daily and nightly raids. 



We were around this time faced with a new danger, the delayed action bomb, which was 
liable to explode at any unforeseen later date—the discovery of a clean-cut round hole in 
the garden was a sign that one had unpleasant company, and gave rise to the necessity for 
prompt action to evacuate to a safe distance. 

From now on in my story I will write only of incidents intimate to ourselves. 

10th October: Log reads—8.30 p.m.—Thought we were going to get one as we crouched 
low in the shelter, bombs whistled down all around, the shelter shook and seemed to float 
as the ground heaved, It was a little while before we plucked up courage to emerge, 
expecting to at least find the house had been hit; the air was chokingly full of dust 
obscuring everything; we were aware that the bombs had been close as the shouting of 
rescue workers could be heard issuing urgent c When the dust cleared we could see what 
was left of a pair of houses immediately opposite to our own, five people had been rushed 
to hospital, the rescue workers had arrived in a very few minutes. It was ironic that we 
had only a few days earlier removed one of the families, now made homeless, from 
Canning Town, London, where they had suffered from a previous raid. 

Sunday morning, 13th October: (Unlucky)—I had just returned from a game of tennis 
when a warning sounded. I was walking up the back garden of the shop, a plane could be 
heard overhead, my neighbour’s young son, John Ammonds, whose name is now, many 
years later, familiar with television viewers as the producer of Harry Worth and Val 
Doonican shows, etc., was standing on the top of his coal bunker watching the sky 
through binoculars. I was about to ask him if he could see anything, when I heard the 
horrible rattling whistling sound of a falling bomb. Instinctively I attempted to throw 
myself down, but at that instant I was blown down by the blast of the exploding bombs. I 
recall on recovering conscious ness hearing a theatrical voice asking “Is he dead?” This 
was watchmaker neighbour, actor John Ammonds, Snr., who was then unaware at that 
moment that his joking could have misfired, as the blast had thrown me into a corner 
between the brick coal bunker and the stone steps leading up to the shop kitchen. I was 
picked up and taken into the kitchen, dazed and shaken, with two large bleeding lumps on 
my forehead. The cuts were full of coal dust. I well remember a near neighbour, Miss 
Garrett, who had been a nurse, hearing that I had been injured, coming in and working 
hard to remove all traces of coal dust from my wounds, saying that she must do this to 
prevent the occurrence of the permanent blue discoloration usually left as a result of skin 
injury caused by coal. 

I had to wait a considerable time before the doctor arrived as several neighbours in 
nearby Morden Way were killed and many seriously injured. When the doctor eventually 
attended to me he stitched up my two cuts, which by then were like two hard eggs, one on 
each side of my forehead, making it difficult for stitching, the cuts having opened up with 
the swelling. He opined that it was by sheer luck that I was still alive. Had I been a taller 
or heavier person I would most likely have been killed. 

I was extremely nervous for many weeks, feeling a compulsory urge to dive into any 
shelter at the first sound of enemy planes. 

When I think back, I cannot understand how young Johnnie Ammonds escaped from the 
blast, as he had been in a much higher position than myself. We were yet to have many 
lessons on the strange behaviour of blast. 



16th October—again my log reads of bad luck following some folk. We had removed a 
customer from the Dockside area of London only for him to suffer his second disaster of 
bombing in his new residence, Quarry Park Road, Cheam. He was uninjured but once 
again found himself homeless. 

My log goes on and on with grim monotony, detailing the now daily toll of destruction. 
As I write this I still have an interest in the Sutton Common district and cannot pass 
Hurstcourt Road without recalling vividly the black night of 22nd October, 1940, when 
eight houses were destroyed in that road, with the next morning’s report stating that a 
policeman’s wife in the process of childbirth had been killed together with her husband 
and the assisting midwife. 

I will now pass on to 14th November, raid No. 236. At the time we had a young Chow 
bitch called Judy, only folk having owned such a delightful creature can know the 
heartache of parting. Judy shared the shelter with us, and usually would frisk about the 
garden, refusing to return when called, completely unafraid of the noise of gunfire. On 
this night Judy was restless, becoming very ill by the morning. My log records—l5th 
November—”We are very sad. Judy passed away today.” She had swallowed a sharp 
piece of bone, which had pierced the intestine. Her death occurred in the afternoon of the 
15th. Ada and I both broke down and cried. When a customer entered the shop we were 
far too full of grief for business conversation. We explained our distress, and he 
understandingly said he would call again as he was well aware of our feelings, having 
knowledge of the wonderful enchantment of the Chow. 

Friday—29th November—Warning 6 p.m. Very heavy raid, many bombs falling 
somewhere near, enemy bombers continually passing overhead, not a moment without 
the threatening drone of aircraft; we are dead tired—almost exhausted, wanting to get 
into our bunks, but bombing too close; one of the worst nights so far, went to bed 12.45, 
quiet for rest of night, some sixty bombs having fallen in the district. 

We were friendly with a Mr. and Mrs. Bert Jennings. He was a commercial traveller for 
Thomas Tapling the carpet wholesalers, and we would spend many a pleasant evening 
with them playing Russian Billiards. On 5th December, 1940, their house at Thornton 
Heath received a direct hit from a bomb. They had both fortunately dived into the 
cupboard under the stairs, a prompt action that saved their lives, although they had to be 
almost dug out and taken to the nearby hospital. On our visit to them in the hospital we 
found Mrs. Jennings extremely worried about her handbag containing money. She 
explained that the bag was in the bottom of her sideboard. I had been earlier to see the 
bombed house and did not entertain much hope of salvaging anything, the entire contents 
being covered by debris. 

On the following Sunday, with my brother Stan and Bert Saunders, we were able to 
locate the position of the sideboard as the Authority’s workmen had removed much of the 
fallen roof timbers. It was a somewhat risky venture as the sideboard was on its back full 
of rubble and broken glass, etc. 

I have mentioned the strange vagaries in the behaviour of blast, the extent of bomb 
damage to individual pieces of furniture is almost as surprising. At first inspection it 
appeared that everything must be smashed to pieces. We wore protective headgear and by 
crawling under the rubble we found the bag with the money intact. To our amazement, on 



moving a considerable amount of debris, we managed to discover the piano, and by 
taking some risk manhandled it step by step over the lumps of brickwork, apart from it 
being smothered in mortar dust it was still in working order. There was also an expensive 
eiderdown quilt completely undamaged, not even soiled. It had been protected from the 
wet by an upturned mattress. The Russian billiards table was also intact, reminding us of 
the enjoyable evenings spent in the bombed house. I then realized that but for the grace of 
God we would have been visiting the Jennings on the evening of their calamity. 

Christmas 1940 my log states—24th to 26th December. Nothing to report over the 
traditional three-day period of goodwill to all men. Sunday, 29th December—the 
goodwill gesture neatly put away like Sunday best apparel, the raids commenced with 
renewed intensity; we had lapsed into a false hope with the short lull and had chanced to 
return to the house; we had just lit a fire when the warning sounded, driving back to the 
cold damp uncomfortable shelter. Then as if to make up for lost time, my record reads 
“One of the heaviest raids on London to date.” 

From now on I will have to depend on memory as for some forgotten reason I stopped 
recording the raids. Life by then ad resumed some sort of normality, and in spite of the 
bombing, theatres and cinemas still remained open. 

At this time the enemy had succeeded in occupying most of France. The threat of 
invasion becoming a possibility, we were ordered to obliterate all place names from our 
vehicles as were 11 directional road signs, shop signs would read Smith & Son f (blank). 
All owners of businesses were obliged to join in a rota of fire watchers and were 
compelled to attend instructional lectures on methods of fire fighting, being provided 
with what s now a museum piece, the stirrup-pump. I now, when passing through Sutton 
Common Road, recall the many cold nights of lonely patrolling with four-hour stints. At 
the end of the duty he drill was to knock up the next person to come on watch. If he night 
had been uneventful it would be a reluctant take-over, with the man most likely having 
his first unbroken night’s sleep ‘or weeks. 



Chapter Seven 

ALF BLOOMFIELD 

At this time strict rationing for essential food, clothes, etc., was the order of the day, 
petrol being issued on coupons, private cars had a tight ration with a very limited 
allowance for pleasure. Owners of business cars and vehicles were required to fill up 
forms each week showing the purpose of all journeys and estimated mileage. 

I overcame some of the difficulties of rationing by exchange. I had considerably 
increased my backyard poultry numbers. With surplus eggs I was able to swap for sugar, 
milk, etc. Fresh eggs were instantly attractive as a means of exchange as most folk were 
reduced to the use of powdered egg. I recall on this subject, once bringing the 
conversation with a customer around to rationing. She explained that she and her family 
used very little sugar, and then opened a sideboard door, disclosing a capacity hoard. 
With very little persuasion on my part she was more than pleased to arrange a regular 
barter. 

Back-garden poultry keeping was encouraged by the authorities, poultry clubs sprang up 
assisted by lecturers from the Ministry of Agriculture. With the slowing down of the 
retail side of the business owing to shortage of supplies, I had time to take my poultry-
keeping hobby to the point where it could pay as a modest business venture. I purchased 
a second-hand, one thousand egg capacity incubator, it was not long before I had 
established a steady trade in day-old chicks. In my quest for top quality hatching eggs I 
contacted, from the Ministry list of approved breeders, a poultry farmer specializing in 
pedigree White Leghorns, Alf Bloomfield the owner of Nogarth Poultry Farm, Chobham, 
Surrey, who through this contact became a friend of nearly thirty years’ standing. Alf 
Bloomfield was then and still is now one of the most colourful characters among my 
many friends. Brimming over with exuberant health, Alf would always extend a 
boisterous enthusiastic welcome to visitors. He would, whilst talking, carry on with his 
endless chores. One could not fail to be caught up with this bursting energy. Within 
minutes of meeting Alf I would automatically find myself helping with the hundred-and-
one jobs of the small mixed farm. Alf Bloomfield’s wife, Emmy, would day in day out, 
after the tea things were cleared away, sit and clean the hundreds of eggs collected daily 
from the nests. This was a necessary chore, as although an adequate number of nests were 
available, as many as three or four birds would crowd into one compartment to lay their 
eggs, with the result that many eggs would be broken, also the eggs would become soiled 
with excrement. Chicken have no built-in hygiene, dropping their mess where and when 
nature decrees. Emmy must have cleaned many thousands of dirty eggs in the daily 
unpaid task, accepting the traditional duty inherited by the world’s farmers’ wives. 

With the rationing of poultry foods means and ways had to be found to supplement the 
meagre allowance. The Ministry issued pamphlets on the conversion of household waste 
into a balanced diet. Every possible item of food value was either pushed through a 
mincer or cooked in the pressure cooker and mixed with the ration of poultry meal—it 
was surprising how well the birds thrived and produced eggs. Wheat or corn of any 
description was unobtainable except by means outside rationing. An incident in this 
direction is worth recounting—through a friend I had been promised a sack of wheat 
from a small holding. I collected the wheat one Sunday morning, on my return with the 



corn in the car boot I observed a police car proceeding in the direction from where I had 
just travelled. It was fortunate for me that the police car kept on its way as at that time the 
police were stopping cars to check that the owners were using petrol legally. I would 
have found it difficult to find an answer for the purpose of my journey, a sack of corn. 

My relief was short lived as on my return I found a telephone message to inform me that 
the destination of the police car had been to raid the small-holding. In the farmhouse loft 
the police found a quantity of stolen furs, also a large number of packets of chocolate 
concealed under the large leaves of rhubarb plants. I learned later that the police 
overlooked in the search a freshly- killed carcass of pork hidden behind neatly stacked 
bales of straw. It appeared that in having sufficient time to conceal both the chocolate and 
the dead pig the farmer must have had a warning of the impending raid. 

I was far from happy, as with a guilty conscience and a heavy sack of wheat on my mind 
I was not at all sure that the police might not be interested in my precious corn. I felt it 
wise to hide the wheat and I spent the Sunday afternoon hurriedly taking the corn in three 
parts to my various warehouses to conceal in bins among my customers’ furniture. 

Another incident on rationing. I had travelled by car to Victoria to attend an association 
meeting to discuss the petrol rationing situation. On leaving the meeting I debated as to 
whether to return via Westminster Bridge with a possible call on a relative and so risk 
being stopped for being off my route or stick to the correct run. I had only travelled a few 
hundred yards toward Vauxhall Bridge when I was stopped by a police officer who 
explained that all cars were being checked for misuse of petrol. I felt that my application 
for my petrol issue would cover my journey. However, the police thought other wise. I 
was summoned to appear at Bow Street Court where I was fined ten pounds, the 
magistrate saying that my application covered almost everything except the journey in 
question. On paying the court bailiff, he commented that I had been lucky as several 
others had been fined up to fifty pounds that day for misuse of petrol. From then on I had 
to be extremely careful. Part of my application clearly stated “journeys for the purpose of 
purchasing second-hand furniture, etc.” 

Less than a week later when making a doubtful call on friends at Coulsdon I spotted a 
police officer sitting astride a motor-cycle on the offside kerb. I kept going, endeavouring 
to look unconcerned. After passing him I looked in my mirror and could see that he had 
sharply turned his motor-cycle round and was proceeding to overtake me. On doing so he 
signalled me to pull over. I thought, “This is it”—another prosecution on top of my recent 
conviction would be more than serious. I fully expected that his first words would be: 
“What is the purpose of your journey?“—it is difficult to describe my surprise when he 
said “Excuse me, sir, where is your road fund licence?” I tried not to show my 
overwhelming relief, or betray any look of guilt that might lead to further awkward 
questions. The regulations required the licence disc to be displayed on the usual place—
the windscreen, but earlier that day my disc had become unattached from the glass. To 
comply with the order that the licence must be clearly visible 1 had placed it temporarily 
in the near-side window—when I pointed to the licence the officer became quite 
apologetic and chatty. After a few minutes he wished me goodnight. This narrow escape 
made me extremely cautious. I endeavoured to make sure that the authenticity of my 
future calls could be checked by my office and confirmed by the customer. This 
precaution stood me in good stead as a few weeks later I had a call booked to inspect 



some second-hand carpet. The address of my customer was only a few yards from the 
local cinema. Although the call was by appointment, the customer was out when I called. 
I had felt that this was an opportunity to visit the cinema and so combine it with my 
carpet call. On leaving at the end of the programme I made my way to the car park in the 
pitch darkness of the blackout. I had just located my car when out of the dark ness 
emerged two police officers demanding an explanation for my visit by car to the cinema. 
They were reluctant to accept my word and recorded the number of my car with my 
address, suggesting that I might hear further from them. I could not take the chance of an 
uncorroborated story; in spite of the lateness of the hour I again called at the nearby 
house, my customer answered the door in his dressing-gown. Being about to retire to bed, 
he was not pleased to discuss business, but on my explaining that it was necessary to 
prove to the police the correct purpose of my journey he did grudgingly agree to support 
my statement to the police should they pursue the matter. 



Chapter Eight 

THE DOODLEBUG 

The winter of 1942 remains in my memory as one of the most prolonged periods of 
continued severe freezing. I had instructions from two customers to deliver their goods 
from my ware house, one load to Altrincham, near Manchester, the other to Castle 
Durham—both loads were packed on one large pantechnicon with surplus goods out on 
the tail-board. The van was loaded on a Sunday morning; it left the warehouse and the 
driver reported that they hoped to arrive at the first destination on the following day. As I 
watched the vehicle commencing its journey along Sutton Common Road I saw a few 
heavy flakes of snow falling. This gave me little concern as to that date, although it was 
bitterly cold, the roads were clear of snow. My peace of mind was disturbed when at 
around four o’clock on the Monday afternoon I was asked by the telephone operator if I 
would accept a reverse charge call from Stone in Staffordshire. It was my driver, 
reporting that they were held up in deep snow drifts and that the police advised against 
proceeding further. On the next day at the same time I again accepted a call. The driver’s 
opening words were “We are still here.” He said that the position had worsened and also 
that all possible sleeping accommodation was fully booked as many other forms of 
transport were also stranded. This worrying situation remained over to the Thursday 
when the police stated that conditions ahead had then become impossible and advised all 
transport to form a convoy and return south. With extreme difficulty vehicles were turned 
about. My still fully loaded pantechnicon returned to Sutton late on the next day, Friday, 
with much frozen snow on the rear tail-board load. The two loads were unloaded and 
once again stacked into the warehouse—a complete week of wasted effort. At a rough 
estimate I expected to be some forty pounds out of pocket, with the further cost to come 
for re-delivering the loads when the roads became clear. In the meantime the customer at 
Altrincham was being extremely unpleasant, telephoning each day demanding that we 
should deliver his furniture and threatening to sue for compensation to cover his hotel 
costs. The other customer awaiting his goods in Castle Durham was in complete contrast, 
understanding and patient, being fully aware of the situation. It was around five weeks 
before the roads in the north were clear enough to permit re-delivering as although much 
snow had been cleared, the freezing had persisted, leaving frozen snow firmly adhering to 
the road. The transport position in the interim period had been chaotic as even in the 
south several removals were postponed for up to three or more weeks. 

May 1942. I found myself enrolled in what is now called on television Dad’s Army—the 
Home Guard. A local transport corps was formed, composed of employers and 
employees of businesses operating vehicles. The senior officers were self- appointed—
the two Lewis brothers, proprietors of the Cheam side Haulage Co. Frank assumed the 
rank of captain, Oswald the rank of lieutenant, with an ex-Army employee holding the 
rank of regimental sergeant-major. R.S.M. Styles tackled the uphill task of licking the 
mixed bag of shapes and sizes into Army standards. I became Driver Martell. After one 
or two parades we were kitted out in an odd assortment of battle- dress, I had some 
difficulty in finding a uniform small enough to fit my skinny five-foot-four frame, Army 
uniforms being made for blokes with soldier-size bodies. In this respect we were lucky to 
have in the unit a tailor, Maurice Shirewitz. For a small fee he carried out alterations 
which made some of us quite presentable. R.S.M. Styles had a commanding voice and 



personality. In very few weeks he instilled into the unit a fair modicum of pride and 
reasonable efficiency. One of my employees, Wag Turner, on account of his protruding 
stomach, caused regular merriment when the platoon was ordered to fall in and dress 
from the right. As his position in the front rank was approximately halfway down the line 
his protuberance would cause a blind spot for the men on his left. On several inspections 
by visiting officers the officer would endeavour to adjust this outward-sagging uniform, 
only to find that it was not loose cloth but solid fat. The astonishing thing was that 
although the R.S.M. and the officers were otherwise friendly acquaintances outside the 
Home Guard, we all accepted their authority and discipline without question. I still have 
in my possession a certificate stating that “Edward William Martell in the years when our 
country was in mortal danger, gave generously of his time and powers to make himself 
ready for her defence by force of arms, and with his life if need be”— signed George R.I. 
To say that I gave of my time willingly was not strictly true, as with my incubators 
containing many hundreds of eggs requiring attention every five or six hours I resented 
the many wasted hours such as travelling to company headquarters at Shepherds Bush for 
the sole purpose of firing five or ten rounds at target practice. At weekends exercises 
were frequent. My two smart pantechnicons were commandeered as they were the 
cleanest and were well stocked with soft packing blankets. These became the officers’ 
headquarters, leaving me to sleep in other general haulage vans. On one occasion having 
spent the night in Epping Forest I recall being ordered to parade at 4 a.m. After I had 
been hanging about for some time in the damp cold early morning air, a tea-making 
receptacle appeared, when the water eventually came to the boil I remember the tea-
maker literally shovelling ladles of tea into the container. Thirsty as I was, I could not 
face drinking the dark poisonous-looking brew. Later that afternoon I was detailed, with 
another Home Guard, to patrol a large field. W had been led to expect action in the form 
of an acting enemy unit, not a soul did we see other than some harmless cattle, 

After some four hours we came to the conclusion that we had been forgotten, which was 
indeed the case. No relieving pair had been ordered to take over. We were fortunately 
missed when the roll was called prior to the departure of the unit. All through my life I 
have had a dislike of having to wake up from sleep in a hurry. When I did so the result 
would be a splitting headache. One Home Guard exercise was the surprise call to parade 
in the early hours of some Sunday mornings. I would be rudely awakened by the roar of a 
motor-cycle pulling up outside the house with a raucous voice giving an order to be on 
parade in twenty minutes. In a semi-daze, after equipping myself in seemingly endless 
accoutrement, I would make the parade on time. At one period when the final cross-
channel offensive was in course of preparation we were instructed to make ourselves 
ready for full-time duty to assist the regular troops with transport facilities. There were 
many serious faces when we were called upon to sign papers naming next of kin, it was 
explained that this was necessary as we could well be the target of coastal bombing; 
luckily the action did not materialize. With the end of the war the Home Guard was 
disbanded, much to my relief, and the disappointment of a section of the unit who had 
lost the excuse to be away from home. 

With the threat of possible invasion it was a daily occurrence to observe furniture 
pantechnicons almost in convoy along the roads heading away from the South-East 
coastal towns moving house contents to destinations that were at the time considered to 
be less vulnerable. My own men had several frightening experiences. When carrying out 



such removals in the coastal town of Deal, Kent, they had hastily to seek doubtful shelter 
under the van when caught in an aerial battle. Again in Eastbourne, Sussex, whilst 
loading they had an extremely narrow escape. They had removed a heavy old marble-top 
wash-stand from a front upstairs bedroom. As they were about to enter the van a raiding 
enemy plane sprayed the house with machine-gun bullets. In panic they dropped the 
wash-stand, smashing the marble top. After the raider had gone they returned to the 
bedroom to find the walls riddled with large bullet holes at normal head height; this 
experience blunted their willingness to carry out work in these areas. 

In a comparatively quiet period mid-1942 we felt that as I had reached the age of 42, with 
Ada only six years younger, it was time to consider our up to then childless state, we had 
been married thirteen years with no children, by choice. We had been too concerned with 
the development of our business to give much thought to a family. We realized that age 
being the decisive factor, it would have to be then or never. We made our hopes known to 
our friends and relations well in advance, mainly to prevent snide remarks such as “After 
thirteen years I’ll bet that this was a slip.” In fact during the whole time of pregnancy Ada 
was in a continually happy anticipatory frame of mind. 

Roger, our son, was born on 13th April, 1943. I well recall that on first sight I thought 
what a funny-looking object, long lank dark hair and a little red wrinkled face. However, 
after very few weeks the wrinkles disappeared and he assumed normal baby looks. We 
were still having sporadic raids. There was one while Ada was still in the maternity 
home. On her return we were again sleeping in the house and on one occasion during an 
odd bad night, when bombs were falling nearby, I remember throwing myself across the 
baby’s cot as an instinctive measure of protection against falling ceiling plaster. 

I have little to record for 1943. The war was proceeding in distant parts—North-East 
Africa, Russia and Italy. We managed to hold a small party for Roger’s first birthday, 
April 1944, his long black hair then having changed to a lovely light curly mop. We had 
obtained a second-hand bassinet, new prams being unobtainable. I was more than proud 
to be seen taking him out. One fine Sunday afternoon Ada and I, whilst out with the 
infant, were stopped by an acquaintance who exclaimed: “You must let me see this 
baby,” on doing so she stood back in amazement saying, with a show of surprise, “Oh, 
what a lovely child,” giving us the impression that she had expected something quite 
different. Roger was indeed admired as he was a cheerful good-tempered being. In spite 
of all our friends’ warning of bad nights spent walking the door, etc., we can truthfully 
say that until several years later with the usual illnesses, we were not ever disturbed from 
our deep. 

In the early summer months of 1944 we had a rude awakening to the fact that the first 
sign of Hitler’s secret weapon was about to become a greater menace than the earlier 
bombs. A shattering explosion had occurred on the outskirts of London without any 
warning—the first of the dreaded Flying Bombs, thereafter named the “Doodle-Bug,” a 
long tubular body with short wings resembling a miniature plane, flying at visible eight 
with the tail-end emitting a lengthy roaring brilliant 1ame. When the fuel became 
exhausted the roar would stop and the flame would go out. Then a stupefying silence for 
a short period as the vile object would spiral down to earth to cause havoc similar to that 
produced by a land mine. 



Fortunately these missiles could be detected on passing over the coast enabling a warning 
to be given in London, the main target. It was a strange coincidence that I should clearly 
see the second of the flying bombs passing over Sutton. As I watched it out of sight I 
could not be aware that this missile vas destined to fall on my old firm, Waygoods killing 
several of my friends who had still remained with the company. To authenticate this 
incident, whilst writing these lines, I telephoned a retired Waygoods employee who had 
worked with me in the toolroom. He furnished me with facts from an old publication he 
had retained. He was working in an adjoining office at the time, narrowly missing injury 
by the fact that on hearing the warning cut-out of the bomb’s engine he had sheltered 
under his desk, to find on rising a sizable piece of roof glass embedded in his drawing-
board. He informs me that the time of the incident was around 9.15 on the morning of the 
11th June, 1944. Eleven workers were killed and over one hundred were injured. 

This now daily increasing horror of the Doodle-Bug was causing, if anything, greater 
concern than the preceding raids. The process of child evacuation was urgently put into 
operation. It suggested that this new weapon could be the last straw to break the back of 
morale—after the long lull from the regular heavy bombing folk had begun to indulge in 
the false hope and wishful thinking that we had mastered the attack by air. With no loss 
of pilots to consider with the unmanned machine there could be a devastating escalation 
of these missiles. Our coastal guns and aerial defences were destroying many of the 
flying bombs, exploding them over open country, but an enormous number were 
penetrating to districts in and around London. 

Ada and I were extremely worried, especially then with the baby’s safety to consider. We 
did not want to have to return again to the cold damp garden shelter. This prompted the 
erection of an indoor shelter, a long low box-like structure adequate for sleep, but more 
than awkward to enter and leave. We could just about crawl, one at a time, on to the 
mattress. We slept at one end, with Roger at the wall end for greater safety. I had one 
very bad scare; at odd times during the night I would shine a light towards the bottom end 
of the bed to make sure that he was not uncovered. I was used to seeing his curly head on 
the pillow but this time I could only see the empty pillow. Fear gripped me as I hastily 
pulled down the bedclothes. He was well down under the blankets, hot, red, and sweaty, 
but fortunately still alive. 

In spite of war difficulties, a living had to be earned. The removal business again became 
fully booked as the new danger caused more and more folk to remove themselves and 
their possessions to the country. The stringent conditions of the transport licences had 
been waived, permitting the carriage of general goods, and we found ourselves 
transporting chocolate, crates of beer, etc. 

As the flying bombs continued my anxiety grew. A friend had taken the baby out in the 
pram when a warning sounded. Almost at once the evil thing was visible. Rapid gun-fire 
opened up with many sizable pieces of shrapnel falling, clattering and spinning on the 
pavements. Fortunately the person with the child was returning. I quickly pulled the pram 
into the shop, considerably shaken at the risk. 

This incident led to the decision to place Ada and Roger as far away from the Doodle-
Bugs as possible. I then made arrangements for them to stay with relatives in Bedford. At 
the weekend I packed the bassinet and the necessary personal bits and pieces bedding 



etc., in one of my removal vans. As I write this now some 29 years later, I can still 
picture our baby sitting on Ada’s lap with his head rocking with the motion of the 
vehicle. We laughingly called him Wobbleknob. It was a great relief to arrive at Bedford 
and safety, although I would have to return alone in a day or so. On my return passing 
through London I saw several flying bomb incidents giving me a feeling of depression. 

At the following weekends I would visit Ada at Bedford, travelling by train. To help with 
the food problem I would pack two hand-cases with produce grown on my allotment— 
Ada would meet me with the empty bassinet to assist in the transport of the heavy cases. 
One incident concerning my weekly trips to Bedford. At St. Pancras Station, in seeking a 
non-smoking compartment, I had carried my two loaded cases almost the entire length of 
the train. Having by this effort succeeded in locating a non-smoking carriage I was 
annoyed when a soldier entered the compartment and, deliberately ignoring the non-
smoking notice, proceeded to light a cigarette. When I requested him to observe the 
conditions regarding smoking he became abusive, talking nonsense on the lines that he 
had been fighting for me and that none of us would be alive but for him. I was not 
impressed, as a person who would ignore the simple rights of others would be most 
unlikely to fight willingly for anyone but himself. 

On meeting Ada I would give her the news from home, news that was often unpleasant. 
On one meeting I had to report the loss of a small warehouse complete with two cars and 
several loads of deposited furniture—a direct hit from a flying bomb. I recall being 
disturbed from my breakfast table by the police, who telephoned to inform me of the 
incident. I had been aware of the closeness of the explosion some very few minutes 
earlier, but had refrained from leaving the house to look for the location of destruction, 
the visible pall of upwards- billowing whitish clouds of smoke. The police required to 
know if any of my staff might have been working in or nearby the completely devastated 
warehouse, as workmen in an adjoining garage had been killed. Fortunately my men had 
finished the task of boarding up previously damaged windows the night before and were 
well away at this time. The demolished building was almost opposite the café warehouse 
at the Angel Bridge. I cannot recall the number of times my staff replaced blown-off 
doors, etc., at both of these buildings. It appeared that Sutton had become a daily target 
for the Doodle-Bug. When I visited the site I could just recognize the spot where the 
warehouse had been by the two half-buried cars and I could also identify pieces of 
customers’ furniture protruding from the debris. 



Chapter Nine 

ONCE MORE THE END 

The following weeks saw no let-up in the destruction from the bombs. It was a common 
sight to see folk throwing themselves down on hearing the tell-tale cut-out. I remember 
only too well on more than one occasion, when driving, seeing people going down flat. I 
was acutely aware of the reason. I just had sufficient time to stop and jump out of my car 
and do likewise, dignity being a loser to self-preservation. My most terrifying experience 
was one Wednesday afternoon when working on my allotment some distance from any 
shelter. Hearing the ominous now familiar drone I looked up to see a flying bomb coming 
on a straight course directly over me. Almost at that moment the drone stopped. As I 
watched, petrified, the missile commenced to fall, becoming subject to wind pressure, 
which took it like a giant leaf first to the left, then to the right. I came out of my stupor 
and flung myself down between the ridged-up rows of potatoes. At the same second there 
was a deafening explosion. I felt myself lifted from the earth and had the sensation of a 
tremendous boxing of both ears. When I realized that I was uninjured, I looked up and 
could see the usual rise of smoke to my right less than three or four hundred yards away. 
That afternoon the Sutton district suffered 13 such flying bomb incidents within 30 
minutes. 

Part of our daily removal work consisted of transporting customers’ homes to warehouses 
in the country. I had made arrangements for several loads to be deposited at Ampthill in 
the then disused workshops of my late uncles. To these loads I added our own furniture, 
leaving myself with just a bed and kitchen table, etc. I managed to snatch a week’s 
holiday with Ada and Roger in August and now recall a sight never to be forgotten, the 
clear evening sky over Bedford packed as far as eye could see with American and British 
heavy bombers proceeding on their nightly bombing missions over Germany. In spite of 
the flying bombs, the fortunes of war appeared to be on the turn. The British Army had 
again obtained a landing in France, also the enemy was suffering great losses in Russia 
and Africa. Germany was then reaping a devastating harvest of retaliation, our combined 
air attack penetrating well into the vital parts of Hamburg, Munich, and the up to then 
impregnable Berlin. 

Ada had been with the Bedford relations long enough for the novelty to wear thin. When 
I met her she would show signs of being an obviously unwelcome guest. 

By the end of August the flying bombs had considerably lessened, mainly as the result of 
our successful blasting of the launching pads in parts of France. 

With the lull in the bombing I decided, as the Bedford relationship had deteriorated 
almost to open quarrelling, to bring Ada and Roger home to Sutton. They had been home 
only for a few weeks when Hitler delivered his second secret weapon, the V2 rocket. 
Unlike the flying bomb with its fearful roar, the V2 was silent in its approach, falling 
without any possibility of warning, with the horrifying result of even greater destruction 
and untold numbers of killed and injured. 

I recall on a return to the shop, on opening my car door, to experience an uncanny feeling 
of pressure resistance on the half-open door, and at the same time a distinct sound of an 
explosion. I very soon learned that a V2 rocket had fallen on a building packed with 



shoppers in the busy market area of Tooting Broadway. It was later reported that the 
casualties had been appalling. 

The only possible defence against this final weapon was the location and ultimate 
destruction of the firing bases, an operation made vitally urgent by the daily incidents of 
the rockets. 

The Autumn of 1944 and the Spring of 1945 saw signs of the beginning of the end. The 
war news was becoming more and more hopeful each week. By this time the rocket bases 
had been overrun giving the South of England a welcome rest. 

The war, then in its fifth year, and strict rationing still in force, a great many gardens had 
either a chicken run or a number of rabbit hutches. I had both, including the flourishing 
day-old chick business. Rabbit and poultry clubs were numerous, providing a useful 
exchange of knowledge and assistance with the many ailments of poultry. I had acquired 
a considerable experience—around Christmas-time I would offer to visit back yard 
poultry keepers and undertake to kill stock as I was aware of the many gruesome efforts 
of dispatch, including death by strangulation, decapitation, bludgeoning, throat cutting, 
etc. I had learned the professional method of neck dislocation, death being instant and 
painless, also free from the usual bloody mess accompanying the non-professional 
methods. I made no charge, but made a practice of carrying my Red Cross collecting box 
and obtained a useful sum for that charity. My small fame as a killer, etc., would also 
bring folk with poultry suffering with the common complaint of crop binding or 
impaction. This required a comparatively simple operation of cutting through the outer 
and inner skins of the crop, clearing out the cause of obstruction, often lengths of coarse 
grass or pieces of string, a stinking messy job, but giving me much satisfaction with 
success. 

Early May 1945—at last the end of the war in Europe. Once again, as at the end of the 
‘14-18 war, the populace went wild with relief. There was great jubilation in all public 
squares, street parties and huge bonfires, with the usual effigy of Guy Fawkes taking a 
back seat to Hitler. The last phase of the war in Japan was hastened by the catastrophic 
event, the first use of nuclear bombs on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. At the time this action 
was thought to be justified as it accomplished the speedy collapse of Japan. The 
knowledge as to the terrible effects on those escaping death came later, causing deep 
misgivings and a frightening awareness of the ghastly potential threat to posterity, 
winners and losers alike. 



Chapter Ten 

EYE FOR AN EYE 

With the war out of the way I had to review the position of the shops, both being in a 
sorry mess, with asbestos sheets in place of the earlier blown-out glass. I made small 
temporary cut-out windows in the asbestos sheets, then came the difficult task of 
obtaining stocks of toys, this was salesmanship in reverse in a sellers’ market. 
Manufacturers or wholesalers would ration goods on a quota basis. I spent much of my 
time searching for supplies. Messrs. Lines Brothers at Morden, the famous toy 
manufacturers, had switched from making the death-dealing toys of war, the Tommy 
Gun, to their pre-war occupation. 

I would call as often as possible to collect toys hot from the production line, my car being 
loaded to capacity with scooters, dolls prams, etc. As Lines Brothers’ output increased I 
collected toys and large baby carriages by the van load. These supplies were quickly 
disposed of. I had advanced orders for new bassinets booked some six or seven months 
before the babies were born. 

In November I received my first post-war allocation of fireworks. As folk had not seen 
fireworks for several years I limited the quantity of purchase to two shilling’s worth for 
each customer. We wrapped the entire stock into small paper parcels for ready sale at two 
o’clock on the Saturday afternoon. Well before two o’clock a long queue had formed 
outside the Stonecot Hill shop. At the time the shop was closed for the lunch hour, I 
recall on arriving in my car to open up, viewing with some alarm the length of the queue, 
and clearly heard people saying, “Here he comes.” I almost had to push my way through 
the head of the queue and had difficulty in unlocking and preventing the impatient people 
from bursting into the shop—I succeeded in again closing the door, explaining that I 
would be ready to commence selling in a very few minutes. By placing a heavy counter 
across the doorway I was able to serve without letting customers into the shop, a 
precaution that later proved to be wise. The selling proceeded smoothly until I was forced 
to announce that stocks were running out and that I could only hope to satisfy a few more 
customers—at this point the orderly queue became a frenzied mob. Several small 
children queueing with older brothers were pressed to the point of suffocation against the 
shop front. It was a revealing experience to see grown men and women behaving in such 
a manner, when the object of the panic was merely the possession of a small quantity of 
fireworks. I can barely recall how I managed to dispose fairly of the few remaining 
fireworks—I do remember shouting for someone to telephone the police at Sutton. Here 
we came up against the fact that being on the extreme boundary of Sutton and Morden, 
the police referred us to the police at New Maiden, some three or four miles away. By 
that time the crowd had increased, refusing to accept my repeated announcements that I 
had sold out; there were angry cries of “What about the stock under the counter,” also I 
could hear the flimsy temporary asbestos window creaking under the pressure. I was 
getting more and more anxious as the expected police had failed to arrive. In desperation 
I again telephoned the New Malden police, explaining that it was then some fifteen 
minutes since my first call and that if help was not soon forthcoming I would telephone 
direct to Scotland Yard. I am not sure if the magic words “Scotland Yard” did the trick, 
but within a very short time a police car pulled up. As the pushing crowd felt that they 
were not doing anything unlawful, and still clinging to the belief that I had untold 



quantities of fireworks hidden away, they were reluctant to disperse. How ever, in time 
they drifted away, and considerably shaken by the experience I was able to resume 
normal business. The next day’s newspaper reported heavy damages to many shops in 
selling fireworks, with one large Clapham Junction store having counters smashed with 
similar frantic crowds as I had experienced. 

The side-line business of day-old chicks, plus my extension into rearing chicks up to 
eight weeks, provided me with considerable worries as the main business demanded more 
and more time. I remember some other incidents which forced me to realize the necessity 
to dispose of the hatchery and rearing concern. On one occasion, with a large quantity of 
eggs in process of incubation, I was faced with an electrical power failure. I frantically 
closed all ventilation vents in an attempt to hold the vital temperature, then spent a 
worrying time watching the thermometer registering a steady fall, degree by degree. 
Fortunately the power was restored before any serious cooling off could damage the 
result of the next hatch. The old-type incubators powered by paraffin oil were not subject 
to power failure unless one was guilty of neglecting to fill the container. I had 25 special 
three-week old White Leghorn chicks in an oil- heated hover in the bathroom, with the 
uncovered galvanized tank heated by the domestic boiler giving added warmth. We had 
been out for a few hours and on returning my thought as usual was for my chicks. On 
opening the bathroom door and switching on the light I was confronted with a stinking 
sooty blackness. Yes, the lamp had sooted up. Only folk who have experienced a real 
soot-up will know how much soot a small oil lamp can generate. The lamp was still 
alight, the flame emitting a thick spiral of soot-producing smoke. The entire bathroom 
was full of thick webs of hanging soot. Chokingly I extinguished the lamp and expected 
to find the chicks all suffocated. I shall never forget the sight of the chicks huddled 
together on the floor of the hover, one mass of blackened inert objects—I could not 
believe my eyes, when the chicks seeing the light began to stir. They were completely 
covered in soot, s black as they had been white before. To my amazement they all 
survived, but it was weeks before they lost the sooty grey-black feathers. 

Here a word on the well-known hazard of chick rearing, crowding. Around seven to eight 
weeks, before learning to perch, but having now grown to fair-sized birds, at nightfall the 
birds will crowd and fight for any corner position in the sleeping quarters, with the result 
that the first in the corner will be quickly covered with others still struggling for position. 
It is a heartbreaking sight to find several perfectly healthy birds at the bottom of the 
sweaty, striving mass squashed almost fiat and lifeless; as an eight-week old pullet would 
easily fetch ten shillings, at that time a loss of five or six for several evenings running 
was a serious setback. 

With the poultry enterprise eventually sold, I devoted my energies to obtaining stock. I 
had for some time to rely on second-hand goods. Items of furniture being under strict 
price control, when purchasing or attending auction sales I with other dealers would be 
armed with a government-produced booklet giving the maximum re-sale price for a 
specific piece of furniture of a size, deemed by our civil servants to be the requirements 
of young couples in their endeavour to furnish a post-war home. As usual this led to a 
small army of inspectors checking up on records of purchases and sales, records in a 
prescribed book which had become yet another requirement of law. It was amusing to 
observe at auction sales, dealers measuring the piece of furniture to come under the 



hammer, as the complicated orders specified maximum re-sale prices governed by the 
height, width and depth of each article. The dealers would all be prepared to bid up to the 
maximum price, this compelled the auctioneer to draw lots by way of cutting a pack of 
cards to decide who should be the purchaser. As these controlled pieces were therefore 
knocked down at the top legal re-sale price it was obvious that the dealers were openly 
evading the regulations. 

As often, the important things that happen in life are trace able to quite casual events or 
conversation. A customer had called to ask some advice on chicks purchased from me 
some weeks earlier, the conversation turned on the future of my business. The person 
informed me that he had been forced during the war to leave the carpet retail trade and 
take up war work. Such work now unnecessary, he enquired about the possibility of 
joining my staff in his old capacity as a salesman. I was impressed with his tidy and alert 
appearance. I was well aware that it would be some time before carpet supplies would 
justify a carpet salesman. Arthur J. Smith was a “natural”! I engaged him and as I write 
some 24 years later Smithy and I have at no time had any serious quarrels, although many 
a strong difference of opinion; Smithy has always shown respect and regard, a rare find—
conscientious, honest, loyal and, above all, a real glutton for work. 

Smithy and I spent much of our time ferreting, yes ferreting it could well be called, as we 
combed the Houndsditch warehouses for toys or saleable lines. We were forced to 
purchase a good deal of rubbish in order to obtain a fair quota of better class goods that 
were in short supply. These items of the latter type would only appear after we had 
shown our willingness to take other goods. Then the sellers would open up, saying: “1 
think we have some useful bits upstairs, or at the back.” I continued my calls at Lines 
Bros., sometimes being lucky to come away with such gold dust as expensive three-
wheeled tricycles, articles that had been off the market for five or six years. I developed 
an extremely thick skin. As my visits were too close for comfort, it required some 
courage to show my face. On one occasion I distinctly overheard one of the loaders 
calling out, “Christ, here comes bloody old Martell again. He won’t get much today.” 
Anyway, I turned a deaf ear and, after I had hung around until the sight of me hopefully 
waiting got on their nerves, and in order to see the back of me, they produced enough 
supplies to make the journey worthwhile. 

Around this time we were having some trouble with a neighbour. With the immediate 
post-war relaxation of social activities their teenage daughter was making a habit of 
returning home from dances in the early hours of the morning. On Saturday nights 
particularly Ada and I would be in bed after a busy day, just getting into a nice sleep 
when the returning daughter, whose bedroom was adjacent to our own, would commence 
the noisy ritual of preparing for bed. When I say that this performance occupied some 
two or more hours, it would be no overstatement. With the accompaniment of a blasting 
radio she at times appeared to be shifting the bed and all the furniture; shoes would drop 
off one at a time on to an obviously lino-covered floor, the succession of noises kept us in 
a sleepless state waiting for the next article to drop; we would knock on the parting wall 
in protest, which only produced either the radio turned up still louder or heavier noises. 
This nuisance continued for many weeks, Ada taking aspirin in some effort to calm her 
nervous exhaustion, as the clatter appeared endless we began to doubt our ears, since it 
seemed impossible that any person could take so long in the process of getting to bed. On 



one occasion when we had lain restlessly awake and had heard the clock strike one, then 
two, then three, in desperation I, in anger, jumped out of bed, opening a window and 
leaning out could see that the daughter’s bedroom light was still on. This at least 
confirmed that we had not reached the condition of hearing things without cause. On the 
following afternoon I called on the girl’s mother. I must state that up to this time no 
friendship had developed as Mrs. X had always adopted a stiff superior attitude to her 
neighbours, I assumed that she may have spent her earlier life in domestic service, 
possibly a lady’s-maid, with such associations giving her an affectation in manner and 
speech. My call of complaint was abortive, as although I endeavoured to voice my plea 
for daughter restraint with calm reason, I was haughtily informed that her daughter was 
young and that she would not in any way restrict her pleasure, then making the 
suggestion that we could change our sleeping quarters. As the continued nuisance 
reached almost unbearable limits I sent a letter to the local residents’ association (being 
aware that Mr. X was a committee member) to seek their advice—all to no avail. As a 
further effort I consulted a member of parliament who lived almost opposite my home, 
Mr. Evelyn Walkden, a hard-headed north country trade union official, at the time a 
parliamentary secretary to one of the ministries. When I explained the reason able steps I 
had already taken he exclaimed, “Lad, you have played your cards well and have proof of 
a peaceful approach to the affair. You should now write to both Mr. and Mrs. X 
informing them that as earlier efforts had not produced a lessening of the nightly noises 
you would reluctantly have to consider planned retaliation.” I promptly carried out Mr. 
Walkden’s down-to-earth “eye for an eye” advice. By return of post came a stiff reply 
from Mrs. X, Mr. X refraining from any action, leaving such matters to his more 
dominant partner. The reply avoided any reference to the cause of my complaint, 
informing me that as my letter contained a threat she intended to consult a solicitor and 
also that “Mr. X was shortly to be called to the colours.” This latter phrase will give 
readers an indication as to her superior up-in-the-air affectation, as all lesser mortals 
would be merely “called up.” Strangely, in spite of her bluster, she was well aware that I 
was prepared to put my threat of retaliation into realistic execution. The long suffered 
nightly noises abruptly ceased. Once again I felt that the “eye for an eye, tooth for a 
tooth” philosophy had much to commend it. 



Chapter Eleven 

A WISE CHOICE 

I was rapidly learning that progress coupled with some resultant prosperity breeds envy. I 
recall an old friend recounting an overheard remark in the morning ‘bus queue 
immediately outside my Stonecot Hill shop when a person drawing the attention of others 
towards the shop loudly said, “Martell’s doing bloody well for himself.” My friend, 
angered by such a public jibe, retorted “If all your life you had worked half as hard as Mr. 
Martell has you would not be talking such bloody nonsense.” 

My pre-war black Standard car purchased in 1939 had given good service, and as new 
cars were becoming a possibility, my thoughts ran to the possession of a Jaguar car. The 
Jaguar car was often called the poor man’s Rolls Royce, with its elegant body line, its 
large important-looking headlights a very much- desired acquisition. I had placed a 
standing order for a new Jaguar car, fully expecting to wait up to a year for delivery. I 
was on holiday on the Isle of Wight when I was informed that my new car had been 
delivered and was awaiting my return. I had not specified a colour; I was more than 
pleased to find the new car was a smart light grey. I do not care for ostentation, but a 
reasonable show of prosperity augurs well for business. 

In the small locality of Sutton Common I knew most of my customers on a friendly 
footing, also knowing well the nearby snobby neighbours who under no circumstances 
would support any of the local shops, as was confirmed by the many delivery vans from 
outside sources delivering articles that could have well been purchased locally. I must 
confess to a feeling of spiteful satisfaction to see a half-concealed look of amazement on 
several of these non-customers’ faces when observing my new Jaguar, a look of 
bewilderment, as if to say: “How does he manage to run a Jaguar when I do not patronize 
his business ?“ 

—needless to say, my unfriendly next-door neighbours could hardly bring themselves to 
look openly in the direction of the new car when it was parked outside the house. 

1947. We moved house, purchasing a main road house in Maiden Road, North Cheam. In 
selling the Sutton Common Road premises we experienced the usual difficulties of 
finding a genuine buyer. We were subjected to more than one prospective purchaser who, 
whilst giving the impression of being a willing buyer, after making several inconvenient 
visits to measure curtains, choosing decorations, etc., then without any apologies called 
the whole thing off; then out of the blue came the sort of buyer we all hope for—one 
look, then completion effected within two weeks. 

The removal business, then operating two pantechnicons, was kept fairly busy with the 
increase of post-war house building. I just about found time to cope with the estimating, 
together with the difficulty of keeping the peace with the six removal staff who were 
complaining of having to work on the Wednesday half-day, or rather that occasionally 
one would do more or less Wednesday work than the others. I recall that on a particular 
Wednesday afternoon, the shop being closed, I was working in my garden when brother 
Stan called with a long tale of trouble with the men; as this petty discontent grew I there 
and then made up my mind either to dispose of the removal side of the business or to 
advertise for a manager. As a result of an advertisement in the trade journal Removals & 



Storage I had several replies, four of the applicants all having experience with Pickfords. 
I was not impressed, each one asking exactly the same figure of weekly remuneration—
eight pounds; when writing now, 24 years later, one realizes the vast change in money 
values, although eight pounds was at the time well above the average. I had almost given 
up, having interviewed the known applicants, when Ada telephoned me from home to say 
that a youngish-sounding person had ‘phoned regarding the position. She informed me 
that she liked his manner on the telephone, and that he would contact me at four o’clock 
by telephone. Promptly at four my office telephone rang. Yes, it was the young man, the 
accuracy on time giving me an early favourable impression. The young man, Mr. Gordon 
Melville Steele, requested that as he was in the Sutton area could I make it convenient to 
interview him on that same evening, with apologies for the time pressure he explained 
that he lived in Kensington and wished to avoid, if possible, another journey. I agreed to 
the request and arranged to see him at seven-thirty at home. Dead on time again the door-
bell rang—good impression number two. Answering the bell I was confronted by the tall, 
smiling, confident-looking applicant. The interview covered a lot of ground, with Mr. 
Steele frankly stating that he had informed himself of the progress of my business and of 
my personality, as he wished to establish himself with a forward-looking enterprise; he 
stated that he was at the time holding a manager’s position, but his present employer was 
more interested in social activities than in the removal business, such activities being to 
the detriment of progress and to the positional advancement of a manager. He confidently 
stated that he could relieve me of all worries as to the removal side and claimed that in 
one month I could forget that I had a transport business, except for major decisions. I 
quickly realized that in this applicant I had the opportunity to engage not only a manager 
but an enthusiastic person capable of selling himself to my customers. The interview 
lasted a considerable time, with the vital point of salary skilfully avoided; at last, as 
nothing could be concluded until that crucial issue was settled, I broached the question—
Mr. Steele without hesitation stated that he was then earning twelve pounds per week and 
required that sum if he was to leave his present position. This was fifty per cent higher 
than each of the other applicants. This figure produced a slight impasse, Mr. Steele, 
sensing my reaction, continued to sell himself by stating that he was confident that he 
could make the business capable of paying this sum, and emphatically remarked that 
under no circumstances would he undertake the job unless he was absolutely sure that he 
could attain this goal. 

At this point I was acutely aware that to miss the opportunity presented of employing this 
applicant would throw me back to the choice from the other mediocre types whom I had 
inter viewed earlier. I, after a short word with Ada, backed my judgment by engaging 
Gordon Steele to the position of Removals Manager. Within four weeks of Mr. Steele 
taking over the removal section it was apparent that his claim that I could forget the 
worries of transport was no overstatement. Time has more than proved that the interview 
and the engagement of Gordon Steele was an extremely important step in the progress of 
my company. This action gave me more time to attend to the expanding shop trade, also 
my ambition for farming now appeared to be a likely possibility as with a capable 
manager on each side of the business I would have time to explore the farming property 
market. 

I avidly pursued the “farm for sale” columns in the Farmers Weekly and requested 
several Sussex, Surrey and Kent land estate agents to forward particulars of farms for 



sale. The particulars came in dozens and provided Ada and me with much anticipatory 
excitement as we pursued the details so glowingly portrayed. 
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Chapter One 

FOOLS RUSH IN 

In preparation for the fulfilment of my farming ambition I planned holidays either on a 
farm or at places adjacent to farms. When staying at a holiday hotel on the Isle of Wight I 
would rise at around 6 a.m. to watch the milking process at a nearby farm. On explaining 
my interest in farming I found the farmers extremely helpful. I had my first lesson in 
hand milking, also in grooming the huge Shorthorn bull “Joseph,” with explicit 
instructions that however placid a bull appeared, always adhere to the golden rule “Never 
trust a bull.” 

I had taken with me my old garden clothes and rubber wellingtons for such an 
opportunity. Some mornings visitors also staying at the hotel would stray in the farm 
during their early morning walk. Later in the day a hotel guest in conversation remarked 
that he had seen a chap milking cows who could be my double. He was surprised to find 
the tennis- playing holiday-maker at his table was a “Jekyll and Hyde,” as the milking 
smock, bucket and stall had effectively disguised my appearance. 

I spent several weeks on a large farm near Newbury, noted for its prize-winning herd of 
pedigree Guernsey cattle. Here I learned a great deal especially with farm machinery. I 
enjoyed being used as a spare hand and felt it a compliment to be trusted to handle 
expensive tractor equipment. I quickly discovered that the many simple-looking jobs on a 
farm were much more difficult than would at first appear. I was roused in the early hours 
by the farm manager who made a practice of rising approximately half-an-hour before it 
was strictly necessary. His philosophy was always to be in front of the clock, thus setting 
a good example to his staff, it also gave him a comfortable unhurried manner and time to 
deal with the unexpected. He would philosophize that the time to worry on a farm was 
when everything was going well, as a life-long experience of farming problems had 
developed in him an awareness of the ever close proximity of minor or major 
emergencies. 

I continued my efforts to become proficient in milking and could sense the crafty glances 
of the old hands, male and female milkers, all suspicious of a “towney” novice and ready 
to enjoy any mishap such as my being kicked off the stool, or my efforts being made 
abortive by the cow resenting an un known milker and therefore refusing to let the milk 
down. I remember my assumed nonchalance on one occasion when milking a tail-
swishing beast the muck-laden tail whipping across my face, then on its return swish 
partly removing my glasses, leaving a film of muck on both glasses and my face. E 
affected an unhurried process of casually wiping my face and spectacles and completed 
the milking without giving the watchers the satisfaction of my discomfort or defeat. 

With the limited knowledge gained in holiday farming, and the farm bug now firmly 
entrenched, I began the serious quest for a farm. The particulars of “farms for sale” 
continued to come regularly from the agents. The efforts of these past- masters of 
colourful description whetted my enthusiasm, resulting in many wasted journeys. I found 
in several cases that the farm animals were better housed than their owners, the cows 
being housed in spotless cleanliness with the farmhouse often being dark, dirty and 
crying out for redecoration and repair. We had almost given up hope when in one 
morning’s post came an unusual number of farm particulars in the Kent area. After a full 



day of searching, we made a last call to view a possible prospect at Colemans Hatch near 
Forest Row, Sussex. “New Lodge West” was in a picture post-card setting, surrounded by 
the Ashdown Forest, situated halfway up a steep hill known as Captain Kidd’s Hill, with 
the romantic background of the legend of Captain Kidd’s treasure. “New Lodge West” 
comprised 20 acres in all, with no farm buildings other than an old fairly large open-
fronted barn, a greenhouse and a very small storage hut. The living quarters, the 
converted semi-detached half of an original stone-built 11-bedroom house of great 
character, in an extremely excellent state of repair; the land was bordered with a depth of 
splendid fir, beech and oak trees. We immediately fell for the rich setting of the 
residence, the Spring evening sun lighting up the red bark of the tall firs and enriching the 
mellow sandstone blocks of the fine old building, whose stone had been quarried from 
the hill above, the old quarry working still being visible at this time. One cannot look at 
such a delightful charming residence without endeavouring to visualize a peep into the 
past and conjuring up a mental vision of the early owners for whom such houses had been 
built, with every advantageous aspect given full scope, the proud front windows 
overlooking the bulk of the land falling away to reveal the well-wooded forest, the 
steeply-rising hill giving protection from the east wind at the rear. The land and property 
was owned by an elderly lady, Mrs. Lockhead, who had then recently purchased the 
whole for the purpose of hobby farming for her daughter. Then coming to the conclusion 
that they could not cope, placed the bulk of the land and the five-bedroomed conversion 
on the market, retaining the other six-bedroomed end as her own residence. 

We made a second visit and paid the deposit, from then on I lived in the clouds of 
anticipation. The house in Cheam was sold and the date of the removal to Colemans 
Hatch fixed, although on one journey to New Lodge an incident occurred that could have 
brought my farming plans to naught. We had travelled from Cheam in the Jaguar car, 
passing through East Grinstead, the car being fully loaded with friends in the rear seats. 
Ada had six-year-old Roger on her lap, he was wearing a papier-mâché toy policeman’s 
helmet. On taking the sharp right-hand bend at the approach into Forest Row Roger was 
thrown slightly to the nearside of the car—in so doing his arm pressed down the door 
handle, causing the door to fly open sending him out on to the road. Fortunately I was 
travelling at a slow speed and was able to stop the car instantly. The incident could have 
had disastrous consequences as a heavy vehicle was closely following. Luckily the driver 
seeing the door flying open took evasive action, avoiding the child on the road. This was 
a frightening experience as until I jumped from the car and picked up Roger I could not 
be sure what injuries he had received. I was relieved to find no apparent damage other 
than an abrasion and lump on his forehead. Being informed by local onlookers that a 
doctor’s surgery was only a short distance away, we took the precaution of taking him for 
an examination. Luck was with us as the doctor was in, he could find nothing serious and 
was pleased that Roger, in answering a few questions, could remember seeing a train 
passing over the bridge whilst he was lying on the road, giving in indication that there 
were no signs of concussion. This nasty fright over, we continued to New Lodge to make 
final arrangements for the move to our new life in the country. 

June 1949 saw us installed and well and truly committed to the new venture. I found 
myself fully occupied in planning the future layout for the new pig-stys and the major 
requirement—a modern cow-house and dairy. The first few weeks living in the long-
awaited, now realized, ambition were idyllic. The 1949 Spring and Summer, the most 



perfect for several years, gave me a feeling of fulfilment and well-being. Blissfully 
unaware of the problems to come, I brought to mind the philosophy of my erstwhile farm 
manager friend at Newbury— ‘Watch out when things are going too well.” As yet with 
no Livestock on the place, there was little to cause a moment’s worry. As if to complete 
the easy-going picture, my first real farm operation, haymaking, assisted by a local 
contractor, went through from cutting to stacking without the usual weather set backs, 
under these ideal conditions, blue skies plus hot sun all day, my early farm life was 
viewed through rose-tinted glasses. My first realization that farming for a novice bristled 
with unexpected problems came with my first purchase of five in- calf heifers. I attended 
the Autumn Red Poll Cattle Society’s sale at Reading, accompanied by a farmer who ran 
a large herd of Red Polls. Taking his advice, I purchased four medium-priced animals at 
around one hundred pounds each. He advised the purchase of a fifth, provided it did not 
reach too high a price—a fine-looking beast from first-class stock, named Capel Star. The 
bidding started at well over one hundred pounds and rose rapidly to near the three-
hundred mark. I had obtained the first four at a lower price than I had expected to pay, 
giving me a margin. I therefore allowed myself to be carried along with the bidding and 
the animal was knocked down to me at three hundred guineas. I recall feeling a little 
uncertain as to my wisdom, as the account for the day’s purchases came to over eight 
hundred pounds. The five heifers were delivered to New Lodge in the late evening of the 
same day, and with the assistance of the carrier bedded down for the night. Early on the 
following morning I sallied forth armed with buckets, etc., to milk my very own animals. 
My enthusiasm received a sharp jolt as after milking four of the heifers successfully, the 
fifth, a somewhat tall rangy beast—it seemed appropriately named Ranksborough Gnat—
refused to be touched, let alone milked. She kicked the bucket from under her and lashed 
out viciously in all directions. I quickly realized that my previous milking lessons had not 
included kicker. 

Having as yet no assistance on the place I felt somewhat helpless, painfully recalling the 
old adage “Fools rush in, etc.’ I frantically telephoned around for advice and possible 
help. I was fortunate to find that the contractor, Mr. Cohn Clerk, who had carried out the 
haymaking operation, had a brother working nearby who was an experienced herdsman. 
The brother arrived and with nonchalant confidence he sat down to milk the animal. In a 
split second he was kicked off the stool 

After retrieving the kicked-away bucket and several further unsuccessful attempts, he, in 
a determined manner, said “I will not be long; I’ll fix the bastard.” He left the farm, and 
on returning carried a quantity of rope and an instrument which he called a “bulldog”—a 
short pair of tongs, the rounded ball- like ends fitting into the cow’s nostrils. The 
“bulldog” attached to a length of rope was, after roping her kicking back leg to a rail, 
then tightened, fully extending the body to a point of discomfort should she continue to 
protest. In this undignified posture the milking was completed. Outside farming, folk are 
scared of the cow’s horns, only associating kicking dangers with horses. A cow kicks 
sideways and can easily break a milker’s leg. Ranksborough Gnat was a nervous type, 
galloping off at any unusual sound or intrusion, as on one occasion when the local hunt in 
full cry in an adjoining field nearly caused a panic. As she heard and saw the many horses 
and shouting red-coated huntsmen, she led the other animals in a minor stampede in an 
endeavour to escape from the paddock. She could outrun the rest, giving the impression 
that somewhere along the line her forebears had had an infusion of horse blood. For a 



week or so 1 was dependent on the Clark brothers for the twice daily milking of the 
reluctant heifer. It was with a feeling of anxious relief, in the dark early mornings, that I 
saw the lights of their car turning into the farm gate. 



Chapter Two 

OUR FIRST CALF 

I had a standing advertisement in the Farmers Weekly for a farm hand which produced an 
applicant named Walter. A typical farm type, stockily built with a ruddy complexion, he 
was somewhat contemptuous of the smallness of the farm, having always worked on 
large acreages. I could not say that I took an instant liking to this applicant, but as he was 
the only answer from several weeks’ advertisements, it was “Hobson’s Choice.” Also the 
Clark brothers were intimating that they could not assist indefinitely. 

I engaged Walter and, although difficult to feel comfortable with, he was a competent 
worker. He soon took control of the kicking heifer, who by then had calmed down a little. 
Walter purchased a strong wide leather kicking strap. Strapping her back legs together 
was sufficient to prevent kicking, enabling the milking to be carried out in safety. 

I well recall one evening when, Walter being off, I completed the milking, then loaded 
the two nearly full churns on to my farm truck. I had proceeded up the bumpy track to the 
dairy when I chanced to look back. One of the churns had toppled over, spilling several 
gallons of the milk. This was discouraging, as I had felt quite pleased at having managed 
the milking unassisted. A further spot of trouble occurred later that same evening—I had 
settled down, not feeling too well, and had decided to go to bed to shake off the start of a 
cold, when I let my mind run over the evening’s work—suddenly a chilling thought came 
to me: I could not remember taking off the kicking strap from “Ranksborough Gnat” 
before letting the heifer out into the field. I had visions of her breaking a leg in trying to 
be free of the strap. 

I could not rest or go to bed with such a worry on my mind. I did not relish the thought of 
having to turn out to search for the animals who could be anywhere in the ten-acre field. 
The night was pitch black with howling wind and blinding ain. I wrapped myself up and 
by the light of a torch groped my way round the edge of the field, the inky blackness 
making my progress slow and uncertain as I was at that time not completely familiar with 
the possible pitfalls and hazardous water-filled ditches. 

I had turned to the left from the field gate and traversed the entire perimeter, a journey 
that seemed endless with stumbles were pieces of fallen dead tree wood. I at last found 
the five heifers sheltering close to the hedge barely a dozen yards to the right of the gate. 
It was my bad luck not to have in the first place turned to the right, thus saving the tiring 
trudge around the field. The animals were in a close bunch chewing the cud, apparently 
oblivious to the foul weather and my discomfort. Ranksborough Gnat was lying on her 
side, her legs still strapped together. She must have hobbled along with the others. I was 
relieved to find that on releasing her from the strap she was able to stand up, having come 
to no harm. I returned to the house to find Ada a little anxious as I had been out some 30 
minutes. 

With the purchase of New Lodge we were assured that electric light was available from 
an adjoining holding, there being no mains supply. After a very few weeks this source of 
light became unreliable, the old gas engine being out of order or days at a time. We 
purchased a “Tilly” lamp and our evenings found us back to the primitive means of 
lighting— the oil lamp, plus candles. 



Walter had from time to time made himself unpleasant. I gave him notice, engaging in his 
place a young unmarried man, Charlie Wake, who could be described as the young 
farmer type. 

Our next move was the installation of an electric generating plant giving alternating 
current, making it possible to use our television again. The paraffin-driven engine with a 
rather small capacity tank became a source of minor quarrels as halfway through a TV 
programme the picture would black out as I had omitted to completely fill the fuel 
holder—also I was not pleased to be called from the extreme end of the farm to start up 
the engine to enable Roger to watch children’s TV! 

Like most small outfits the engine was temperamental, at times difficult to start. I carry 
for life a small scar caused by the starting handle flying out and cutting my lip, as I, in a 
temper with the reluctant engine, swung the heavy handle carelessly. 

Charlie Wake was a motor-cycle enthusiast. On one occasion, in the excitement of taking 
delivery of a brand-new machine, he overlooked the closing up of the chicken house. 
This was fatal as the almost inevitable occurred, and the morning saw the field strewn 
with decapitated, mutilated hens, the deadly work of the fox. 

The day came for our first calf to be born. Capel Star had wandered off from the other 
heifers to a far corner of the field and this unusual action made us watchful. The first sign 
of the calf was two small hoofs sticking out from the rear. Capel Star walked about in this 
condition for a considerable time, the hooved legs protruding further out, making the 
situation a little comic, looking very much like a pair of golf clubs in rack. Again there is 
the old saying that “a watched pot never boils.” We had almost tired of waiting when at 
last there was bellow of relief and the wet steaming object flopped out on to the grass. 

When the calf had been licked clean it was taken away to b fed from a bucket. This 
operation requires a deal of patience the head of the calf being held down into the bucket 
with on hand, the other hand immersed in the milk enticing the calf to suck the milk off 
the fingers. After a day or so the finger-feeding process is unnecessary as by then the calf 
will have learned to suck up the milk to the last drop in the bucket. 

The work on the new cow-house and dairy was nearing completion. A near neighbour, a 
jobbing builder, had erected several pig-stys, making the place much easier to work. At 
this stage I began to feel quite proud in the creation of a working farm. 



Chapter Three 

GEORGE 

My first farming Winter brought a decisive change to the pleasantness of Summer 
farming. The mornings became dark and cold, quite often the chores had to be carried out 
in driving rain which turned the field gate entrances and paths into a quagmire. I 
remember trudging along heavy laden, carrying two full buckets of sloppy pig swill, my 
stockinged foot coming out of my wellington boot, which was firmly stuck in the mire, 
unable to regain my balance without spilling the swill as my foot landed in the inches-
deep freezing cold mud. I found myself thinking that if my customers back at Sutton 
could have witnessed my discomfort and struggles as a novice farmer, they would 
conclude that I had gone round the bend. Indeed such a thought crossed my own mind 
when reviewing my self-imposed difficulties. 

I enjoyed working with animals and learned that as with humans, one observes distinct 
differences in both character and habits. I will endeavour to outline a few observations. 
The most maligned farm animal is without doubt the pig, mostly referred to as “dirty as a 
pig!” The pig, unlike the cow, is amenable to some sort of training, such as by placing 
dung in a corner of the sty. Once the habit of using the dirty corner is acquired, it is rare 
for a pig to foul its bed place. There is the odd pig out—for some unfathomable reason 
one sow would habitually dung and urinate in the cement feeding trough, giving me the 
additional task of cleaning out before she could be fed. The pig is by no means stupid, 
often showing considerable cunning. One method of containing young pigs in an outside 
enclosure is the electric fence, a thin strand of taut wire carrying just enough current to 
sting any animal endeavouring to pass. The wire placed just high enough to shock the 
back of any venturesome piglet. This method will keep most pigs in. Again the 
exception—I had a bunch of five-week-old black pigs who would continually escape 
from the pen; by observation I could not detect the escape route until, hearing a high-
pitched squeal, I saw one pig deliberately holding up the electric wire with his arched 
back, allowing the rest to run under, thereby missing the shock from the wire. The young 
pigs were out of the pen in a matter of seconds like bullets from a gun. The pig taking the 
electric current, squealing with slight pain, would follow as the last pig escaped. It was 
amazing to watch this performance as I am sure that the crafty little devil had a look of 
mischievous satisfaction at its accomplishment. 

I found the pig the most fascinating of all the farm animals. It is said that a pig will eat 
anything. I was forced owing to rationing to take delivery of a substance called 
Tottenham pudding, kitchen waste from restaurants processed for pig feeding. Claiming 
to contain high protein, it was a compressed black mass, not only containing protein, but 
also a miscellaneous collection of tablespoons, forks, knives, etc. I have even seen in the 
pudding the brass ends of broken electric light bulbs. Obviously the kitchen staff believed 
that anything could be thrown into the pig bin. It was quite usual to hear a tinkling sound. 
The pig having licked the trough dry, the metal objects would be pushed about and licked 
into a shiny state as the pig made sure that no particles of food remained on the object. 

The cow is by far the dirtiest animal on the farm. Dropping its mess anywhere and 
everywhere, it will dung its bedplace, making it necessary to wash the udders before 
milking. The cowman’s work could be eased considerably if it were possible to instil 



some modicum of sense into the bovine head. The cow-houses may be spotlessly clean 
whilst the cows are being fed and milked, but the moment the holding chains are removed 
to release the beasts, the cow-house resounds to the sloppy sound of almost liquid dung 
being emitted by the animals in the excitement of freedom, leaving the standings and 
exits fouled. 

The cows, on entering at milking and feeding time, will each by habit return to their own 
regular stalls the feed troughs being already filled with the various quantities of fodder, 
regulated according to the milk yield of each animal. One cow on a low -feed ration 
would show a surprising sign of intelligence by craftily entering the cow-house well at 
the head of the rest and then smartly dodge into the position of a high- yielding cow, 
quickly grabbing up one or two mouthfuls before the cowman could drive her into her 
own stall. 

Another sign of near intelligence worth recording concerned my most valuable animal, 
Capel Star. I was alarmed to find a bright yellow mess around her mouth and nostrils. 
This condition recurred at intervals and it was only by chance that I found the cause. I 
had many free-range hens. The odd hen would lay its eggs in the hedge, and on collecting 
these eggs I would place them on a meal sack just inside the feed store. Capel Star, 
passing the store on the way to the milking bay, had seen the eggs. By watching I caught 
her in the act of nosing open the sliding door and greedily consuming the eggs. 

A further worrying experience occurred on my purchase of three additional heifers. As 
usual, the established animals would not accept the newcomers. On inspection the next 
morning the three new heifers were missing, having managed to clamber over a low part 
in the hedge. This created a serious problem as the animals were tuberculin-tested and 
could come in contact with the miscellaneous collection of roaming cattle to be found on 
the Ashdown Forest owned by folk with ancient common grazing rights. After 
telephoning around the nearby farmers and notifying the police, for the best part of the 
day I with my cowman scoured the endless acres of the forest. Like Indian trackers we 
followed paths indicated by fresh cow droppings without sound or sight of the beasts. We 
were eventually forced to end the search and return to the waiting task of milking and 
feeding. The evening darkness made further search out of the question. We had returned 
to the house when the sound of bellowing could be heard. We eagerly followed the 
direction of the bellowing and to our relief found the three heifers outside the closed farm 
gate. It occasioned some surprise that these animals had found their way back to the farm 
after only having been fresh on the place some 24 hours. 

During my second Winter’s farming when things appeared to be going well a setback 
occurred, Charlie Wake, my young motor-cycle mad cowman, almost lost his life as the 
result of an accident. We were awakened in the night by the ringing telephone. Yes, as 
we had often feared, it was the police to inform us that he had had a crash and had been 
taken to Redhill Hospital. Charlie had left the farm after milking to visit friends. On his 
return journey he had driven into a water-filled ditch and was found only by chance by a 
passing motorist, badly injured and almost drowned. Fortunately, the wrecked upturned 
motor-cycle was still showing a red rear light. A visit to the hospital confirmed that I 
would find myself without his assistance for several months, an extremely unpleasant 
prospect in mid-winter. 



After a week or so I obtained the help of a young Australian man from the Agricultural 
College on a short-term basis. The situation caused me to consider the wisdom of 
continuing with cows. I came to the conclusion that the milking requirements were far 
too binding, especially at times of staff shortage. I therefore disposed of my small herd 
and gave all my time and attention to the now increasing pig population. This department 
of farming I found to be well within my capacity to manage, also labour in this direction 
was easier to obtain. 

My next step was the conversion of the cow standings into sties to accommodate, 
together with the existing outside sties, some 20 breeding sows plus many young growing 
pigs. The farms in the surrounding districts consisted mostly of quite small units, many 
being merely hobby farms, with the owners keeping one or two sows. I found that when 
these sows required mating it was necessary to transport the females to quite distant 
farms, a costly time-wasting operation. It was obviously uneconomical for such folks to 
keep a male pig. This gave me the idea of becoming the local breeding unit. 

My first experience of pig mating has remained an amusing memory. I, having a sow in 
mating condition (referred to in farming lingo as “hogging”), booked the local cattle lorry 
to take her to a boar at a nearby farm, the farm manager having imported a boar on loan. 
The farm manager, Amos Kilick, known throughout the district as Amos, a respected and 
well- liked person always ready to help the many novice farmers such as I, initiated me 
into the intricacies of pig mating. Amos, not having sty facilities for the mating, drove the 
boar into the lorry. It takes an eager old boar a matter of seconds to know what is 
required of him. The mating procedure being apparently well under way, I was puzzled to 
see Amos take out his cigarette lighter, after bending down with the light he made an 
intensive close-up inspection. He explained that the boar’s efforts would be a waste of 
time if the instrument was in the wrong orifice. A boar in the excitement of the occasion 
can make this error. One learns not to be misled by the boar’s grunts of blissful 
satisfaction. 

Very soon I had the breeding station idea into fruition by installing a young pedigree 
Large White boar whom we named “George.” George became quite a character, 
extremely docile except when annoyed by an unwilling female. 

The venture was well received by the local pig owners. The income from the boar service 
became considerable. What a life!—all George had to do was to eat, sleep and oblige. 
George was a glutton for work. He would mount the sty door in greedy anticipation every 
time any vehicle entered the farm, grunting his frustration and disappointment should the 
vehicle be merely delivering farm requirements. 

At eight weeks old most young male pigs have to be castrated, an operation easily 
performed with assistance in holding the wriggling squealing animal. Once again Amos 
Kilick became my tutor. The vet’s charge at the time for castration being one shilling per 
pig, with some twenty or more young pigs to cut at quite frequent intervals, I considered 
it uneconomical to pay for a service that, with care, I could quite efficiently perform 
myself. Armed with a razor blade, disinfectant, healing ointment, plus assistance, I 
successfully operated on many animals. In spite of the squealing when handled, at the 
point of surgery the young pigs appeared to feel no pain as the operation would be 
quickly performed almost in silence. First an inch-long incision through the thin outer 



skin, a slight pressure and the small testicle would pop out. When the holding cords were 
cut, the adjoining testicle treated likewise, and the job would be complete in a matter of 
seconds, with the pigs recovering in a day or two. The removed testicles were then 
thrown into a nearby sty for the adult sows to gobble up greedily, fighting with each other 
for the obviously tasty morsel. 



Chapter Four 

FARMING UGH! 

When reminiscing now on my farm experiences, I recall an incident that could have had 
disastrous consequences. I was busy moving a quantity of hay in the barn, my pitchfork 
going forward, when from out of the large mound of hay up came the head of Roger, who 
had, childlike, buried himself in the loose hay in a playful attempt to surprise me by his 
presence. His laughter went sour in my ears as the sickening awareness hit me of the near 
miss of tragedy. 

On my early morning walks in the forest I would enjoy the profound peaceful stillness, 
only disturbed by a twittering bird or scurrying rabbit. I recall looking through a hedge to 
observe a doe with a litter of young, nibbling at the dewy grass, bliss fully unaware that I 
could have raised my gun and ended their existence. The “townie” in me prevented such 
action. To me they were furry bunnies and to shoot the mother was unthinkable. A very 
few weeks later I, with help, planted a small field with cabbage plants. Within a short 
time the plants were eaten almost to the last one by the rabbits, causing me to regret my 
sentimentality when the opportunity to shoot the so-and-so’s had occurred. 

I had no such qualms on shooting a fox, although it was rare to find the chance—I was 
lucky one morning. I had almost reached the feed store when I stopped in my tracks—
yes! There was Reynard, head down, eating from an old bucket. Quietly I returned to the 
house for my loaded gun. I was fortunate to find him in the same position. He was 
engrossed, enabling me to acquire a vantage point. Sensing me, he raised his head. At 
that moment I fired, he dropped dead like a stone. I was cock-a-hoop at having shot my 
first fox. Ada and Roger declared that it must have been an old half-dopey fox, and the 
fact of having been able to get within shot-gun range of a crafty fox gave support to their 
jibes. 

The superb weather conditions of my first year of farming did riot again repeat 
themselves, quite the reverse. Nothing is so completely frustrating as to be at the mercy 
of the changing elements. My next four wet summers in a row gave my worrying nature 
full scope. 

Haymaking conjures up a picture of happy workers engaged in farming’s most 
pleasurable occupation. To those who are lighting time against a weather forecast of rain, 
it can be soul destroying. One hour a field of perfect hay just waiting to be picked up, 
then the next hour reduced to a wet flattened mass by repeated showers. Two days of this 
treatment and the hay becomes worthless, causing further loss by the necessity of clearing 
the blackened mouldering residue. 

One beautiful sunny Sunday in June Ada and I spent the whole day turning by hand an 
eight-acre field of hay in readiness for the pick-up operation booked for the Monday. 
Feeling exhausted but well pleased, we went to bed only to be awakened by the sound of 
heavy rain which continued for 24 hours, with a further week of damp days—the result 
being as described. Farming—ugh! 

This inclement weather continued well into harvest time, bringing near ruin to the corn 
crops. The fields being water logged and the corn laid flat, it was impossible for the 
tractor- driven binder to operate efficiently, leaving a fair amount to be cut and tied by 



the back-aching task of hand cutting. At the time the then new combine harvester was not 
available for hire, the majority of local farmers using the age-old method of stooking. 

The one dry, one wet day went on and on, with the standing corn never being quite dry 
enough to gather. In the end the inevitable occurred. The stooked-up heads commenced 
to sprout, making the grain useless for threshing. I suffered along with neighbouring 
farmers, except that my loss was not so serious, since I not being dependent on the 
income, if any, from farming. 

In my mind’s eye I can still see the distressing spectacle of the’ many surrounding fields 
of grown-out corn, the stooks giving the impression of having bright green paint poured 
over them. The harvesting, if it could be so described, was merely a salvaging operation, 
the sheaves being thrown to the pigs or piled up to rot down. 

In spite of the weather setbacks, on the whole I enjoyed the life, coming to the conclusion 
that small farming was comparable to the arts in the manner that painters, musicians, etc., 
are prepared to half starve for the compelling force binding them to the self-imposed 
hardships. 

Many small farmers, with wives and families included in the task force, work many 
unpaid hours, far in excess of efforts required for other business pursuits. On thinking 
back, I recall my weekly journeys to the business at Sutton, returning with the boot of the 
Jaguar full of wet kitchen waste from a café to supplement the pig food, an undignified 
load for the smart Jaguar car, and also for myself as a company director. Perhaps my 
success in business could be associated with my disregard for dignity, a commodity that 
can become a handicap. 

By late 1953 1 decided that I had more or less fulfilled my farming ambition. This 
coupled with Ada not sharing my enthusiasm for the life, and Roger away schooling as a 
boarder at Ardingly College, led me to place the farm on the market. With a buyer 
committed and the auction sale of the livestock, implements, etc., arranged, it was a 
matter of waiting for the day of the sale to bring down the curtain on this five-year 
episode of life as a farmer. 

A farm auction sale is part of rural life, a welcome break in routine, providing 
opportunities for social exchanges. 

The morning was fortuitous. A heavy spell of rain having prevented farmers from 
carrying out their planned work, the sale nevertheless started in warm sunshine to a 
capacity crowd. The bidding was brisk, resulting in an extremely satisfactory cash return. 
The following day, with the place cleared of all animals, etc., I felt a slight regret at the 
step taken, but the regret soon passed as a new venture came into view. 



Chapter Five 

DOUBLE DEE 

I had become aware that the nearby town of East Grinstead lacked furnishing 
competition. With my usual enthusiasm, I obtained particulars of shop properties for 
disposal. An opportunity within my financial resources presented itself in the shape of the 
Gala Cafe in the London Road. The lease- holders were offering an 11 years’ lease at a 
low rent with a chance of purchasing the freehold. 

After several weeks of negotiation both with the lease- holders and the freeholder a price 
was agreed. In August 1954 I became the freeholder of the property coupled with a 
substantial overdraft, plus a sizeable mortgage to the freehold vendor, who was then 
living in an attractive detached residence known as “Double Dee” in Felbridge. It was 
during a visit to “Double Dee” concerning the purchase of the East Grinstead property 
that the conversation resulted in the possibility of my also considering the purchase of 
“Double Dee,” as we were in the process of viewing houses prior to our nearing 
completion date at New Lodge. 

Our break with farm life coincided with the tragic loss of our loved Staffordshire bull 
terrier bitch, Pip. There are gun dogs and anti-gun dogs, and Pip was anti-plus. Pip would 
accompany me on walks with my gun, but at the first shot at a rabbit she would be off, 
tail between her legs, terrified. She was also terrified at the sound of thunder, terrified 
even at the pulling of Christmas crackers, and subject to abject misery at firework time. 
In spite of this phobia she was a masterpiece at ratting, I had only to say “Rats, Pip!” and 
she would be galvanized into excitement. 

A colony of rats had established itself behind heavy bales of hay in the meal shed. To 
make sure that the rodents could not escape I closed the door and set about moving the 
bales. In a matter of seconds Pip had destroyed eleven of the scurrying full-grown rats. 
One snap of her powerful jaws and each rat died instantly. Pip would leave a dead rat 
with a curled lip look of disgust as if to say: “I kill them as a duty, but they stink!” 

Several times prior to our leaving the farm we had remarked that Pip would miss the 
freedom of the 20 acres, not then being aware that, in fact, she would never leave. 

Pip would rarely be missing for long, and when on this occasion she failed to return, after 
two days we felt sure that something serious had happened. We had all searched the 
entire place when I remembered an old disused well—for years the well had been 
covered with planks and a mound of brush- wood gave ample warning of its presence. 
My worst fear was confirmed. Pip must have followed a rabbit into the brushwood and 
her weight must have caused the partly-rotted timber to collapse. She was found 
drowned. We were sick at the thoughts of her struggles to escape. It appeared that fate 
had decreed that she was not to miss leaving the farm. 

Ada, on inspecting the house at Felbridge, instantly approved, and within weeks we 
moved from New Lodge to “Double Dee.” With a house so named we were curious to 
find out what the “Double Dee” stood for—our friends proclaimed that it could be Dirty 
Dick; another possibility came when watching the popular TV programme “Dixon of 
Dock Green.” Jack Warner the actor, after the telephone had continued to ring, declared 



with a resigned look, that they were in for a Double Dee night, later giving the full 
expression “Drunk and Disorderly.” 

I explained to the vendor of “Double Dee” that I could find the cash for the house, but 
would have to borrow the capital for the shop freehold. He made the suggestion that he 
would be prepared to leave the sum of £4,000 outstanding on mortgage. I accepted as this 
appeared to be something of a helpful and friendly gesture. 

The work commenced on the shop and, as always, unforeseen worrying difficulties 
occurred one after another, causing me to feel depressed, with little to do but wait for the 
completion and opening. For the first time in my life I felt a lack of my usual confidence, 
doubting the wisdom of the new venture. With the opening a little before Christmas 1954 
and the distinct promise of good business, the outlook brightened, although slight twinges 
of depression would return as trade varied. 

January and February are notoriously the poorest months for business in the furnishing 
trade, the sales not rising to expectations, coupled with minor legal problems—the Spring 
of 1955 found me in an advanced state of depression bordering on a nervous breakdown. 

At this time I was approached by a person seeking to purchase the shop property. I 
eagerly saw this as a way out of my imagined difficulties, the figure offered would mean 
a capital gain of over one thousand pounds. Ada, being seriously concerned at my 
depression, reluctantly agreed that to dispose of the shop might prevent further 
deterioration—I had progressed to the point when I could not concentrate, did not want to 
eat or talk, and could not sleep. 

Negotiations commenced, the prospective purchaser obtaining the necessary cash from 
the sale of his business and property in Teddington to a multiple concern. The transaction 
reached the point of the contracts on both sides having been signed but awaiting 
exchange. The weeks passed, with the purchaser explaining that the reason for the delay 
was the protracted negotiations on the Teddington deal. This frustrating situation added 
to my depressed state. I recall only too well Mr. Smith and Mr. Steele coming down from 
Sutton to endeavour to convince me that my worries were unnecessary, especially as the 
furnishing and removal sides of the business remained increasingly successful. Their visit 
had the desired effect, my condition improved to the point that, taking advantage of the 
non-exchange of contracts, I cancelled the proposed sale. It is worth recording that Roger, 
although only twelve years old at the time, continued to voice his opinion that I should 
not sell the shop. 

Meanwhile the removal business at Sutton, under the sound management of Mr. Steele, 
continued to prosper. With the acquisition of the old-established removal concern Messrs. 
Southey’s of Sutton, we had two additional vehicles plus a leasehold warehouse premises 
in Westmead Road, Sutton. To support this acquisition we rented an office in the main 
shopping area adjacent to the High Street. This also enabled us to gain a grip on the 
removal market in the moneyed end of the town. 

The shop at Stonecot Hill had expanded with the purchase of two adjoining shops. Mr. 
Smith my energetic manager, a first-class salesman, was steadily increasing the retail 
turnover. 



I became a member of the East Grinstead Chamber of Trade, making myself unpopular at 
a meeting by publicly criticizing the out-of-date shopfronts existing in the town. This 
raised a storm of protest to the point that I was almost ostracized. The following issue of 
the local newspaper carried my photograph with heavy type caption “Newcomer Mr. 
Martell, the man who wishes to turn East Grinstead into a Cut Glass Chromium Plated 
Town.” 



Chapter Six 

WAS THE JOURNEY NECESSARY? 

August 1955, and with the shop just beginning to show results a further source of worry 
occurred, the mortgagor through his solicitor, called in my mortgage at three months’ 
notice. My solicitor had not reckoned on meeting such a situation and therefore had not 
included a fixed period for capital repayment in the loan agreement. This was serious, as 
the banks were at that time under squeeze directives, and building societies viewed shop 
premises as speculative propositions. 

This action was something of an avaricious operation, as the mortgagor was well aware 
that I should have extreme difficulty in raising the cash, and quite likely may have 
cherished some hope that should I fail to make the deadline repayment date, he could 
foreclose, and so regain the valuable freehold deeds to the property which I am sure he 
had many times regretted selling. It was fortunate that this impasse did not coincide with 
the height of my earlier depression, but as the old saying goes “when one door closes, 
another door opens.” Ada, by chance met an old friend, on explaining my difficulty he 
offered to arrange a loan to cover the demand. 

I had a deal of satisfaction in not replying to the solicitors acting for the mortgagor, 
leaving them completely unaware of my intentions right up to the last hour of expiry 
time, when my solicitor’s clerk slapped a banker’s draft on their desk, thereby freeing me 
from any further money obligations with their extremely unpleasant client. 

The next year saw steady progress. I had several more clashes with the members of the 
Chamber of Trade, but many came round to my way of thinking as they were becoming 
acutely aware that the bright lights and modern shops of fast- developing nearby Crawley 
New Town were a serious competitor. I was tired of hearing the head-in-the-sand 
members saying “East Grinstead is a nice little town, let’s keep it so,” or continually 
quoting the defensive saying that “a Sussex man can’t be druv”. I had lived down my 
earlier ostracism, and at a well attended meeting when the discussion turned to the 
possibility of a local trade show I so stirred up enthusiasm that with an attitude of “Well 
we have all listened a lot to newcomer Martell, let’s see what he can do!”—I was 
unanimously elected on the spot as chairman of the trade show committee. 

When 1 outlined my very ambitious proposals several committee members looked 
doubtful. I set my target on obtaining in value one hundred pound’s worth of prizes, the 
prizes to be donated by the shopkeepers to make an attractive enticement for folk to 
purchase lucky-numbered programmes. This enterprise proved to be a highlight in 
publicity. Although I found difficulty in persuading the committee to agree to have eight 
thousand programmes printed, my optimism was rewarded as every last copy was sold 
before the show. 

I was determined to make the trade show a success. I devoted all my time and energies to 
this purpose and for two weeks prior to the show I informed my shop staff that they 
would see very little of me. 

The show week commenced with a social and dance on the Saturday evening, followed 
with a cricket match (High Street traders v. London Road traders) on the Sunday after 
noon. On the Monday evening I organized and compèred a charity concert entirely 



composed of local talent. The subsequent report in the local paper expressed surprise at 
the amount and quality of hidden talent I had managed to dig out. On the Wednesday 
afternoon we were all set for the official opening. The well-known personality and 
comedian Jimmy Edwards was booked for the ceremony. Jim did us proud by heading a 
procession of open cars resplendent in his usual comic school 232 

master’s cap and gown, blowing his euphonium. The London Road was lined with 
thousands of sightseers, making the opening a huge success. I look back with some pride 
of achievement, as added to the accomplishment of a first-class show, the Chamber’s 
President and committee were amazed to find a profit balance of approximately one 
hundred pounds, something never surpassed before or since. I was, with enthusiastic 
acclaim, presented with a token of thanks, having almost overnight become persona 
grata, completely reversing my earlier persona non-grata status. The following year I was 
elevated to the high office of President, an unforeseeable climax when viewed from the 
1955 ostracism. 

My next move was to contest successfully a seat on the local Council which at the time 
was composed of a fair representation of professional folk, town business men, 
independent rate- payers, etc., with the chairman usually a person with years of Council 
experience and service to the town. The situation was rapidly changing with the influx of 
commuters from the growing new estate developments. From the council drawn from a 
cross-section of the community, the position evolved to a party political struggle for 
Council domination, with the result that the Council became composed of unknown new 
comers to the town, obtaining their seats on the Council purely by virtue of party political 
membership. With the national swing of political favour, these persons lost or retained 
their seats, their record of town service or ability counting for little as opposed to the 
advantage of party membership. I, with several long-serving members standing as 
independent rate- payers, lost my seat at the next yearly Musical Chairs election. 

By 1964 we had built up quite a substantial connection in the removal field in East 
Grinstead, when the 22,000 square feet, three-storey depository in the centre of the town, 
owned by George Read Ltd., an old-established removal and warehouse concern, came 
on to the market, the purchase price being around £40,000. This was another opportunity 
not to be missed, as we then had very limited storage capacity at Sutton, plus some 
temporary rented wooden buildings at Redhill— the sort of buildings that make one hear 
fire bells ringing in one’s sleep! 

Negotiations complete, the price agreed, then the problem of raising the cash. I 
approached the Stonecot I-lilt bank manager for a loan of £30,000, confidently expecting 
consent in view of the many previous now fully paid-up transactions. To my dismay the 
bank gave the then present squeeze directive as a reason for refusal. This was an alarming 
situation as we were well aware that such an opportunity would not repeat itself, and 
delay could result in the vendors changing their minds. 

It was quite by chance that in discussing the problem with Mr. Smith at Sutton he 
suggested contacting a fishing acquaintance who was a bank manager at nearby Morden. 
I pessimistically felt that if our own bank with years of knowledge of our credit 
worthiness had refused, any other bank would likewise decline. However, to please Mr. 
Smith I telephoned his bank manager friend and to my surprise he assured me that it was 



possible, but it would mean transferring all our accounts to his company. On his 
instructions I had an interview with the East Grinstead branch manager, who was well 
aware of the locality of the depository. Within a matter of hours he announced his head 
office’s willingness to cover our requirements. 

I felt obliged to chat the matter over with the manager of the East Grinstead branch of my 
bank. He showed considerable concern and as soon as I left his office he telephoned the 
Stonecot Hill Bank manager to inform him that he was in danger of losing my company’s 
business. From that moment it was panic at the Stonecot Hill end, the manager, realizing 
that he had not given enough serious consideration to my request, pleaded with my Mr. 
Smith to telephone me at East Grinstead to endeavour to persuade me to reconsider my 
intention to transfer to another bank, the outcome of the panic being a suggestion that he 
would arrange an urgent meeting with myself and my other directors together with a bank 
officer from head office to finalize the loan. This gave me the embarrassing task of 
explaining to the East Grinstead manager of the competing bank that after all I would not 
require their service. He assured me that placed in the Sutton manager’s position he 
would have fought likewise to retain long-standing business. The loan was then speedily 
fixed; the contracts were exchanged and the depository at last came under our ownership. 
The three-floor warehouse, completely empty, looked formidable when we considered 
our chances of quickly turning it into a viable proposition. With a rate outgoing of then 
some one thousand pounds per year and with bank interest at its highest for many years 
and still climbing, I felt the reaction and confess to many sleepless nights. Like my earlier 
enterprises, the purchase was only the beginning, then the cost of transferring 70 loads 
from Redhill, the urgent necessity to dispose of the Redhill lease and the costly but 
necessary conversion of the goods lift serving the three floors from an antiquated, labour-
wasting, exhausting hand-rope operation to electric power. 

The new warehouse, with accommodation to spare, opened up the possibility of 
commercial storage. Mr. Steele very soon made contacts resulting in renting some seven 
thousand square feet to one of the leading television manufacturers at a rental to more 
than cover the rate outgoing plus considerable handling charges. 

For weeks on end it was “All hands to the pump!” as the huge vehicles arrived, 
sometimes twice in one day, loaded with hundreds of television sets, large and small. The 
cash value of each load being several thousand pounds, as the building filled up from 
floor to ceiling, the custody of such enormous responsibility produced a new worry, from 
hearing fire bells in my sleep as had been the case when we had occupied wooden 
buildings at Redhill, I fully expected to receive nightly calls from the police to inform me 
of a break-in. We had burglar bars hastily fitted to all ground-floor windows and special 
locks to the doors. The television contract continued for two years, fortunately without 
the expected visit from the villains. During the two years the rest of the depository 
steadily filled with orthodox household storage to the point that we were pleased to 
recover the rented space as the TV contract ran out. Within the next two years the whole 
of the building was almost full to capacity enabling us to clear off the bank loan. 

1968—out of the red and into the black at the bank. A short respite, when a letter 
informed us that the freeholder of our yard and warehouse at Westmead Road, Sutton, 
wished to dispose of the freehold—again the knock of opportunity, the knock was eagerly 
answered as to obtain the freehold would result in the complete ownership of all our 



properties. On this occasion the bank was willing and ready to restore the loan, and 
within a month or so the insecurity of the leasehold was changed for the security of 
freehold possession. 

With this, another life milestone passed, the year saw my son married and in 1970 my 
first grand-daughter was born. Now at three score years and ten, I feel that I should bring 
my writing to a close with a final look back. 

I am thankful to have had the health and strength at around fifty to have achieved my 
farming ambition; I am thankful to have lived in the golden years of Hollywood films at 
their peak in my thirties and forties. I am grateful in my declining years, that although my 
memory now fails me with the daily trivialities, it does not fail to recall for pleasant 
reverie the thousand and one incidents that have made life abundantly worthwhile. 

I relate the story of the man who having died, on presenting himself at the Golden Gate 
and was refused entry as St. Peter informed him that his record showed that he had not, 
while on earth, accomplished anything good by word or deeds. St. Peter referred the man 
to the place down below, where on enquiring of Lucifer as to his chances of entry, he was 
again refused on the grounds that their records failed to find even bad deeds. To pass 
through life without really living must bring the thought: Was the journey necessary? 


