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FOREWORD
By Nadine Muller and Ailohe McDaid

What is it like to be a war widow in Britain? War Widows’ Stories wants to understand
and raise awareness of the history of war widowhood in Britain past and present. To
do so, the project brings together historical, literary, and cultural research with the life
stories of war widows and their families. In September 2016, the project was awarded
a Sharing Heritage grant by the Heritage Lottery Fund to run, together with the War
Widows’ Association of Great Britain (WWA), a one-year pilot phase in which we would
train WWA members as oral history interviewers and begin to record the stories of war
widows and their children. Fittingly, War Widows’ Stories was launched live on BBC
Radio 4 Woman’s Hour on 11" November 2016.

Now, a year later, we are proud to be able to present you the collected transcripts of
our first fourteen interviews. The stories collected here cover the experiences of
women who lost their husbands and/ or fathers as a result of service in the Armed
Forces during conflict. Several of our interviewees were widowed as a consequence
of the Second World War, and we are painfully aware of how privileged we are to have
recorded their experiences, considering the stories of so many war widows of their
generation already have been lost. Yet, their children readily stood in to tell us about
their mothers’ lives as well as their own experiences of growing up as the child of a
war widow in post-war Britain.

But war widowhood did not stop with the world wars, as the stories that are the product
of the Malayan Emergency and the Troubles illustrate. No two stories in this volume
are the same, and yet there are themes that connect them all across time, across
circumstances, and locations. These interviews, we hope, will help raise awareness
of and dispel many a myth about war widowhood. They are intended to capture
women'’s stories in light of as well as beyond their loss of a husband or father, and, as
such, they contain tales of sadness and tragedy as much as of happiness and love.

The work we have done to date would not have been possible without the collaboration
and support of the trustees and members of the War Widows’ Association of Great
Britain, and the generous support of the Heritage Lottery Fund and Liverpool John
Moores University. We are grateful, too, to Sarah Lowry, who provided our volunteers
with thoughtful, invaluable oral history training.

Our biggest thanks, however, must go to our volunteer interviewers and our
interviewees, without whose energy, time, commitment, trust, and patience this project
would not exist. We dedicate this volume both to them and to those they have lost.
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INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT

| = Interviewer
R = Respondent / Interviewee
[ 1= Clarification note

I: It is Monday, 27" February 2017. Conducting an interview for the War Widows’
Stories project. An interview with Rita Armin conducted by Ailbhe McDaid. For the
record, can you state your name please?

R: My name is Rita Mary Armin, but people call me Rita Armin.
I: And your age, Rita?
R: lam 83.

I: So can you tell us a little bit about your life at present ... what you do? You
mentioned you work for the local police force.

R: My life at present, well it's a pretty busy one actually. This week | will be working two or
three days at the local police headquarters in Stockport, I've done this job, I'm a PSV,
which is a Police Support Volunteer, and I've done it for, this is my seventh year, seven
years in May, | volunteered obviously seven years ago, and because | have shorthand
and touch-typing skills | was snapped up, and | use these skills quite a lot. Tuesday and
Thursday this week I'll be minuting meetings which are called Ward Level meetings. So
it can be quite a lively meeting lasting for one or two hours so | finish those and come
out of those armed with loads of notes and I'm able to type those up and then | float
[email] them out to various people, usually the same day, and then that’s ok for another
month, so they’re monthly meetings.

Now and again we get calls from head office. They want volunteers to do this and do
that, and apparently I’'m quite good at persuading people to be volunteers for the police,
so | did this one day at Manchester University and got ninety volunteers. Don’t know if
they were all suitable, but the next day they had a day at MMU [Manchester Metropolitan
University] without me, and they got no volunteers! Perhaps it was just a bad day.

I've also helped out with Drugs Squad. That was fun, in the middle of Piccadilly, wearing
a t-shirt with pictures on my chest of all the people they’ve locked up, and that was on
televisions at night when | got home. Yes, | like doing other things. We are having a fair
shortly in Stockport, so I'll probably be on the stand there for people interested in being
volunteers. They usually say, “Oh we didn’t know the police had volunteers”, so it's up



to me to let people know and | now wear a uniform but they won’t let me have a pointed
hat. [Laughter]

So yes, it keeps me busy, but | also do quite a lot for the War Widows’ Association, and
if there is anything coming up, like the AGM, | will be going to that to support the new
Chairman, who is a wonderful lady. I've never met her but | feel as though | really know
her because we’ve just emailed each other so much and she’s pretty good. That's Mary
Moreland.

Right, so here we are again, my main job before | retired was working for an airline. Am
| allowed to say which one? The best: British Airways. | started off as a secretary and |
worked there for nearly thirty years, and it was decided that I'd got ‘too many brains for
a secretary’, so towards the later years | became technical, looking after two-engine
airplanes which were just being introduced." My main job was on the ground-to-air-
radio,? had to speak to aircraft that were coming in with problems, and they call in; they
call in to air traffic and they call into British Airways Ops [Operations] to say so many
‘souls’ on board, and then they speak to me, saying “B-Tec Manchester, we're fit”, or
“we have a problem on this airplane”, and that’s where | come in with my shorthand cos
I’'m able to take down every word that the pilots say. The first day | was doing this they’d
never had a woman do the job before and they called in and | said, “B-Tech Manchester,
can | help you?” and they said “That’s a woman! That’s Rita!”, because at one time | had
worked with the pilots, you see, so | know all the ones who were based at Manchester.

So yes, | went on from there and | absolutely loved that job, but | had to retire early
because my husband became very sick and he needed, you know, full-time care. But
I've also worked as a volunteer for Christie Hospital, and that was under the umbrella of
the Red Cross, and | was doing therapeutic care there for a few years, but that could be
very sad. I'd really get to know somebody, and then I'd lose them, so it was getting to
me. | had to look for something else because | don’t like just sitting at home. But apart
from my job | have other things going, like travel all over the world.

Fairly recently I've been to Brazil, Panama Canal, Guatemala, Mexico ... Oh all over the
place. Just a year ago | went over to Australia where I've been many times, but this time
| visited New Zealand as well. | went on a cruise around New Zealand and it never
stopped raining. Couldn’t go out on deck some days, but Australia was fabulous. | called
in at Perth, as you do, and | stayed for a week there. | had some friends that | met in
China, and they said, “If ever you’re near Perth, you must call and see us”, and | said,
“‘Don’t say that because | turn up!” Anyway, | had a lovely time for a week and they’re
coming over here to see me in April.

| have a dear friend in Dallas, called Martha. | met her on the Panama Canal and she
invited me to her place, and again | said don’t ask me cos | turn up and four months later
| was visiting Dallas, and | had the most marvellous time. She was in an old folks’ home
which turned out to be something like a six-star hotel. Well she had two cats and even
the cats had bathrooms. So fabulous. | go there about once a year. | was there last year
for her ninetieth birthday. | was her surprise. | didn’'t jump out of a cake, but it was
absolutely lovely. Lovely family ... they make me very welcome.

So yeah, in the meantime, apart from working for the police, | like the theatre. | have
some very, very nice friends, mainly ex-British Airways, and we go about together and
do all sorts of things. | was out with a couple of them only two days ago. One was from
Macclesfield, and one was from Vancouver, so just your ordinary kind of lunch. I like the

Respondent correction: Aircraft. Instead of four engines.
Respondent correction: One of my main jobs.



theatre. | love the theatre, and | like films. My favourite film star in all the world is Mr Tom
Hanks. | think he is absolutely amazing. | got his picture with his signature on and | really
want to meet him one day, and I'm a sort of determined person and | believe he has a
house over here so ... I'm not going stalking him or anything like that, but I'd really like
to meet him.

Well hopefully that can come true for you! Can | take you back to your early life,
Rita? Where did you grow up? Could you tell us a little bit about your family? Was
there any military connection in your family before?

Well | was a child during World War 2, so all my uncles, my brother, were in the forces.
Dad wasn’t in the forces because he was on munitions. He was making mines, floating
mines in the sea so, you know, he was allowed to stay at home. But my brother, who
was seven years older than me, was evacuated with me at the beginning of the war in
1939, and at the end of the war, the last year, he was fighting for his country in Germany.
Then after he came out he couldn’t settle down to his job and he joined the police and
had a wonderful career in the police, became a police sergeant in no time at all. He did
a grand job.

All my uncles were scattered all over the globe. Uncle Harry wasn’t allowed to say where
he was going, and then eventually we heard he’d gone to the Falklands. My mother’s
geography wasn’t very good, and she told me it was somewhere off the coast of
Scotland. Grandma butted in, who was bright as a button, said, “No it's not, It's off the
coast of South America. He’s gone all that way and he can’t swim”. And Mother again
said one of her little sayings that made us all laugh. She said, ‘Oh and he can'’t ride a
bike either”. And | have actually been in touch with the Falklands, because that’s on my
bucket list, and hoping | might hitch a lift with the RAF over to the Falklands because |
have worked for the RAF when | was with British Airways. They borrowed a couple of
British Airways aircraft and | used to go down to [RAF] Brize Norton to see the engineer
and sort out one or two things with him. But anyway, that’s another story.

So as a child, | was six years old when war broke out and | can remember that as clear
as anything. | think | was evacuated on the Friday, which would be 1% September, and |
was sitting in my new home and Mum and Dad had come to see me on 3™ of September,
and we listened to whoever it was [on the radio] who said that war was declared. | think
it was Mr Chamberlain. So, | was away for quite a number of weeks, months, and very
unhappy.

We weren’t made very welcome in the area because the local kids could only go to
school half the time because the evacuees were in the school the other half. They locked
me in a shed in a field where there was a mad bull outside one day, but anyway, | was
only evacuated to Hazel Grove, which is only about four miles from where | live now. But
anyway, when the war was over, which was amazing, because we did see quite a bit of
action where | live ... | clearly remember the night of the [Manchester] Blitz, and quite a
lot of people were killed just in the next road. 24 people killed in one house. They were
having a wedding and even the bride and groom were killed. Just the father survived.
And a landmine hit the house and a landmine used to come down in a sort of basket and
that basket was found on the shelter where | was sheltering with my family.

Anyway, when the war was over, | can remember we had two parties. First one when
the war was over in Europe and then later on when the Japanese side of things stopped.
We were very upset about the bombs, the atom bombs. And | have, in fact, visited ...
not Hiroshima, the other one ... Nagasaki. I've been there and it's so sad. I've been to
Okinawa and visited all the underground shelters where the Japanese were committing
suicide, hundreds of them ... wouldn’t give up to the Americans.



Anyway, when | was about 11, | did the 11 plus in those days. | passed with flying
colours. | was supposed to be going to the best grammar school in Manchester, and
Mum and Dad said, “Well we can’t afford it so you can’t go”. The teacher came ‘round
and the nuns came ‘round, but anyway they couldn’t persuade them. The school, which
was a Catholic school, didn’t give up on me, and there was an exam going when | was
13, so they put me in for that and that was for a commercial college in Manchester called
the Gregg School, and | came top out of 140 girls, and | won a free scholarship for 12
months and that’s where | got all my commercial skills. Shorthand, typing, book-keeping,
French and, would you believe, horse-riding! But they couldn’t afford that. | got
everything free except French and horse-riding, and they found me a job. | went to work
for a company called Marshall Fabrics. It was all textiles in those days, mills and textiles,
and | was working in the office. A lovely company, and | really enjoyed the job.

| worked there for nine years and met my future husband there, Henry. So | met him
when | was 15, and | started to see him when | was about 17, and of course the family
were in a, you know, a bit up in arms because he was quite a lot older than | was, but |
just took no notice. I'd made my mind up and so had he, and we married in 1954.% | was
twenty and he was fourteen years older, thirty-four.

But he did tell that he was a ticking time bomb. Got this awful injury in World War 2. He
was in the Parachute Regiment and he made a jump, well he jumped twenty-six times
would you believe, but the last one was when he was badly injured because they shot
holes in his parachute, dive bombers over North Africa, and his ‘chute of course didn’t
hold him up, and he just crashed to the ground and landed on his heels and jarred all
the way up his spine. Of course, he really damaged his spine, and he was taken into all
sorts of different hospitals but ... he carried a card with him that admitted him to hospital
immediately to see this consultant called Sir Harry Platt. You might have gleaned that
I've got quite a good memory so | can remember these things. But, you know, they
expected this injury to recur at any time again.

And anyway, he coasted along with it ok, but they told him he might not be able to have
children. Well, would you believe | told him that | was pregnant on his fiftieth birthday, so
that was a nice surprise. Nobody was more surprised than the two of us! And, sure
enough, nine months later | had this lovely boy, 9lbs 3, so | had to have a C-section.
Baby was fine, but | was a bit rough for a year, but Henry used to do all sorts to help me.

Unfortunately, when Philip was about four, Henry’s war injury had just got so bad he was
wearing a support now, a leather and steel sort of support. They said they’d make a new
man of him and do some surgery on his back. It all went wrong, and four days after the
operation he was very, very ill. And he got over it, but instead of being in hospital for ten
days he was in for three months, lost about three stone, and | brought him out in a
wheelchair. And Philip used to help me get him into bed at night. I'd stand at one end,
and Philip would lift up his dad’s feet and get him into bed. He did all sorts for his father
and unfortunately because of Henry’s health, he didn’t have a dad who could play
football or games with him.

Things were pretty sad at first, but he bore his injury with great dignity, and then he
started to pick up again and he had always been a great artist. In 1939, September, he
should have gone to the School of Art in Manchester but instead of that he was in the
Army unfortunately, but those are some of the pictures that he’s drawn. He got awards
from the Royals. Philip and | went [to London] to pick up an award from Princess
Alexandra for that one. That's called sleep. We went and it was ages before she got
‘round to coming to us, and we were told, “Stay in groups of six and she will come ‘round

See Fig. 2 and Fig. 3.
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and say hello to you”. Philip was getting a bit fed up, he was about ten, dressed in a
velvet jacket with a dicky-bow, and he just said, “I'm fed up, | want to go!” and | said,
“Stop being naughty!” So | called somebody and said, “We’re going because you know,
he’s ...”, and [they said,] “Oh you can’t go, she’s seen Philip and he’s the only child here,
and she wants to meet him”, and | thought, “Oh my god what’s going to happen here”.
So | said to Philip, “You have to bow to her”, and he said “I'm not bowing!” and | thought,
“Oh my goodness”, and, anyway, she came over and she was talking to the lady next to
me and then she just said, “Is he with you?” and | said, “I'm afraid so”, and | turned
around and he was bowing like one of these nodding dogs, just doing this all the time.
So she just had a talk to him, said “Why are you here?” And he made a speech. We
hadn’t rehearsed anything, and he just told her, “I'm here because my Daddy can’t walk,
so I've come to take his place”. | was just absolutely amazed. And then she said, “Did
you say you came from Manchester, Philip?” And he said, “Yes, it was the Cup Final on
Saturday”, and she said, “l know, | was there”. And he said, “It's the replay on Thursday.
Are you going to that?” And it was just lovely. She was really nice. And she said, “I'm
sorry, I’'m just having to go, but I've really enjoyed speaking to you”. And she said, “When
you get home, tell your Daddy | send him many congratulations, and his picture is
absolutely wonderful”, cos he’d won this prize. So, we came home, and Henry was in
the kitchen making some chips, and Philip ran in and said, “The princess sent you a
message”. Henry said, “Oh, | bet she did”, and | said, “Stop doing that, stop cooking
those chips and just listen to your son”, and he told him everything that went on. And |
was really proud of him that day.

Obviously Henry lost his job when he came out of hospital ... couldn’t walk. They tried
to get him going for about six months and then just said to him, “You're taking the place
of somebody who we can really help”, which was awful. The way we were dealt with at
the hospital wasn’t very nice, but anyway determined as usual, | asked the British Legion
for help because Henry’s war pension was very low at this stage. It was only 14%, and
he was a man who couldn’t walk. It had never been adjusted. So, we had to go through
all sorts. | remember we went to court one day in Manchester ... what day would that be
... about 1977 because not long afterwards both my parents died, so | remember that
year. And they said they would consider his case, and he’'d got to go here and got to go
there, but in the end he couldn’t go anywhere because he was so poorly. Seven of them
turned up to see him [at home] one day, and he was having a really bad day, wanted to
cancel it, but | said, “No, this is how they should see you”, and they were only in ten
minutes, and it was upgraded to a full Army pension straight away. And this made him
feel better because he was supporting his own family again, albeit at first he thought it
was something like charity, but | have to say the British Legion were fine with him and
the pensions people were very nice. A lady used to visit him. Well, she was the one
responsible for him starting drawing again because he used to just sit in that corner
watching outside, but we had a very nice neighbour, an Italian lady, and she lived at the
first house over there. When | was at work, | went back to work for British Airways, and
when | was at work she would take him out in his wheelchair, whether he wanted to go
or not. She’d take him out in all weathers, but she dropped the news she was going to
live in South Africa where her daughter lived and where Philip and | had visited a few
times.

Henry’s first thought was, “Oh, no one to push my wheelchair now”, and he said “Well,
that’s it. You'll have to give up work now”. | said, “Well, no | can’'t”. Because although he
got the pension, my work paid for all the extra things: holidays and my car. So anyway,
| said, “I've got a good idea. Let’s have one of these electric wheelchairs for you”. Now
he couldn’t have a scooter because of his spine. He had to have a proper chair and,
wouldn’t you know, they were very, very expensive. So, | asked British Legion for
financial help and they said no. And | asked British Airways for financial help because
they had a scheme, and they said no. So, he said “Oh well, that’s it”, and he was really
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down then, so | said, “We’ll ask the bank manager”. So | went to see the bank manager,
and he said yes, but we had to pay about three times as much. But anyway, it was just
amazing because, again, it gave him independence. But the first day he went out he just
thought, “Oh, | just press this and press that”, but of course you had to get used to it. He
took it on the main road, and | was seen running after him down the main road. “Where’s
the brake? Where’s the brake?” But anyway, he soon got used to it and he was really
well known round here. He went ‘round to the shops in it, and he used to chat to
everybody, and it was a real lifesaver for him. | had to retire early because he was getting
really sick, so | retired in 1966 and then | was obviously a full-time carer ... No, not 1966.
1996 | retired, and Henry died two years later, in 1998. We came to live here about two
years after we got married because in those days you couldn’t afford to buy houses, so
when you got married you moved in with your parents, much like now. We lived with his
mother for a few years and managed to save up a bit.

Where was that?

It was in Longsight, on the border of Longsight and Levenshulme [Manchester]. But we
weren’t very happy there. She was a bit difficult. And then, after two years, we got on
the bus one day, looking for somewhere to live, and a friend of Henry’s who he used to
work with told him that they were building some bungalows in Cheadle Hulme, where
this man lived. Of course, in those days it was miles away, but anyway we came to have
a look. There it was [the house], just going up. It was just a pile of bricks. They were
having a bit of a problem with building number 3, because they wouldn’t let him pull some
trees down, the builder. Anyway, in the end they didn’t build number 3 and we got two
lots of land, which was lovely in those days because Henry was reasonably fit and he
adored gardening so we had the best garden in the area. So, we’ve lived here since
1956 and been in this bungalow all this time.

Did you have to make any adjustments to the bungalow?

Yes, there was a wall here ... because Philip needed a room, and Henry needed his own
room, and initially | was sleeping on the couch. We decided if we had a loft conversion,
and to do that, we had this wall taken out, and to do that, he could sit in his chair, a
special chair, but he could get into his wheelchair, and wheel himself into the bedroom,
or sometimes he had a walking frame, and if he was having a good day he could walk
with that. But he couldn’t walk without callipers on his legs, so if there was any
emergency during the night, he was stuck because it took an age to put these callipers
on. He was going to the hospital about once a week because he was at risk of gangrene
in his legs and feet, and he was diabetic. He had a heart attack, a stroke, all these
illnesses came on because he was a sick man. | took him to the hospital once a week
and they said he must look at the soles of his feet and investigate those every day, and
he just couldn’t, so that was another job for me.

I must have been talking about it at work with the engineers and they said, “We’ve got a
surprise for you, a present”. And they presented me with an engine inspection mirror,
which was like a mirror on the end of a flexi hose, which they used to put inside a 747
engine, with a little mirror on the end, checking for any cracks on the blades. And | took
Henry in and said they want to present you with a little present, and he cried. He cried
when he got that. Again, it was another bit of independence. The hospital thought it was
wonderful, “Did you get that from a medical shop?” | said, “No, | got this from British
Airways”. It's a wonder we didn’t get the sack. | bet it was expensive, but they managed
to get it out of stores for me and it was just great.

It sounds like you had good support from your employer?
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Oh wonderful, from the airline. Any problems at home, he was all geared up with a little
switchboard really, and he carried one of these alarms around his neck and any
problems he just had to press that and it would alert me and it would alert the station in
Stockport. They whizzed out and | would obviously ask for permission, and no matter
what | was doing, | was just sent home. My boss had diabetes and he knew what it was
like. The support was amazing, it really was.

What about support from family and friends?

Not a lot of support in those days. Not from the family. | had two brothers, but they lived
the other side of Manchester, so we didn’t see a lot of them. Mum and Dad died
suddenly. Dad got knocked down by a car, and Mum died ten weeks afterwards, and
that was only two years after Henry had all the surgery which had disabled him. So, |
don’t really know how | got through those years. It was just because of all the support at
work, and it took me out every day.

| did have one or two breakdowns. | thought | was tough, but it just hits you. But anyway,
medication, excellent doctors, my GP was absolutely excellent. | wasn’t very well after |
had Philip. | was quite poorly, quite depressed for a long time with postnatal depression
and wouldn’t tell anybody, typically. | had a most wonderful friend who was a nursing
sister at Manchester [Airport]: Jean. She went back to Heathrow eventually, but we keep
in touch and, in fact, we spoke yesterday, speak twice a week. An amazing lady, and
she supported me very well. She stayed the first night | brought the baby home. “What
do | do with this?”, feeling like death because I'd got all this surgery, and she just stayed
with me overnight and looked after the baby, who was absolutely excellent. He was so
good. If he hadn’t been good, | don’t know what I'd have done. She was amazing. We
had friends, British Legion friends. They used to go in the Legion on Wednesday and
Sunday. They’d pick Henry up, three of them, and he didn’t have much to drink because
he couldn’t, but they’d take him and they’d bring him home, and you know it got him out
of the four walls.

Of course, | used to drive him all over the place because the cars | had, | always had a
hatchback for the folding wheelchair, so | used to do all that for him. We went to Stockport
one day, and he had a disabled badge, so we put that on [the car]. He had to get his
eyes checked, and we came back to the car and there was a £30 fine because | wasn’t
displaying the right paperwork. | really freaked out and told them to take the ticket back,
and they said, “Oh we can’t once we’ve issued it, and we don’t know if your husband is
really disabled”. | said, “He’s in a wheelchair’, and they said, “If the wheelchair had been
in the car then ...”. | said, “If the wheelchair had been in the car then I'm not pushing
him, am I?!” Anyway, | dug my heels in again and said I'm not paying it, and all sorts of
trouble, and then | found out the carpark was owned by the British Legion! That made it
worse. And | started writing all over the place and it went to head office, and Henry was
saying, “Oh let it go. Just pay it”. One day a really posh car pulled up, and he [Henry]
was looking out the window. “What have you been doing now?”, he said. “Who’s this?”
This man got out with a bottle of whiskey in one hand and a bouquet of flowers in the
other. A chauffeur was driving. He came and knocked on the door. “Mrs Armin?”, he
said. | said “Yes”. He was the most senior one at Preston, where the head office was.
He said, “l don’t know how to apologise for this man. You say the word and I'll sack him”.
| said, “No, don’t sack him, but retrain him and don’t let him ever speak to anyone the
way he spoke to my husband and myself that day”. So that was all, and obviously he
gave us “whiskey for your husband and flowers for you”. And | said to Henry, “That was
a good outcome, wasn’t it?” But things like that happen to people in wheelchairs.

It sounds like you had to put a lot of energy and effort fighting your corner.
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| did. Because he was poorly and he couldn’t do it for himself, and he’d just have a
negative outlook. But when he started doing his drawing again, he just changed. | had
an exhibition for him one day, only in Cheadle Hulme, and there was a real artist having
one in the premises the same day, and Henry was getting more [people] looking at his
than this other man was. And this man said, “Who is this other bloke?”, and | said, “That’s
my husband”. He’d done a lot of lovely drawings, of Marilyn Monroe, film stars with nice
features, like Charlie Chaplin, and he’d got all these pictures he’d done and he was
selling them like hot cakes. He was charging about £20, and | said, “You could charge
more than that”’. Anyway, one man came up to him and said he was an art dealer and
he was very impressed. Apparently, hands are difficult to do and Henry had done a
drawing ... I've not got it [here] now ... It was just a pair of hands. I'm trying to think, it
was on another picture, and he’d taken it from another picture. He was so impressed,
and he wanted him to do a big picture, and he came all the way from Blackpool. But as
soon as there was any pressure, he wouldn’t do it. “No, I'm not doing that”. He just
wanted to do it for his own pleasure. He did that one as well, over there, which is taken
from that painting [statue]. | think it's called ‘Petra’ or something. That's in Rome anyway,
that right-hand one. Anyway, that was a good day.

How did Henry take up drawing again?

Mainly because of one the ladies who used to visit him from the pensions people. She
was called the handicraft lady or something. In fact, those pensions ladies were just
wonderful. He had a welfare officer as well, who was pretty good. | got a phone call one
day saying, “My name is such-a-thing and we were talking in the office and we don’t
think you’re being looked after properly, Rita. We know how poorly Henry is, but if
anything happened to him, you would not get a War Widows’ Pension”. Because in those
days you had to be in receipt of a Constant Care Allowance, and | wasn’t getting that. |
didn’t know about it. The Welfare Officer never told me, but these ladies in the office,
who very often know more than the boss, they said if you get that... we think you should
apply for that. I said, “Well, | didn’t even know about it”.

So that when he did die, there was no pressure, everything just went really well, if you
can say that. The funeral was paid for and my pension started immediately [when]
Henry’s finished. You know, a good pension that is now tax-free thanks to the wonderful
ladies of the War Widows’ Association, and that means a lot. Although | get pensions
from British Airways, | don’t get a state pension, even though | paid for that all my working
life, because you can’t get two pensions, so | get my War Widows’ Pension, which is tax-
free, and that means a lot because it enables me to have a comfortable life and also
help my family.

I've got some photographs here of Philip’s wedding. That was a wonderful day. That was
in 1994, so Henry was still around then. That was absolutely amazing. Philp has been a
good son and he’s good to me. He only lives about five minutes away and he’s hopefully
coming to fix the fence today. He’s got three boys, Sam, 21, Josh, 20, and Joe, 15, and
they all look like grandad. That photo where I've got a big hat on, that [Henry] is the
image of my son and that’s his dad at my son’s age now. He’s just the image of him.
That's my mum on the left-hand side. | think it's before we had Philip. | think | was about
30, so it must have been about 1963 because | was born in ‘33. It was a cousin’s
wedding, a cousin who is a doctor in Liverpool actually. That photograph in the front,
that’s Henry on the left-hand side, and that’s his brother who was in the Medical Corps
and they’ve got World War 1 uniforms on there because they didn’t have any World War
2 uniforms. They used to parade with brushes and they had cardboard tanks in the
background. Things weren’t good at all at the beginning of World War 2.

Did Henry’s brother come back from the war?
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He did. He was in the Medical Corps because he worked at the [Royal] Eye Hospital in
Manchester, so obviously he was interested in things medical, and his Colonel or
Captain was a doctor, and he saw in John something, and he became a doctor, but not
a medical doctor. He worked for the Medical Research Association and he worked at
Guy’s Hospital [London] for quite a long time, and then he got fed up of the rat race in
London and just went farming in Wales. He did very well because of his medical
knowledge. His cows were the best in the area. And the boss of all the cows, there’s
always one leader, she was called Rita. And when he used to go milking, he used to put
The Archers [radio programme] on and they’d all be swinging their tails. He had this
lovely farm.

You mentioned you are involved in the War Widows’ Association. Can you tell us
how you became involved with that?

Well | didn’t even know about the Association until after Henry died, and the first thing |
knew was when | got my first Courage [WWA newsletter], and | thought, “What'’s this?”
Obviously, there were various numbers in it, and | rang up and spoke to various people
and carried on getting Courage. And in 2005, | was chosen to go across the arena in the
Royal Albert Hall with this wonderful lady, Phyllis, who is in the magazine. | went to
Birmingham or Wolverhampton to see her and she’d died by the time | got there but the
two of us were side by side [in London]. There were nine of us and we trained for three
days with the Marines Oh, we had some fun. And then we had to walk down the steps
going down into the Royal Albert Hall arena and then walk across the arena. It was just
an amazing experience. They put us up in a lovely hotel. | got that. | applied through the
War Widows’ [Association], but they didn’t choose me. You were chosen by the Royal
British Legion. They’re a wonderful association.

Tell us a little bit about the British Legion and what they’ve done for you.

All the time we were fighting for pensions, we had a particularly good representative in
this area and they’re all volunteers, of course. This gentleman, | knew him through the
airport, he was a director at the airport, and he’d come ‘round here and dictate letters to
me, and I'd be sending them all over the place and getting interviews for Henry, and
going to court appearances, and what have you. | said to this gentleman, when we went
to this one that was a pretty important one where ... well he didn’'t get his 100% there
but he certainly got more than what he’'d been getting ... and | said to him, “Are you
coming with us?” He said, “I'm not allowed. I'm not allowed to go in that court. | don’t
even know what happens”. | said, “If | get permission from whoever there to make notes
in shorthand and give you all the minutes afterwards, do you think that would help for
future cases?” And he said, “That would be amazing. They might not let you do it”. | said,
“'m not going to mess about, I'll ask them”. And they said, “Oh, certainly”. And they
wouldn’t let him come in, but they would let me take all these [notes], so | did a full
verbatim thing, and he said, “This is amazing. This will really help for future cases”.

We had a British Legion that was just on this main road here until a couple of years ago,
and they knocked it down and built a load of houses, and people were so upset about it,
so upset, because there was a time when people weren’t going in as much, but it had
gotten better again, and it was so good for the retired servicemen, and even the young
ones. When they came home they went in there. And Henry used to go there twice a
week with three other lads who’d all been in the [Armed] Forces. Every Remembrance
Sunday, he would march with them and he would parade at the Royal British Legion and
then they’d go to the Cenotaph on the other side of Cheadle Hulme and have a brass
band and all the rest of it. Of course, when he couldn’t walk he said, “I can’t go”, and |
said “Of course you can!”, and | pushed him. And then when he wasn't fit to be pushed,
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they would have the service at a different church every year, and I'd find out where the
church was, and I'd be in the front row with his wheelchair, and he was still part of it.
Then the last two years he just wasn'’t fit to go, and he was crying. He was upset and
said, “Will you go and will you wear my medals?” So | did, and I've done it ever since for
nineteen years, and | will do it until the day | die. But you’ve just got to be strong. It's no
use weeping, and | weep when I'm alone. | don’t weep in front of other people. And you
can be lonely, but you just got to get out and do stuff. I'm fortunate in that | do find it easy
to talk, as you probably notice. I'm outgoing and | get that from my background, | think,
because | had this grandmother who was just wonderful, Nellie. She was the one who
was concerned that her son couldn’t swim and he’d gone all the way to the Falklands.

| think | was poorly, this November just gone, | wasn’t very well and my son went, and
Joe wears that little medal on its own there, my youngest grandson. Also, would you
believe, the police take me now because they put a wreath on. When | first started with
the police, | said to Joe, “Do you want to come with me and wear one of Grandad’s
medals?” And he said, “Oh, | don’t know”, and | said, “We’re going to collect you in a
police car”, and that was different. So we turned up for him and he looked really smart
with his medal on. We took him in ... the old-fashioned name was the Black Maria, the
one they used to put the prisoners in with the cage in the back, and they said they were
going to put them in the cage, but we didn’t let them because they’d been out Saturday
night and it wasn’t very nice in there. I've had some lovely photographs taken at the
Cenotaph with the various PCs when it's been their turn to put the wreath on, and Joe
has been there with me and gone up when I've put a war widows’ wreath on. | do that
every Remembrance Sunday, or sometimes | would go to London instead, and that’s a
wonderful experience, and walk with the war widows there. But the secret is to keep
busy. You can do your weeping on your own, but just do other stuff. | just feel that | help
in the community by this police work, and | certainly helped when | worked at the hospital.
One day | went on duty there, | used to wear a nice uniform there, a Red Cross uniform,
and the Sister sent for me. We were all giggling, and | thought | was in for a telling off. |
said, “I'm ever so sorry. Am | on the carpet for making noise?” She said “No. Just to say
| always know when you’re in, Rita, because everybody laughs. | can hear everybody
laughing”. And the ladies [patients] would always say, when you’d walk in, “Here’s one
who is not going to stick a needle in us”. Oh, it was lovely | really enjoyed working in the
[Christie] Hospital.
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's medals. 27 February 2017.

Rita Armin with her husband

Fig. 1:
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Fig. 2: Rita and Henry, just engaged,
Christmas 1953.

.
-

after dinner at the Grand Hotel, Manchester.
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Fig. 3: Rita and Henry’s wedding. Corpus Christi Church, Miles Platting (Manchester).
29 May 1954.
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INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT

| = Interviewer
R = Respondent / Interviewee
[ 1= Clarification note

I: Today’s the 12™ May 2017. Could you tell me your full name and your age, please?
R:  Bernice Lois Bartlett. And I'm 93.

I: Thank you. Would you like to tell me something about your childhood, Bernice?
Where were you born? Where did you grow up?

R: | was born in Lichfield in Staffordshire. My father was a soldier, so | was born in the
barracks, as you might say. We then went to Egypt for a short while, and then | came
back to a place called Ashford, Kent, and grew up there. My father was a publican when
he came out of the army, and | had quite a good childhood, really. | only had one sister
and she was twelve years older than me. So, | suppose | was an only child as such. We
lived at the Flying Horse at Wye, which is a lovely old coaching inn. It was country living.
We played in fields, not like children today, we were always out somewhere. When |
went to school, we had a school bus from Wye to Ashford. | went there, and then we
moved finally to a place called Langley. We lived at the Plough at Langley. My father
was still a publican, and that's where, at 16, my father died, so we then left there
eventually and lived in Maidstone.

By this time, | had met Harry, my first husband. We went to all the dances there were
then, and again quite a nice life, | suppose. Every Saturday night we were off somewhere
to a dance, called the sixpenny hop then. As | said, we moved to Maidstone, and of
course that is where | married when | was 17, so married life started quite young.

I: Can | take you back for a second, please? Do you remember much of when your
father was in the army? So, you said you went to Egypt when you were young?

R: Yes.

I: When was this? What age were you?

R: | was a baby. Soon after | was born we went to Egypt, and no, | don’t remember it. Not
long after that my father came out of the army, and that’s why we came back to Ashford

to live for a while and then moved to Wye, as I've said.

I: Do you remember the year that you met your husband-to-be?

21



It must have been 1940.
You were how old then?
| was sixteen.

How did you meet?

In the village dance. It’s still there, an old barn in a place called Langley. There was a
local band, and we just knew everybody, and, as | said, | met him and from thereon, we
stayed together, and that was it.

How old was your husband then?
He was 17, yes.

So, you were both quite young.
We were both young, yes.

So, how, if you don’t mind my asking, did your courtship go? You went dancing,
of course.

Yes, we went dancing. Of course, the war was then on, and he was going to be called
up at some point, and we wanted to marry before he went away because that was the
done thing then. So that was one of the reasons that | suppose we did get married so
young. But then he didn’t go until we were married. We had Bernard. Bernard was about
eight months old, | think, when he finally went into the army.

When was this?

That would have been 1941 ... 1942 ... 1941. He hated it. Nobody hated the army more
than he did. He did not want to go. He was stationed in Norfolk, a place called Downham
Market, and | did go up there for a week to see if he would settle down a bit, but he never
did. He never did like the army. Never wanted to go, and the thought, when it came, that
he was going to have to leave on his embarkation leave, | think he would have done
anything, really, rather than go. But the fact is | came from an army family. My bringing
up was “You have to go”, and so that was it.

At that time, by time he had gone away, | was pregnant with my second child, but he
never saw him. He was born six months after he'd left. So, he didn’t see his second son.
Then of course he went to Africa and then to Italy. He went into Anzio and, apparently,
that was dreadful, by his letters. You know, the bombing was dreadful then they made
this journey. I've gone through this journey so many times on the map because, although
he was killed near Florence, | never knew where. We have gone out so many times to
try and find out ... because he was buried somewhere else first. I've gone through all
the usual channels to find out where that regiment was on that day, and that particular
day there is no record of where they were. We used to go out with his photo and look at
all these villages around to try and picture where this photo was taken, but we never did
find it. Of course, he’s buried now in Florence cemetery. They moved him.

So, when was the last time you saw him?
| saw him ... it must have been 1942. It might have been just before 1942, before the

Christmas. Yes, that was it, because Barry was born the following September. Yes.
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When did your husband die?
He died September 5™ 1944.

So, how was it for you with one child, and you were pregnant with your second
when he left in 19427

Well, | was living with my mother at the time. My mother had a house. My mother was a
widow, and those days, widows only got ten shillings a week. So, my mother was happy
to let me stay there because we didn’t get a lot of money then. | think it was about four
pounds ten shillings in old money we got. So, | stayed with my mother. As soon as |
could, after that, | had to get a job because the money wasn’t enough to keep us. So, |
got a job, because | had never worked really, because | had stayed at home. My parents
having a business, | always stayed home and worked at home. But | got a job in a hotel
reception. It was lunch times, which suited me because of the two children. My mother
looked after them, but then in the evening of course | could put them to bed and see to
them before | went out in the evening and worked until about ten at night.

Then | used to have to come home ... sometimes there was an air raid on. | would be
coming home with my hand on my head. That was never going to save me. | sometimes
think, “What was | really thinking about?” But | always had my hand on my head, as |
hurried home with an air raid going on maybe. Maidstone didn’t get bombed an awful lot,
but we did get the stray ... because the planes came over us and we could hear them.
When | used to go to bed at night, and | did because | wouldn’t take my children down
the air raid shelter ... We had an air raid shelter in the garden, but | wouldn’t take my
children down there because my youngest had asthma, so | wasn’t going to expose him.

So, | just used to go to bed with them and think, “Well, if it hits us, it'll hit us all because
we’re in the same house”. We did actually have a bomb on the opposite side of the road.
It brought the house down, but it didn’t explode. Well, | don’t think it properly exploded
at all. It brought the house down, but there was not a big bang. We knew it shook the
house when it came down.

Did you take your job at the hotel after your husband left, or after he died?

After he died. Yes. | suppose not long after, probably. Three months, six months. | know
it worked, the hours worked very well for me because of the children. And of course we
began to get the doodlebugs then. They were coming over. You could hear the
doodlebugs coming, and then the engines would shut out, and you knew it was going to
drop somewhere, but you never knew where the doodle bug was going to drop.
Maidstone was quite lucky. They escaped quite a lot really.

| was offered to go to Scotland with the children at one point because they were
evacuating people, but | couldn’t really leave my mother behind. My mother was on her
own and | thought, “Well, | can’t leave my mother”. So, | didn’t go, but makes you wonder
if life would have been different if | had. You don’t know, do you?

Your mother wasn’t a war widow?

No, my mother was a widow at 49. My father did die from the results of the First World
War because he had been gassed and my father died of TB [tuberculosis]. So, | suppose
by today’s standards she would probably be classed as a war widow.

But she wasn’t then?
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No, no.

Do you remember much from when your father died and your mother was
widowed? How did your mother cope?

My mother coped quite well. She was not a well person. She hadn’t been for many years,
she’d had cancer. | don’t know. | suppose my problems outweighed hers, really, because
| mean my father died in 1939, but | had always stayed with my mother.

So, your father died at the onset of the Second World War as a result of what he
had been through in the First World War?

Yes, and strange, because my father had his calling up papers come through, and he
would have loved to have gone back to the army. My father loved the army, and he would
have loved it, but of course he was a sick man by then. Of course, he couldn’t go. | think,
my father was a soldier, that was his career. He loved the army. Wherefore Harry did
not like the army. He was not a soldier. He did not like the army.

What was your husband’s full name, Bernice?

Harry Thomas Golding.

Do you remember his letters? You said he wrote you letters from abroad?
Oh yes, he wrote.

What did he write about?

Well, the usual things, | suppose, about times when we went dancing, and when he
came home, what we would do. You know, times would be different when he came back,
and obviously he talked about the children. | suppose really, most letters, that was what
it was. It was just every time reminisces about what we’d done before he’d gone away.
You know, he would soon be home and we would go dancing again.

But of course they could only have so many letters. | think it was probably one a week
or something like that. Then | had a couple of cards come when he couldn’t write to say
that he was well, but they of course couldn’t write because they were somewhere
fighting. Because he was a despatch rider, Harry. He rode a motorbike and took
messages to the front. | had a letter from his officer after he had died, which | can show
you there, to say that he always did what he was asked to do.

It's very strange, really, because he’d been gone ... what ... two years probably, when
he died, | think. Yes, it must have been just after ... Nearly two years he’d been away.

So even though he never wanted to go, he clearly did his best when he was there.
Oh yes, oh yes. He did the job he had to do, but it was always, “When | come home”,
you know. No, he didn’t take kindly to the army, not really. It's not something he would
have chosen to do, no.

Did he ever tell you why?

Just because he didn’t want to leave us. That was the reason. He just didn’t want to

leave us. That was his one thing. He was leaving home. | know we went to London to
see a cousin of mine, whose husband was also on embarkation leave, because they
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went from Scotland, that’s where their boats went from. | can remember going for the
day and them talking about having to go away, and [it was] not really what they wanted
to do, [it was] what they had to do. | suppose in a situation when it's war they do what
they’re asked to do.

Do you remember the day and how you heard about Harry’s death?

Yes. | had a letter from a sergeant to tell me that he had been killed. He said that ... this
was before | had heard from the War Office ... to say that he had been killed and he was
writing to me because he had promised Harry that if anything happened to him [Harry],
he would write to me. And that was on the Thursday, and the War Office didn’t let me
know for another few days. | got the confirmation. Because although it hadn’t come
officially, you just hope it's not going to be true, but, you know ...

Do you remember what it said in the letter, the first one you got?

Yes, he told me that he’d been killed by a booby trap, and he’d been buried. They buried
him with military honours in Italy, very nearly where he was killed because at that time
the war was pretty bad. At that time, they were getting near to Florence, to take Florence,
and we've been to this village where he was stationed because he was attached to the
ambulance section. | don’t know why that was, but that’s the attachment. We did go there
and that is where they had been the day before, but they had moved on for some reason.

So, that’'s why we could never find out. We knew it was around there. It was around there
somewhere, but even the War Office they couldn’t tell us, because | had tried. Even
talked to some of the men who were with him. He has died now, but he knew Harry, and
he said he couldn’t remember, because they were moving up so quickly at the time, he
couldn’t remember exactly where they were. He knew near enough where in the area,
but not the exact spot on that particular day.

So, | would always have liked to have found where that first grave was because we had
a photograph come, and | did write to ... The British Legion have a magazine. They have
letters in there, and | did write there, five years back, put Harry’s photo, did anybody
know where they were that day, and where they could be buried? | did have an answer
from ... somebody rang me ... and he said that is Florence cemetery, but it wasn’t
Florence cemetery. He had obviously got the same photograph, because when | looked
at the grave next to Harry where he’s buried the first time, the man is buried next but one
to him in Florence.

So, they moved the five of them, obviously, but it is not Florence. The photograph doesn’t
... well, it can’t be because they told me it was different, and | had confirmation that it
was different, so. We’ve been out with the family and we looked all around. Bernard and
| have looked, but no, couldn’t find it.

Well, | suppose we’re asking a lot because the photograph we’ve got today from then to
now, although it’s hills at the back and the trees, they would have grown so much all
these years that, you know, it's different. There was a wall, it's a road with a wall, and it
was at that wall we were looking for him. The wall won’t change, but no, we didn’t find it
So, you come from a military family?

Yes.

But | suppose that still doesn’t prepare you for the day that the letter comes.
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Oh no. No because | just didn’t expect it. The letter came, the ordinary blue envelope,
and | put it on the dresser. | didn’t open it because it was the children’s tea time, and |
was getting the children’s tea time and | thought, “Get them done, put them to bed, then
I'll read my letter”. Of course, | didn’t realise what the letter contained. Of course, when
| read the letter, and ... | mean it comes as a shock. In a way, you don’t expect it
somehow. You don’t think it's going to be you. That’s the strange thing about it, | think. |
hadn’t actually put the children to bed. | had got them ready for bed because | can
remember Bernard being there. He was a three-year-old then. Of course, he couldn’t
understand why all these people were around, and, you know, his mother was upset,
and so | hadn’t actually got them into bed when | opened it. But you just don’t think it's
going to be you, | don’t think.

What did you do once you had read the letter?

| went straight to Lou’s, to his foster parents, or adoptive parents. He had been adopted,
Harry. | went straight to her. Then at Lou’s, she was out, and his father was there. | told
him, and he just walked away. Then, | can remember her coming in and, of course, | was
upset. She looked at him, “What’s the matter?” | can remember him saying, “The boy’s
dead”. You know, it was quite upsetting, really.

Then of course she came back with me to my mother’s. The neighbours ... because,
you know, you knew people around and the neighbours came, and | mean the daughters
next door, their husbands were in the army. You know, | think it sort of brought it back to
them, and unfortunately, her husband was killed later when they went into France. So,
as she had come in to me, | had then gone in to her when hers was killed. | think people,
they tended to sort of stick together more then, | think. They weren’t so busy as today,
or else it is war time and people are closer, | suppose.

Did you get a sense that there was a community around you?

Yes, you feel people who knew you and, obviously ... Particularly, | can remember the
midwife that we had when Bernard was born. And he was born in the night, and Harry
took her home ... because people walked then everywhere ... and Harry took her home
about four o’clock in the morning and kissed her and thanked her for what she had done.
And she was really shocked when she heard that he’d been killed. But | suppose people
don’t expect it

| also wrote to the people that we stayed with when | went to stay with him when he was
stationed in Norfolk. We stayed with this elderly couple, and they gave us such a lovely
week, and | had to write and tell them. It's doing those things, | suppose, that brings it
more and more closer. Because it doesn’t seem real at the beginning. Then it begins to
become ... it’s true ... because although you haven’t seen them for two years they are
still there. Then suddenly you have got to realise that they are still not there. And you
can't, still, because you still don’t ... It's very strange. It's still very difficult because |
wasn’t there. | didn’t see him buried. And you still can’t sort of imagine that they’re gone,
really, in a way because you haven’t seen. Normally, you see somebody buried, you go
to a funeral service, and it’s reality. But that ... you don’t see. You’re just told something.

You didn’t have that process of closure.
No, you don't.

Is that why you felt you had to go over to Italy?
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Oh yes. Well, at the time, | mean, | said, “Well, one day | will go to his grave,” never
thinking | could because obviously then there wasn’t travel. Not then, not as there is
today. People just didn’t travel. But | did say that | would go, and it was after my second
husband died, and then Bernard took me. We went there, and I've been ever so many
times since then, yes. | made a point of going every other year. The whole family went,
second family. Everybody went. | mean it's a beautiful cemetery, Florence, and
beautifully kept. But it's graves. You didn’t see it as a grave somehow because you didn’t
see a funeral, you didn’t see anything. No, but they are graves. It's very sad to see them
all really, because there’s so many.

How and when did you tell the children? Because your eldest son was only just
three? He hadn’t known his father much, really?

No, he didn’t. Bernard says he remembers him. Bernard said, “| remember sitting on his
lap”. I've got the photograph of him sitting on his lap. Bernard said, and three, you think
... but knowing I've got a little three-year-old great granddaughter, who’s very bright, and
she has an incredible memory. | think Bernard probably does remember. You don’t think
a three-year-old would, but he says he does. It's difficult to say. You can’t tell them at
that age. It was always, “Well, that was your daddy”, you know, sort of thing. You can’t
exactly say.

I mean, obviously as Bernard grew older he knew that his father had died. Because Barry
died when he was four and a half, so ...

This was your second son.
My second child.
So that was not long at all after your husband passed away.

No. Well, Barry was a year old when his father died and yes, he died when he was four
and a half. | didn’t think then ... | think the world has got nothing more now to throw at
me. But Bernard said, if you want to, he would talk to you if you want to talk to him. |
suppose maybe he knows what it's like growing up. Although he grew up with a step-
father, it's not his father. Bernard goes to Italy sometimes lecturing and that. So, he gets
the opportunity of always going to the cemetery.

So, you had been told by those two letters that your husband had died. You had
to tell his parents, the people that he had known. What did you do then? Was there
any support? You said you got a job at the hotel fairly quickly.

The strangest thing was, and sometimes I've gone with the British Legion on a visit to
Italy and I've met other widows, and we’ve all talked and said, “We had no support at all.
Nothing.” When it came it was, “Dear Madam, we have to report ...”. A girl of 21, “Dear
Madam.” There was no feeling there, it was, well, we’re just reporting, but we had no
support. Nobody came. | mean we just had to get on with it. The strangest thing was
also: my money, that had been four pounds and ten shillings, when Harry was killed, and
for goodness knows why or for what reason, was dropped to three pounds and ten
shillings. So, they obviously thought we lived on less. And there was absolutely no
support. | wondered if it was just me thinking that, and | talked to her, and they said, “No,
we had no support at all”. So, it was just a matter of, well, get on with it. Which we did.

So, of course, as you say, there was no such thing really as bereavement
counselling, anything like this.
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No, nothing.

How, if at all, did you find out about any pension schemes or anything like that,
the War Widows’ Pension?

| think probably the War Widows’ Pension came automatically. | think that was when |
had one pension, and then probably when the War Widows’ Pension came, it had
dropped down. No, there were no schemes to ... | mean, | had to pay my mother £2.50
for our keep, and | had a pound a week left to get the children’s clothes, any little extras
they wanted or anything. But no ... We knew what it was, | think, to be really short of
money, and just left. As | say, | had had to get a job, which | did. | went to work.

You wouldn’t have been able to live on the War Widows’ Pension?

No, you couldn’t live ... Obviously | didn’t want to carry on living with my mother, and of
course you couldn’t get anywhere to live then, it was almost impossible. | used to walk
around Maidstone looking to see if | could see empty flats or something somewhere. |
couldn’t have left mum, well, I don’t know how | would have lived if | had, but | just wanted
to be independent, really, and stride out on my own. There was nothing at all. You just
could get nothing. | went to the council and asked if | could go on their list for a house.
And | was told, “Oh no. We’re keeping the houses for the men coming home”. | said to
the girl, “Well, what about us that’'s got no men coming home?” She said, “Well, that’s
the rule”. So, that was the rule.

So, you stayed —
So, | stayed with my mother until | married the second time.
When was that?

19... Harry had said before he left, “If I'm killed, don’t marry for two years, | might come
back”. So, it was two years after, well, two years and a bit, but | didn’t know my second
husband very long when we got married. He had been obviously in the war and he had
been badly injured. He had been shot in his leg. His leg had been bone grafted to patch
his leg, and he had walked with a limp. | suppose, in a way, we compensated each other
for ... he had come back and he had always suffered from the war. It wasn’t recognised
so much then, these nerve problems that they get, but he definitely had them all his life.
| mean we worked together because we were in the license trade, so | was always with
him. So, he was never on his own really, we were always together all the time. We were
married 37 years when he died, so ...

So, you lived with your mother because your husband had died, you got your War
Widows’ Pension, and then you got the job at the hotel.

Yes.

You said the hours were convenient with the children. So how did things work out
whilst you were working?

Well, | worked from twelve ‘til two. So, my mother had the children for the two hours.
Then | used to take them out in the afternoons, and then go to work at seven in the
evening until ten. So, they were in bed before | went out. | think if | remember rightly, |
earned two pounds ten shillings a week, yes. And to me that was a fortune. When you
think of the cost of things that they were then.
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That meant you could make do?
Yes, | could. Yes. | could get by then.

| know you said you met other war widows via the British Legion and your trips to
Italy with them. Did you know any other war widows then? Was there any kind of
community?

No. | didn’t know ... Living in Maidstone, no. | didn’t know anybody. | know the night that
when peace was declared, | was working, and all the crowds in Maidstone were all out.
The streets were full of people rejoicing, obviously. The war was out. | walked home after
working and thinking to myself, “What have | got to celebrate?” Everybody was in the
streets, but no, | didn’t know. The only time | do know, the only other person, was two
years afterwards, or a year, probably not two years after, probably a year, when we went
back into France. The girl that lived next door, her husband was killed when they went
back into France. Other than that, and even now, | very rarely ever meet a war widow. |
mean there must be ... I'm sure there’s lots around ... But | go out, | play cards, | go to
whist drives or bridge drives and play cards and | never meet anybody that’s lost their
husband.

How did people react at the time when you realised you had lost your husband in
the war?

Well, | don’t think they did, really. | think it was a war that was on. My mother wasn’t a
very feeling woman, so | never got a word from my mother that she was sorry. My mother
was not that type of person. She was quite hard. No, | think it was almost, “Well, you
carry on”. You know, the war was still on, everybody was ... In our particular road where
we lived, they were sort of older people, there weren’t many men, | don’t remember any
men going from there except for next door, but her husband didn’t come from Maidstone
anyway. He came from away. She met him because his regiment came there, so that
was the only other one.

No, my sister, no. They actually asked me, my sister did one day, my mother and her,
had obviously been talking, and my sister, we were upstairs in the bedroom doing
something ... | was very close to my sister ... And she said, “Have you thought about
having the children adopted?” | said, “No, | would never do that”. And | couldn’t really
believe that they had even asked me. | suppose they thought | was young, with two boys,
but | would never ever have thought of that. No. It was really a very strange time, really.

So you worked at the hotel for how long? Do you remember?

| was there until | got married again because then very often when you got married they
didn’t want you in these jobs once you were married. So, | was there until | got married
again in 46, yes. When the war was over.

Did you lose your war widow’s pension?

Yes. But Bernard did go to a private school. | fought for that because that was our
ambition, that was what we talked about. We were going to go into the licensing trade
and we said that, you know, we’d educate Bernard. So, | did fight for that and | got proof
from the brewery that we had approached them, and Bernard went to a private school
until he was eleven, and then we moved to Sheerness, and there wasn’t one on the
island, actually, private school of any sort. So, he went to the local school and the head
master said to me that Bernard was well ahead with his maths, a bit behind with English,
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but not that much, and the 11 Plus was coming up, so | would be giving him a little extra
push where English is concerned.

Bernard was the only child in that school that passed his 11 Plus. He was allowed out of
school to come home to see us, to tell us. | can remember him now rushing in to tell us
that he had passed. Because Bernard was always ambitious. It was his aim to go to
university when not so many people went, when Bernard went. It was always his aim to
go to university. He went to Pfizer’s for a while, too. Pfizer's would have put him through
the university if he had done it their way, which was a year at university then a year
working, a year ... And Bernard went, “No.” He wanted to go to university, and he did.
And that’s one of the big regrets that he couldn’t tell his father what he had done.

Of course, he’s done very well, hasn’t he? He’s a Professor of Chemistry at
Newcastle?

Yes, and he won't retire. No, | mean, he’s up at six every morning, off to work. Loves his
job, Bernard, loves doing what he does. Yes.

So, it’s paid off.

Yes.

Could you tell me about when you met your second husband?
Yes. | met him where | went to work. It was obviously —

What was the hotel called, Bernice? Sorry ...

The Star Hotel in Maidstone. Yes, | mean because | wasn’t looking for a husband. We
just met. He was working there. He had come out of the army. Well, he had been in
hospital eighteen months in Egypt, and brought back here to have bone grafts. And he
was working there. It was just ... So that’s how | met him.

| think the people that worked there, they used to tell everybody, “Our cash,” they always
called me because | used to do the cash, “Our cash is a widow. She’s got two little boys”.
They used to tell everybody because my boys used to come to meet me, so they all saw
the children. Yes, he still imped quite a bit, my second husband, when | first ... Well he
always had it. | saw it. He still did limp a bit.

Do you remember when you first saw him?

Yes, well, just working because | was in the cash and he was there in the hotel. Yes,
well, | went out with him a couple of times, and it came up about | had been brought up
in a pub. | had always worked, that’s what | always did. | had said, you know, that’s the
only life | really know, that’s the life | like. He said, “Well, | would like that life.” He said,
“The only thing is, we could get a pub, but we would have to get married.” Well, that was
the proposal.” [Laughter.] Yes, so, that’'s how we always worked together, so.

How did you work together from then?
We did, we got married, and we went into the licensing trade. We had country pubs, and
that’s all we ever did. | suppose | grew up in one, | had sort of ... It's quite a life | liked. |

quite liked it, you know.

Which pubs were they?
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Well, the first one we took was at Sheerness, on the Isle of Sheppey, called The Hero of
the Crimea. [Laughter.] Very elegant name. Then we moved, and we had The Swan at
Sellindge. Then we moved and we had one at Burham. Then we came back, we had
one in Gillingham. That was the last one we had.

Then you retired?

Yes, we retired, but what we did do for a few times is we did the relief. When people
were going on holiday we did the relief for two or three weeks. In our day, we didn’t do
a lot of food, but then food started to come in, and | started to do food. | couldn’t believe
... We never made an awful lot of money in our pubs. | mean, there was not a lot of profit
then, but when food came in ... For three weeks | used to do the food. | can’t believe the
money. Well, we used to have a holiday afterwards, which we never had before. We
hadn’t made that sort of money. | just liked the life, being busy. Well, like now, I'm okay
all day. Evenings | want something to do because I've always been used to doing
something in the evening. Of course, well, | still play cards a bit/ | don’t get out. I've
stopped driving now. | stopped driving a year ago.

How do you feel now and how did you feel then about losing your War Widows’
Pension when you remarried?

| thought it was unfair. Well, | don’t know. | just thought they never appreciated the fact
that we had been left because, at the end of the day, we had given up a lot, we had
given up our husbands. | wouldn’t have minded so much if they had reduced it, but to
stop it entirely ... | didn’t think it was fair, no.

| suppose the implication is that if you remarry you were no longer a war widow.

Yes, exactly. | can understand that. | know when the liberals were canvassing one day
in Littlebourne, they were against us getting the war pension back, the liberal party. It
was well known. And this lady came to the door, and she was canvassing for the liberal
party. She said, would | vote for them. | said, “Well, no”. | said, “I was a war widow”. |
said, “You were one that, your party ...”. So, she said, “Well, it was your choice wasn’t
it, to marry again?” So, | said, “Well, perhaps,” | said, “l won’t go into details”. | said, “But
really and truthfully, | had no other choice”. | was quite cross really to be told, yes. | know
it was our choice, but what did they expect us to do?

Of course, even if you remarry, that doesn’t change the fact that you lost your
husband to the war.

No, nothing would ever change that. Nothing. No. Nothing would change the fact that
my children hadn’t a father.

You said that your son and what you call your second family, so the family that |
assume is attached to your second husband, you said you went to Italy several
times?

Oh yes.

Can you tell me a little bit more about that?

Yes.

When was the first time you went?
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The first time we went, Bernard took me. It must have been about 1984, probably.
So, almost exactly forty years after your husband pass away, your first husband?

Yes. And Bernard, and his wife, and her mother, and | went to Italy. | can remember
when we landed in Italy ... Oh it was a strange feeling. Yes, very strange. Then | started
to go with the British Legion tours, and they used to go all around the different cemeteries
because Italy has got so many small cemeteries. So, | started going with them because
| felt that you’ve got more in common with them, you know, and if you feel a bit upset. |
didn’t like getting upset in front of the children. Wherefore, if you go with them, it's not so
bad.

Then after a few years, we went out and we started staying in a castle, or a castile as
they call it, but a castle we call it. It's near Sao Paulo in Italy. And you get to this place
and then you go on this track and you go up this, and you go round and round and round.
It's really right at the top. Beautiful, old, and apparently even got Roman ruins, part of it.
What they had done, they had made it into apartments.

We went out and the first time we went out, we had the apartment with the ... one, two
three ... with five bedrooms. Bernard didn’'t come that time that the second family all
came out because they are very good, they always, especially my daughter, she’ll
always arrange to go. She’s really very thoughtful. Then from there on we went there
every other year, to there to that same place. Then Bernard came out one year. Bernard
came and his daughter came with her three children and her husband.

We had two of the apartments then, so we had more of the ... But inside, it's a place
where you needed lots of family. It was really eerie in this place. They had these big
photographs ... pictures ... And the children said, “I can’t stay in that room, that woman
looks at me, nan. It's awful.” All these big ... Very ltalian. The two men that ran it, they
were so helpful, they would do anything for you. You know, if the cars went wrong, you
could always go them, they knew exactly what to do. They used to look forwards to us
coming every other year. They used to be out there waiting for us to come to them.

The last time they went, | couldn’t go. | wasn’t well enough. But my granddaughter went,
and her partner at the time, her father was a regular soldier and he got the wreath,
special wreath to take out. They went out. Bernard has said you know, if | want to go
out, just for a weekend ... but of course I've got to get from here to my son, my other
son. He would always take me from here to meet Bernard, but I'm getting to that age
now where travel’s not .... Tim, my other son, he drove me all the way last time because
| said, “I don’t feel like flying”. “Oh, I'll drive you,” so he drove me there. If | said to him,
“l would go to ltaly, Tim, if you drive me,” he would drive me, but | don’t think it's fair

really, it's such a long way. It is a long way.
He might like road trips with his mother.
Yes. Well, 'm sure he would do it. Even my granddaughter’s partner, he’s in the army.
“Oh, I've driven. If you really want to go, I'll drive you.” Do | feel fit enough to go? | don’t

know.

You said when you first went in 1980 or 1981 with your son and his wife, you said
it felt very strange -

| did.

— when you got off the plane. Why did you think that was?
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“'m here, I've come”. It was something | had always said | would do, and | have done it.
Because, | suppose, really, when the children are small, you've got to think of whether
you can go, and, | suppose, the opportunity didn’t come. It wasn’t there then so much to
be able to do it, you know. It wasn’t until | said to Bernard, you know, “Can we go to
Italy?” Bernard said, “Of course”. Bernard can still go and does still go.

In fact, there was a piece, | think it was [Jean-Claude] Juncker, that's his name in the
European ... It's Juncker, isn’t it? Something like that. He wrote something about us not
visiting our cemeteries, or something. Bernard read that in the Telegraph,* and he also
wrote back to him to tell him we did go. We did visit, you know. He was quite upset to be
told that we don’t visit our graves.

It’s a very generalised statement to make, isn’t it?

Yes. Well, it's a sensitive subject really because well | suppose there is less and less
people left now to visit, when you think about it. Well, it's very sad really when you look
at a cemetery like Florence. All the foreign troops that are there. Indians, there’s a large,
large selection of Indians. You know, it makes you wonder if those people could or did
ever visit because could they ever afford to visit? You don’t know. So, | don’t think he
should make that remark.

Were you aware at the time, in the early 1970s when the War Widows’ Association
was founded, was that something that was on your radar? What they were doing
in the 70s and 80s ...

| didn’t join until the 80s. That was when my second husband died. | never thought it fair
while he was alive because that was my life, but after he died then | felt that | could do
all those things | had wanted to do, always wanted to do, and could then do without
hurting anybody’s feelings. Because, | mean, you marry a second time, you cannot keep
harping ... It's there, | mean he never minded. | mean, | don’t think he would have done,
although he never brought it up. So, it was never mentioned.

So, it’s not something you talked about?
No, never.
He hadn’t been married before?

No, it was never ever brought up, not once. No. Well maybe there’s reasons for that, but
he wasn’t one ... | mean he never talked about my little boy, either. It was almost as
though he had closed a door. He probably thought it was something that he didn’t want
to bring up. Maybe he thought it was best that way, you know. | suppose different people
look at it different ways.

So, during your second marriage, had you already been aware of the War Widows’
Association and the kind of campaigning -

Oh yes, | knew everything. Oh yes, | did. | knew everything, and that’s why afterwards |
joined the War Widows’ Association. Also, | used to go to the British Legion meetings,
as well. | always did sell poppies. | always sold the poppies, yes. I've always gone door-
to-door with my poppies.

Bernice is referring to: Matthew Holehouse, “Eurosceptics Should Visit War Graves, Says Jean-
Claude Juncker”, Telegraph (4 March 2016).
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Is that because of the combination of your father -

| always felt that was something ... Yes, because we even did it before the second ...
My sister and | always sold poppies. Yes, we always did it. Yes, and | have here in the
village, right up until two years ago. They’ve always had somebody at the village hall just
down at the road here, always somebody outside there. Every year I've done my stint
there. In the end | had to say, “I'm sorry, | just can’t stand any longer.”

| think if you’ve got an interest you’ve got to follow it through, | think. | always thought, |
don’t know, for those really more that’s injured than anything, because a lot of those that
are badly injured do need an awful lot of support. | don’t think always that enough is said
about them, you know.

So, have you been going to Remembrance services?
Yes.
The ones in November ...

Oh yes. Yes. My daughter and her partner, we went to Canterbury Cathedral one year.
It was packed, but | felt there were all these dignitaries all around here. We were wedged
up the side here. | thought, I’'m still getting as much respect now as | did the day he died,
because it was almost ... I’'m more important than those ... I've got more reason to be
here than all those people sitting. We were literally ... We couldn’t even see anything.
We were just shoved up this side. But the village church is different, in the village.

We go now, every year, we've been going because Harry’s name wasn’t on the memorial
on the village he grew up in, which was Loose, near Maidstone, because we lived in
Maidstone. But Maidstone has none. But Maidstone hasn’t got a name, not for ... only
for the Buffs [The Queen’s Own Buffs, Royal Kent Regiment] because that's the
Maidstone regiment. So, | started. | wrote to Loose Council and said that | felt as my
husband had grown up in Loose | thought his name should be on the Loose memorial.
He had gone to school there, he had gone to the church there, he had grown up
completely there. Anyway, they were very helpful. It took about at least ten years to get
his name on that memorial. It was all to do that you have to write to the synod, you had
to do this, do that, do that, the other. Anyway, finally, three years ago, finally his name
is on the Loose memorial. It's a new one. There were three people that weren’t on that
memorial. It's in a little village, pretty little village, and church is sort of, it's up a little, not
by the church, very old church, not much space, but the cemetery is on the side where
the memorial is. So now, every year, we go back to Loose, to the service there because
his name is read out now every year when we go there, so.

Bernard’s family, which is Harry’s grandchildren ... It's very strange: Harry had lovely
auburn hair, and when my two children were [born], it wasn’t there. This lovely dark,
almost red, deep hair. My children didn’t have it. Barry’s was blonde and Bernard’s was
brown, more my colour. When the great-grandchildren came along, Bernard’s children,
the grandchildren: no, not a sign of it. The great-grandchildren, there are three of them
that have got auburn hair. Yes, and | said, “It's a good job that I'm here to tell the tale
because | know where that hair [comes from]”. So, it's unbelievable, isn’t it, how the
genes are still there. Of course, when | see them, their hair, | think, “Oh, that lovely hair”.

That must have been lovely to see ...

Yes, it is because it's almost unbelievable to come out in the latter children.
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Have you ever been to the War Widows’ [Association] Service of Remembrance in
London?

No, | can’t go up there. It's too much for me to stand about. The British Legion put me
across, and also the women’s branch have got a section. So, | have one there. My
grandson, he works in London, a couple of years ago | said to him, “Paul, if you're near
Westminster, will you where the cross is?” | didn’t realise they were going to send me a
map afterwards. They would send me a map to say where it was. Anyway, he said, he
went, he said, “When | got there, | couldn’t believe it”. He said, “There’s this sea of
crosses”, he said, and | thought, “I will never, never find this”. He said, “And | looked
down, and it was there.” Yes, so he sent me a photo through. No, | would have liked to
go, which | could have done, to the Albert Hall.

For Remembrance Sunday?

Yes, but | couldn’t, | would blubber. | couldn’t go. | admire those women who sit there
through it, but | wouldn’t because | would have made a proper, you know, | would have
looked stupid. So, | thought, “No”. | could never sit through it, but | would like to go but |
can’t go, if that makes sense.

You feel it’s better for you?
Not to go. Yes.
Not to go.

Yes. | mean even, you know, the march past, I've always thought | would love to do it,
but | couldn’t, yes. But | do admire the people that do because | mean, some of them are
not fit you know, they do do it. I've been there once, with Bernard one year. We went up
and we got quite close to the Cenotaph. It was quite an experience, yes.

What are your thoughts about war widow’s today, Bernice? | know you said when
you said you went to Canterbury Cathedral and you felt like, oh, people were
paying as little attention to you as they had been in the 1940s.

| think today that they are looked after far better. And so they should. | mean, they make
sure they have a house to live in. That they’ve got a decent pension. | mean they should
be looked after because it's not something that is easy to take, really, because you are
young people. We hadn’t been married 40 or 50 years. | mean we were married, Harry
and | were married for four years. | mean they’ve taken away our young life, really. And
| think today that, yes, they should look after them and make sure the children, as well.
Yes, | really do.

| realise I’'m jumping a bit now, but | just realised | had forgotten to ask you
something. We were talking about you being aware of the War Widows’
[Association’s] efforts, even before you joined, so you were aware of what was
happening in the 70s. So, what made you join when you did, after your second
husband’s death?

Because | suppose it was something ... | don’t know, you’re clinging on somehow. It's
unfinished, something. | don’t know, it's something, | think you’re still clinging on
somewhere, | think. | don’t think you ever really let go, to be quite honest, because
probably you’re just told your husband is killed, that’s it. Nothing else. That’s it. And |
suppose you still cling to that, | think.
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What were you hoping for when you joined?

Just to be a part. Just to take part really. Yes, because, as | said, | think | was just
carrying on where | thought | should have been in the first place. | mean, | suppose when
| joined, | mean | was still very busy because when my second husband died, while I'm
living in Littlebourne | came to look after my daughter’s three children. She went back to
teaching, and there was a five-year old, a three-and-a-half, and a baby.

So, | came to look after them. | think at that time | was very, very busy, but | still wanted
to join all of those things, but | didn’t have the time then to go. Although there’s not much
in meetings ... Apart from the British Legion, | used to go the meetings in the village. To
the British Legion meetings. | don’t know of any other, | don’t think there are any
associations in this area to be quite honest. | mean when | look through their [the War
Widows’ Association’s] book, they’ve got quite a bit going on in different places, but you
don’t find Kent really. There’s not a lot going on in Kent. Maybe north Kent, which is quite
a way away really. | mean they have a lunch that they used to do, but it was quite a
journey, you know, even when | drove it would have been quite a journey to drive, you
know, but.

Were you aware that when you first got your war widow’s pension after your first
husband died, were you aware at the time that it was taxed at 50%7?

Yes.

As unearned income?

Yes, Margaret Thatcher did that, yes.

She was the one who abolished the tax finally in 1979.
Yes, she was.

Yes. How did you feel about it at the time when you knew that 50% of your War
Widows’ Pension ... ?

| was quite grateful actually because my husband never having gone to work as such,
we didn’t have a pension from work pension. So, when | was left, | just had the basic
pension. So, | was quite grateful for the fact that | had got a decent pension. Seemed to
be strange, in a way, that you got it then, | suppose. | think, | don’t know. It still seems
strange sometimes because it was too ... The help came too late really. We should have
been helped earlier. | mean that’s what | always felt. | just felt that we were just forgotten
| suppose, really. You know, we had to make our own way with very little money, you
know, and it was little money.

50% of it was taken away because that was the tax you would have paid in 1945 —
Oh yes.

-- because it was [classed as] an unearned income.

Oh yes. Yes, it’s incredible when you think back. I'm pleased that it has changed now
because it’s still of an interest to me that, you know, when | see ... | mean, it's terrible
that men are still being killed, and have been. My grandson went to Iraq twice, to

Afghanistan three times. | don’t know what | would have done if anything had happened
to him. It would have been terrible. But he wasn’t married.
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When he joined the army ...?
No, he went into the [Royal] Air Force.
Okay.

He was in there for eight years. He’s out now. He works in London. But no, there are a
lot of young widows about with children and they need assistance. | mean alright,
probably people think, “Well, you marry again”. Maybe you do, but you haven’t
abandoned your first marriage. You haven’t abandoned your children. You've still got
them. Also, you’ve got the life that you could have had and you didn’t have, you know,
because alright it was my choice to get married young, but | do think that my youth was
robbed because being left a widow and left at twenty-one to fend for myself with no man
in the background. | mean and you don’t realise until they’re not there that you are so
much on your own, you know.

How did it make you feel when your grandson joined the RAF?

| don’t know whether the Iraq war was on then when he joined. | can’t quite remember,
but | do remember listening to the news one day and they were supposed to not be able
to reach the airport. And the news that they had sent ... they had shelled the airport. |
thought, “Paul, oh my god”. You know, “Paul’s there”, and he lost two of his mates. No,
his mother was, oh gosh, she was nearly a nervous wreck, my daughter, yes. | can’t
quite remember. | probably thought, well it's something.

I mean my two granddaughters took both of them with soldiers now, long-serving
soldiers, | mean that’s their career. That’s what they do, you know. Both men have been
to Iraq and Afghanistan, but | just hope we don’t get involved anywhere else. | think
we've learned our lesson maybe to stay away. We can’t sort out the world.

You said in the very beginning that when you got the letter that your first husband
was killed in the war that you never think it’s going to happen to you. Do you think
that’s what your [grand]daughters are thinking? You said they are both with long-
serving soldiers.

Probably. Well, there isn’t a war, is there, at the moment. Although, my granddaughter,
she was with him when he went to Iraq, so the war was still on then. He was gone for
six months. The only thing is now they’ve got their mobile phones. You have contact,
you see, and that makes an awful lot of difference that contact. | mean he used to be
able to ring her from Iraq, even with the war going on. So, she sort of knew, still had
contact, which we didn’t have.

All we had was a letter, which sometimes was held up. | had got a parcel for Harry. | was
getting this parcel to send for him ... some chocolate, which was on ration, and all sorts
of things in this parcel which | sent out to him. It arrived the day after he died. | always
felt, you know, it seems so awful that he never got that. Because a lot went into that
parcel to send him and he never got it.

Do you remember what you put in it?
| know it was chocolate, and | think it was some toiletries ... things that | knew that you
couldn’t get, and even | had difficulty getting at the time. Also, we were growing tomatoes

in the garden. | sent him a little tomato in there that we had grown. And the officer when
he wrote, he said that he had distributed it in the hospital. But that was no consolation to
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me because he never knew that. We went to all that to send him that nice parcel and he
never got it.

So, one thing we glossed over a little bit, Bernice, is that it sounds like you have
children with your second husband. Could you give us a little family tree of what
your family looks like now?

Now? Yes, there’s Tim. He’s the eldest, then there’s Susan, and there’s Jennifer.
These were with your second husband?

My second husband. With Bernard, | have three grandchildren. Three ... eight great-
grandchildren. With Tim, Tim has no children. Susan had three children, and | have one
great-grandchild there. And Jennifer had two girls, and she has two grandsons. So, |
have four children, eight grandchildren, eleven great-grandchildren and | have one great-
great-grandchild, and that’'s the photo ... I've got a photo up there with all the
generations.

So, you have a very big family now.
Yes, I've got a lot of family. Yes.
It sounds like you see them all regularly?

| do see them. | always see Susan on a Sunday, and if Susan’s away, ether Lucia or
Anna Marie, her daughters, one or the other, will come and we’ll go for a meal or
something. Jennifer always comes on a Tuesday. Tim comes down every so often. Or
he’ll come down and take me up to stay with them. Bernard’s coming June 10"™. And his
daughter from Ireland’s coming over. She has three children. She unfortunately has lost
her husband. And his other daughter, who lives in America, she was over last year, and
she obviously came to see me. They all come to see me, yes. Oh yes. | think they think
I’'m going to be here forever. If | say anything to Lucia ... | said something one day and
| said, “Well, | might not be here”. So, she said, “Why granny, where are you going?” |
don’t think they can’t see the day they haven’t got me around”. | don’t come from a long-
living family, no.

That’s wonderful though. It sounds like you are all very close.

Oh, we'’re very close. Very, very close. Susan, they have a boat. We go down there and
she does lunch. Every now and, again, the whole family get together down there. We all
meet, usually on my birthday they all come down. The two families get on very, very well.
The cousins all love to meet. There’s no hard feeling anywhere in our family. To me, |
love it. | love to see the grandchildren, and the cousins all getting together.

So, when you’re not seeing your big family, what else does life hold these days?

Well, | do get out to have a game of cards. | go to whist drives. | go to bridge drive. Now,
| have to rely on a lift because, as | said, | let my car go a year ago. | might have been a
bit hasty, but | don’t think | was. | think | was coming to the end. | didn’t want to be one
of those people that have an accident, and | thought, you could do at my age. You know,
you could have a giddy moment or something. But now | rely on lifts, and on a
Wednesday afternoon | go and play bridge, and there’s a chap that | know who used to
run a whist drive, and he comes well out of his way to come and pick me up to take me
into Canterbury. Thursday night there’s a couple who live in Dover. They come right out
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of their way to pick me up to go to crib. I've known them for years. | knew them when
their children were little.

Then, locally, there’s a lady who gives me a lift, but if she’s away there’s another two
people who come. They live in Herne Bay, which is out of the way, and they will come
and pick me up. | do rely on being picked up now, but if | can | go out for a game of
cards. Sometimes, on a Saturday, if | know I'm not going out and | think it’s going to be
along ... | would go on the bus into Canterbury, and just do a little bit of shopping, just
round where the bus is. Then, if | feel ok, | will come back on the bus, but if | don’t | will
get a taxi and come back. But | do get out. Friday afternoon | walk down to the village.
They have bridge in the village. They have bridge, which is quite nice. But I've always
been one to get out. I'm not very good ... I'm not a granny that sits in the corner doing
her knitting. I've never done that.

But you’re not going dancing anymore?
No, | don’t dance anymore. No, that went with my youth, I'm afraid, the dancing.

Bernice, is there anything else that you would like to talk about, anything more
you would like to reflect on that we’ve not had a chance to talk about?

No, | don’t think so. | don’t know whether there’s anything I've left ... | was going to show
you [the letters and photographs] ... They might trigger something, but | don’t think so.

This is the letter that came from the sergeant to tell me he had died.
Right, so this was the first.
That's the letter that told me he had gone.®

This might be a bit too difficult, and tell me if it is, but would you like to read it for
us?

| can do.
Yes?

“It is with deep regret that | write this letter to you about the death of your husband. In
the day when we were at Anzio, under very trying times, your husband asked me if
anything happened to him would | write to you, as in those days | was responsible” —
| think that says.

“I promised | would, but hoped | would never have to. That was months ago and had
forgotten my promise until | got the news of his death. He was killed about 5PM on
the 5™ September and he is being buried today at 2PM. In due course | believe you
will receive ... a photo of the cemetery and its whereabouts. This is not a job that |
like and you can hardly find words to express my sorrow for you. One day after | am
near your home, | will call and tell you how you how he came to this tragic end. In the
meantime | must remain ...”. His name was ... “All his comrades wish to express their
deepest sympathy.”

That was the letter | got.

See Fig. 3.
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Did he ever come?

No, he never came. No. Well, you see | moved away, probably, so. And this ...Bernard
used to scribble over everything. He was writing to his Daddy. That’s ... everything ....
Bernard writing on everything.

This is ...

“I must apologise for not writing to you before this, but circumstances have prevented
my doing so. However, | do want you to know how sorry | was to hear of your husband
in such tragic circumstances. He was one of my best motorcyclists and has [done]
some excellent work at Anzio, especially he was most valuable and could carry out
his duties in a manner above reproach. | can assure you that he is missed, not only
by myself, but all the RASC chaps here. | believe my commanding officer has written
to you, but | wanted to stop to write as Harry was under my immediate command as
transport officer. | knew what a great blow the news must have been to you, but can
assure you that he could not have suffered in any way. | realise that mere words
cannot mean a great deal, but | hope that you will have courage and hope to carry on
looking at your husband did his job and that his death will not have been in vain. Most
of the company attended the funeral in a small cemetery and in quite a pretty spot. A
parcel came a few days ago and, on the suggestion of the colonel, | am distributing
the contents to the patients in the nearby hospital. | do hope you will approve of this.
I am returning your receipt and the letter enclosed. | do hope that you are keeping
well, also your two dear little boys. Their photographs | have seen.”®

That was ... | don’t know what his name is.

| think it says it on the front, doesn’t it?

Captain ...

Is it S. C Mills?

Mills, oh yes.

So, this came a couple of months after your husband passed away.
Yes.

He says he enclosed the letter that you sent with the parcel.
Yes.

Did you get that back?

Yes. All his letters came back.

Have you still got that one?

No. I've only kept one letter. | went into hospital, and | got rid of all my letters. | didn’t
want anyone else to read them. | kept one, yes.

Just for you.

See Fig. 4a and Fig. 4b.
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Just for me. One. The one with the poem he wrote. | don’t know where that is. He wrote
a poem he had done about Anzio. The last words were, “once a year at Anzio time” ...
something ... . “Remember once a year at Anzio time, the one | love so dear”, or
something to those words.

That’s lovely.

It was lovely.

That’s the one you kept.

Yes, | kept that one. Yes.

Do you want to show me what’s in these?

Yes. There’s not a lot in here because it won’t interest you, because this is Bernard’s, all
Bernard’s stuff. For Bernard, our sort of family. That was his will that he left me, but ... .

Oh, that came ... In the war, we had some little wooden trains came for the boys from
Australia, and that was the letter that they sent from Australia. They were for children
who had lost their father’s. They said they were making these toys.’

Did your boys like them?
Yes, well, they were really nice little wooden trains.
Would you like to read it?

| can do.

“We were very pleased to hear that our toy trains had arrived in England safely and
that it had been means of giving a little pleasure to some of the children of Britain,
who we can quite appreciate for various reasons would have had a very poor
Christmas, so far as toys are concerned. | must explain that we are a group of fellows
who during the war comprised our local ARP [Air Raid Precautions] organisation and
who for want of something to do, in what little spare time we had, decided to support
the appeal being made by our local lord mayor. We made 75 of these train sets and
have been quite pleased with the number of letters we have received from children
and their parents. With the reading of some of these letters came a deeper realisation
of just how bad things in Britain must be at this time. We have decided that each of
these friends of ours ... ” — oh, wait a minute — “over there who writes in
acknowledgement of having received a toy will be the means of enabling us to do a
litle more. We are only too well aware that the people of Britain took the brunt of the
war, and that we in Australia owe much to them for the fact that we here can be that
they live in comparative comfort. We have then posted to you a parcel of food with
our best wishes. We hope that for a few days at least it will mean a little improvement
in the scanty and monotonous diet which you people over there have to contend with.
So that the pleasure of hearing from our friends in England may be shared among all
of us here, should you be good enough to acknowledge receipt of your parcel, we
would ask you to address your letter to ... .”

Of course, | wrote to them when they got their toys. They did, they sent a parcel. It was
tinned butter and some jam, | think, something like that.

See Fig. 5.
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I: Were you glad when the food and the train had arrived?

R:  Oh yes, because it was so monotonous.
This is from the ... Harry belonged to the Oddfellows, and they did give me a little bit of
money at one time. They made a sort of collection. | don’t think | can read that. | don’t
think it's —

I: We can take a picture of it —

R:  Yes.

I: — if you like. So, that came not too long after you husband died.

R:  No. And of course it came from Loose, where Harry grew up. | think that’s all I've got in
thereto ... .

Oh, that was the official [letter] ...

I: So, it’s literally a form of blanks. It doesn’t say your name.
R:  No. No. Nothing personal about it at all. It was almost —
l: No, it’s just fill in the options, wasn’t it.

R:  Yes. Butit was “Madam”. | was his wife, at least they could have said that, you know.

Fig. 1: Harry Golding, Bernice, and their first-born son, Bernard (middle). C. 1941.
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Fig. 2: Bernice Bartlett with a photograph of her first husband, Harry Golding, who died in
Italy during the Second World War. 12 May 2017.

43



44






Fig. 4b: Letter from Captain S. C. Mills to Bernice Bartlett (then Golding). With drawings by
Bernice’s and Harry’s first-born son, Bernard. 4 November 1944. Page 2 of 2.

Transcript:
“Dear Mrs Golding,

I must apologise for not writing to you before this, but circumstances have prevented
my doing so. However, | do want you to know how sorry | was to lose your husband
in such tragic circumstances. He was one of my best motor cyclists, and has done
some excellent work. At Anzio especially he was most valuable, and carried out his
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duties in a manner above reproach, and | can assure you that he is missed not only
by myself, but all the RASC chaps here.

| believe my Commanding Officer has written to you, but | wanted also to write, as
Harry was under my immediate command as Transport Officer. | know what a great
blow the sad news must have been to you, but | can assure you that he could not
have suffered in any way. | realise that mere words cannot help a great deal, but |
hope that you will have courage and hope to carry on, knowing that your husband did
his job, and that his death will not have been in vain. Most of the company attended
the funeral in a small cemetery in quite a pretty spot.

A parcel came a few days ago, and on the suggestion of the Colonel | am distributing
the contents to the patients in a nearby hospital. | do hope you will approve of this. |
am returning a receipt and the letter you enclosed.

| do hope that you are keeping well, also your two dear little kiddies, whose
photographs | have seen.

Yours sincerely,

Stuart C. Mills Capt.
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Fig. 5: Letter from Mr. Keith Hirons to Bernice Bartlett (then Golding). The letter
accompanied a food parcel containing, among other things, jam. For Christmas
1945, the group had sent Bernice and her sons (and other families) a wooden toy
train. 17 April 1946.
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Fig. 6: The official letter from the Record Office notifying Bernice of her husband’s death,
written exactly two weeks after Harry’s passing. 19 September 1944.
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INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT

| = Interviewer
R = Respondent / Interviewee
[ 1= Clarification note

I: So, today is the 24" of July 2017, and I’'m interviewing Jeannie Benjamin. Jeannie,
could you tell me your age, please?

R:  I'm 73. 'm nearly 74.

l: Thank you. So, Jeannie, do you want to tell me a little bit about who this interview
is about today?

R: It's about my mother, who was a war widow. She was married to my father. Her name
was Margaret Elizabeth Benjamin, but always known as Betty, as far as | knew. She was
married to my father, who was Eric Arthur Benjamin, and she was widowed in 1945, just
before the end of the Second World War.

I: Can | take you back a little bit, Jeannie? What do you know about your parents’
childhood, upbringing, where they grew up? Can you tell me a little bit about that?

R:  Iknow quite a lot about my mother’s upbringing. A little less about my father’s. My mother
wrote down her life story to be read by me and my sister after she had died, and we
found it the day after she’d died. So, that was quite a find, and she left a letter with it as
well, for me and my sister to read. So that's why | know quite a lot about how she was
brought up. And I've been recently researching some of my father’s childhood because
I've just started writing a book about his life. So that's quite an interesting research
project.

My mother was born in Wales, | think, yes, and she had quite a poor, hard life. Her father
was training to be a mining engineer, but he had to give it up when his father died, so he
could help his mother look after the rest of her family. Because he had six sisters, or
seven sisters. So he then just became a miner. So he was a coal miner in Wales. And
my mother talked about how hard up they were, and how one day somebody gave my
grandfather some money to put on a horse — it was about two and sixpence in old money
— but they spent it on food for the family. And then, luckily, they found that the horse was
unplaced, so they all breathed a sigh of relief. So that's the kind of context that she grew
up in.

And then ... that’s right ... when my grandfather’s father died, the mother came and had
them all baptized as Catholics. Because my grandmother was a Baptist, but,
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nevertheless, my grandfather’'s mother insisted they all become Catholics. So they were
then packed off to a boarding school in Hereford and did all the Catholic stuff. But then
they all moved to St Alban’s. Again, that’s a Catholic school with nuns and everything.
And my grandfather only saw them intermittently because he had to work elsewhere,
and every time he came back he brought a Toblerone with him. My mother never knew
why, but it was a big occasion when he used to come back at weekends on a motorbike
with a Toblerone. She writes all that in her book, which is quite interesting.

And then they moved back to Twickenham, which is where | grew up later on. And then
he got a job as a petrol pump attendant, and he eventually managed to own the garage.
So that was quite interesting. He was a Communist, he was a paid-up member of the
Communist Party, and my mother was always very embarrassed and ashamed about
that [laughter], which I've never quite understood why. So that was the context of her
childhood.

And then she met my father in 1937, and she writes in her little, few pieces of paper,
how that, when she first saw him, he was striding down Teddington High Street in his
Sea Scout uniform, looking all fit and scrubbed and tanned, and immediately fell in love
with him. That was quite romantic, really. And she said they got engaged and expected
to get married sometime in the long-distant future. And he, then, joined the RAF [Royal
Airforce] Volunteer Reserve, specifically to save up money to get married. But she said,
then, that the war changed everything, and they actually got married much sooner. The
war started in September 1939 and they got married in December 1939.

And then there was quite a story to their wedding as well because the date was set for
December 2", but the Registrar didn’t turn up. And my mother’s sister, who was meant
to be a bridesmaid, got whisked off to hospital with peritonitis. So all the guests — they
couldn’t have the wedding — all the guests had to go back to my grandmother’s house.
And there's a picture of them in all the national papers, cutting the cake, even though
they're not married. And the papers blamed all this on the fact that my mother wore a
green dress, and this was meant to be unlucky. So the headline was, “The Bride Wore
Green” [laughter], and that was quite interesting, you know. It went down in the family
annals, as it would.?

So then, after that, my mother ... | think she stayed up in Lincoln in a flat with my father
for a while. But then | was born, and | was born, actually, in a maternity home for RAF
officers’ wives, in Fulmer Chase, which is near Stoke Poges in Buckinghamshire. And
my father wrote a poem when | was born. Well, he wrote it, actually, in the months
leading up to when | was born, and then the final bit is when | was born. So that always
makes me quite emotional when | read that. But, it's a very special thing to have, and
I’'m very pleased.

Can | take you back a little bit to the war, as far as education?

Yes.

What did your mum do just before she met your father?

Yes, thank you for that. Yes ... She was at that boarding school in St Albans, and she
talks about the nuns being kind, but the girls and boys always kept very separate. And
she has a memory of one of the girls walking around the yard with a sheet over her head

because she’d wet the bed. So, you know, “It wasn’t all sweetness and light,” as she
said. Yeah, that’s right ... She left school at fourteen and went to work. | think it was a

See Fig. 2 and Fig. 3
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shoe shop or something, but she was the cashier. This was in Kingston, and they lived
in Twickenham. And she said she used to cycle every day to work and back, and very
long hours. And then spend some hours cashing-up in the evening, doing the books. But
then she used to cycle home to have lunch, cycle back again, and on Saturdays, after
she’d finished cashing up, she used to go dancing. [Laughter] And she says, “l don’t
know how | had the energy.” But you do when you're young, don’t you?

So this would have been in the early mid-30s?

That would have, yes, it would have. Because she was born in 1918. My father was born
in 1919. She was a year older. And my father, he went to Hampton Grammar School, so
he had a slightly better education, but he went to work for an insurance company. He
was one of four boys, but one of his brothers was killed in a motorbike accident when he
was 25. Which | have reflected on since, and | thought, my father was fifteen when his
brother, aged 25, died. And little did he know that ten years later he would, himself, die.
| just always make those connections, but | never thought about that until recently when
| was looking up stuff to write about him. Yes ... Where was 1?

Your father’s work...

Yeah, he was an insurance clerk, but then ... that’s right ... because he went into the
RAF Volunteer Reserve. Oh yes, in a letter to his aunt and uncle in Canada he writes,
“I've just joined the RAF Volunteer Reserve, and | have to tell you there is no greater
sport than flying”. Which I'm going to use as the title for the book about him because
that’s quite nice, | think. So he joined up and then, quite soon after that, he was called
up when the war started. As he was in the Volunteer Reserve, he was then called up to
the RAF.? So that’s why my mum said the war changed everything, and it expedited their
marriage.

So what happened from there, Jeannie?

Well, they married in 1939, and I've got all the letters — well a lot of the letters — that my
father wrote to my mother during the war. And they're lovely love letters, and I’'m going
to use them as the basis for my book. Because, you know, | want everyone to read them.
And some people have said to me, “But surely, they're private”. And yes, but they're a
wonderful document to the love that they had for each other. | mean, it's a shame |
haven’t got any of my mother’s letters to him, but | haven’t. | found all these letters in her
house, tied up in a shoe box after she had died, so that was quite interesting to read.

What was | going to say about the letters? ... Yes, in the letters that he wrote to her, he
always signed ... his name was Eric, but he always signed his name “John”. And my
sister and | never found out why. We just knew that that was the case. | don’t remember
ever asking my mother why. It was so strange. But anyway, that was his name, and |
know that if I'd been a boy | was going to be called John. Interesting. Anyway, they're
very lovely letters, and it does give you a taste of how it was in the war when he was,
you know, going out on missions and coming back. And, oh yes, he refers to their phone
calls. They used to phone each other up and they were, you know, always very, very
special times. So, it was all very nice.

And the last letter that he wrote is written on 19" February 1945, and later that night he
was killed. So, I've thought this since, my mother must have received that letter after
he’d gone missing.

See Fig. 4.
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Did your mother talk about that time when your father was away in the war, and
what it was like for her?

Yes, but, you know, she used to say that they'd had a good war, you know. A lot of
people said that. Because it’s true, they were off to dances and things, and she talked
about carrying me in the carrycot off to the Mess dances. She loved dancing and, yes,
they had a good time. So, it was a shame, you know, he didn’t quite make it. Just before
the end of the war he was killed.

Yes, and in that document that she wrote, as | said, she talks about the black, black days
and nights after that. Because he was posted missing. I'll just go back a bit because one
night, it was when there was the fall of France, and she wrote about it in this life story of
hers. But he came back that night, just appeared unexpectedly, and the next morning he
answered the door, and there was a telegram saying that he was missing. And so they
laughed, you know, they thought ... But then she says sometime later, “The telegram
came, and it was for real”. So that was quite poignant, the way she put that. So, do you
want me to talk about the night that he died?

Or, perhaps, before we come to that, can you go back to when you were born?
Yes.

You said your dad wrote a poem?

Yes.

And it was leading up to that.

Yes, he did, in the months, saying ... And it’s relevant to the war. It's all about all the
battle of war going on, and this innocent life coming into the world. Which was lovely.
And then, the last line is, “And on this day,” | can't remember exactly, something about,
“And Jeannie came into the world. There was never a greater day.” And | thought, “That’s
brilliant”, isn't it?"°

Yes.
Yes.
And he wrote that whilst he was away?

| suppose so, yes. Because he wasn’t there the exact day | was born, no. And my mother
used to say that my aunt, at least one of my aunts, came cycling over, and they all came
and fussed around me. My family was a great support to my mother, and we grew up
surrounded by aunts and uncles and cousins and grandparents. [Laughter] So yeah, |
was born, and | was eighteen months old when he died. So, I've got a few pictures of
me with him, sitting on his lap and things. So | did know him, but | don’t really remember.
And I've been told things, and now | don’t know whether it's a memory or whether | just
remember being told things.

But | do know there was something about the smell of his RAF jacket. Because much
later, when | had a temporary boyfriend, | remember walking along Hampton Court and
it was raining, and he gave me his jacket. And there was something about the smell of
that jacket that brought it all back to me, which was very interesting. Because | was well

See Fig. 5a and Fig. 5b.
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in my teens by then. But the smell was so evocative. | used to go to bed with a piece of
wool round my nose and smelling it. | don’t know if that’s anything to do with it, but it was
called “my necessary”. | had to have that. [Laughter]

Anyway, where was 1? Yes, | was eighteen months old, so | had some memories. But
my sister was born just three weeks before my father was killed. And there's one
photograph in the family album that my mother put in, with all four of us together. And
it's the only one. And she’s got curly, wavy lines all round it, you know, saying, “All four
of us”. Because that was taken when he was on leave after my sister, Sally, was born.
It was just before he went back and was killed. So very poignant, that photograph."

And, you know, only since | grew up did | know what that must have been like for my
mother, you know, when you’ve just had a baby and you’ve got an eighteen-months-old
toddler as well, and your husband’s just gone missing. He wasn’t confirmed dead for
months, but she kind of knew. She was hoping and hoping, but she knew also. But then,
as she said in her kind of memoir that she wrote, “From then on, my life centred round
my two little girls, my pride and joy”, she says. And she did. We were her life.

So what do you know of the day that the telegram arrived? Did your mother ever
talk to you about that?

Yes, and I've got a vague memory of seeing it, but | don’t have it now. No, she didn’t
really say a lot about the actual day. No. I've got another telegram — well, no, that’s a
letter — from the Ministry of Defence, a few years later, saying that she could go up and
collect his DFC [Distinguished Flying Cross] and Bar from King George VI. But children
under five weren'’t allowed, or something. So, she must have gone to ... | know she did
go to collect it, but | don’t know who went with her.

Do you know anything about the circumstances of your dad going missing, or ...?

Oh yes, he was a Master Bomber, so he used to lead the pathfinders and drop flares.
And he was doing that in a raid over a town called Béhlen, B-O-H-L-E-N, which was near
Leipzig, and he was trying to destroy an oil plant there. He went under the cloud cover,
apparently, rather dangerously, and was hit by flak and was shot down. He was flying a
Mosquito, and there were only him and his navigator in the plane. They're small planes.
He used to fly Lancasters as well, but Mosquitoes, | understand, went out ahead and did
the ... Very dangerously, as | read somewhere in a book about pathfinders. The
pathfinders were considered the elite. But he, as a Master Bomber, was kind of the elite
of the elite, it says in this book. Which, you know ... | was always brought up knowing
he was a hero, so that didn’t surprise me.

So he was shot down there, and I've found out since that he was buried in the Colditz
cemetery. I've got a picture of his original grave, which is a very makeshift affair with his
name and number on. His number, by the way, was 77777, which turned out not to be
as lucky as you might expect. And then, anyway, | found out also that his body was
exhumed and taken to Berlin, and now he’s buried in the Commonwealth War Graves
Cemetery. And I've been there since. | didn’t go there until 2005 with my sister, but | had
seen it. My mother went there in 1987 with her second husband, Fred, and it was paid
for by the Royal British Legion. So that was the only time she saw the grave as well.

During the time leading up to your father’s death, you already said you were
eighteen months when it happened. Was your mother working? You said you had

See Fig. 6.
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a big, extended family. I’'m just trying to imagine what everyday life was like for
those of you ...

Yes. | know she had a job in the National Physical Laboratory in Teddington, but that
was being cut short because she became pregnant again, with my sister. Apparently, |
don’t like this expression, but she said it was an accident. | hate that kind of thing.
Anyway, my sister was very loved as well. Yes, so she didn’t have many jobs. She was
too young, really. Although she did later on, when we were growing up. She was the
school welfare assistant. And so | think that’s partly where my feminism comes from
because | had a working mother who, you know, supported the family. But she did have
an RAF pension, of course.

| don’t remember us being short of money. We had holidays. We went to a holiday camp
in North Wales called Prestatyn, | remember. We went to the Isle of Wight. And we had
a couple of holidays in France because my mother’s brother married a Frenchwoman,
and we knew people over there. So we always had enough money. And | remember,
every now and again she’d get a big cheque, like for £100 or something enormous like
that! And we’d go off to Kingston and buy clothes. It was great. But she wasn’t very good
at managing it because | do remember her going ‘round to my grandfather’s and asking
for a post-dated cheque. | knew what that was when | was quite young. [Laughter.] So,
you know, we were alright.

| grew up originally in a prefab in Hounslow. We moved there from my grandmother’s
house after my father was killed. So we lived there until | was about five or six, and then
we moved to a council flat in east Twickenham, which was a big, old, rambling house
called Haversham Grange, which was divided into flats. | had a great childhood. | had a
huge, huge garden which led into a wood near the river Thames, and we used to go and
camp in there and play out. There was an old bombed house in one corner and we went
... It was very dangerous, but we had a great time. And that was a nice childhood.

Then, when | was about eleven, we moved to the other side of Twickenham, called
Carpenters Court, and that was quite a posh council house. [Laughter.] But it must have
looked very strange because my sister and | were going off to a private school every day
in our little posh uniforms from this council flat. But that was paid for by the RAF
Benevolent Fund. So my whole education was paid for by them. Then we went to St
Catherine’s Convent School in Twickenham, from the age of five ‘til seventeen. And my
sister and | always felt a bit embarrassed because we always had two reports: everyone
else only had one, but we had one for my mother, and one to send off to the RAF
Benevolent Fund to show that we were doing well. [Laughter.]

So your first memories ... Are they from when you and your mother and your sister
lived with your grandmother?

| can't really remember that. They were more like when we were at the prefab.
And were the reports good?

Oh, of course, yes. No, they were actually. [Laughter.] Mine was slightly better than my
sister’s, if I'm honest. [Laughter.] Yes, we worked hard. And then | went ... because that
was for single-sex ... | went to a single-sex teacher training college: Digby Stuart in
Roehampton. And then | taught in primary schools, which were mostly women, and then
I went on to do special needs teaching, again mostly women. And after 21 years of
teaching then | changed my career, and | went to work for UNISON, the trade union, as
the regional women’s officer for the south-east of England. So again, all to do with
women. And, you know, I'm a feminist. What else could | do?
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So, it’s interesting. | mean, | wouldn’t have been the person that | am if my father hadn't
died, and if my mother hadn't been the kind of person she was.

What are some of your, | suppose, everyday memories of growing up with your
mother? And without your father?

Well, it was normal, you know, children at school, when they mentioned their father and
| said, “Oh, | haven’t got a father,” they would say, “Ooh, I'm sorry”. And | thought, “Why
are they sorry?”, you know, it’s just normal, it'’s just a fact. It was just what we knew. |
remember my mother said that when Sally was little she said, “Why haven’t we got a
daddy?” And she apparently said, “Well, you have, but he’s in heaven”. So, just little
snippets like that, really.

She was pretty strong, really. She had boyfriends, yes, and one of them | particularly
liked because he bought me a dog. [Laughter.] But then she didn’t. She chucked him
over. And then she met Fred, who became ... well, | call him my stepfather, but we never
lived with them as a couple. But he was, technically. He was a very solid, bluff kind of
guy, and she broke up with him lots of times, and then he came back again. So | knew
him all through my childhood from the age of nine. But she never married him until my
sister and | had both left home, and she told us [it was] because she would have lost her
RAF pension. So very mercenary reasons, you know, but understandable.

Did you get to keep the dog?

[Laughter.] | did keep the dog, but it did die eventually. And oh, | was so upset, so upset.
It was called Patsy.

So the boyfriend left, but the dog stayed.

Yes. [Laughter]. Yes, that’s alright. | think you can put your mind at rest. And the dog
had a puppy, that’s right, it was called Toby. And my sister’s eldest child is called Toby
— I don’t know if that’s got anything to do with it. [Laughter.]

So you said that, obviously, you had a happy childhood and you remember going
on holidays.

Yes.

And you sound as though you don’t particularly remember your mother really
struggling.

Not financially, no, no. No, she did have lots of admirers, but | think, you know, we were
always put first. We never felt our nose was out of joint when she had a boyfriend or two,
no. And she’d ... yes?

And did | get that right ... She was working?

As a school welfare assistant.

Yeah, and raising you.

Yes.
And then she also got a pension, didn’t she?

Yes.
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Did she have to supplement that?

Oh, I think so, yes. Yes. We weren’t rich but | never remember any money worries. If
she had them, she kept them to herself.

Did she talk to you about your father?
Oh yes, lots, yes.
What did she ...?

She told me | look like him. Oh yes. | mean, he was a hero in the whole family. All my
aunts and uncles, you know ... He was the ... You know when people die, there's the ...
| mean, he never had any faults. He must have done but, as far as I'm concerned, he
didn’t. He was always praised to high heaven, and little snippets of what they remember
him saying about, he obviously got on well with his mother-in-law, my mother’s mother.
Which is surprising because she was a bit of a cantankerous woman [laughter]. And
there was some joke about, she always ate the stale cakes and he ate the fresh ones,
you know, it was some poem that he wrote, “Stale cakes for you and fresh cakes for
me”.

Strange memory. [Laughter.]

And we always had great family get-togethers with all my cousins. We all lived near each
other, but Sally and | were the special ones because we didn’t have a father. Everybody
treated us in a very special way. And so, every week, we were brought up as Catholics,
every week after Mass we went ‘round to my grandmother’s, which was the next road.
And we always had Sunday lunch with her. The others didn’t. We did because we were
the poor little girls who didn’t have a father. And we always got pocket money and, you
know ... .

Were you aware of that at the time?
| think —
That you were being spoilt?

- s0, | think so. We felt that we had a closer bond with my grandparents than the others
did because they all had fathers and things.

But our uncles were lovely. They always treated us very specially as well. Very nice.
There was my mother’s brother, who was obviously a blood uncle, but the others were
married to my mother's two sisters. And they were all very nice to us. | mean, at
Christmas we all got together and grandfather would dress up as Father Christmas and
hand out the presents. All very orderly. [Laughter.]

Do you remember having any friends or people who you knew from school who
had lost their fathers?

No, my ...
Or were you the only ones?

Well, yes, | seemed to be the only one. All my friends had fathers and when | went ‘round
to their families, you know, there was a father there. But | do remember one friend whose
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father wasn’t very nice, and she wasn’t very happy. She used to come ‘round to our
house and say | was lucky because we didn’t have a father there. [Laughter.]

What did you say to that?
Oh, | didn’t really think anything of it, | just thought, “Yes, | probably am”, you know.
Did your mother hear it?

| think she was aware, yes. And | also remember another friend being there when | was
in my stroppy teenage years, and Fred was around, and | was in some big argument.
And | shouted at Fred, “Well, you're not my father, anyway”, and stormed out. Which
must have been really hurtful to him and to my mother, and | think | knew that. | said it
deliberately. She had a hard time with me when | was a teenager. [Laughter.]

Why is that?

Well because | was a rebel. | used to do really wicked things like walk into town with no
shoes on. [Laughter.] Which was considered outrageous. [Laughter.]

When was this, roughly?

Oh, | would have been about sixteen ... fifteen ... something like that.
So that was in the very early ‘60s?

Yes, yes, that’s right. Or earlier. [Laughter.] Yes.

How did you feel at that time, when you were a teenager, a teenage girl? Did you
feel any differently then about not having a father? Or not having a father who was
there?

| don’t know, because | didn’t know what it was like to have one. It was just how it was.
| think | felt it more for my mother and not having any support in helping to bring me up,
helping to keep me on the straight and narrow. [Laughter.] Yeah, it's a shame, not to be
able to ask her those things now. | think it's common that people wish they'd asked their
parents things when they were alive.

Did your mother ever talk to you about your childhood? What it was like for her
during that time ...

No, | can't remember her actually ... No, we didn’t do a lot of looking back, really. No. |
remember when, in my teens, we were living at Carpenters Court. On a Friday night,
somehow, we got into this tradition where she would make lots of bowls of macaroni
cheese, or spaghetti cheese. And all the boyfriends and other friends in the
neighbourhood knew this, and on a Friday night they'd all come and have some spaghetti
cheese. And my mother was the mainstay. And I've met people much later on, some of
these friends, who remember her as “Mrs B”. They never knew her other name. But, you
know, they remember the Friday nights when there was spaghetti cheese.

And then, when we went downstairs to see all the boys off on their bikes and everything,
we used to reward them with a kiss, you know. [Laughter.] Very funny. But she was
definitely ... She was a very lively person, a strong personality, and lots of laughs and
everything. So she wasn’t just a mum in the background. She was there, part of the
party, you know.
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So where did things go from there for you and your mother? Where did they go
from Jeannie walking into town barefoot —

[Laughter.]

- and being a stroppy teenager, as you call it? What happened from there with
your mother, and also what happened to you?

Yeah, well then ... That’s when | went to teacher training college. | had a boyfriend from
the age of fourteen to the age of 21, and | was going to marry him. But he went to
Australia, and | was due to go and follow him and get married to him, but in that time |
met somebody else and married him instead. And I'd only known this other person for
three months before | decided to marry him. So | was then married for the next 21 years.
| got divorced. I'll tell you about that in a minute. But | was married in 1966, when | was
22, and later on that year when I'd just become 23, | gave birth to my son, Dylan. And
then 1672 months later, | gave birth to my daughter, Charlotte. So, within two years of
getting married | had two children, and that was a bit of a shock. [Laughter.] Yes, a lot of
adjustment there.

We were hard up. We moved to Bristol, well, Frampton Cotterell, a little village outside
Bristol, and they were hard years. We bought this barn of a house and my now ex-
husband was very good at doing houses up, and he made it into a decent house. But it
was ... We didn’t have a washing machine, we didn’t have a fridge, we didn’t have a
bathroom for ages until he made one. That was tough with washing lots of nappies by
hand every day, with two children wearing nappies. It was a struggle.

And your mother and your extended family were all still ...?

They were all still back in the Twickenham area, yes. But my mother, being the hardy
woman that she was, she used to drive over to Bristol. | don’t know how old she was
then but I'm sure she wasn’t old, but it was a long way to drive. And we didn’t have a
telephone, so she would suddenly appear [Laughter.] So yes, that was because |
remember the three-day week, Edward Heath and the three-day week. It meant that
electricity was cut off. And she just turned up then. And it was amazing, really, because
the only contact we had was letters, and they took days to arrive, and because we didn’t
have a phone and ... yes.

So, you were in your, as you said, in your early 20s, mid-20s, when you had your
children.

Yes.
Your mother would have been just about in her 50s, do you think?

Not even that, | don’t think, yes. Yes, something like that. So yes, | did feel isolated
because my husband, as he was then, was very controlling, and he didn’t like my family,
basically. And he didn’t like me having anything to do with them. It was tough. | did make
a go of the marriage as much as | could, but then in later years he became more and
more violent, and it was the whole domestic violence thing. So in the end, that was it. So
it was tough for my kids when they were in their teens, very tough. We had the police
‘round a few times.

And, of course, my mother was really anxious. By then, we were living in Kent, we’d
moved from the Bristol area, living in Sevenoaks. And we had this very nice house he’'d
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built ... made another. He made beautiful houses, | have to say. He was very clever at
it. He was the “Do-It-Yourself Man of the Year” on one occasion. Anyway, | had to pay a
heavy price for a nice house. On one occasion, when it was getting to the latter phase
of the marriage, and he was getting worse, | was on the phone to my mother and he just
pulled the phone out of the wall. So she was worried and she called the police because
she was a long way away. She was down in Steyning, in Sussex, by then. So the police
came round, and it was horrible, and horrible times with my son and daughter
experiencing, witnessing it.

When your children were first born, did that ever make you draw comparisons of
what it must have been like for your mother, when your father died and she had
two children?

| don’t remember thinking that. | think | was too selfish. | don’t recall that. Maybe | did,
because | can't remember recalling that. | hope | did. Yes, perhaps | did.

| suspect your mother was more than happy to make the journey over because
she remembered what it was like —

Oh, yes.
- to be sort of ...

She doted on my kids, absolutely doted on them. She was a great grandmother. And
they loved her. Every year my husband and | used to take them down to my mother’s,
who was by then married to Fred, in Steyning. And we used to leave them there for a
week, and that was not far from the sea. And we used to tell them it was their special
children’s holiday because we didn’t want them to think we were just abandoning them.
But it was special, just for children, this holiday. And they’ve got great memories of that.
It was excellent.

So do you know anything about ... | know this might be a bit difficult because it
was a difficult period for you, of course, but are you aware of what your mother’s
life was like when you were first married? What was going on for her? Obviously,
she was very anxious about you.

Well, no, when | was first married, yes. | got married in 1966. My sister got married in
1967. And she got married to Fred in 1968. And they moved down to Steyning, in
Sussex. They were really happy. Really happy. | know they were. And she mentions that
in this memoir that she wrote. They got well involved in the community. She was involved
with the Catholic Church. Fred wasn’t, but they knew loads of people. She used to, in
the latter years, she used to help out in an old people’s home, she used to take partin a
local singing group. She was really part of the local community. And Fred was an artist.
He did loads of pictures, paintings, and they used to go out, and he used to paint a
pictur?zand she used to do her knitting. They had a really happy 22 years. So that was
good.

What do you think made her re-marry in 19687
Because we had left home.

And did she lose her pension then?

See Fig. 9.
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Yes, yes. So yes, she was loth to do that, but once we had, | mean ... | think it was just
the pension and my sister and I. | don’t think it would have worked if Fred had married
and moved in. And she knew that, really.

And of course, much later on, she would have had her pension reinstated —
| don’t think ...
- according to...

Well, | don’t think so, unless ... because she was killed in a car crash in 1991. | don't ...
What, you mean after...?

No, | mean, she died before she would have seen —
Oh yes, yes, | suppose.

- those new laws.

Yeah.

Did she ever talk to you about that? Did she have any particular feelings about
losing her War Widows’ Pension?

Yes, well, you know, we were very conscious of the fact that she would have lost it if
she’d married Fred. She used to mention that, yes. It was quite a big thing, the money
side of it. But she didn’t mention it afterwards. She didn’t ever say, “Oh dear, | haven’t
got the pension anymore”. In fact, she was always giving us a little bit of money on the
side. Because me and my sister, we didn’'t have a lot of money when we were first
married. But she always did it out of Fred’s sight. She used to kind of get it out of her
back pocket and say, [whisper] “Here’s a tenner, don’t tell Fred”. [Laughter.] It was a bit
of a joke.

So your mother died in 1991?

Yes. Well, yes, I've got quite a lot of stories in my life. Yes, 1991, in April, Fred died of
cancer, and she was really, really upset, as she would be. And seven months later she
rang me up one night, | was in Sevenoaks, and she rang me and said ... As | said, Fred
did all these paintings, she was going to have an exhibition of his paintings and sell some
of them off. And she rang me up to say she couldn’t go to the exhibition. It was due to
take place that next weekend, and she said she couldn’t do it, it was too heart-breaking.
She decided to call it all off.

And the other thing she said was that the next morning she was going to go to her
solicitor and change her will. Because, as it stood, they had mirror wills and it was ... the
money was going to go three ways between me, my sister, and Fred’s sister, who was
obviously quite old then. And my mother said that she wanted it just to go to me and
Sally. And she felt a little bit bad about it because she, you know, was Fred’s sister, and
they had agreed. So she said she was going to go round to Phyllis, Fred’s sister, the
next day and just check it all out with her, make sure she was okay about it. Because
she had quite a lot of money. And then she was going to go to her solicitor. So we had
a chat like that.

I'd seen her the week before, by the way, which was quite good. It was my school half-
term and she’d come up to Sevenoaks. We'd had a lovely day together, and we’d talked
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about her dying, and she said she wasn’t afraid of dying when she got old. But, you
know, | said, “Well, when the time comes, I'll look after you”. | remember having that
conversation. | was pleased | had it.

Anyway, a week later she rings me up, and then goes up, next morning, drives to
Storrington, which wasn’t far away from Steyning, talks to Phyllis. Phyllis, we found this
out later, Phyllis had said, “Yeah, that’s perfectly alright, I've no trouble with that at all”.
She waved goodbye to my mother, and then my mother had a crash on the way, before
she got to the solicitor. And | think, although I've no evidence to support it, but I'm
convinced that she took her mind off the road and she was upset because she felt she
was being disloyal to Fred about changing her will. ’'m sure of this. Anyway, she swerved
across the road a bit and then this lorry just came down and ... and that was it. So she
was airlifted and | got a ... The police came round, and anyway ... We got to the hospital,
it was Chichester Hospital. We, | say we, and the boyfriend | had at the time — drove
down there. | was obviously divorced by then. And anyway, she was in the operating
theatre. My sister arrived, my daughter arrived. Anyway, she couldn’t be saved.

So obviously, she hadn't changed her will, and there was a load of argy-bargy after that.
Because Phyllis then changed her mind and said she would like to claim her bit of the
will. Anyway, it kept me busy, with solicitors’ letters and things, and we sorted it out in
the end.

And the day after that, | went down there and | found this letter that she’d written to us,
with her life story attached.

How old was she when she died?

She was 73, which is the age | am now. And because I’'m a bit obsessed with dates, I've
now lived ... hang on ... I've now lived four months longer than she lived. And | say this
to my children, you know, every day is like something I'm really grateful for. Because
time is precious, and she didn’t have this time. So | feel | must not waste this time. I've
got things to do. And I, you know, | want to use it properly. | mean, she was as lively as
| am now. She was driving everywhere, she had loads of energy. She wasn’t an old
woman at all. So she could still be alive now. She would be 98 or 99 — only just.

And that's why | wrote my book, /t's Not The Same Friday." Because people go on
thinking, “Oh, it's Friday again, oh, thank goodness it’'s Friday”. But their lives are going
on and it's not the same Friday that comes ‘round all the time. They're getting older,
things are changing, and time is precious.

Of course, what your mother did get to see was you divorcing from —

Oh yes. She was so happy for me. Yes. She was so pleased. That was great, yes. I'm
glad she saw that. Goodness, yes.

Do you want to tell me a little bit about what happened after that in your life?
After she was Kkilled, or after | got —
After you got divorced.

- divorced?

Jeannie Benjamin. /t’s Not the Same Friday: A Story of Personal Change (2014)
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So when was that?

That was 1987. It was the happiest day of my life, honestly. Much happier than my
wedding. | remember it so well. 'd moved out of the main house, moved into my nice
little house, much smaller house, the other end of Sevenoaks. But it was mine.
[Laughter.] And | remember that first night | stood in the doorway. I'd bought a little
cassette ... because it was the olden days then, you had cassettes ... with Sting on it,
“Every Breath You Take”, which was a big record at the time. | had that on the player
playing. | had just bought myself a pizza, and it was warming up in the oven. There was
the smell of pizza wafting, the music playing, and | had a bottle of red wine. And | thought,
“What could be better than this?” [Laughter.] And my cat. | had a cat. | was so happy.
[Laughter.] | was free. Yes, | had a good time after that.

How about your children?

Oh, my daughter couldn’t wait for me to get divorced. She was helping me. | mean, she
was only ... from the age of fifteen to nineteen, the last four years of our marriage. They
were dreadful. And that poor girl, she had to cope with it all. But she would come and sit
with me in my bedroom, because I'd moved out of his room, and she would come and
sit with me. “When are you going to get divorced? You've got to leave him”. | mean, a
lot on young shoulders ... | still feel bad about that, really.

But my son ... his way of dealing with it was to absent himself. And so he decided to
become a Catholic priest, although we’d never brought them up as Catholic. Anyway,
that’s his story, really. | don’t really think | should be telling it. But anyway, he didn’t
sustain it, and he’s alright now. No, it was tough.

But yes, so after that ... | mean, I'd been getting into politics in the last days of my
marriage. That was part of the thing he couldn’t take, you know: | was becoming
independent. | was active in the NUT, National Union of Teachers, | joined the Labour
Party. And I'd never been like that before, and it was too much for him to cope with, my
ex-husband. He just couldn’t take it.

So, anyway, when | finally got divorced | then started to pursue politics more avidly. And,
you know, | started going to NUT conferences, Labour Party conferences. And in 1992,
| actually stood for Parliament in Sevenoaks, which was like the fourth safest Tory seat
in the country, so there was no chance of getting in. But | had a whale of a time. | loved
it. Talk about an ego trip, oh god, shouting out, “Vote for me!” You know. and pictures of
my face and name up everywhere. Great fun.

But then, after that, | thought, “Well, maybe | ought to have a go at the real thing. See if
| can get selected for a winnable seat”. And | had a go. | really had a go in the next few
years, and | did get shortlisted for three seats, which did go Labour. One was
Gravesham, one was Welwyn Hatfield, and one was Slough. But anyway, | didn’t get
selected, so 1997 came, and the Labour Party got in, and | wasn’t there. That was a bit
sad for me, really. But by that time | was working for UNISON and still involved in trade
union activities.

The first year you stood, in 1992, was the year after your mother died?

Yes, it was, and | had been already chosen as the Prospective Parliamentary Candidate,
although the election hadn't been called. And, yeah, | was already in the limelight in the
local papers every week. So | was always being asked to go on the local radio and things
like that. And | had to decline for a little while because | was grieving. But | remember
my cousin, Philip, who is also a Labour Party member, he was saying to me, “Are you
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going to give up now?” And | said, “No”. And | got back on the horse and did it. So, |
always felt a bit sad that she never saw me stand for Parliament.

What do you think she would have made of it?
Oh, she would have been a bit bemused, | think, really. Yes.
Of course, she was still alive when you started to get into —

Yes, she was. She was, yes. | remember, it was about a month or so before she was
killed ... and | always say “killed” because my parents didn’t die, either of them; they
were both killed. And that’s they had their lives just cut short, like that. Yes, a month
before, it was the Labour Party conference and it was in Brighton, quite near where she
lived. And | was at it with my then boyfriend, so we called round to see her on the way.
And I'd been interviewed on the television that afternoon, at the Labour Party
conference, about education. Because | was, | had two hats on, | was NUT and | was a
Prospective Parliamentary Candidate. And | was so proud I'd been interviewed, and |
thought, “She knows I’'m there. She’ll have had the television on”. So we went down, and
| said, “Did you see me on the television this afternoon?” And my aunt and uncle were
there, Aunty Winnie and Uncle Aubrey, and she said, “Oh no, | must have popped out to
make a cup of tea for Aunty Winnie”. And | thought she saw me on the television ... |
was most miffed! [Laughter.]

So anyway, she would have been quite proud of me, | think. My daughter was proud of
me. She came to the count, yes. That was good. And then | moved here, Reading, in
1993. Yes.

So, that was really poignant, what you said about sitting down in your own house
for the first time as you were or just had divorced. Have you lived alone ever
since?

Yes. I've had men friends but they’ve not lived with me. Yeah.

You mentioned that you visited your father’s grave. There were quite a lot of
graves in, was it—

In Berlin, yes.
Do you want to tell me about that?

Yes. My sister was just coming up to her 60" birthday, and for some reason we just
decided it was the right time. And so, | arranged it and we spent three nights, | think, in
a hotel in Berlin. And we knew it was in a place called Charlottenburg, and we didn’t
really know where that was in relation to where we were in the hotel. So we just asked
for a taxi and asked them to take us there. And it’s kind of in a lovely forest. And the taxi
driver was really nice and he, | think he was Polish, he couldn’t speak much English.
And we didn’t know that this place was a bit kind of out in the wild, so we were just going
to get another taxi back. But then we realised and he said, “No, I'll wait for you. Don’t
worry”. He was so nice. So, he waited there, and we’d done a bit of research and we
knew it was in “Row Z Plot 13”, or whatever it was. And so, we had a map of the place
and we walked in. There were all these rows, as you know, of white headstones and we
were kind of running around looking for the right row and the right number. And then we
found it. And it was really very emotional.
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Although I'd say ... I've written about this in my book ... the night before, we had separate
rooms and | cried the night before, kind of in anticipation of what we were going to do
and see the next day. And I've always often been quite not willing to share my emotions
in front of my sister or people. And | kind of held it back, but I'd done a lot of crying
already. But it was ... it was very, very emotional. Oh yes, we had got some flowers on
the way and we put them in the ground. Yes, it was very special. And at that time, | don’t
think | was terribly aware that he’d been moved from the previous grave, but | just kept
thinking, his bones are under there and he’s been there all these years. All that time
when | was growing up, and having my kids, and getting divorced, been doing all those
things and he’d just been lying there. | know it's not him really, but it was.

Yes. | have been back there once, too, as well. | go on holiday each year with a group
of women friends, and we went to Berlin one year, and | said, “I'd like to go and see the
grave again”. And they came with me, and they were so nice. And one of them, | didn’t
know this, one of them said ... My father was a Jew, by the way, the name is Benjamin.
Although he wasn’t a practising Jew, there’s obviously Jews in the family. My great-
great-grandfather was called Moses and I've got a whole family tree ... Anyway, she
said apparently it's a Jewish custom that you put a stone on the top of the headstone
every time you go and visit it. | didn’t know that. And that’s a nice thing to do. | wonder
how many stones have been put on there since. | don’t know. Yeah. In one of his letters,
| think ... yes, it was written to my uncle Alf, my mother’s sister’s husband ... I've got lots
of other letters that he’d written and one of them says something about, “He went on a
raid but they didn’t get me. Do they ever think they can shoot me down? What, me? A
Jew? With a number like 777777?” | thought that was a great line. Yes. There’s lots of
other things connected with my father which have come up over the years and | felt like
he was trying to ... | know this sounds a bit weird ... trying to contact me.

It's very strange because not long after | moved here, | got a phone call completely out
of the blue from a genealogist, and he said, “Are you the daughter of Eric Arthur
Benjamin?” And it was like a bolt out of the blue, and | just sat down, and he said, “Well,
you’ve got a relative in a home in Bracknell”, which is not far from here, “who was a
cousin of your father’s called Francois Benjamin, and we’re trying to track down all his
relatives because he’s unable to make a will for himself and we’re having to do it, so we
need all the relatives”. And | was dumbfounded, I'd never heard of this person. And so,
he had to verify who | was and he asked for my sister’s details and then he told me that
| had two first cousins living in Surrey, called Sylvia and Joan, who were the daughters
of my father’s sister. And | knew that my father’s sister was the black sheep of the family
because she’d gone off with a married man, so she was never talked about. So, | never
knew | had these cousins. They were almost the same age as me and Sally.

| was amazed. And then we also had loads of relations in Canada who, again, second
cousins and things, but not that far removed. And since then, I've got in touch with them.
I've been over to Canada. I've met them. We’ve met our cousins in Surrey although
they’ve moved to Spain now. So, that was amazing. We actually met the cousins in
Surrey on the day that Princess Diana died. So, that’'s a very, very sharp memory.
Anyway, that was the first thing that | had this huge blast from the past.

And then a few years later, | got a letter in my office, | was working at UNISON, and this
letter came from the NUT, and it had another letter inside. It said, “We have you on our
records as a left-profession member of the teaching profession. Are you the same
person?” Because | had changed my name, | had been Jeannie Evans. That was my
married name and I've gone back to my maiden name. “Because we’ve got a letter from
somebody in the Czech Republic who wants to contact you. So, let us know if you're that
person and we’ll send you the letter”. So, they eventually send me the letter, and it was
in very poor English. This man in the Czech Republic called Radovan Helt, saying he
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was writing a book and he wanted to include a chapter about my father, thanking him for
all the war efforts in helping to destroy the oil plant in Bohlen. And it’s just weird, and so
I've kept in contact with him and | never expected to have a letter thanking me for what
my father had done all these years later.

Then there was a third thing that happened, in 2012, which was the most amazing of all.
| went to the Bomber Command Memorial dedication in Green Park. It was this new
memorial that had just been built, and it was being unveiled by the Queen, so | got an
invitation as next of kin and | went there with my current partner. And | always thought
that was like the funeral my father didn’t have. I'd never thought about that before, him
not having a funeral. My mother wasn’'t able to go to a funeral. And they had this
magnificent fly past, and all these poppies were dropped. And that brought a tear to my
eye. That was amazing.

And then anyway, a few days after that, | put something on the Bomber Command
Memorial website, just saying about who | was and who my father was. And | got a thing
on Facebook from this chap called Fraser Muir that I'd never heard about and he said,
“I've been trying to contact you for years because | heard the last words your father said
as he was being shot down that night”. And | thought that was amazing. | mean, | never
knew he said anything. Obviously, my mother didn’t know. And so, anyway, we were
corresponding, and we said, “What were they?” And it wasn’t anything really remarkable.
It just said, “Damn it. I've been hit. I'm going down. Come in number two”. So, it was like
he just was more concerned about what would happen to the aircraft and the bombing
mission. Anyway, Fraser Muir was in the Canadian Royal Air Force and he obviously
had not been in the plane, but he’d been in the group of planes and they could obviously
hear on the intercom.

And this chap, Fraser Muir, said he’d been trying to contact me all these years because
he’d been so impressed with the cool, calm, and confident manner that my father had
said these last words. And Fraser said he’d always wondered what it would be like to be
hit by flak and get shot down. And he’s written this really, really long account of that
night, and his feelings, and how he’d tried to find me and my sister all these years, and
then he’d seen me on that page. And he’d been at the Bomber Command Memorial
thing, but | didn’t know that and he didn’t know me. He’'d come over from Canada for it.
So, that really was quite amazing.

There were three things that happened and that was ... Who would have thought that
there would be somebody still alive in the world who had heard my father’s last words,
and wanted to tell me. So, that was in 2012. So, we corresponded by email. | mean, this
chap was five years younger than my father would have been, but they shared the same
birthday, June 27", five years apart.

So, we corresponded, and | got to meet him in 2015. He went over to the Netherlands
for a big veterans’ do to celebrate the liberation of the Netherlands. So, | made
arrangements to go over there, and | met him. That was very emotional. And there’s a
Facebook page called “Canada Remembers”, and they were all waiting there with their
cameras when | went into the hotel where | was to meet him. There were all these
flashbulbs going off, and we kind of had a big hug, and it was very emotional. Anyway,
so it was on Facebook and it was really, really quite good. All these people doing likes
and comments. He is such a lovely man. And his wife was there as well, and we just
spent the whole day talking. A remarkable person. And | did a little interview with him,
and | put it on YouTube, so it’s there for posterity, and he’s describing how that night ...
how he felt, and what he heard. And that was 2015, and then Fraser died in 2016. So,
that was very sad but | got to meet him. Wasn’t that wonderful? | mean, he’s 97 ... No,
he would be 92 now, 92 or 93. So, pretty amazing. It's a shame my mother didn’t know,
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that was the only thing. It might have been too hard for her. Yeah. So, | don’t know if
there’s anything else.

I’'m just thinking it makes the words to your sister and your children so real,
doesn’t it? When she said to you, “You do have a father. He’s just not here”. You
almost have the belated, almost sort of physical, material relationship to him and
his life that you maybe didn’t have when you were in there.

Yes. And | mean, when you’re growing up, you just take it all. It's just normal, as | said.
And the person with whom I'm having a relationship at the moment, he doesn'’t ... he
can’t understand. He can’t get his head round the fact that I'm so interested in it now,
and he said, “You’ve had all your life to do all this research and find out more. Why
haven’t you done it before?” | said, “Well, | was just living my life.” But I've got time now
and I'm interested now, | wasn’t then, | was just part of what happened.

And as you say, it’s often the way it is later in life that we wish we’d asked ...

Yes. That'’s right. So, I'm kind of, | am asking these questions but I’'m having to find out
for myself what the answers are. Yes.

You said earlier that your mother, too, went to your father’s grave. Did she talk to
you about that?

Yes. I've got a newspaper cutting of it to show you, in the local paper. Yes. She said she
was very grateful to the Royal British Legion for paying for her to go over there with Fred.
Yes. Gosh, again, you see ... that was 1987. That was the year | got divorced, so | was
very wrapped up in my own affairs. | knew that she had gone, but | don’t think | talked to
her much about it.

Was that the only time she went?

Yes. Another time she went to Runnymede, although that is there for people who have
no known grave. My father's navigator, who was called Jack Heath, Ettock Heath,
something like that, he’s commemorated there. So, | think they went to see his name on
there because | do remember Sally and | were about 9 or 10, and she and Fred went
there, and we were there, too, and | remember her coming away with Fred, in tears. |
just have that little pictorial memory of that.

How did you feel when you ... after your mother’s death ... you and your sister
found all the letters?

Oh gosh, yes. That was really emotional. We were just overcome by the amount of them,
and the fact that they were all tied up with ribbon in a nice little shoebox in the wardrobe.
Yes. | remember, | think it might have been about a year later, my sister was in a
relationship with somebody at the time who was very interested in aircraft and the war
and everything. And he did a lot of research into my father’s life. And he tracked down a
piece of Pathé newsreel which my father had been on, which we knew about because
there was a picture in the family album of him on the news. And my mother talked to me
about it, and my aunt, and they’re all very proud. They’'d been to the cinema, and they’'d
seen him on there, and | remember my aunt saying, “I wanted to stand up and shout,
‘That’s my brother-in-law!”. So, we knew about it, but this boyfriend of Sally’s had found
this newsreel, and it was on a video tape called “Failed to Return”, and it included a little
extract of that actual newsreel. So, Sally came ‘round one afternoon with her boyfriend
and another bloke, and they put it on my television. They’d already seen it, and they
brought it to show me.
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And there he was speaking, and I'd never heard his voice before, and it was about a
mission that he’d been on, and he was one of the three main people on the mission and
they interviewed each one in turn. And he was saying, in a very posh voice, “Oh, we
looked down and there we saw all these flames going on and the poor people down
there”. And it was quite empathetic. He was saying about the people down there that
they were destroying, and he said, “It must have been awful for them”. And | remember
my sister had seen it, so she was looking at me for my reaction, and | was very conscious
that she was looking at me, and so | kind of held back, which is a bit of a shame, but
anyway. I've watched it many times since. And that’s when we got out all the letters and
the poem that he’d written to me and it was a very emotional afternoon, very. Yes. And
a lot of these things, like the letter, the poem, I'd seen before and I'd read it before, but
it was then that it really made an impact. Sometimes you just grow up with things, and
they’re just there, and then suddenly you realise how significant they are. Yes.

Before she died, had your mother ever mentioned the letters to you?
Yes. | think so. Yes. So, maybe we weren’t that surprised. Yes.
But she’d never shown them to you before?

No, | don’t remember seeing them. But we knew that he always called himself John. So,
we must have known about them. Yeah. | was called Jeannie after the song, “| Dream
of Jeannie with the Light Brown Hair”. So everyone knows how old | am if they know
about that song. That's quite nice. And because at the Catholic school you were
supposed to have a saint’'s name, and | didn’t, I'm afraid. Very bad. Very much frowned
upon. All the other girls had [names like] Teresa and Celia. Yes. And my second name
is Susan, which | never liked because everyone in the class is called Susan almost. But
my father's mother, she insisted on calling me Susan for ages because she liked the
name. Yes. We didn’t have much of a relationship with her. It's a bit of a shame really
because, | mean, | never gave much thought to ... She’'d lost a son ... it’s been dreadful.
Yeah. His father had died some time before. See, that’s what I'm researching now, trying
to find out more about his family. Yeah.

Did your mother mark Remembrance when she was still alive?

Oh, yes. She used to put, well on his birthday, she used to put a rose in front of his
picture and yes, Remembrance Day was always a big thing. And it is for me, still,
because my mother, the date she died was November 8", and that's very close, so |
always think of them both together on that day. But even before she died, | always
thought that was a special day. Yes. And again, on the actual day she died, November
8™ 1991, which was a Friday, the Remembrance Sunday was two days later, and | was
in Sevenoaks, but | was divorced.

Anyway, Sevenoaks had a local memorial thing, and so | went up to it and took partin a
service there, and Dylan and Charlotte came with me, and | was really emotional then.
It was just a couple of days after my mother had died, and | was remembering my father,
and | remember they were quite baffled that | had tears in my eyes for my father, even
though he’d died many years before. They couldn’t quite get it. Yes. And you see, my
current partner, for want of a better word, he doesn’t get it either that | can still be so
affected by my father’s death. He said, “But you hardly knew him”. But that’s why. | know
| was eighteen months, but it's more poignant than my mother’s death, although | had
all those years with her. It was hard to explain.

Is there anything else that you’d like to talk about, Jeannie?
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Well, | was going to read out that page that my mother had written about the fall of
France, but | don’t think | want to now. | could do. What do you think?
Completely up to you.

I'll give it a go. This is part of the memoir that | discovered just after she died.
Do you know when she wrote this?

Yes, | do. She’d written it in bits and pieces, | think, over | don’t know how long. But the
scruffy bits of Basildon Bond notepaper, if you remember what that is, and blue paper
and just written in biro, not in any thoughtful way, just like notes, and | think she’d done
it in bits and pieces, but the letter that went with it was obviously written just a month
before because it was just after Fred died, and she said she survived six months without
him. So, that kind of dates it. And she’s saying, “Don’t be too sad”. And all the rest of it,
but “I've had a happy life and everything”. And then, and it says at the end of where she
describes her life and some of it, I've mentioned to you already, there’s a page and a bit
of what she says about, well, the Dunkirk moment. Although | never realised it was that.
But shall | read some of it? Yes. So, she says:

“One of my most treasured memories is the night of June 17" 1940, the day France
fell to the Germans. | woke about 11:30 to see my beloved of a few months standing
at my bedroom door, weary, dusty and with a sprained ankle, but full of joy at reaching
home. He had arrived back at his aerodrome at Nantes after an early bombing raid
that morning to find the squadron had left hastily in the face of advancing Germans.

My photograph, the only thing left hanging on a tent pole. He jumped into a plane, a
fighter, though he was a bomber pilot, and flew the Channel. He crossed London on
the underground, mingling with homegoing workers, and arrived at 23 Mays Road,
Teddington about 11:30. This sounds incredible, but | so vividly remember his
description of the utter chaos in France and the long lines of pathetic refugees he saw
from the air, and the contrast of the utter ordinariness of suddenly being among the
London commuters on the underground.

What a rapturous reunion we had that night. | hadn’t expected to see him for ages. |
was afraid he would’ve been taken prisoner, as so many were. And the next morning,
he answered the doorbell to receive a telegram telling me he was missing. How we
laughed. We had a wonderful leave, visiting family and friends. He was quite the hero
of our little circle. He had a happy 21 birthday party on June 27" before re-joining
his squadron.

He did many more bombing raids, including several on Berlin, and was filmed by
Pathé newsreel talking after one of these and calling it a piece of cake. On one raid,
fifty planes were missing and he received the DFC and bar and reached the rank of
Acting Wing Commander, but alas his lucky number, 77777 (five sevens), didn’t make
it. He was killed on February 20™ 1945.”

And then she goes on to say a bit more. Oh, yes ...
“There were only two planes missing on that raid, announced on the one o’clock news.
And | thankfully carried on breastfeeding our three-week-old second daughter. The

first one was eighteen months old. But the telegram came at two o’clock and, this
time, it was for real. Forty years since the telegram came and ended my happy,
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carefree youth.' My babies were three weeks and eighteen months, now middle-
aged. My darling is still 25. Age did not weary him or the years condemn.”

And then she jokes ...

“He did not grow fat either or lose his teeth. The years that | wished away with a fierce,
young grief have passed. | have been re-reading for the millionth time these happy
and concerned young letters.”

And then she quotes bits of the letters. And then, the last little bits are ... He says things
like:

“Went to the cinema. A shilling seat, tell mum. Had bed and breakfast, seven and six.
Bat man allowance of two shillings a day. Says the letters never fail to bring him and
the time vividly to mind. So long ago but still like yesterday.”

See, that’s why | found it difficult to read. So, | don’t think there’s anything else to say.
Do you remember when you read that the first time?

Yes, of course | do. It was the day after she died. Yes. | found it because | had to go
back down to her house the day after. Oh yes, well | mean, the night she died, | forgot
to say that bit: | actually had to go and identify her body because ... just a formality.
Anyway, the next day | drove back up to Sevenoaks that night and drove down the next
morning on my own and had to go into her house because the police were coming. I'd
arranged to meet them. Formalities. And then, when they’d gone, that’s when | kind of
just looked around for things, and | looked in her desk, and | found the envelope with the
memoir, as | call it, of her life. And the letter that went with it was for me and Sally, and
all of that that | just read. Yes. Pretty powerful, the next day. Yes. So obviously I've
photocopied it, and my sister’s got a copy as well. | mean, I've transcribed it also into my
book, but the actual letter is ... you see the handwriting is the best bit. Yes.

Thank you so much for that, Jeannie, | know it can’t be easy.

It was tough. Yeah. It's amazing, isn’t it, how you can read it in certain contexts, but
reading it today to you is different. | can read it many times without feeling like this. Yeah.
There’s a line that | think I’'m going to use at some point in the next book I'm writing from
Wordsworth, it's called “Emotion Recollected in Tranquillity”. That’s kind of like this, isn’t
it? Thank you for being so empathetic. You are. Yes.

So your mother remarried, and you said she was very happy with Fred, who you
call your stepfather.

Yes.

Did you ever get a sense that she was always quite willing to consider remarrying?
Did she ever feel like there might be an issue?

Of disloyalty or something? Possibly. Yes. There might have been a bit of that. | think
Fred always knew he was second best. Yes. That's been hard for him. Yes. But he was
very supportive. He went to Runnymede with her and yes ... But, yes, I'm glad she had
him because | remember when he died, and we went down there to support her and my
aunt and everybody was there. | remember all just sitting round as you do and then my

See Fig. 7a and 7b.
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mother went to the toilet, and it’s only a little bungalow so | could hear her in the toilet,
and | could hear her saying, “Oh no, Fred”. And crying. And that was really poignant.
She suddenly realised she’d been widowed a second time. She’d have to be on her own.
She had a sad last few months.

And | suppose, at the same time, she’d had a chance at a long, happy second
marriage.

Oh, yes. 22 years. Yeah. Much longer than she’d ever been married before. Yes. But |
mean, you didn’t call them single mothers in those days. She was just a widow. A single
mother has a different kind of connotation, doesn’t it? But she was.

Fig. 1: Jeannie Benjamin in Summer 2017 with a photograph of her parents (c. 1938).
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Fig. 2: Eric and Betty Benjamin’s wedding day. 3 December 1939.
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Fig. 3: Headline about Jeannie’s parents’ wedding in the national press. December 1939.
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Fig. 4. Eric Arthur Benjamin (1919-1945). Wing Commander and Master Bomber.
Distinguished Flying Cross & Bar.
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Fig. 5a: The poem Jeannie’s father wrote leading up to her birth. Page 1 of 2. 15 December
1942.
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Fig. 5b: The poem Jeannie’s father wrote leading up to her birth. Page 2 of 2. 15 December
1942.
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Fig. 6: Betty and Eric Benjamin with their two children, Jeannie (eighteen months old) and
Sally (aged three weeks). This is the only photo of Benjamin with his wife and both
daughters. February 1945.
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Fig. 7a: Letter from Air Ministry informing Betty Benjamin of the circumstances of her first
husband’s death. Page 1 of 2. 16 July 1945.




Fig. 7b: Letter from Air Ministry informing Betty Benjamin of the circumstances of her first
husband’s death. Page 2 of 2. 16 July 1945.
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Fig. 8: Betty Benjamin as a young widow.
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Fig. 9:

Betty Benjamin (later Ridge) with her second husband, Fred Ridge, in their bungalow
in Steyning (Sussex). C. 1985.
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INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT

| = Interviewer
R = Respondent / Interviewee
[ 1= Clarification note

I: So, today is the 25" June 2017. Could you tell me your full name please?
R:  Christina Claypole.

I: And what is your age, Chris?

R:  I'm76.

I: Thank you. Chris, we’re interviewing you today because you’re the daughter of a
war widow, so | wonder if we could start with your childhood. Where were you
born, where did you go to school, what was it like growing up?

R: I was born in South Shields in County Durham, and | went to school there until | was
seven. In the meantime, we were refugees ... not refugees, gosh ...

I: Evacuees?

R:  Evacuees. Evacuated to Upton, near Pontefract, and unfortunately mum could not settle
back in South Shields. She kept going back and the windows would be all blown out with
the bombing, and one thing or the other, and we just travelled like gypsies backwards
and forwards for several years. Then, after the war, she could not settle in South Shields,
so we actually came to live in Woodlands in Doncaster.

So, | can remember at school once | had to go on the stage because the Canadians had
sent us a parcel for the poor children, and they gave me a red itchy jumper, which was
absolutely ghastly. And when | took it home | was so embarrassed because | had to get
on the stage in front of all the children in the school and be so grateful for this red itchy
jumper. And when | got home, Mum said, “Well, the good people of Canada have sent it
so you will have to wear it”.

And | wore it to school and | hated it so much and | came home in the evening at teatime
with my elbows on the walls, and when | got home | had no elbows in the jumper. I'd
ripped holes in them so | didn’t have to wear that anymore. So that was quite good. But
we had a very, very happy childhood. Very happy. Mum was a wonderful, wonderful
parent. We used to sing and laugh. We didn’t have any money, but it didn’t seem to
matter. | never, ever in my life felt poor, ever. It was just so easy. Very loving, very close,
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me and my mother and my brother. My brother is two years older than me. And we’ve
stayed close all our lives really. | think that’'s why now, [living] so close to mum, it's sort
of payback. She could have put us into a home. The Naval Benevolent Fund always
used to say, “Can you manage your children?” My brother used to cry, “No mum, don’t
send us!” And | used to think it would be a bit like Famous Five, and | used to say, “Oh
that would be great, let me go”. It certainly didn’t worry me. | had a lovely childhood.
Great.

Could you tell us a little bit of what you know about your parents and their earlier
lives, when they met, their courtship? Do you know anything about that?

Yes, | know that my dad courted my mum from when she was fourteen, still at school.
I've got a letter that said that he loved her in her little white ankle socks, and he used to
pick her up on a motorbike from school. And | think they were married at seventeen and
had two babies very quickly. In all fairness, | can’t remember my dad at all because |
was only a baby ... | think | was four months old when he went away to sea and, actually,
he didn’t come back because he went over to America to have the submarine refitted.
And his sister actually lived in America, and they were famous photographers. That’s
why we have such lovely photos of my dad. We don’t have any of mum and dad really
together, but she took lots of photos and sent them for Christmas presents and things
like that.

And we were supposed to go to America, to Aunt Lilian, and she was going to bring us
up. | think ... | can’t really remember ... but | think a liner went down very shortly before
we were supposed to go over, and also my grandfather had apparently said to mum,
“There’s a lot in the letters about what she’s going to do for the children, Chrissie, but
what is she going to do for you? That’s what I’'m concerned about”, and | think it probably
hit home with mum. We abandoned and we didn’'t go. We were evacuated into Upton
and then we lived with a lady who | called Auntie Porter, and she had one of those ...
you know the big heavy shoes ... She had one leg shorter than the other and she had
this big ... | can remember that ... She had this big boot on. Her husband was a
Japanese Prisoner of War, and he did come back after the war. But she was a lovely
lady. She used to take in dressmaking. And every time she had an order for something
she used to ask them get another little bit of material. She used to tell them a little bit
more, and out of that bit she always made me a dress when | was little and growing up.
So that was lovely.

We got very friendly with another family, | think Charlie Williams, the comedian, was in
Upton at the time. He and these other lads used to always come and take mum out and
my auntie used to say, “Go, Chrissie, go and have a night out”. And she would look after
us two children, and my dad’s sister ended up marrying one of the boys, which was
lovely. My uncle Frank. They became part of our family, extended family, and we stayed
very close. Even to this day, | am very close to their daughter, Gillian. She’s very special
to me.

Nothing, really, that | can think of as | was growing up because mum did a wonderful job,
mother and father really. | mean, we had nothing, but it didn’t matter, did it? We ended
up with good jobs and | never really, as | say, | never really missed my dad until | was
sixteen at work and | heard the other girls talking about what their father was going to
get them for Christmas. And | thought, “Gosh, I've really missed out big time on this”.
But not ... you don’t miss what you haven’t had. | feel very sad that mum missed a
married life, really.

She did have a couple of boyfriends, but you know ... in those days, the mothers wouldn’t
let the boys take on other men’s children. It was very veto-ed. If somebody had a child
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that wasn’t theirs ... you know? She had a couple of boyfriends. | think me and my
brother saw them off. One of them used to lisp, and we used to play cards, and | can
remember that, and | must have only been five or six. We played cards and when he got
to the ace of spades he used to say, “Athe of spathes”. And so when it was my turn,
that’s what | said, and so he didn’t come back. It's quite sad for mum, really, but we
laughed a lot. We laughed a lot. It was lovely. A lovely childhood.

Could you tell us a bit about your mum’s early life?

She was one of eight children. Eight children. | think she was the third girl in a row, and
her dad used to say, “There’s no wonder you're unlucky, Chrissie, because when they
said it's another girl | said drown the little devil”. He said, “I didn’t mean it, | just so wanted
a boy”, but he said, “I wonder if that's why you’ve been so unlucky”. My grandmother
was a war widow because grandfather was gassed in the First World War, and he died
about ten months, | think, after my dad. She had two children late in life who weren’t
much older than me and my brother, so they were very much like two war widows
together. Although war widows wasn’t a word in those days, and so they both scraped
through, and | know that my Nan helped my mum out as much as she could.

She used to give us, every weekend, that was the only treat we ever got as we grew up,
she used to give us an old three-penny bit, the eight-sided or six-sided one, and a two-
ounce sweet coupon. And we used to go to Billy Thirwell’s corner shop. That was our
weekly treat from my nana. One day our Ron came back and he’'d bought a bit piece of
parachute silk for my mother. He didn’t buy sweets. | did, but he didn’t. And he came
back, and mum said, “Well what do you want me to do with it, Ron?” And he said, “I
thought you could make yourself a bra”. [Laughter]. With the parachute silk. He used to
buy her a bottle of ink, but | unfortunately used to buy the sweets, but there you are.

It was quite a sad life for her, really, because we never had money for the pictures or
anything like that. She used to go to bed with us because she couldn’t afford to keep the
fire on and the electric on, so we all went to bed together. We had a two up flat, with a
little pantry off. The toilet was down the stairs and out in the yard, and the man next door
... | could, never believe that the man next door was a miner who got free coal, and yet
he took mum’s butter and sugar off her for a bucket of coal. And he knew she’d been left
with two children. That was really ... that, to me, is so hard to take because you would
give them a bucket of coal when you got it free, wouldn’t you? Really, | think so anyway.

She had terrible jobs. She had terrible jobs working for people. She once had to dust
with a white duster. | can remember that. She said, “But she doesn’t get the better of me
because | do it with my own duster and | keep the white one in my pinny pocket”.
Because the lady said if there was dirt on the duster she hadn’t done it properly the day
before, so mum used to dust with her own. But she could only do menial jobs because
she had two children to look after. She couldn’t go out to work properly.

She’d worked for a long time, hadn’t she, before she got married?

Yes.

Before she had you.

She’d always done service. She’s always done menial jobs, really. When we came to
Woodlands she worked for Dame Lindley Wood as a kennel maid at Hampole, and Ms.
Wood used to show dogs at Crufts. And when she went to Crufts | used to go with my

mum and we used to sleep over in The Priory at Hampole, and it was very spooky. Very
spooky. And mum used to look after the dogs while she went. That was one of her jobs,
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but she never had anything meaningful. She was always very determined that we would
do well. She always made us work, work at school to do well. And we did all right. We
both had decent jobs. We both came through it okay.

What work did your mum do when she was a teenager?
| honestly don’t know. | think that's when she was in London, was it?
Can you tell us a bit about that?

She was sent at fifteen with half a crown to work in a deaf and blind home, and she learnt
the sign language then, and she used to read the letters to the people with their fingers
with the sign language. | can’t imagine sending a child of fifteen to London from
Newcastle with a half a crown in their pocket to get there, and actually get to the home
and find her own way, but obviously she did it, so she did very well. Apart from that, she
did housekeeping jobs and things. | can’t think what else she did.

Did she ever tell you anything about when your father proposed or when they got
married?

No, never. Never said anything about it. | know she said she used to ride on the
motorbike. My brother ... now he says he can remember filling my dad’s sailor hat with
sawdust in the corner shop, but whether he can remember remembering I'm not sure
because he would have only been a baby. He wouldn’t have been very old, but he always
said he could remember that. Her father one day gave her a cat o’ nine tails and said,
“Chrissie you're going to have to be mother and father to these children, so don’t use it,
just keep it hanging on a nail, and when they’re naughty, you’ll get the cat o’ nine tails”.
So one day ... she’d done this for years ... one day my brother said, “Well it doesn’t hurt
anyway”. So she said, “Really? I'll show you if it hurts”, so she tapped him and she
tapped me. Well, | wouldn’t have dared to say it hurt because he would have hit me. So
| said, “It doesn’t hurt. It doesn’t hurt”. So she hit us a little bit harder and a little bit harder.
“No, mum. It doesn’t hurt”, and then she said, “Well this will hurt’. And she really let
wham. She hit him and she hit me. My goodness, but she never found it again because
| held the loft open with a brush and my brother threw it up. So she never found the cat
0’ nine tails after that, and that was left behind in South Shields when we came to Upton,
the cat o’ nine tails stayed behind. It didn’t come with us. She would have never hit us
on purpose. We were just being cheeky | think.

You and your brother sound like a right pair.

Yes, we were. We were. Very close, and still close today. | mean, he’s gone this
afternoon to see mum because | can’t be there, so it’s a nice close family.

What do you know about your father joining the Forces ... going to war? Do you
know anything about that?

| once read a letter that mum had written, and she said, “John joined straightaway
because he wanted to give the children a better life. He wanted to make sure the children
had a better life”. And she said, quite honestly, if they knew how I'd been treated ... if
he’d knew how I've been treated since, they would have to drag him kicking and
screaming to get him into the Forces. He would have never gone and left us. He thought
we'd be well taken of, and they weren’t. But there were too many of them. Too many
ladies, you know? Left without. Today for the younger ones they’re quite well looked
after, and so they should be. But there were just too many at my mum’s age. There were
men coming back without jobs and things like that. | think war widows were just at the
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bottom of the pile, weren’t they? And | mean, thank goodness that the War Widows
Association was founded in 1972 because at least they fought and got these ladies ...
they've all ended up with a decent pension now, and so they should. They shouldn’t
have to have struggled all these years. It’s really good. They’ve done a fabulous job.

Can you give us some of the details? Which force your father joined, what his
journey looked like from there?

Well, he joined the Royal Navy, and then he volunteered for the Submarine Service, and
he joined the Submarine Service. He was on the submarine, and it went over to America
to be refitted, and on the way across they picked up some survivors from a Dutch ship,
and Jack, one of the survivors of dad’s submarine, said, “Boy were they glad to see us
when we picked them up”. He said, “Your dad had to cook meals in the tiny little galley
for 100 people”, in a tiny submarine galley, you know? For 100 people.

Because | met the survivors ... 30 years after, more. Let me think how old | would be.
40 odd years after my dad. And | went down to Gosport with my husband and we went
in the submarine base there, and on the outside it says HMS Porpoise and Geoff said,
“Chris, that’s the sister submarine to your dad’s. He was on the Pandora”. And this old
guy came out in the Royal Navy blues and he said, “Can | help you?” And Geoff said,
“Her father was on the Pandora”. “Come on in”, he [the old man] said. He showed me a
book, and it had my dad’s name in it. Well, nobody ever really talked about my dad, you
know? It was quite emotional. He’d got a chart and he knew where every submarine had
been lost during the war. They called him Gus Britain, and he was in charge of the
museum at Gosport. He was lovely, he said, “I'll get you all of his service record, and I'll
get you this, and I'll get you that”. | was so excited. | came home, and we’d only been
home | think less than an hour and the phone went. He said, “Christina it's Gus Britain.
Would you like to meet two of the survivors of the submarine?” Can you believe that?
We did not even know there ever were any survivors of the submarine. | said, “Yes, but
I'll have to have a cup of tea first” because | was shaking. | was absolutely shaking.

Anyway, we did meet Gus and Mack." Gus had got out through the torpedo tubes in
Malta.”® It was torpedoed in Malta Harbour in Valetta on April 1% 1942. And apparently
there was a carrier called The Lance and that’'s what they were after, but they took the
submarine as well, and another submarine. They got all three of them in the harbour that
day. Gus actually got out through the torpedo tubes while it was sinking."” Amazing.
Absolutely amazing. | think one guy got off and they never saw him again, and they were
all hiding under lorries, and when they looked they were full of ammunition. It was
dreadful. So we found a lot from that, and I've actually got a letter from Mack to say that
he wrote down his account, and it tells you all about that day in Malta.

| took mum back to Malta on a pilgrimage, and | wrote to the chief ... no, the harbour
master ... because | knew he’d know. Do you know, the admiralty in London said ... |
asked where the submarine had gone down because | wanted to know where to take
mum specifically ... and he said, “He has no grave but the sea”. They wouldn’t tell me,
and that’s years after. Mum cried for a fortnight, and | thought, “perhaps I'm not doing
the right thing here”. And | said, “Well | know who would know. The harbour master has
got to know,” and they were brilliant. They took us right out to the spot and we laid
wreaths. | laid my wreath, and what did it do? It flipped over upside down, and | cried.
The Chief Petty Officer of a sister submarine, who they brought with them on the day,

Respondent correction: Jack (not Gus).
Respondent correction: Jack (not Gus).
Respondent correction: Jack (not Gus).
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put his arm around me and said, “Don’t worry. It's probably the right way up for a
submarine. Upside down”. It was quite sad.

Since then I've been back three times now to Malta, and each time we’ve laid a wreath
and each time it’s flipped. Last time we did it, it sailed out about twenty yards, and then
turned over and went down, the wreath. It’s just uncanny really, isn’t it? It's a bit spooky,
but there we are.

How did your mum feel about it when you took her?

Well, the Maltese people were wonderful with her because they could remember. The
pilot of the harbour, of the pilot boat, he could remember being a boy of seven, and he
said they put the children to live in the caves, and he said, “When we came out our
clothes were green mouldy”, and they were eating rats. They had no food, no nothing,
no fuel. And the submarine, you see, went in with all the ballast things full of aviation
fuel. It was a floating bomb anyway, wasn'’t it? And they said they had more bombs
dropped on Malta in April 1942 than dropped on London in the whole of the war. They
just absolutely smashed Malta to pieces. So they put the children in the caves to keep
them safe. But he could remember. He said women were trying to siphon fuel off as the
ships were going down, they were so desperate for things. They had no food, they had
nothing. So they had it rough, didn’t they? In Malta. But mum enjoyed it.

| took my nephew, my brother’s eldest boy and a cousin with me last time | went because
mum was getting a bit older and it’s a bit difficult. It's a good job | did because she got
stuck in the bath, and we couldn’t get her out, and | had to ring my nephew come and
help me, | can’t get nana out of the bath. [Laughter]. So he had to come and help, so we
had a lot of laughs as well while we were there. It was a good trip, a really good trip.
That’s it.

Can we go back to your childhood a little bit? Did your mum ever talk about your
dad?

Not very often. Not very often. | think she did a lot of her crying in private. | don’t think
she ever wanted to upset us. | mean obviously we always knew he came from Jarrow.
We always kept in touch with his parents, and his brothers and sisters, but | think they
could have helped her a bit more than they did, but they didn’t, so ... She never really
talked an awful lot. | mean, we’ve always seen the photos and, thanks to Aunt Lilian in
America, we have got decent photos, otherwise we wouldn’t have had anything. My aunt
Lilian had one daughter, and when Aunt Lilian died ... They’d done a Cinefilm of my dad.
Can you imagine, seeing him walking and talking? | couldn’t believe it. | knew they had
because Aunt Lilian came over, and she came to see my mum, and she was going to
bring us up, you see, so she came to see us. And then when she died | wrote to my
cousin Phyllis Ann and said, “If there’s any Cinefilms of my father, could you please send
them? I'll pay any expenses”. Because, we've never ... | can’t remember seeing him.
And | don’t think she even answered my letter, so we didn’t get them. | bet they’ve just
been burned and lost. It's so sad. | mean I've seen photos, but | can’t imagine seeing
him walking and talking and that. It's quite sad, really, to have lost those. Quite special,
weren’t they? But, that’s life, isn't it?

What was life like when you were a child during the war? You’ve already said you’d
been evacuated and it was all a bit exciting.

Oh, I know. Well, we were like gypsies. We used to go from Doncaster to South Shields

regularly on the Halls Brothers busses, and just travel backwards and forwards. But, you
see, mum always thought that perhaps dad would come back. She always thought she
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better get home because he might have lost his memory and then remembered who he
was and come back. | think when he was first lost ... | mean | was only a tiny baby at
the time ... she used to go shopping and then have to run home because she thought
he might be there, you know? That’s really sad. But she couldn’t settle in either place,
so every time we went to school we got immunised twice because they’d just done them
in South Shields and then they’d come to Doncaster. They're just doing them in
Doncaster and you'd say, “I've already been done”, and they say, “Well it won’t hurt to
do them again”. So we always copped for it twice, you know?

But my brother was very clever, exceptionally clever, and he passed his 11+, | think,
when he was nine, in South Shields. Then we moved to Doncaster and he couldn’t
understand how they spoke. He was having real trouble, you know, grasping everything.
He took the exam straight away and failed it, so he went to secondary school and he’'d
passed him at nine years of age. They said, “Well no. You have to pass in this county”.
So sad because he was so clever. We used to call him the ready reckoner. He could
add up in his head brilliantly, but he did all right. He trained as an electrician, then he
went to work at the colliery, and he was a fitter and very well spoken of and did fine, did
okay.

| left school at sixteen and mum paid for me to go to the comptometer operator, but that’s
obviously before thingies [calculators] came in, and | travelled to Leeds for three or four
months and then | went into town, into Doncaster, and got three jobs. | could just choose
which job | wanted. | never really looked back jobs wise, and as | say, that was the first
time | missed my dad. You don’t miss what you haven’t had. It would have been nice to
have had a dad but we managed very well thanks to a wonderful mother.

So how old were you and your brother in 1942 when your dad left?

Well | would be ... just turned a year old. And my brother would be two and a half.
So when you later weren’t on a bus between Pontefract and South Shields —
[Laughter].

— what was going on? Tell me a little bit about what you remember about your
everyday life. What did you get up to?

Well, I can remember going to school when | was only three years old. Ron didn’t want
to go. He was a bit of a cry baby, our Ron. If we were ever invited out, he used to go up
to mum and he used to put an arm in her coat and then go round the back and put the
other arm in and then get her handbag and hang it on her arm and say, “Are we going
home now mum?” | never wanted to come home. | was always the outgoing one, you
know. And, of course, he went to school in Upton and | followed him so many times that
in the end they let me stay. So | went to school at three. [Laughter].

But | loved school, absolutely loved school. Brilliant, really, really adored school. | didn’t
want to leave actually. It's a bit sad that, isn’t it? | can’t think of anything else really that
was of interest. We always had a cat, we always had a dog. We had a very normal ... to
say she was on her own ... she did remarkably well. | think so, anyway.

Of course, | saw your mother earlier and had a chat with her. | seem to recall
someone dressing up the dog ... ?

Oh yes, yes. It was an Old English Sheepdog, and one of my hobbies was getting baby
clothes, putting them on the dog, and wheeling it round the village as my baby. It was
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wonderful, the dog. He used to follow us to school, and he used to jump on the bus, get
off at the shops, cross the crossing, and he’d go down to the grammar school to find me.
If he couldn’t find me, he’d go up to the other school to find Ron and if he couldn’t find
... we used to hide, because people used to say, “Your Skipper is here”. And we used
to hide because he wouldn’t go away. He wanted to be with you all the time. And if he
couldn’t find either of us, he used to get back on the bus and go home. But he used to
lay on the platform and he wouldn’t move for anybody. He was just this great big Old
English Sheepdog, but he was a lovely, lovely dog. It made our home normal, really,
didn’t it? It's a shame. It is a shame mum couldn’t have had another love in her life,
really.

What impression did you have of your mum when you were young, when you were
a teenager?

She was very beautiful, you know. Really lovely-looking lady, and always happy. She
used to sing ... We used to sing at the table. We used to say in mock opera, “Pass me
the butter”. I'm not going to sing it now because | sing like Edith Allo Allo now. [Laughter]
And | couldn’t possibly sing on this tape, but we used to sing to each other, “Pass me
the butter, pass me the tea”, you know? Crazy things that cost nothing, really. | can
remember helping her to decorate, and | only had washing-up mops. You probably won'’t
remember them ... they were like little stringy mops, and you dipped them into the
emulsion thing and then you spattered them on the wall and it made rose patterns. | can
remember doing that as a child, and | can remember cutting out flowers out of magazines
and sticking them on as a border. Although we didn’t have anything, we always had fun,
a lot, a lot of fun. | know she used to take my hair ribbons off, and she used to roll them
up and then stick them under the teapot because she couldn’t afford to put the iron on
to iron my ribbons, so she put them under the teapot and that pressed them.

She said she she used to break glass in with the coal to put on the fire to make it last
longer ... break jam jars. That’s a bit dangerous, isn’t it? | can’t imagine anybody doing
that today. | can’t imagine anybody being so hard up. | know we had ... a great friend
was my aunt Mona. She wasn'’t a real auntie, she was just mum’s friend, and she used
to work in a fish and chip shop in South Shields. | must have been five or six then, and
she was very good to mum. She used to give her big pieces and chunks of lard and fat
from the fish shop and odd bits of stuff, you know? But she always lent mum half a crown
on a Friday, and mum paid her back on a Monday, because by Friday she had nothing
left in her purse. And mum used to pay her back on a Monday when she got her pension,
and at the end, when we eventually moved, nobody knew whose half-crown it was. It
was backwards and forwards so many times that they weren’t sure whether it was my
Aunt Mona’s or my mum’s, you know? But she was nice with mum. She always looked
after mum.

I mean, times were hard for lots of people, weren’t they? | can remember the children
next door to us, and | don’t think they had any shoes some of them. Because | used to
cry and say, “Why do | have to wear shoes? The Aimses don’t”. | was a horrible child,
really. Yes, “The Aimses children don’t wear shoes, so why have | got to?” My mum said,
“You’ve got to wear shoes because you've got shoes, so you’ve got to wear them”. So
she made me wear them.

| think it is a great shame that she’s not well enough now to go to Laura’s graduation and
see her great-granddaughter get a degree. That would really ... it would be fabulous, but
it's such hard work now. She’s just not very mobile at all. It would be too hard to get her
to Newcastle and do that, but a great shame because | think she would have got a huge
kick out of that.
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Mind, as you’ve seen on the photograph on the Snapchat photo, Laura put her a doggy’s
tongue and little ears and a funny nose on, didn’t she? They all think the world of her,
the children.

So when you were younger, you never really had a notion that your mum was
struggling to feed you and your brother and herself?

No. | know we had no money, so you don’t ask. If you know the money isn’t there you
don’t even think of asking for it. We never asked because we knew there was nothing
there to ask for, but we were always so happy. We were always laughing and singing,
and, as | say, she used to go to bed with us because she couldn’t afford to keep the fire
on. She used to build the fire in the winter for when we came in from school, and she
would make the fire, and that would be it. You could not build it, you couldn’t redo it
because there wasn’t any coal or anything, so it was just lit once and that was it. So,
quite sad really. | mean, to think not to have enough money to put an iron on. Dreadful,
dreadful.

Did she ever tell you afterwards how bad things actually were, or did you just
guess or put things together?

I've learned more since she wrote her own story, you know? One night she couldn’t
sleep, she got up and wrote it down. It broke my heart when | read it, when | realised
that her mother cut her soap in half to give her half the soap because mum could only
afford soap or bread, so she bought the bread and had half of her mother’s soap. | can’t
physically imagine anyone being that hard up, really, at all. But to go from Friday to
Monday and not a penny in your purse, and as a little girl | can remember her being a
halfpenny short of her rent, and we were in an upstairs flat, and the rent woman was
stood down at the front door waiting for this nine shillings | think it was. Yes, it was
because she got 29 shilling a week, that was her pension, and nine shilling was rent, so
she virtually had twenty shillings a pound to keep us on, and she used to put it in the jar
in the cupboard. In the cup in the cupboard, the rent. And when she went to get it she
had eight and eleven pence halfpenny. She was a halfpenny short, and she had me and
my brother feeling down the edges of the chairs to see if we could find a halfpenny for
this rent woman. And in the end, she said, “I'm sorry, I've done it wrong, but I'll make it
up next week”. And do you know what the rent woman said? “Make sure you do”. | don’t
know. It's horrendous, isn’t it? Really.

Her brothers were very good to her, but you see they were away fighting in the war
anyway. Her youngest brother chased Rommel through the desert. He was in the Desert
Rats. He went away at seventeen and came back a big strapping man in his twenties.
She never saw him, so he wasn’t there to help. Her other brothers ... She was very
proud, you know? She wouldn’t accept charity. Charity was a funny word in those days.
Two of my uncles used to say to her, “l tell you what, Chrissie, I'll swap what’s in my
pocket for what'’s in your purse. You could come off worse but you could come off better”.
They will have just gone and changed money so they had ... and that was the only way
they could get her to take money off them because it was like, “We don’t have charity”.

I mean, she never had any new clothes. Ever. Second-Hand Rose she used to call
herself. | had my first new dress when | was sixteen and | started work, and that was the
first time I'd had clothes that hadn’t belonged to somebody else. And do you know what?
It didn’t bother me at all, not one little bit. It was nice to get new ones, but it really didn’t
bother me. She did her best and that was it. | know my brother, he trained as an
electrician, and he got absolutely nothing as an apprentice. He got coppers, and what
he got she let him pay it on a bike, so he could get to work, so she never got any money
off Ron either. She just scraped and scraped all her life, really. And now, thanks to the
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War Widows’ [Association], she’s got a decent pension, although we have to pay quite
a bit in care, but at least the money is there if she needs it, isnt it.

So you’ll remember probably when the War Widows’ [Association] first started
campaigning in the early 1970s?

No. I'm trying to think how long ago it is. It was probably the end of the seventies when
we even found out about the War Widows’ [Association]. And it was Irene Shields, who
was Irene Bloor then ... She came to see us, actually, and she talked me into being RO
[Regional Organiser] for South Yorkshire.

So that’s regional organiser.

Well yes, because | used to take mum and two or three of the other ladies. We used to
hold a meeting in Sheffield. Irene used to hold a meeting in Sheffield because she was
the Regional Organiser for South Yorkshire, but then she moved and she made me —
“made” being the operative word — she made me be Regional Organiser, and I've done
it ever since. | must admit though, I'm not doing it very well at the moment because | just
haven't got the time. | go every day to see my mum and | spend half a day every day
down at the [care] home to make sure she’s okay, and | just don’t have time to fit in these
lunches and outings and letters. | still do my letters to the ladies, but | think it's probably
time | hung up my boots on that. But I'm very grateful to the War Widows’ [Association].
Mary Brailsford, one of the Chairmen, she was a very special friend of mine, very special.
She was from Chesterfield. She was a lovely lady. So yes we’ve had some great times
with the war widows.

| mean, mum has been everywhere. She’s been to High Grove, she’s been to Downing
Street, she’s been to Buckingham Palace. When | had my breast cancer and we were
invited to Buckingham Palace | couldn’t go. So my daughter-in-law took her and | said
to her, “Diane, when you’re finished and when you’'ve had your tea in Buckingham
Palace go into St. James Park because there’s a big war widows’ stand there”. | knew
they’d got mum’s photograph blown up on the stall, you know? Apparently, they met
Prince Andrew walking through the park and my mum said to him, “We’ve just been to
your mother’s for tea”. He said, “No, no, no, get it right, dear. You've been to my brother’s
for lunch”. [Laughter]. He got it all wrong. But, yes, she’s had some lovely, lovely times
through the War Widows’ [Association].

And I've taken her loads and loads of places. It’s just that now she’s just too old, really,
and it’s just too hard to get her to these places. Getting her in and out of the car is hard.
| mean, she’ll be 97 next month, and | shall have a drop in at home, and everybody will
just come and go and celebrate her birthday, and she’ll just sit like the queen in the
conservatory, holding court, and taking good wishes off everyone. She’s still quite a
happy person, she’s still quite happy. She gets a little bit lost now. She gets a little bit
confused and a little bit lost as to where she is, but | think she’s doing really well. For the
hard life she’s had, she’s done remarkably well | think so.

So it sounds like through the War Widows’ Association, your mum ended up
actually meeting other war widows —

Yes.
— as well, to socialise with.

Yes.

92



Were you ever aware when you were younger of any other women around you who
had lost their husbands?

No, never.
Were there any other children without fathers or — ?

No. There must have been, don’t you think? There must have been, but it did not actually
stick in my memory until we joined the War Widows’ [Association], and we’d made some
lovely, lovely friends from all over the country really from the War Widows’ [Association],
and we’ve had some lovely times. | mean, | used to take [her] every year down to
November Remembrance to the AGM [Annual General Meeting]. | never missed the
AGM. | just can’t do it now because if | want to go on holiday | have to sort of get
substitutes for me to go and see mum because | don’t like her to be left without a visitor.
So | save all the favours for if | want to go away on holiday, so it's very difficult for me to
even get away for a weekend now. And | just think ... How much longer will | have her,
really? I’'m not going to have her that much longer. Although she said the other day that
she was going for 100. She probably will, she probably will. [Laughter].

The oldest lady was 117 that’s just died, and | thought oh my goodness if mum gets to
that, I'll be 97. [Laughter]. It doesn’t bear thinking about, does it? It's quite scary. But no,
we’ll look after her while she’s still here and take her out as much as we can but that’s
getting less and less I'm afraid.

Do you and your mother still mark Remembrance even if you don’t go anywhere?

Oh yes, we’ve done it locally. | always make sure we've got a wreath laid in Doncaster
town centre, but for the past three or four years I've done it locally at the local church
and taken mum in the wheelchair, you see, because | can push her round there. It’s just
getting in and out of cars with the wheelchair, and she’s so unsteady now, and | mean
I've even had her down to London in the wheelchair. That is a bit heavy going because
I’'m not getting any younger myself. You forget that you can’t do this year what you did
last year. It gets harder each year, doesn’t it? So, yes, we’ll be there in September and
I'll always mark remembrance. Last year | didn’t because | was in Cyprus, but | took my
poppy cross and | found a church in Cyprus that had a remembrance service and we
went to the service and | laid the cross in Cyprus, so | was there in spirit.

So you did mark it even though you were away?

Oh, | will always mark it, always, because they shouldn’t be forgotten should they?
They’ve got to be remembered. This is a wonderful thing to keep their stories because
there are some really sad, sad stories, some of the ladies. | mean some of the ladies
lost their babies when they got the telegrams, and it was so final. | think in mum’s book
there was a telegram that came: “Missing: presumed dead”. For years, my mum... well,
even now she wouldn’t ... open a brown envelope because of that. She hated brown
envelopes, almost went into shock when one came. We always as kids had to do it for
her, open a brown envelope. Dreadful. And you see, when the war was over it must have
been so hard for them. Nothing to celebrate really, had they? Except that the war was
over. | don’t really know what mum did on that day. | think we had a street party. Yes,
we did. I've got a photograph actually somewhere of a street party. Yes, we did, and I'd
be in South Shields then in this street party. All jelly ... | can remember jelly and things.
[Laughter].

But it must have been a very sad time for her, and for all the ladies. | mean, you can’t
imagine how many we’re talking compared with how many we’re talking from
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Afghanistan and Iraq and Ireland, and ... There’s no comparison in the numbers and
that’s why they were left behind. That’s why there were just too many to do anything for.
I mean, luckily, they’'ve come good and given them a decent pension. Thank you,
Margaret Thatcher, for that.

You mentioned earlier that your mum won’t be able to see her great-
granddaughter graduating unfortunately. Can you give us a bit of an idea of what
the family looks like now? Because it sounds like you were all very close. What
does your mum’s family look like now?

My mum’s family now ... my brother had three children. Philip, the eldest, he’s got a son
and a daughter, and his daughter has got two little girls, which are both great-great
grandchildren. His daughter, Ron’s daughter, has got three girls, and one of them has
had a little boy, Mason, and he’s a great-great grandson. | had two boys and a
stepdaughter, and my youngest boy’s daughter has just had a little girl called Georgia
Lily, and that’s another great-great granddaughter, so she’s got three great-great
granddaughters and one great-great grandson, which is amazing, isn’t it? Absolutely
amazing. Five generations. | can’t believe I'm a great grandmother, but there we are. |
am. And, yes, we all get together. | had a great-great granddaughter (one of them) here
last weekend because it was my son’s fiftieth, and we had a bit of a party, and Stacey
came (Philip’s daughter) came and brought Lexie, who's mum’s great-great
granddaughter, and she was with her in the garden. She loves it. She loves the children.
She’s very kind with them. She’d like to give them ... Money is always, gosh money.
She’s fixated with money. She’s got to have money in her purse, and they said in the
care home, “Your mum is always counting her money”. | said, “Yes because to her it's
so important that you’ve got something in your purse, that's why”. And so, she’s always
counting her money, so when the children go she’s always making sure she’s got money
in there.

Why do you think it's so important to her?

Because she’s gone so long without anything. Can you imagine going a weekend without
a penny and two babies? Two children and not a penny in your purse. It must be awful,
absolutely. Do you know, | don’'t know what she fed us on because, really. She didn’t
have much. She had a pound a week to feed us, clothe us, keep us warm. Horrendous.
So | don’t know what we ate, but you know, she could always make a meal out of nothing.
Always. When we were older, teenagers, and we had friends, they always used to come
to our house because mum baked on a Sunday, and there was never any baking left by
Monday because they all used to come ... She used to fill every counter, every work
surface with baking. All our friends used to come and eat it. [Laughter.] She used to
make ham and egg pies and apple pies ... gorgeous.

Did you join in with the baking?

| do not know, | can’t remember now. | don’t think | did. | probably couldn’t be bothered.
But the eating is important.

She just liked it. | know. I've just seen one of my dad’s letters and he said, “I suspect
Ronnie is getting a big boy now and toddling around, and | bet Chrissie is as fat as ever”.
Me! [Laughter]. That’s not very nice, is it? Because I'd got mum’s book out, | was just
reading through some of the letters. Yes, I'd never seen that one before. “I suspect

Chrissie is as fat as ever”. | must have been a fat baby. [Laughter]. | don’t know.

Is there anything else you’d like to share with us?
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I'd just like to say a huge thank you to the War Widows’ Association because without
them mum’s final years would have been much more miserable. She wouldn’t have gone
without, don’t get me wrong, she wouldn’t have gone without because neither me nor
my brother would ... | mean, mum lived next door to me for years, so we would have
always cared for her, but it’s just made her much, much more comfortable. It's made her
last years ... So she wasn’t scraping ‘round for pennies. And, okay, | lost my dad ... but
| had a wonderful mother. So it makes up for it, doesn’t it? And some children don’t have
that luxury, do they?

And | suppose you never knew any different, did you?

Well you don’t, do you? You only know what you’ve had. You don’t miss what you’ve
never had, like | didn’t miss having a dad until | realised you got extra Christmas
presents. [Laughter]. And it would have been nice on my wedding to have had my dad,
really. She missed out on an awful lot, didn’t she? My brother gave me away, so it was
fine. Absolutely.

Fig. 1:  Christina Claypole with a photograph of her mother and a
drawing of her father in uniform. 25 June 2017.
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Fig. 2: Letter from the Director of Navy Accounts to Christiane Kirton, Christina’s mother,
notifying her of her husband’s death.




Fig. 3:

Letter from the Commonwealth War Graves Commission confirming the location where
Christina’s father, John Philip Kirton, is commemorated. 13 June 1985.
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INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT

| = Interviewer
R = Respondent / Interviewee
[ 1= Clarification note

Okay, so first of all, I'd like to ask you a little bit about your background, where
you were born and your childhood. Would you like to tell me about that?

Yes, | was born in North Kensington, in Tabbal Road. That ran parallel to Ladbroke
Grove, and | lived there until | was about six. | had two older brothers and, eventually,
we moved to Shepherd’s Bush. | went to my first infant school in North Kensington and
then we moved to Shepherd’s Bush and | went to Wormholt Park School.

And your parents?
My parents ... Do you want their names?
No, not necessarily. Just what were they like? What did they do?

My father actually worked for the Stationery Office. At first, he was a paper worker, paper
cutter, | think it was called, and eventually he became manager of the Stationery Office
shop in Kingsway, a long time afterwards, of course. He had been in the First World War.
He volunteered at the age of eighteen, and you might be amazed when | tell you he was
a pacifist for the rest of his life.'® My brothers were not allowed any war-like toys. And
eventually, because | became a pacifist mainly through him, | think, eventually | said, “I
can’t understand why you volunteered?” He made this amazing reply: “I joined the Army
to convert them to socialism”. So, you could say that was one big failure.

My mother was actually born in Wootton Bassett, in the West Country. Her father was a
publican, and he eventually became the publican of the Cross Keys, which you’ve often
seen when bodies have been brought back from Afghanistan, but not, of course, in his
lifetime. But, | visited there quite a lot as a child, and | always remember the smell of this
pub. It always smelt of musty upholstery, and you would recognise the same smell in
some old cinemas in my young days, too. In my young days, there were also spittoons
around. My mother’s mother had died when she was only eighteen months old but my
grandfather married three times, so she had older sisters who were almost substitute
mothers to her. Then, eventually, my grandfather married a third time, and his third wife
was even younger than some of his daughters from his first marriage. So, | always say

Respondent clarification: He had been gassed and blinded and sent back to the front when he
recovered.
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that | have hundreds of relations around the Swindon and Bassett area, but | don’t know
them anymore. [Laughter.] The ones | knew are no longer here.

So, you grew up surrounded by a lot of family?

Well, | was sort of the town girl and used to go down there and stay with my country
cousins in school holidays, so | was a bit of a mixture. | can remember eventually | got
old enough to be able to be sent down by train and in the charge of the guard. | don’t
know how they managed to let my parents know I'd arrived safely because none of us
had phones, so | suppose they waited for the post. | can always remember, as we
approached Reading on the train, coming back to Paddington, all those biscuit factories
and also the sooty smell of London, the smoky smell of London, and | was always
pleased to get back.

So eventually, in my day, you didn’t do the 11 Plus, but some children did the
scholarship. And | did take the scholarship [among] a few children at my school, but |
only did well enough to pass [and] to be recommended to go to what was known as a
secondary school then, but they were sort of the next scale up, if my parents paid for my
books. I'm afraid, | actually heard my mother say, “Well, she’ll be doing alright at a central
school, after all she’ll probably only go and get married”. [Laughter.] Which, I'm afraid,
happened. But | went to the central school, and | don’t know if you’ve even heard of
central schools. They were a kind of middle system of education [for] children who’'d
done quite well at elementary schools, but not well enough to go on to what would be
termed grammar schools. So, | left school at 15 2, having taken no exams, but | learned
to type at school. We stayed on after school and | very quickly became a touch typist,
which you never forget. | can go on my computer after all these years.

My first job was at Harrods, and | worked in the fur storage department. We were two
floors under. Well, there’s no fur department now. Two stories underground, and we
were locked in because of all these valuable furs. There were six young men who were
porters taking furs up and down to the fur department and they, sort of, protected me. |
think | was very naive and introverted, really, and they were very protective towards me.
Eventually, | didn’t want to stay there, and | eventually did get a job in the Civil Service
when it was just pre-war, and | worked in the Ministry of Supply in Westminster. When
the war started, we all had to have a suitcase ready, and | had to report to Kensal Rise
Station each morning, and eventually they said, “You’re not being evacuated. You're part
of the skeleton staff in London, so report for work tomorrow”. So, that was how | managed
to stay in London for the whole of the war, and we all cared for each other. When the
Blitz started, we would be late getting into work, and you never knew which way buses
were going, but we could never really get down to work until everyone in the office was
there, and sometimes they arrived very late.

How old were you when war broke out?

Seventeen. Nearly eighteen by then. Then, eventually, | decided that | didn’'t want to sit
for goodness knows how long typing schedules for tanks to Russia all day long. The
surprising thing is, myself and another girl in the office, we were quite close friends [and]
we were chosen to teach all the extra typists that we had in, and some of them, I'm
afraid, couldn’t type. | remember | had to teach one woman who was extremely hard of
hearing. She had a box, then, that she put on the desk, and every time | was trying to
explain something she’d done incorrectly, she would switch it off so that she couldn’t
hear me. | got a bit tired of this and | thought, “I don’t want to do this forever.” But it was
a reserved occupation, and | had decided that if | was going to see this war through, |
wanted to have as little to do as possible with killing people, so that was when | decided
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to do nursing training. | got accepted in an L.C.C. Hospital, Paddington, which no longer
exists. It's not St Mary’s. It was in Harrow Road, and | started my training there.

And what was that like?

Hard work. [Laughter.] Before a very short space of time, there were hospitals known as
emergency hospitals, and they were outside London, and they were for long-stay
patients or military patients. So it was part military, but we all had to go down there in
groups from London hospitals. | was there in Epsom. That’s Horton Emergency Hospital,
which had been a mental hospital, as they were called then, and some of the old patients
were kept on doing the menial tasks, doing the gardening, and the laundry, and
everything. It was quite pleasant there. | quite liked Epsom, although | did used to go up
to London quite a bit. [Laughter.] It wasn’t that difficult, and | remember | always sat in
the Ladies Only carriage going back, and they don’t exist anymore.

Then we went back to London and it became even harder work." Not so much because
of the Blitz, although, of course, it was pretty difficult during the V-1s and the V-2s, that’s
the doodlebugs [V1s], as they were called, and the rockets [V2s]. | became a theatre
staff nurse, eventually, but | wasn’t a staff nurse until the war ended. | trained after |
finished my finals, which was 1945, just as the war ended. | became a theatre staff nurse.
Then the lovely theatre sister who trained me left, and we had a new theatre sister and
she didn’t want anyone who had been trained by her [the previous theatre sister], so |
went back to being a ward staff nurse.

| had actually known my husband by sight when | first worked at Harrods. He worked in
the advertising department, and | actually knew my father-in-law in those days before |
knew my husband because my father-in-law was the manager of a town despatch. This
consisted of sending out vans from Harrods. Lady so and so would ring up and say, ‘I
need my mink coat tonight. Please will you deliver it to me”. And it would be up to him to
deliver it. So, because | was the junior member of staff in the fur storage, | was always
sent to Mr Eggmore, “Take this to Mr Eggmore and tell him Lady so and so wants it”.
And he would shout at me, and he’d say, “How can they expect me to find a van”.
[Laughter.] He always did it, of course, because he was a little bit of a coward. Lady
Burbage and [Sir Richard] Burbage were the managing directors then, and he would
kowtow to them. He’d been a buyer there before he was the town despatch manager,
and eventually, when | got to know him as my father-in-law, | always used to think it was
so funny because he was absolutely hen-pecked at home. | used to think of this man
everyone used to ... “Oh, I've got to take it up to Mr Eggmore. I'm not taking it.”
[Laughter.]

Then | finished my training during the war, at the hospital, and | had met my husband
again. Strangely enough, | saw him, and this was all very odd. One of my brothers was
in Italy, and he’d come back and got married after the war ended, but then had to go
back to Italy. We were sitting in the forecourt at Paddington Station, as it used to be, this
great big square area, waiting for him to arrive, and | saw a young man and a young
woman walking across, and | said, “Oh, | know that man. He works at Harrods. He’s our
despatch manager’s son. Oh, it's lovely to see he’s back”. And it was strange because |
was then pointing out to my parents their future son-in-law, only they didn’'t know.
Eventually, | went to Harrods Club with a friend who still worked at Harrods, and my
husband worked at Harrods before the war and he had returned as well. We used to go
down to Harrods Club in the evening, and it was only tuppence a week when | first
worked there.

Respondent clarification: Each group stayed for a few months and then returned to their London
hospitals.
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| used to go with them after the war, occasionally. | had a Saturday evening off, and |
was going with two friends to Harrods Club, and we went in the bar, and there’s one
young man there, and these two young men greeted each other, as they did, “Ah, great
to see you safely back”. And these two greeted each other and we spent the evening
together. As it happens, my friend’s mother, who had been a Polish refugee long before
the First World War, she decided that she was learning to drive and Reg, the young man
who worked at Harrods, was teaching her, so we had a car. Nobody had a car in those
days. So, we had a car and we drove into Harrods Club, so we gave Dougie, my
husband[-to-be], a lift to Hammersmith, and that was it. | just thought, “Well, okay. He
was nice”. And Reg said, “You want to be careful. You're doing alright there, Joan”.
[Laughter.] | said, “I know that! | met him before the war”.

Anyway, | was working on the children’s ward and | got on very well with the ward sister
there. | loved it on the children’s ward. | loved bathing the babies every day. | was a staff
nurse there, and she came in on Monday morning with a big box of red carnations, and
this was from Dougie, who I'd only met again that [Saturday] evening. He used to hedge
his bets a bit. But | don’t know how | managed to thank him ... Perhaps | got him by
phone. | can’t remember that. But we did meet the next Saturday, but | had to meet him
at Hammersmith Broadway, and he was with two friends at the Clarendon Pub — | don’t
know if it's still there — in case | didn’t turn up. But | did turn up, and we went to the
Kensington Odeon and we saw “A Matter of Life and Death”. | remember that film. From
then on, we saw each other all the time, when we possibly could.

So that was your first date?
Yes.
And his name was Dougie?

He was seven years older than me, so, of course, he’d been a young man before the
war, and there was such a difference as well: those who’d been a young adult and those
who had their adolescence, more or less as | did. There was quite a difference, and it
was the same with my two brothers as well. We went out together, and | think we only
went out two or three times and he said, “I think we’ll get married in about six months’
time.” And | said, “What are you talking about? We’ve only just met”. And we did, actually.

He didn’t actually propose?

That was the proposal. [Laughter.] Actually, my parents were not disapproving of this,
strangely enough, and so | used to go to his house, eating their rations, and he used to
come to our house, eating our rations. Because he lived in Heston. It was his father’s
house that we lived in in Heston when we got married in 1947, and then David, my son,
was born in September 1948, but his first Christmas, we went to my parents. My mother-
in-law died six weeks after we got married, so | never really knew her. She was rather
sweet. So, we took my father-in-law with us to my parents’ home, and Dougie had a
heart attack on Christmas night, I'm afraid. But, as it happens, there was a doctor living
in our road, and ... this would never happen now ... my parents went along and Dr Ross
came along, and they became friends, the two of them and he said, “What on earth were
you doing in the Army? | wouldn’t even pass you for a life insurance. What were they
thinking of having you in, because you’ve got mitral stenosis”/ Actually, he did know he
had mitral stenosis by this time.

So, before that ... What was he doing in the Army?
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Oh, right. Now, | never understand this because | never got the full story and strangely
enough, | was looking at all the papers last night. He was a fantastically intelligent,
creative young man, and he was put in the Pioneer Corps, and that was where all the
ones who were really a bit mentally retarded were put, and I'm afraid | had suspicions.
Now, he wasn’t Jewish, first of all. | must say that. But people thought he was Jewish.
He had very swarthy skin, and you know people have these pre-conceived ideas, and in
the early days of the war, he was treated in a racist, anti-Semitic way. People used to
come up to him and say, “Why aren’t you in the Army? Our boys are fighting for your
people”. Now, what do you say when someone gives an anti-Semitic remark like that to
you when you’re not Jewish? | mean, he was never going to say, “I'm not Jewish”.
Because he knew they would probably say, “You're a liar”.

Strangely enough, my friend, who I've already talked about, with the mother who was
Polish: she was Jewish, so I'd grown up with Jewish families. | used to go to their home
on Atonement Day, and | would do the shopping because they weren’t allowed to touch
money on Atonement Day. | used to go to all their festivals, | went to their weddings, so
| knew lots of Jewish people who had blue eyes and fair hair, but because my husband’s
hair was virtually black, with very, very, dark brown eyes, and he did have a slightly larger
nose and people actually thought he was Jewish. | did actually say to a friend in later
years, in Bath, actually, “Do you think that he was put in the Pioneer Corps because they
thought he was Jewish?” And he said, “Yes, quite likely”. Now, he had rheumatic fever
as a child and it affected his heart, and he was very, very short-sighted. That could only
be the other reason for not putting him in an active regiment, but somehow or another,
someone must have noticed that he should not have been in the Pioneer Corps, and he
was then put into a unit where they were all creative: artists, graphic designers, printers.
And it was just right for him. He did spend the war using his talents as a draughtsman,
and he was more of a draughtsman than an artist.

In this country?

No, in India, and then Burma. He was in Burma, so I've been to Burma, which I'll mention
in a minute. They were in India when the war ended and then, of course, all of us
suddenly remembered that there was still fighting going on in Burma because it was
known as the “forgotten army”. They were sent to go right up to the north, Kohima, and
they went into Burma, and they went all the way down the Irrawaddy River with their
equipment, their printing equipment, on a boat, and arrived in Rangoon. And then they
were doing map reproductions. So, he frequently went up taking photographs because
they needed new maps nearly every day, so they were making maps. He obviously was
with the right people for him. Some of them were much older, but they were within call-
up age, and they were using their talents as artists and designers, and that was just right
for him, really.

He was the sort of person who really should have been somewhere like Bletchley Park.
He did the Telegraph crossword, which they used as a test. He played bridge. He did all
those things, but, despite that, he was put in the Pioneer Corps, which was really where
they put people who really couldn’t cope with being in the Army and learning all the drill,
but that worked out. So, really, | have to say, he didn’t have a terrible war. | mean it was
pretty terrible getting into Burma, but they didn’t have any casualties. They did have one
death, and that was one of the local people on the boat going down to Rangoon. Then,
of course, when the war ended. He was okay. They got the prisoners of war back first,
and also the serving men who’d had an awful time. So, he didn’t get back to this country
until well into 1946, actually.

So, how long were you apart from each other?
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| hardly knew him then because we weren’t married until after the war. | just knew him
as someone who worked at Harrods, who was the son of Mr Eggmore. He got back to
this country in 1946, and got his job back at Harrods, so he was working at Harrods when
we met again at Harrods Club. Sorry, I've gone backwards and forwards a bit.

Oh yes, Dr Ross, who lived in our street and came to see him, said, “I'm going to get you
into the National Heart Hospital to see what they can do for you”. And he was sent to
National Heart Hospital, and they actually said, “Well, he’s got valve disease”. And at
that time, there hadn’t been any heart surgery. Whoever dreamt that they would do heart
transplants, but Dr Brock, who was knighted eventually, had started repairing valves,
and | had a letter from him to say that he’d done six quite satisfactorily, and these people
were having a much better life. They were mostly females, as it happened, but he said
that he would consider Dougie for his next valve repair. But it was too late by then.

He’'d been home from the National Heart Hospital for about a week, and he wasn’t getting
any better and quite suddenly, one evening, he really became very ill, and | could actually
hear his heart beating. In those days, you rang for the doctor, and the doctor came and
sent him straight into West Middlesex Hospital, and he had bacterial endocarditis. No
cure at all then. Eventually, streptomycin would have helped, but penicillin doesn’t help,
and | was told that he wouldn’t recover, so he died after about a week, which was a
pretty awful week because | had a young baby as well. My poor son was parked out to
goodness knows who would look after him while | was going backwards and forwards to
the hospital by bus. Three buses | had to get to get there. No-one with a car who could
take me, and | wasn’t with him when he died. He died one night. | didn’t want to leave
him, and, strangely enough, my brother and sister-in-law came to visit him that same
evening, and | said, “| don’t really want to leave him, but | don’t know what to do. I've got
to get back to David”.

My father-in-law was looking after him then, and my father-in-law really knew nothing
much about babies. | doubt whether he could have changed a nappy. One neighbour
was very useful, but it was getting quite late, and my brother said to my sister-in-law,
“You could take Joan home and stay with her for the night”, We didn’t have a phone but
a very kindly neighbour allowed me to use her phone, and | went off to make my usual
phone call. | said to, | can’t remember the lady’s name, | said, “I'm afraid to ring up. I'm
afraid of what I'm going to be told”. And she did the ringing for me, and she told me that
he had actually died in the night, so that was it. He was my father-in-law’s only child and,
yet, my father-in-law was really very kind. He was sort of kind at first, but eventually, |
think, because he’d retired by then, he was enjoying himself going out playing bowls and
things, and he wasn’t really all that interested. He was more interested in me, strangely
enough, than in my son, who was his only grandchild.

David never really felt close to his grandfather. He was very close to my father, and that’s
where he learned all about trade unions, from my father. My father was also Father
Imperial for the chapel of the printing union, the printing paper workers. It doesn’t exist
anymore. So, he was brought up in quite a union background, and | do often wonder
how my son might have developed because my husband was actually talking about
sending him to a private school, and | was horrified at this. | thought, “We’re going to
have some battles over this. | don’t want him going to a private school”. [Laughter.] And,
| do often wonder, “Would David be the same person?” | have always thought that the
tragedy was worse for my son than for me, to grow up without a father, who he didn’t
remember. He had absolutely no memory of him at all, and it was obvious at first that he
missed someone. There was something missing from his life. You know, he was always
looking around, and that sort of thing, “Where’s that person gone who was my dad?”
Because he didn’t do things like bathing him, and things like that which fathers didn’t do
much in those days.
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Obviously, my son must have got his intelligence from his dad because we eventually
moved back to North Kensington, and he went to a school called Oxford Gardens
School. | don’t know whether you knew Oxford Gardens at all? Which was considered
to be a very good primary school, but one side of it was a terrible slum area and the
other side ... We moved into a fairly lower middle-class house, so he mixed with all sorts
of children at this school, and he was fortunate enough to have his first teacher. He went
to a day nursery while | was working because | had to go back to work, and he mixed
with all sorts of children at school, and he did very well, and he was with the same
teacher, and each year she moved with them, so she had ten children that she managed
to keep, and they became absolutely devoted.

Now, I've got to go back again. When he was born, | had to go in hospital to stay because
| had very high blood pressure, and | met a young woman in there, and our sons were
born on the same day, and because we’'d been in the annexe together, they put us
together. | had all sorts of complications, but | was put in with her and she went home
after about three days. John, her child, weighed five pounds, and my son weighed ten
pounds one ounce. | didn’t see him until he was three days old, which I've always blamed
for making him so independent. He’'s never been a clinging person, and I've always
blamed that we never met until he was three days old. And, | think, with my brothers, I'd
known them all my life, but | haven’t known my son all his life. [Laughter.] | know | was
getting a bit depressed because | thought there must be something terribly wrong with
him. It didn’t matter that my parents said, “We keep seeing him. He's lovely. He’s
beautiful”. But | hadn’t seen him. | was still unconscious and, eventually, the others in
my ward of four, they’d gone, and | was the only one left there, and they said | couldn’t
go home yet: “Your stitches are septic”, and all the rest of it.

A young woman doctor, and there weren’t many young women doctors, happened to
pop in and she said, “How are you? Where’s your baby?” Because the babies were with
us, and | said, “l haven’t seen him yet”. And she said, “Is your baby that very large baby?”
They never even put a label on him. They had him in the premature babies’ unit, but
never put a label on him. They had to send to the children’s ward for a nightie, and |
hadn’t met him. And she said, “How could they do that do you? What nonsense. I'm
going along straight away”. And she came back with this large baby with his head lolling
on one side and she said, “Meet your son.” [Laughter.] “Oh, yes. Hello.” And he stayed
with me forever after that, and | used to talk to him, and | used to tell him all sorts of
things by myself. Strangely enough, | did examine him all over, and the doctor said, “How
could the ward sister do that?” But they did those sorts of things, and nobody ever said,
“What a terrible thing to have done to you to not even see your baby or even taken you
to see him”. And there was |, a trained nurse, and | was attending a special clinic for
nurses as well when | was pregnant, and they didn’t discover how large he was.

So, we got to be quite friendly, | suppose, before we went home together, but | was very
depressed for quite a long time. Then, all of a sudden, my husband bought a puppy as
a present for me. Oh dear! My mother was furious about that, having a puppy to train at
the same time as a young baby. Although, | have to say, my son was very little trouble.
He slept all through the night. He was so used to being alone, | suppose, he spent three
days without anyone petting him in any way, so he wasn’t difficult to put down and go to
sleep. Sometimes he woke up in the middle of the night, but not very often. [Laughter.]
So, that wasn’t too bad, and then | began to feel better, and this is very strange ... I've
told my son about this and | feel daft remembering this ... | remember it was about this
time of the year. The blossom was out on the trees, and the dog was getting a bit
sensible, and | used to have him at the end of the pram, and people would stop me and
say, “Oh, | haven’t seen your baby. Oh, what a lovely puppy”. And he was a golden
Cocker Spaniel, and I'd realise they’d gone off and they hadn’t looked at the baby at the
other end.

105



It didn’t bother David. He was cooing away there quite happily, but | remember on this
particular day, the sun was like today, and the blossom was on the trees, and we had it
all down this road in Heston, and | was pushing the pram, and the dog was walking along
quite sensibly, and things seemed to be going right, and | felt really quite happy and
better. Quite suddenly | was better. A man came along, he was probably only middle-
aged, but | thought he was older, and he said, “What a lovely picture! You and your baby
and the dog under the blossom”. And | always remember that because that really lifted
my self-esteem when I'd been feeling so down, and I've no idea who the man was, but
he made me feel better. So, that lifted our day, but that didn’t last for long. We managed
to get a holiday on the Isle of Wight, and we were there on his first birthday, actually,
David. So, we did manage to get a holiday on the Isle of Wight when he was nearly a
year old, and then things went down from there really.

That was the only holiday you had all together?

Well, we’'d had short weekends down with some friends in Eastbourne, and that sort of
thing. We didn’t have a proper honeymoon. About two or three days in Eastbourne, |
think.

You haven’t mentioned much about your wedding?

Well, of course, | would have liked to have just got married, but you know what mums
are like? So, we had to have lots of people and, “We must invite her. We didn’t invite
her”. [Laughter.] As long as | had a few friends there and Dougie had a few of his friends
there. His mother couldn’t come. She wasn’t well enough, and | got married at St John’s
Church Notting Hill in Ladbroke Grove. We did have a church nearer to us, called St
Helen’s Church, but that had been bomb damaged. It was repaired eventually. So we
got married at St John’s Church, and the reception was at my home, and they managed
to do all of that. They managed to get food and everything, and neither of us wanted a
great big thing. It wasn’t just me. Of course, | had to have a white dress [laughter] and
we learned that they were hiring out dresses from Lime Grove Studios, so | had a rented
dress. My best friend, | wanted her to be a bridesmaid, but for some reason ... She didn’t
object, my family didn’t object, but someone raised some objection because she was
Jewish, I'm afraid.

So, eventually, everyone thought | ought to have a bridesmaid, so | had a little relation
of Dougie’s, who, strangely enough, her father had been in the Navy, his cousin, and
he’'d been killed during the war. So, she was on her own, without a dad as well, but I'd
lost touch with her mother, I’'m afraid, because when you’re so busy working all the time,
you do lose touch, and I've lost touch with people since I've been here. I'm afraid most
people who were my friends are no longer here anyway, but | do have some nice friends
locally, some nice kind friends.

When you were with your son and he was obviously very young ... Can you say a
bit more what it was like bringing up a child as a single mum?

It was very, very difficult. | have to say, | was a bit stubborn here. My mother wanted to
look after him. At first, my friend, Leah, her mother worked for Jaeger’s work rooms and
she trained us, me and Leah, who had a little girl by this time, to be finishers for Jaeger’s,
and | learned how to do finishing. | got six and six a dress, and | could take it home to
do, but it became very difficult. | lived with my parents for a while. | left my father-in-law’s
home and lived with my parents.

My mother was so possessive. She was even possessive before | had David. My sister-
in-law had her son, well, he’s still around, let’s call him my nephew, eleven months before

106



David. She came home with this baby, Colin. | hadn’t had David then and my mother
took him over. My mother did all the bathing, and she said, “Oh, she won’t be able to do
it properly”. My mother wasn'’t very nice to her daughters-in-law at all. And my daughter-
in-law tells me that I’'m the best mother-in-law in the world. That’'s because I've never
bossed her around.

So, | decided that, perhaps, | don’t know, | think, maybe for our future, | did do the right
thing. | didn’t want my mother taking over, and | did decide to go back to nursing which
was, perhaps, a mistake because | found it very difficult. So, | gave up the sewing job
and went. You could just get a job, go to the hospital and say, “I'd like a job as a staff
nurse”. And they took you on. So, | decided | would like to work part-time. | went to
Hammersmith Hospital and they took me on, and they’d only just started with part-timers,
so they took me on as a part-timer.

How old was David?

David would be in his second year by then. He was nearly two when | decided to go back
to nursing. Just about two, | should think. So, | worked part-time and, at first, well, the
part-timers grew, so, the full-time staff became a bit resentful to the fact that that meant
they had fewer evenings off because we mostly worked 8:30 to 5:00, or 3:00, or
something like that. So, they decided that we all had to do one evening a week, but |
didn’t have to work at the weekends, only if there was something terrible going on. So, |
worked Monday to Friday, but | had to do the one late evening which meant | did have
to let them look after David, but that was alright, just for an evening. But | managed to
get him into a nursery, and the strange thing about this is: David’s very first day in the
nursery, he was used to being looked after by other people, so there was no clinging to
me or anything like that.

| deposited him at the nursery and as | was coming out, there’s this young woman coming
in with her little boy, and it was John, who was born the same day as David in Middlesex
in Twickenham and he was back there living, and he was going to the same nursery.
Also, the other terrible coincidence was that Johnny’s dad had been in the Navy, but he
was discharged through ill health, so he got a pension straight away and our two
husbands used to meet when we were both in hospital in the annexe, and they’'d go off
and had a drink together, and they became friendly. But, of course, | hadn’t seen them
since those early days in hospital, and Johnny’s dad had also died. He just went to work
one day and never came back. That was a hard thing. So, Johnny was at the nursery
with David, and they became very close friends. They were close friends all the time they
were in primary school, and they were in the same exclusive ten that Miss Pearson had
in her select few.

| do know, though, that David fell in love with this teacher, and when she was getting
married, she told them her married name, and | can’t remember what it was. They went
back after she’d got married, and the children were calling out their names. She told me
this, and she would say, “John Henwood”. And Johnny would say, “Yes, Mrs Smith”, or
whatever her name was, and then she would say, “David Eggmore”. And he would say,
“Yes, Miss Pearson”. He refused to call her “Mrs”. Eventually, she left the school,
perhaps she was pregnant, | don’t remember. But she lived in the suburbs somewhere,
not far away, say, not as far as Windsor, | think. And, eventually, when she left, the two
of them actually travelled together on their own to spend a day with her. Well, we had all
these arrangements, one of us saw them on the train, and she met the train and that
was their first travelling alone when they were only about seven or eight. Maybe they
were just going into the Juniors, as it was called then.
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David, was never one for going out to play. | used to have to push him out almost, but
we eventually got a flat from the Housing Association, which, strangely enough, backed
on to my parents’ home, so we could go over in the mornings to my parents, and this
was just a lovely coincidence and we were very happy there. Things got better with my
parents, and my mother then decided that she shouldn’t be so bossy about me and my
son. So David used to climb over, and Johnny would come and play in our back garden,
and they were still quite friendly the whole time at junior school, but when they left, David
went to a direct grammar school. | got a phone call at school one day, at work, well, |
was in the Civil Service then, while he was at school, to say could | go and see the
headmaster. | went to see the headmaster, and — | hope my memory serves me right
here — he told me that David, with two other children in the whole of London, had got
99% for their 11 Plus, and he said, “| can recommend him for Christ’'s Hospital [School]”.

| thought about this. | didn’t want him to go to a boarding school. | didn’t think he’'d be
happy at a boarding school, so he then said, “What about Latymer Upper?” That’s
Hammersmith. “Or City of London?” Well, City of London would have meant a much
longer travel, and so he went to Latymer Upper. One of the teachers at the primary
school, who was a teacher who did the emergency training after the war, with two other
teachers there, and they were fantastic. He said, “Tell him to let me know what university
he gets to”. So, he did, eventually. York he went to and he did English literature. I'm
afraid he should have got a First, but | don’'t think he worked hard enough. My
granddaughter has got a double First from Edinburgh, and so | always like to think she’s
inherited her grandfather’s genes as well.

All this time you were working? You mentioned the nursing, and then the Civil
Service.

Yes, | started nursing and, as you can imagine, it was difficult enough keeping myself
because | knew absolutely nothing about applying for a War Widows’ Pension. Nobody
ever mentioned it anywhere. | got a Widowed Mothers’ Pension, but — this sounds
ridiculous — if you earned more than £2, it got subtracted from the pension and, believe
it or not, | didn’t get as much as £3, but it was worth me working and losing something
from my pension for, say, about ten shillings or fifteen shillings extra. It actually made a
difference. Then | thought, | can’t carry on like this because I've got to look after this child
and buy him shoes and everything. So | thought, I'll just have to give up nursing, and |
think | must have gone to an employment agency, and they said, “You’ve been a typist
in your time. Would you like to take a test?” So, | said, “Yes”. And they said, “Would you
be interested in going back in the Civil Service?” | then got a job in Shepherd’s Bush,
and | could actually walk there because it was almost quicker than going by train. If I'd
gone by train from Latimer Road Station, I'd have gone to Goldhawk Road and | would
have had to walk all the way back. So, | used to walk to work, which didn’t do me any
harm.

I worked in the Inland Revenue and | worked there for twelve years, and it was so boring,
and I'd completely forgotten. This was my plan: | wasn’t going to establish myself, and |
thought that, eventually, | would do something else. | did all the proficiency tests which
brought in a bit more money, and | trained as an audio-typist in the Estate Duty Office,
not the Income Tax Office. When David got to university, | thought, “Right, it's my turn
now”. And, of course, he went to university at the right time. Whoever thought that those
days would be so much better than today? No fees and not a bad grant, either. He lived
on his grant, and he drove a car as well. | think he got a little bit of money in giving lifts
back to London, but he did drive a car the whole time, and he passed his test before |
did, whilst he was still at school.
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So, we were alright. And can you imagine? This is what happened and my
granddaughter: although she went to a Scottish university, other people had to pay the
fees and kept her as well, and this is all these years later and you think that those were
the sort of golden days, almost. | remember he got grants for other things. He helped
with a dig on one of the Orkney Islands, and he got a grant to cover doing that in his
holiday.

So, you said it’s your turn now?

Then | was going, and | had already started going to some classes at the City Literary
Institute. Have you heard of that? It still exists, more for adult education and giving you
proper courses. I'd done a drama course and then, more or less at the same time, this
course came up called, “Fresh Horizons”, and this was for people, mainly women, who’d
left school when they should really have stayed on, and so | started doing all these
refresher courses. We even had a ballet class, which was lovely, and that was to keep
you exercised, and there were showers there that you could use afterwards. Eventually,
after the first year, | had to see the tutor, who probably wasn’t much older than me, and
she said, “Have you decided what you would like to do?” And | said, “Well, I've done
nursing, so, | would like to do some kind of social work. So, could you tell me what |
could do?” So, she said, “Have you ever thought of teaching?” And | said, “Well, of
course | have, but | haven’t got the qualifications”. And she said, “Yes, you have. It's
open now to mature students”.

And this all happened at the right time and | remember | had to go to the University of
London and take this what | call a giant 1Q test. It lasted forever and you kept turning the
page. And you never were told the result. | don’t know what the percentage was, and
there were some questions that | found quite difficult, but perhaps I'd make up for it in
the next round, and | think that’s probably what happened. They decided that a lot of us
there ... And there was a great mixture, there were people older than me, even.

How old were you then?

| was early forties by then. Perhaps about 43 by the time | started this, but there were
people older than me. People who'd been in the police and retired early and decided to
do teaching, and quite young girls, even, who’d left school, and people like me, my age,
who’d left school before the war, and people who’d had a much better education than I'd
had, but hadn’t got the matriculation, as it was known as in those days. So, then once
you’d been told that you'd passed it, it was then up to you to get in. So you were given
three choices, and | chose ... it was called Battersea College of Education but the college
was at Manresa House, the other side of Richmond Park. It had been a Jesuit college
and it was there where Byron got stabbed by Lady someone or another, Lady Caroline
Lamb. That building.

| loved it there. | used to drive through Richmond Park every day and the reason | chose
that one which took mature students, well, | think they all took mature students by this
time, was because they were going to do a drama course, which is what | was interested
in. I'd always been interested in the theatre. So they weren’t doing it then, but it was
going to start next year when you had to start a main subject. So, | was there right at the
beginning of this drama course, and | was the only oldie there, so | was there with all
these youngsters. They were great. They accepted me as an old person, and | did feel
a bit of an outcast amongst them sometimes, but | did all the things that they did. | didn’t
pass with glowing colours at all, but | passed. Then, | had done a bit of supply during the
school holidays, the college ... No, | think we must have started our holidays before
school was out, so I'd only done a very little bit of supply, which you were allowed to do
in your last year.
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So then | was just given a job, and it was almost like when | went back to nursing. There
was a vacancy at Norwood Green Junior School, and | got in there. Well, by this time, of
course, my son had finished university and was back in London. | was living in what had
been my father-in-law’s house. He had died in the meantime, but David didn’t particularly
want to live there. Because, of course, with my husband dying, it became David’s house,
not mine, because David was my father-in-law’s next of kin, so it didn’t become my
house, but | had to do all the work about it, doing all the going out and swearing by oath,
and all that kind of thing. David then thought that he’d like a spell out of London. | did my
year’s probation and passed that, and | had decided that | would like a spell out of
London, so | did give in my notice, but | was taken on immediately at Heston Infants
School for a year, for a term’s supply, because their teacher was going into hospital, so
that was when | met the younger children, and | certainly loved teaching the younger
ones, although | quite liked the juniors too.

So, | eventually decided that | would find somewhere, and David said, “I'm not selling
this house. So [until] you’re sorted, I'm not going to sell the house”. So, he had to sell it.
Of course, he was over 21 by then, and | got a job, eventually, down in Plymouth. | had
a friend who lived in Plymouth, which was a connection, and I'd known her in London,
as well. | couldn’t get a job in Plymouth, but then | looked further afield, and | thought,
“Well, Cornwall is only just across the bridge. I'll try Cornwall”. And | got a job in Saltash
Junior School in Cornwall, and moved down to Plymouth. | managed to get a flat. Well,
you wouldn’t really call it a flat. It was an annexe in a Georgian mansion in Plymouth,
and when | told people where | lived they said, “But that's a Georgian mansion”. And |
said, “Yes, but | live in the servants’ quarters”. And | had to use the back door. | think the
owner found this was economically better to include me in his rates rather than to have
separate rates.

So, | had to use the backdoor, and he had to have my post, which did annoy me slightly.
Again, | thought, “I don’t want to live like this”. It wasn’t a particularly nice place to live,
but | was allowed to take both my cats, so, | decided | would try and buy a house. In the
meantime, David had given me some money from the sale of the house, so that we could
both buy a house. By this time, we were financially alright and, at last, I'm a teacher and
he’s got quite a good job, and a good income, and he was paid a salary from Camden,
but he got extra from the union because it was one of the biggest branches of Unison in
the country. It had thousands of members, and he had a staff, even. So, by then, we
were financially alright, and | found a little house in Plymouth which | quite liked, and |
liked living in Plymouth. You can get out onto the moors in about ten minutes.

But, unfortunately, | did not get on very well with my headmaster. | was a bit of a thorn
in his side because | realised that | had not learned to be a yes-woman, and | would
disagree over certain things, and he didn’t like it at all. | can’t blame it on the Cornish
because he wasn’t Cornish. The Cornish actually treated me as a foreigner, but | wasn’t
the only one there. There were three of us from Plymouth, and we all used to think we
needed our passports to go over the bridge. | don’t think it's quite so bad now, but | did
have problems. The cleaner of my classroom used to complain about me non-stop if she
found a tiny bit of paint anywhere. The person | got on with very well was the caretaker,
who is, actually, usually the person who runs the school. He was a Londoner, and he
was always on my side, but | did have some teachers there on my side. But | realised,
amongst the older teachers there, who were men, they definitely went on their knees,
almost, to the headmaster, and | didn’t. | thought, “I can’t stay here forever. I'm going
back to London”. [Laughter.]

Which | did, and this is when | decided | was going back to London, but | hadn’t given in

my notice, but | was looking for a job first. I'm not quite that reckless. | thought | would
have to sell the house when another strange thing happened when | decided | was going.
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Some people called to see me and said, “We hear you’re moving; can we buy your
house?” [Laughter.] So, | didn’'t have to use an estate agent. They had lived a few doors
down the road, and they had moved to South Africa and the didn’t like it, and they came
back. | hadn’t known them before, but it was only a few years earlier and they wanted to
live in the same street, and they called to see me and said, “Can we buy your house?”
And they made an offer which was more than I'd paid for it, but houses had gone up a
bit, and I'd lived there for four years. So, that was solved.

Would that be in the 1970°s?

This was 1977, and | remember it well. David and | started looking for houses around
the school. Well, again, it was fairly middle-class one side and a council estate the other,
but the children went to the school. So, we started off a bit too high, and they were
houses that | could never afford, so we started looking a bit further away, and it was
rather strange. The penny dropped eventually because it's in Southall, beginnings of
Southall, and people would open the door and say, “Have you come to see our house?”
And they’d welcome us in, and then we would realise the next-door neighbours were
immigrants, and they’d been told by friends, “Don’t go selling your house to an immigrant.
We want more white people here”. And the penny dropped, and | thought, “No, I'm not
buying your house”.

And again, it was another piece of luck. We were looking at my mother’s local paper and
| was looking at houses for sale, privately, because I'd sold my house that way and it
said something about the cottage near the canal in Glade Lane. And | said, “Do you
know where Glade Lane is?” To my mother, and, no, she’d never heard of it. Well she
didn’t live that close. | think | happened to go to the school where | was going to teach
the next day, for some reason. It was holidays by this time. Well, it was only half-term.
That was it, and I'd gone to the school and | said, “Do you happen to know where Glade
Lane is?” And it was Mrs Gumbleton, who was the caretaker, and she said, I live there”.
And she said, “Are you looking for a house? Number so and so is up for sale”. Well, I'd
also seen this advertised, so | went along and it was a bit of a broken-down, cottage so
| did have a lot of work done on it, but it was my price range.

The woman who was selling it was, obviously, trying to fiddle in some way and | never
again found out what it was she was trying to fiddle because she was pretending that
she lived there, but neighbours eventually told me that she’d never lived there. She was
saying, “We had the fridge there”. And all that sort of thing. The ceiling was brown
because the man who'd lived there used to smoke non-stop, but it was in my price range
and it was within two minutes walking distance to school. | didn’t have any expenses to
get to school, and | was then getting a London Scale 2 salary, and then, while | was still
in Cornwall, the union rep said, “Have you applied for this extra grant up the scale you
can get because you’'ve brought up a child?” And | said, “Well, | haven’t heard of that
one”. And he said, “Well, you can just apply for them”. So, by the time | got back to
London, a cheque dropped on my doorstep: £3,000 back pay because I'd brought up a
child, and | was perfectly honest, | said | wasn’t a full-time mother. | couldn’t ever be a
full-time mother, but they gave me this grant.

Who gave you that money?

Well, | was entitled to it, apparently. | was up the scale a bit because I'd done nursing,
so that proved I'd done exams and things. | didn’t start off at Scale 0, and then | went up
the scale a bit more. With a teacher’s salary, you got all these extra bits that moved you
up the scale. So, | could afford then to have quite a lot of work done on my little cottage.
Then, of course, | worked at the school just across the bridge of the canal for ten years.
It was a First School, then, so the children | taught were actually the same as first-year
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juniors which I'd taught in Saltash, and they then decided to change it back, and by this
time, | had retired. We were, then, strangely enough, overstaffed, and each year, the
Head used to see me, and she’d say, “| know what you’re going to say, but I've still got
to say this to you. You are over fifty. You could apply for premature retirement”. | think
that’s what they called it. And she said, “| know what you’re going to say: that you don’t
want to retire”.

But, strangely enough, | got red kidney bean poisoning, and | was really quite ill, and for
the first time in teaching | had to take time off, and | wasn’t at all well. When | went back,
| said, “I've been thinking about this, and I've been thinking about ... Perhaps, | might
look into this offer”. And she was very good and said, “l don’t want you to do anything in
a hurry”. And | said, “Well, really, it's totally unfair that you might have to lose a younger
teacher because we are now over-staffed, when | could retire”. So | said, “If | can retire
and do supply teaching, continue doing supply teaching, I think | can manage that”. And
| had to go and see the union rep. He assisted on that, and he worked it all out the same
as | had, what | would be getting. So, | decided to accept this, but then, of course, | was
always going back to the school as supply. [Laughter.]

The same school?

Yes. | went to other local schools as well, but | quite liked doing supply teaching because
you didn’t have to do all that much paperwork, and | even did nursery sometimes. And
again, meeting Asian families in the nursery, you didn’t really do much in the way of
teaching, but you do sort of get all the children together first. There were other people
there to keep an eye on me and watching me, though | was doing the right thing. Then
it came to playing with the toys because most of the children were by this time children
of mostly Indian families, and I'd say, “You can go and play with the toys now”. And the
little girls would stay put, and all the little boys would go and grab the bicycles and the
trolleys and the trains, and then the little girls would get up and play with all the toy
saucepans and ironing boards. It was really a lesson in female emancipation to come,
and | used to try and encourage them.

So, when | had been in the Junior school, before retiring, a teacher of the same year
happened to be an Indian, but she was unusual. She was well in her forties and
unmarried. She had refused to accept an arranged marriage. They’d find men, and she’d
put them off, | expect. “No, no, I'm not marrying him”. So she came to this country, and
she was very independent. She wasn’'t a middle-aged Indian lady doing all the
housework at all. She had an older brother, who was a nice person, apparently quite
well-known. He worked in America, and he used to come and see her. She was buying
her own house — | think it was a maisonette in Ealing — and she didn'’t like all these boys
coming first, and | think she was a bit anti-man in a way. So, she said, “I'm going to start
having a selective discrimination”. So, | said, “Well, yes. | think I’'m going to do something
like that too”. But they weren’t so bad by this age, actually, about seven or eight, but
hands would go up and | thought, I’'m not being unkind to boys, but | would mostly choose
the girls first, but | would know the children who | ought to encourage to answer as well,
but Jarinda was probably stricter than | was.

So, we made these girls so independent of boys that when | eventually retired and they’d
grown up, most of them were at Reading, because they could get home. The girls at
university that | would meet later were at Reading University, and I'd be driving along
Jersey Road where | lived, and young women would come driving out of a side road and
I'd look and I'd think, “Yes, this is what Jarinda and | did, and they’re coming first. They
had learned to assert themselves.” [Laughter.]

So, you did all this supply teaching until you were aged seventy?
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Yes, and | apparently ought to have stopped at 67. Well, | worked at other schools as
well and | also did a bit of Teaching English as a Second Language, which | quite
enjoyed. That was fun, but it was a bit difficult. | had to get to Hayes, and | even had a
childminder | took with me, that was supplied as well by the council, and she looked after
the children of the ladies, although we did have one man. It was mostly local schools. |
had my favourite schools, and | didn’t work every day, but sometimes a term’s supply
would come up and | did have a permanent half-day at my local school just across the
bridge, so | kept in touch all the time. It came to the end of the school year, and | was
nearly seventy. | hadn’t decided to give up but | thought | maybe had to, and we got into
October and the phone rang one day, and it was the Deputy Head from upstairs, the
Seniors. It all became one school, eventually, they went back to being one school again.

First, Middle, and Upper?

He rang me and said, “Do you think you could possibly come in this afternoon?” And,
actually, | couldn’t, but | can’t remember why and | said, “I'm very sorry. | can’t manage
this afternoon”. But | said, “I thought that you’d finished with me now that I'm seventy?”
And he said, “Don’t be ridiculous. You can’t possibly be seventy”. And | said, “Well, |
am”. So, | got worried and thought | would check up on this, so, | rang up the Education
Department, and | said that I'd been a supply teacher and they said, “Well, actually, you
should have retired at sixty-seven, but we didn’t like to tell you”. [Laughter.] So, | said,
“Well, | decided that you weren’t going to employ me anymore, but then John rang me
and asked me whether | could go in today”. So, | said, “Well, I'll tell them not to ring me
anymore then”.

You were still in London?

Yes, then it became very, very difficult because | didn’t live near [public transport] and
would have to go under the railway, the mainline railway, under the tunnel which
everyone called, “Devil’'s Tunnel”, to get to the Uxbridge Road, or walk along the towing
path to get anywhere near public transport, or drive to Osterley Station, which was my
nearest, actually, or Boston Manor, but it became so difficult to find parking spaces. |
used to do some voluntary work. | did some voluntary work for the National Peace
Council, which no longer exists, and that was near the Angel, and | had to get there and
| found the best way was actually spending a bit of money because my fee ticket didn’t
cover the local trains, you know, the Western Region, but | could get a train from Hanwell,
King's Cross, and then a bus to do this to get to the Angel. But it became so difficult, and
someone damaged the bridge over the canal, so | couldn’t drive over there, and no-one
wanted to take liability for repairing it, and | don’t know if it's been repaired now? So, that
was closed to traffic, except where they allowed lorries and vans and things to go over,
or in case of a fire. | think you could go over but they had these locked bridges.

| thought, “I don’t really want to stay here forever”. And | had, in the meantime, met up
with someone | knew during the war, as it happened, and he was a boyfriend of mine
during the war, and | hadn’t seen him for years and years, and | went to the Strikes
School open day in Essex. Somewhere I've got a book about it. The children had gone
on strike in this school in 1914 because they objected to the way their Head and her
husband were being treated by the Squire, and this became a famous school. They used
to have an open day and it was organised by, | think, the NUT [National Union of
Teachers], and a man | knew, he and his wife were friends, they were both teachers. He
used to organise a coach trip every year to this place. | don’t think it's Ditchling. It's
somewhere in Essex, | think. And they had a big open day, but it was organised by the
NUT. It was a sort of union day, and it only cost £7, | recall, and off we went there.
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Now, this friend, Stan, who I'd known during the war, he was working for a Peace Service
unit, and that’s how | met him. He was a conscientious objector, and he came to London
to help us townies during the Blitz, so he had a pretty tough time. They were doing rescue
work and First Aid, and they ran a rest centre as well, in Paddington. | knew that he
belonged to the Agricultural Workers’ Union, in fact he was their Secretary for a while.
That was part of the GWT, the big main union.

The GMB?

No, it was one of the big unions, and it became amalgamated with it. There’s no separate
Agricultural Workers’ Union now. It wouldn’t be the NUF. That was farmers. Anyway, |
had thought once or twice that | would go to the CND [Campaign for Nuclear
Disarmament] meeting in Tavistock Square that Jeremy Corbyn always organised, and
that was how | got to know him. He wouldn’t remember me, although he might remember
the name because he possibly knows David, my son. He always organised this, and |
used to look ‘round at all these old men who’d been conscientious objectors, and | often
wondered, “| wonder if any of them are Stan?” And | couldn’t see anyone like him, but |
went to this strike day outing. | saw a stall of the Agricultural Union, and | looked and
there were about four elderly men sitting along there, and | thought, “I don’t think any of
those are Stan”. But | did ask, and | said, “Do you happen to know a Stan Heywood?”
And they said, “Oh, we know him”. But the man who had organised the outing overall,
I'd actually met but never mentioned it to him earlier, and he had worked for the
Agricultural Workers’ Union as well. So, they said, “Go and ask so and so”. And they
said, “We don’t know where Stan is living, but he’s around”. So, | went to ask this man,
and he said, “Have you got a shopping list in your hand bag on the back of an old
envelope?” And | said, “More than likely”. [Laughter.] So, | found an old envelope and he
said, “I will give this to him, and I'll ask him to write to you”. [Laughter.] He said, “He’s
living in some awful place called Nailsea, and he doesn'’t like it”. [Laughter.] “You’ll cheer
him up if you ring him up”. He’s probably never heard of me, this man I'm talking to, but
| did eventually hear from him [Stan].

He wrote to you in London?

Yes. And what had happened, it was seven weeks afterwards ... What he had done,
he’'d written to Stan’s house, that he’d owned in Nailsea, but in the meantime, he’'d [Stan]
gone to live with his daughter, so he didn’t get his post very often. All of a sudden, | get
this phone call out of the blue, and it was him. It was strange because he didn’t drive,
and | was going to a wedding, a Sikh wedding, as it happens, that Saturday, so I'd
decided to go to Nailsea and take a pair of trousers that | bought because | knew I'd
have to sit on the floor. Velvet trousers, and | needed to shorten them. | thought, “Well,
I'll go down to Nailsea”. And on the way back | was going to stop off at Wootton Bassett
and stay with a cousin and shorten my trousers at the same time. [Laughter.] And | found
my way to Nailsea, perfectly easily. I'd seen it many a time on the M5, where you had to
come off, and it was always in brackets in those days, so I'd heard of it. But Stan was
absolutely hopeless at directing anyone. He never knew his right from his left. He actually
had a scar on this right thumb, and he used to rely on that, but then he couldn’t remember
whether it was his right thumb or his left thumb.

So, | found my way perfectly to Nailsea itself, but his directions were absolutely hopeless.
I've passed the comprehensive school, yes, that was okay, then | went down this road
and got to the end, and | thought, “I think I've come too far’. So, | went down Hannah
More Road, named after a famous lady who founded schools in Nailsea, and | thought,
“I've got to ask the way”. And there’s a young man painting a house there, and | said,
“Please can you help me? I'm looking for Morgans Hill Close”. And he said, “Never heard
of it". So, | said, “Well, | do know it's near a pub called the Ring ‘0’ Bells.” “Oh, Ring ‘0’
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Bells! | know where that is”. And Stan had already mentioned he was going to book a
lunch at the Ring ‘0’ Bells, which is right opposite. So, | found my way eventually to the
house, and it was really strange because we had been very, very close friends, and we
more or less carried on the conversation we’d finished about forty or fifty odd years
before, and it was really lovely.

He was living at his daughter’s. He too had had a heart attack, I'm afraid, but he’d also
burnt down his kitchen with a chip fryer, and he did it twice, and that was typical of him,
actually.

Was he widowed or divorced?

By then he was widowed, and I've missed out on another important thing. | think it was
about 1954, and | was quite keen on tennis, as a spectator. | was hopeless at any games,
and | became really interested in Jaroslav Drobny, and | really wanted him to win. He
did win the finals, eventually, but | only heard it on the radio. By this time, David was
going to school, | think. Yes, he would be going to school after Wimbledon. | decided to
go to a news cinema, and | thought | would introduce him to the cinema. There’s always
some cartoons, and | can see the tennis because not many people had televisions. So,
we went somewhere off Oxford Street to a news cinema and, poor kid, he sat through
all of that, and he was so good, so | treated him to a chocolate éclair, and he would hate
me telling you this because he doesn’t eat sweet things at all.

So | thought, “We’ll go in Lyons Corner House”. And | sat him in a chair, and he was
always quite good and reliable with things like that, and | queued up at this cafeteria and
I'd bought myself some tea, and | could only afford one chocolate éclair. Anyway, |
looked at the cakes, and | looked up about to say, “Have you got any chocolate éclairs?”
And it was Stan. He worked there on Saturdays [laughter] at Lyons Corner House, and
he said, “I'm sure | can find one for you”. And | often said to him afterwards, “I think you
went and picked that one up off the floor because why wasn’t it on sale?” And he said,
“Course | didn’t’. And | said, “That’s for my son”. Now, this was very naughty of him. He
didn’t think | was telling the truth when | told him that my husband had died. | never quite
forgave him for that, | mean, you know, he didn’t believe me. | suppose when you see a
young woman with a child, perhaps you automatically think, “Oh, no, that's a little
bastard” or something, and he didn’t really accept it. | mean, he did eventually. But we
never arranged that. He said, “Can you wait ‘til I've finished, and I'll see you after I've
finished?”

So, we went for a walk around Hyde Park. We chatted, and he told me he had two little
girls. He lived in Barnett, and he was only doing this for money to live. His wife never
wanted to do any work because my sister would have worked on a Saturday and my
brother would have stayed at home, but that didn’t work with him. So, we just chatted,
and we didn’'t make any arrangement at all, but | did have some connection by post while
| lived in Saltash, but | never followed it through. But it was when | saw this stall, and I'd
looked at all these other old men on Hiroshima Day, and one of them was him, and did
nothing about it. But then of course | did, and so Stan used to come backwards and
forwards and stay up in Southall, and | used to come down to Nailsea.

Of course, I'd already decided that | couldn’t stay there forever and | thought, “I don’t
want to go as far as Plymouth again, and Bristol's not too bad down the M4”. And | used
to drive backwards and forwards a lot when | first came down here. | was a guide at the
Natural History Museum, and | kept that up for some time as well, once a week. So |
eventually decided I'd quite like to live in Nailsea so that’s how | happened to come to
Nailsea.
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Did you live together?

No. He wanted to, but | saw him all the time, nearly every day, and we did go away on
holidays once or twice. Actually, | mean, | had my own home, so | bought my own home,
and it was only a one-bedroom house, but a nice modern one in Nailsea, and a little
garden, but I'm afraid this is what happens with daughters. He had two daughters, one
was fine, | still see her occasionally, but the one who still lives in Nailsea wasn’t very
nice. She really thought | was going to make him come and live with me, and | actually
said, “Where do you think his belongings would fit in?” It was a small house, and | wasn’t
getting rid of any of mine. He had quite a nice room in her house, and she wasn’t very
nice at all, actually, but | still went on seeing him, and she didn’t stop me, and | was with
him when he died, actually. He was in the BRI [Bristol Royal Infirmary] in Bristol several
times.

When was that?

That was from 2000 onwards he was in hospital. | came down to Nailsea in 1994, and |
always say: my son got married, there was democracy in South Africa, and | met up with
Stan. 1994. But | didn’t move down until 1997. | didn’t rush down here, and so | came
down here to live and, again, she [Stan’s daughter] was so nasty that I'm afraid he moved
out and got sheltered accommodation in Nailsea. But | used to see him all the time, and
she never saw his flat until after he’d been there for about three years, which | thought
was really bad because he needed help. He did get help, and | helped him as much as
| could, and he went in hospital, and she never knew this. | never told her this because
it was only me and his other daughter whom he told. He wanted us to say, if he had
another bad heart attack, he didn’t want to be resuscitated, which was really right
because he’d really had enough, although he was younger than | am now.

So, | knew that this was likely to happen, and he actually had been in hospital, and he’d
only been home about two days and the warden — there was a warden where he lived —
she had suddenly become aware he was supposed to be back. She wasn’t calling on
him as a regular thing, so she checked whether he was back or not, and she went in his
flat and found him on the floor, and she got the ambulance and rang me. | think I'd
already rung just to check up every day, and I'd already rung, and she said, “Well, the
ambulance is outside, you might be able to get ‘round in time”. And | did, and | went off
to the hospital with him, and he was put in a heart resuscitation room. There was about
four of them in this little ward and, obviously, | don’t think any of them were going to get
better.

But they were lovely there and, as it happens, the daughter that lives in Burnham now,
Burnham-on-Sea, she was coming down to see him, and she happened to be on the
coach, and nobody had informed her. Now her sister hadn’t informed her that their dad
was in hospital, so she was going to let Di come all the way to Nailsea to be told to get
back to Bristol. | managed to get in touch with her on her mobile. She wasn’t answering
it at first, before she got to Bristol, so that she could come straight to the hospital. | left
them to it that day and then the next day, which was the Saturday, | was going because
there were various things he’d asked for me to collect the day before, which | went to do
in his flat. And it was pretty obvious that he wasn’t going to survive.

So, we did talk, all of us, for a while, and the two of them actually did go off and have a
little chat together, and | told the staff nurse about my 21* birthday, when | was nursing
in Epsom and he was working at a Peace Unit in the East End of London and he cycled
all the way down with one red rose for my 21% birthday and then cycled all the way back
again. Mind you, | said it was a yellow rose, and it cost him a shilling. So, | told the staff
nurse and the staff nurse was a male staff nurse, and he was absolutely lovely. He was
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so kind. He was kind to all of them because there were ... Clare’s son happened to have
about ten children by then, and he had fathered a child while he was still at school and
then went on, but it was the same person, went on producing children until he had about
ten. So, some of those were there, and one of Di’s children was there and they were
okay.

And | was allowed to say something at his funeral, and he was pretty well known from
union stuff, and he wanted to be cremated, but he wanted a humanist ceremony. He
didn’t want a religious ceremony, but that was all done very nicely, and it was packed.
And | did a bit of Shakespeare, “Fear no more the heat of the sun”, and it was all about
golden boys and girls because we were all very young. He was quite a few years older
than me, but he wasn’t so mature for his age, so really, we were quite close together
when we were young, during the war, and you couldn’t do anything except walk around
London when the bombs weren't falling.

Did you meet him before you met your husband?

No, | knew my husband by sight at Harrods first, but then, in the meantime, | didn’t keep
up with anyone at Harrods because | wasn’t there that long, and then | went in the Civil
Service, but | was never evacuated. | remember now how | met Stan, how | first met him.
Actually, | was still in the Civil Service and my dad said, “There’s a First Aid course being
run in Westbourne Park Road, in the church there, so | think I'll go along. Do you want
to come too?” And | said, “Yes, of course, I'll come with you”. And he said, “It's at a
Peace Unit”. And he must have found out about it through the Peace Pledge Union, and
we went along and we did a bit of first aid training, and then | stayed on as a part-time
volunteer. | used to go there two or three evenings a week, and they were, of course, all
young men, and they were varied, some went off, and they were all quite a mixed group.
Some Quakers, who would be automatically ...

Conscientious?

They didn’t have to go before any tribunal, and there were various other people. Stan
had had to go before a tribunal even though his dad was a miller, and he could have got
reserved occupation, but he didn’t want to do that.

Actually, my son asks me to write memoirs every now and again. So, fairly recently he
said, “Write me a memoir about your first boyfriend”. Well, this happened to be one of
the other young men there, Alan, who | wrote about. That didn’t last, and | won’t go into
the Alan thing because it’s quite different, but | did keep in touch with Stan because one
day | was at the hospital, and | had a free time and | thought I'd walk to Kensington
Gardens. To my great surprise, Stan was suddenly walking along beside me because
I’'d known him at the unit, and | then used to visit the unit quite a bit to see him and we
kept in touch and that was how, when | went down to Epsom, he came down with the
rose.

So, it’s all because of Stan that you ended up living here?

Yes, really, and | see Di occasionally, but | can’t drive to Burnham-on-Sea anymore, and
it's difficult for her to get here. We keep in touch, and she’s very much a campaigner all
the time, and | get all these messages, but it's usually something that I've already put
my signature to anyway.

Just to bring it to some kind of conclusion ... Can you just fill me in a bit on what
you said about your War Widows’ Pension?
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| have to say that I've got Méniére's disease. | don’t know whether you’ve heard of it?
It's to do with the balance of the ear, and that's what caused my deafness, and | had
tinnitus very badly, and | found what actually helped was having the radio on. Not music,
but the spoken voice because you could listen above this noise. | don’t have it anymore,
it went, but I'm always afraid that it might come back. | don’t think it will now. So the radio
really helped me. | would have Radio 4 on, listening to the spoken word, even when |
was driving, even if I'd already heard it, | would have the radio on. | used to listen to this
Saturday morning programme called “You and Yours”. Does it still happen? Because |
hardly ever listen to the radio now because of my ears.

They were talking about unclaimed benefits. | think they were more general benefits as
well as this one, but | was listening to all of this and, as it happened, because David was
in full-time education by the time he was 21. It might have been eighteen. | was over
forty, so | was still entitled to a widow’s state pension, so that wasn’t so bad. By this time,
| was getting widow’s pension, but | was listening to all of this, and they were talking
about all these benefits that people don’t claim, but | don’t think many people miss out
on claiming nowadays, and they started talking about people who died and had served
in the Services but died after the war. How they had probably been entitled to a pension,
but because they’d already left the Services, but their iliness was somehow exacerbated
by their war service, so that they should have claimed.

Now, with Johnny, the little boy, who was at school with David, his dad had been
discharged from the Navy, so | think his mum automatically got a War Widows’ Pension
and | thought, “That really applies to me”. And | listened to this, and | thought, “I'm going
to look into this”. And | think | must have rung the British Legion. | can’t quite remember
the sequence. | know | rang, and | was told that somebody called Gwen would call and
see me. She wasn’t allowed to tell me her surname or address or anything. | did have a
phone by this time, and she said that she would look into things. So | gave her all my
details and weeks and weeks went on, and | thought, “I'm not going to hear any more
about this. | think I'll just leave it”. And then, | thought, “No, | will just get in touch”.
Because | did give her all the information, and she was quite convinced | was entitled to
it, and | finally got in touch with her, and she got back, and | was given a form to fill in
and everything.

Well, | got a lot of incorrect information back. | mean, they had things like my husband
had served in Persia, as Iran was called then. Well, | didn’t think that they were involved
in the war at all, and they never ever explained that one. Then they had one other horrible
thing: that all they had on his notes was that he was short-sighted, and that he’d
mentioned that he’d had rheumatic heart fever, and that he hadn’t mentioned his mitral
valve. | don’t know if he’d mentioned it when he was medically examined, but | think, in
a way, he was quite pleased to go in the Army because he was fed up of being attacked
as a Jew, apparently, for not being in the Army. He had no objection. He wasn’t a
conscientious objector or anything. He was a peace lover, but he did not take his peace-
loving that far. Then they had terrible things on his record that were definitely not true.
First of all, they said he’'d only had a general education. Well, he’d actually gone to the
City of London College as a young teenager, and | think his parents paid. He had very
high grades for matriculation. He was a fluent Spanish speaker, and there weren’t many
fluent Spanish speakers in those days. You could say had a general education. But,
also, the most horrifying thing, okay, if this was true, I’'m not saying that it was horrifying
that it happened to this person ... It had on his record that he said, and who would ever
tell this anyway, that he had told them that one of his aunts was certified as insane.

I'd never heard of this and, of course, | was never able to bring it up with my father-in-

law because by the time | was doing this claiming, he had died. But, | mean, you wouldn’t
go to a medical exam ... You’d only be asked about medical things. You wouldn’t say
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that. He had told them, which was true, that a cousin had died of Tuberculosis, but that’s
different, but you wouldn’t say, “Oh, by the way, one of my aunts was mad”. And | mean,
the term “insane” was actually used in those days, and they never explained that. They
never explained the bit about Persia at all.

But, actually, you managed to cope with all the bureaucracy?

Well, | had to do a lot, and | found my papers last night. The whole story is by this time |
just wouldn’t give up, and | got this letter to say that I'd been turned down, and | said,
“Well, | would like some answers”. First of all, as far as | was concerned, he was a very
intelligent man, and why was he put in the Pioneer Corps? They'd passed him as A1
and, of course, by this time a doctor had told me that he’'d never pass him for a life
insurance. | never got those things explained to me and, especially, the Persia business.
| mean, it’s all on his records that he was sent to India and then on to Burma. I've got it
all on the records, so, I've got that.

So, it took me a long time because | was rejected to start with, and then | applied again
and the British Legion were very, very helpful to me. There was a man there waiting to
see me when | went to the second tribunal, and he said, “Don’t worry if they’re a long
time. It doesn’t mean to say that they’re going to turn you down”. And they really were
hard questioning me, and I think the fact that I'd been a nurse really did help me because
they had asked me, “How did | know that he had a chronic disease?” Well, | mentioned
— | don’t know whether you know about it — clubbing of the fingers, when, actually, the
finger nails get kind of round, and I'd mentioned that that would be unusual for an
ordinary person who’d never done nursing to know that. But they were pretty hard on
me, and | couldn’t believe it when | finally went back because they kept me waiting an
awfully long time. They were late starting with me because the person before me was
late, so then they decided to have their lunch.

So, | had to wait about two hours, and he kept saying — and | don’t remember his name,
the man from the Legion, but he was very nice — and he kept saying, “This could be a
good sign, you know. It means they haven’t rejected us”. And | said, “But yes, they’re
eating their lunch”. So, they called me back in, and they said, “Yes, we have decided
that, yes, his illness must have been exacerbated”.

Did you get any other help from any other organisations?

No. Well, they said, “We can’t give you forty years’ back pay”. I'd have been a millionaire,
wouldn’t I? [Laughter.] But they did give me two years, which was something. | mean,
okay, I'm alright here because | get War Widows’ Pension, and it’s quite good, and |
have absolutely no complaints. | think it's even going up a bit this year. So, | have
absolutely no complaints, and | know people here get benefits, and | say, “Well, | get a
benefit but my benefit is very good, and it's not subject to any earnings. It's tax free”.
And people here look at me as much as to say, “We don’t get enough to pay tax anyway”.
And, of course, | have a teacher’s pension, which | paid for, and also this little extra one
from Ealing, which also goes up and the increases are now more than it was to start with
because it's on my contributions alone. For three years, we paid a scheme called
Graduated Pension, so this small State Pension | get — | don’t get the full State Pension
as well — it’'s based on the three years I've paid and apparently some extra. It might even
be what | paid during the war, something like that. So, I've no complaints and | don’t say,
“I'm a poor war widow.”

But just to round it off really, could you say just a little tiny bit about how people
treated you as a single mum and widow?

119



| have to say | was treated quite unkindly.
Really?

People have funny ideas. Either they wouldn’t want to speak to me when | was a young
mum, and this would be people in the area who had known my husband, and they would
kind of avoid speaking to me. Then some nice people would want to see my baby, but
mostly looked at the dog [laughter], but they did take notice of him when he was older.
It did vary, and | remember going into the local greengrocers in Heston, and the woman
boss said, “I'm sad to hear about your husband”. But she said, “But you’re lucky, you’ve
got your son, and you can always get another husband, but can you replace your son?”
And | said, “But | don’t want to replace my husband, and | certainly don’t want to replace
my son, anyway”. You know, funny things that they say. You see, all my life I'd had
people say, “Why didn’t you get married again?” | usually say, “Nobody’s ever asked
me”.

You get to the stage, anyway, when you’re so independent living alone that you wouldn’t
want to live with anyone. Who would want to live with me? I've got cupboards full of junk,
| do my washing up just when it suits me, and there are other women just like me as well
who are younger than | am, and they say, “l wouldn’t get married again”. And if we ever
get a man here, and there’s a new man here ... | really don’t think he’s after the women,
| think, because there are so few men and only two, | think, on their own, that he has to
assert himself, and so now they think that he’s trying to chat them up but | don’t think he
is. But they said, “Well he didn’t’ come after me, and | wouldn’t want to get married again,
anyway’.

And | don’t think he’s after getting married again. He’s probably enjoying his
independence because he’s fairly active and he gets involved in various things. He saves
all his small coins. and I've some money in my bag now to give to Eva. He puts all his
small coins in a bag, all his pennies and five pence coins, puts them in a bag, and he
gives them as a donation to the tea bar, which | think is lovely, and it's not something
everyone does. Some people might give a packet of biscuits occasionally, but he gives
them money as soon as he’s got a bag of small coins. But they’re a bit anti him because
they think he’s after the women because apparently ... and he might just have been
making a joke.

There is one lady here who'’s a very independent lady. She doesn’t have anything to do
with raffles or donations. She’s still fairly active and she obviously must have made clear
to him when he started being friendly and, apparently, he said, “So, you’re not a good
time girl then?” And then I'm afraid that she told various people this, and they now say,
“I don’t want him asking me if I'm a good time girl”. [Laughter.] And one woman has even
said, “If he tried to sit at our table I'd tell him he’s not allowed there”. Which wouldn’t
happen.

Have | gone on too long? | keep suddenly remembering things.
No, | feel really privileged to have met you.

| think by this time we must have covered everything. And before, | was telling you about
the greengrocer saying, “Oh, you can always find another husband”. My own family
weren’t particularly nice to me when | was asserting myself. My dad wasn’t so bad. My
dad would come and take David out, and that was okay and on a Sunday. | suppose he
thought it was nice for me to have the Sunday to myself because I've got to work again
tomorrow, and they looked after him when | had to work. | only had to do one evening a
week anyway, and it was quite nice being attached to a hospital because you all work
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on Christmas Day, or you did in those days, the whole day, when | was doing my training
and everything. So, on Christmas Day | didn’t actually work, but | used to take my son
in, and it was really lovely because the patients who were still there for Christmas. They
were all nice to David, and he used to come away with a handful of money as well, so
he liked it. But they loved to meet him, and it’s nice for patients to know that when you’re
not here you’re a human being, not a nurse.

| think your son’s right. You’ve got so many stories that | think it would be a good
idea to write some of them down.

Well, we do now, which is a good thing, as well. A woman here happens to have written
a number of books, and she’s a local woman, and she started off a Memories Club and
so we do them for her. | haven’t given her every one of mine because one or two of mine
are a bit sad because as a child, my best friend was murdered and this was an awful
thing. | did write about it because | would never give that to anybody else, so, | gave it
to David because | feel | would like to record this, and it was pretty awful because we
had started school together, and we lived in the same house, not when it happened but
that’s just one memory I’'m not giving to any other person. But, yes, I'm due now to write
my first Fairy Cycle and Mary keeps saying, “When am | going to get my first Fairy
Cycle?” Well, she’s got my first boyfriend, I've given her another one, I've given her two.
Oh, the day the war ended, | was on duty.

That’s probably a good place to end.

Yes, she’s got that one as well. So, that’s going quite well. It's sort of fizzled out and
there’s only a few people still interested which is a bit sad. Some people have done one
story and that’s their lot, they don’t want to go to her meetings any more but | go to her
meetings and | have typed out one or two memories for people so things like that happen
here.

I’d just like to say thank you very much.
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Fig. 5: Joan Eggmore with a photograph of her husband, Dougie Eggmore. 12 May 2017.
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Fig. 6: Joan’s husband, Dougie Eggmore.
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INTERVIEW TRANSCRIPT

| = Interviewer
PR = Project Representative
R = Respondent / Interviewee
[ 1= Clarification note

I: Can you tell me your name please and how old you are?

R: Sylvia, Sylvia Elliott. Now, | was Sylvia Betesta when | was a child. I'm 84 now, and |
was born in Derby of a very big family. There was nine of us, and we used to fight like
anything. | don’t remember an awful lot about when | was small, but when | was six,
when war broke out, we were all put on buses, all lined up and put on buses with a label
on us and sent off. | went to a little place called Stanley Common, just outside Derby,
but as a child of six | thought that I'd gone hundreds of miles away and | thought my
parents had given me away because nobody told us anything.

We had to sit in a school room and they came and picked out who they wanted, and |
went to a nice couple and they were very nice. As | lived in a town | didn’t know lots of
things and this gentleman where | went to live had got a greenhouse with tomatoes in
it and he let me pick one and I'd never picked a tomato in my life. Those little things ...
We went skating, well without skates, on the pond that was there. Then he was taken
il and | know, from afterwards, that he had to go in hospital, so | was sent somewhere
else and my mind is blank from there. | didn’t remember anything.

| don’t know what happened, something must have done, but anyway the next |
remember is being back home and the war was on, and my grandma used to sit ...
when the sirens went ... she used to take me and we’d sit on the cellar steps and she
made a cup of cocoa. One night, my sister — my oldest sister was in the WAAFs
[Women’s Auxiliary Air Force] — she was home on leave and she said, “I'm not getting
up again for the sirens”. So, anyway, the sirens went and as in all the houses where |
lived, there’s a tin bath at the bottom, hanging on the wall, and a bomb dropped four
doors away from us. The bath fell off the wall, and my sister fell out of bed and fell all
the way down on the stairs. | remember all that, but | don’t remember much more until
... | must have been a bit older and my father had been in the Army, but he was at
Nottingham Castle guarding all the ammunition in the dungeons at Nottingham Castle,
and he and his friend were supposed to guard it.

Then, the next | remember is him being at home again, and | must have been a bit
older, quite a bit older, and he fetched me out of the house one night. Oh, he was a fire
watcher then, ARP [Air Raid Precaution] man, and he fetched me out and he said,
“Come and look”. There was a storm on and we watched, and he said, “Look up in the
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sky”. And there was this tiny red light and he said, “Keep watching”. And then it burst
into flames. It was the barrage balloons and the lightning was striking them and it was
just like fireworks up in the sky. They couldn’t get them in quick enough, you see, to
save the balloons. They had one balloon, it was called Big Bertha, on the arboretum,
right near where we lived. And where we lived, we were right at the top of the street and
exactly across the road was Derby Crown China Works. We found out afterwards that
that’'s what the Germans were trying to bomb, as well as Rolls Royce and the Midlands
Station where the trains were being built.

Later on, when they were coming off duty at Rolls Royce ... the shifts used to change,
they used to pass in the road, the night shifts and the day shifts, they used to pass each
other as they were changing shifts ... and two German aircraft came in and machine
gunned them and there were hundreds of them dead. From there on, they changed the
way they did the shifts, so there weren’t two lots. One of the German planes was shot
down, and inside it they found a holiday brochure, and it had this map, and it had Rolls
Royce ringed in red, Derby Crown China Works [The Royal Crown Derby Porcelain
Company] in red, and the Midlands Station in red. So that’'s what those two German
planes had come over with, that’s all they’d got to follow. If ’'m saying Derby Crown
China, that was how we knew it. It's really Derby ... oh, | can’t remember the real name
as it was then, but we called it that.

My brother worked there and we were only across the road from it, and they used to
have a siren that used to go. This was after the war and the siren went to tell them
they’ve got five minutes to get into work. This siren went, my brother jumped out of bed,
ran down the stairs, cleaned his teeth, ran out across the road, and his foreman had a
cup of tea waiting for him.

As | got older, | used to love to go to church, and | loved Brownies, and then | was in
Guides, and | was in a carnival band as a pace stick girl at the front. Best in the Midlands
we were at one time. We used to go into competitions and all things like that. Then we
used to go to a dance and this was when | was seventeen / eighteen-ish, at two dance
halls, The Ritz and The Rialto, and they used to let [Armed] Forces go in free, so, of
course, we girls used to go to the dance because there were lots of Forces. One day, |
went and | saw this soldier sitting there, and he never danced, and | went and sat talking
to him. | said, “Why aren’t you dancing?” And he said, “Oh, | can’t’. He said, “I'm
convalescing, I've been in Korea”. And he was back in Normanton Barracks, which was
where the Sherwood Foresters were, and that’s how | met my husband.

He was in the Sherwood Foresters, and then he was sent to Germany in the Sherwood
Foresters. He was on duty at the Nuremburg Trials. They could only do one day at a
time and then they sent them on ... R&A | think they call it ... something like that ... .
He was telling me all about that, and he said he’d been wounded in Korea. They’d gone
into a trap and the whole platoon was wiped out. Oh, I'm taking you too far, that was
what my husband was telling me. Husband-to-be was telling me. He was found in the
jungle after two days. There was only him and his friend who survived. His friend had
both legs blown off, and my husband-to-be had his legs badly smashed up. They were
brought out of the jungle on stretchers, hanging under helicopters.

He was taken to the MASH, the American MASH, and he said it was exactly the same
as on the TV. He was in there, and they said the Americans saved his legs, but if he’d
have been taken to the British one, they’d have amputated. They were that bad. While
he was in the MASH station, he said the operating tables were just like it is on the TV,
everything was exactly the same. And he said this officer came round when they were
all in their beds, a high-up officer, and he got a purple cushion and he was giving them
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all the Purple Hearts, the Americans, and he gave my husband-to-be one and he said,
“l don’t want that. I'm British”. And he gave it him back.

So, now I'll tell you about what he told us about when he went to Korea. He was in
Germany with the Sherwood Foresters, and he was seconded into the Northumberland
Fusiliers and sent to Korea. At the time, my husband was only seventeen, | think, and
they were the first ones to arrive in where the fighting was, and the Americans. They
had to wade through the Imjin River, and then they went into the jungle and my husband
said it was awful, it was horrific. He said the Koreans, the North Koreans, never left
bodies intact, and he said you only knew whether it was British or American that you
were crawling over by the colour of the uniforms. He wouldn’t ever tell me much about
Korea, he said it was too horrific, and none of the men that went to Korea at the same
time as my husband ... They joined the Korean Veterans, and they used to sit talking,
and they talked together, but they wouldn’t ever let me listen.

Then, after they moved him from the MASH hospital ... I'm not sure, | think he was
taken to a hospital in Hong Kong and he was there for a long, long time. Not quite sure
how long. When he finally came back to England, him and his friend were on a bed on
the decks of a cruise ship, a very posh cruise ship, he said, and they all spoiled him
silly, all the people on the ship. He was 21 when he was coming back on this ship, and
the nurses, I’'m not sure whether it was the nurse or the staff, made him or gave him a
little sailor with the name of the ship on.?’ Then he came back and he was sent back to
Normanton Barracks to recuperate, but his mother didn’t know he’'d been wounded.
They’d [his family] gone to the cinema and they’d seen these helicopters coming out of
the jungle with the stretchers hanging below, and she said that she didn’t know that one
of them was her son. She had to get in touch with one of the ministers and they got in
touch with London to find out what had happened, and then she was told that he’d been
wounded in action. Then | met him whilst he was at Normanton Barracks.

Is that in Derby?

In Derby. And then he started taking me home to his house, and he lived at B-Winning,
between Alfreton and Chesterfield. | was one of a family of nine children, and in the war
we had hardly anything, living in a town. When my husband to be took me to his
mother’s, they had everything, living in the country. They treated me like a princess. It
was lovely. | think | fell in love with the family as well as my husband-to-be.

He was demobbed. He was still in the Army but he couldn’t stay in because he’d been
wounded but, at the time, he didn’t know that if he’d have been disabled out of the Army,
he would have had a green card and he would have never been out of work. But some
kind person told him that if he took it, he would never get a job. There was no counselling
in those days and he came out, he had no job, no career because he’d gone in the
Army to make it a career, and he had to do labouring jobs as time went by. He had to
travel the country, so he was never with me. Well he was sometimes. | had two girls,
Carol and Dawn and we had to live from hand to mouth on what we got.

Seventeen years after, we were at a Korean Veterans’ meeting and the limbless man
was there, and he said, “Oh, Bill, | bet you get full pension”. And Bill said, “l don’t get a
pension”. And he [the man] was very angry, and he got some forms out of his case,
filled them in, sent them away, and by return post my husband got a full pension. When
he asked about the back money, they said, “No, because that’s your own fault for not
asking”.

See Fig. 1.
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How old were you when you married? Can you just tell me a little bit about you
and your husband when you first got married?

| was twenty when | got married and my husband would be about, 23, | think. | didn’t
know anything. In those days, your parents never told you anything. So, of course, as
soon as we married, | got caught for a baby. So, | had my first wedding anniversary in
hospital and Carol was born two days after my first wedding anniversary. We had a very
hard time up until then and then my husband, after a long time, he did manage to get a
job at Rolls Royce in the Despatch Department. By then our girls were growing up and
| was working at Rolls Royce as well, in the offices. But, he used to be the last one to
touch an engine when it went to go on the plane, into a carrier plane, to go to America
or wherever. | used to buy all the nuts and bolts to build the engines.

We were married for forty years and we had a fortieth anniversary party. My son-in-law
was a fantastic master chef so he did us a big party. My husband, his life revolved
around the British Legion and we had the party at the British Legion and we had this
party on the Saturday night and on the Sunday was our Ruby Wedding day and we had
an open day. We went to the Legion in the evening and walked home and he went to
the toilet and he never came back, he had a massive heart attack and that was on the
day of our Ruby Wedding.

All the time you were married, were you always living in Derby, or had you been
together somewhere else?

No, always in Derby. For the last part, when my husband had retired, we lived on the
War Memorial Village at Derby. The people of Derby had made a little village for the ex-
servicemen that were wounded and our house was called “Anzio”. They were all named
after battles. Before our Ruby Wedding, of course, the Korean government got in touch
and said that all those that were in Korea and wounded, they would go as a guest to
Korea but my husband, the doctor wouldn’t let him go. He said he wasn’t well enough
because he was having lots of pain with his legs and he was having mild heart attacks,
so, he said he couldn’t go.

So, after a while, one of the men from Nottingham said, “They’ve sent Bill’s citation from
Korea”. And I've got it and the Lord Lieutenant of Derbyshire wants to present it to him.
Well, Bill was very, held himself to himself, never showed his feelings, in fact, that was
what caused any problems between us. | used to say to him, because he never showed
his affection, and | used to say, “Haven’t you got any feelings?” And he said, I left them
in Korea”. And | knew he wouldn’t go to a proper presentation. It was Colonel Hilton,
the Lord Lieutenant of Derbyshire and he was the President of the Royal British Legion,
as well, at the time.

So, they said, “Well he wants to present him properly”. So, | said, “Well, the only place
he can get him is the British Legion”. So, we had a bit of a cloak and dagger between
us with the Nottingham Korean Vets and Colonel Hilton and myself. | said we used to
go every Saturday and Sunday evening and Wednesday and Colonel Hilton had rung
me up a few times and he said, “Can we make it and | will come to the British Legion to
present him in front of everybody?” So, | said, “Well, I'll try and get him one night when
he’s not on duty”. Because they used to take it in turns, the committee, take it in turns
to be on duty. We had a couple of games of bingo as normal and dancing and artists
sometimes. So, they would announce it and look after everybody.

Anyway, this Sunday, | said, “He won’t be on duty”. So, when we were getting ready to

go that was all arranged, and they were going to hide in the bar, all of them, including
Colonel Hilton. We were getting ready and he said, “Oh, | think I'll put my old sports

128



PR:

coat on tonight”. And | said, “Oh, no. | always get dressed up when | go out on a Sunday
night, why can’t you, just for once, please me”. So he put his suit on. When we got
there, he was like a jack in a box, and | kept saying, “Sit still. Sit still”. And he said, “I'm
sure I've seen one of my friends in the bar from Nottingham”. And | said, “No, you
haven’t. Sit still”. And | kept thinking, “Oh, please hurry up and start”.

Anyway, then they started and Colonel Hilton came through the door and all the
Nottingham veterans came behind him. I’'m getting a bit full up now. They all walked up
to the dance floor, and he sat there and he was dumbstruck. Colonel Hilton said a few
words, and then his friend from Nottingham stood up and he said, “And now we’re going
to do a ‘Bill Plowman: This is Your Life””. And they went all through Bill’s life, and then
they talked about Korea, what he’d done in Korea, and how he’'d been wounded. I'm
sorry, I'll have to stop a minute.

It’s okay, we can just take a break. I’'ll pause the recording for now.
So, we were talking about the presentation.

Yes, and you could tell what he was like and nobody knew. Although he had a very bad
limp, nobody, only the Korean vets knew that he had been wounded. So, they did this
‘This is Your Life’ and one had made a book of his life, but | couldn’t get hold of that
because it's up at the top the cupboard. Afterwards, all the women in the Legion and
they’d be about 150, came up round him crying and they were all saying, “We didn’t
know you’d been wounded, Bill”. Nobody knew anything about it.

Then he got quite grumpy in his old age. He had to retire through ill health and when
he retired. You can tell how everybody thought such a lot of him. When he left Rolls
Royce, they had a party for him at our Legion and somebody else did a book about his
life. Loads of people came from Rolls Royce to see him and then that was when he
retired. As | say, he got rather grumpy and he didn’t want me to work when he’d retired.
He was one of the old type and he said, “A man is supposed to look after his wife and
family”. And he kept on and on at me to retire.

Were you still at Rolls Royce?

| was still at Rolls Royce and he kept on at me to retire. It was only two years before |
would retire. So, in the end, he wore me down and | retired and | lost ever such a lot of
money through that, but the thing was | retired two years before my birthday, when it
was 60 then, and | retired at 58. We had that time together, and Bill died in the
November as | would have officially retired the following April.

How old was he then?

He was 60. So, he’d be about 60, | think he was. And so if | hadn’t had retired, | would
have never forgiven myself. When it was his funeral, | said, well my daughters,
especially my oldest daughter, they’d just gone back from the party because they were
living here then. They’d stayed with us until the Sunday and they’d gone back Sunday
tea-time, come back here. | had to ring her and tell her that her dad had died, and she
wanted just our family funeral. Anyway, when it came to the funeral, it was unbelievable,
there was all the standards, Korean Veterans’ standards from round the country. There
were about five British Legion standards, there was the Women’s Section’s standard
and, | can’t remember his name, who was Bil's Commanding Officer in Korea. Colonel
Hennington Booth. | can put that right for you, in a little while, I've got it in some notes.
And he was there and he spoke at the service.
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And this church, it was a great big church at Derby, on our village, it was a great big
one, and it was full to overflowing. All the directors that knew me and Bill at Rolls Royce
came, and all my ... | dealt with a lot of companies, | had to go round to the companies
... and two or three from every one of the companies were at the funeral. So, he was a
very loved man but the thing was, he dedicated his whole life, after he came out of the
Army, to the Royal British Legion, and | think that’s it..

Can | ask you: so how did you end up living here now? What happened after your
husband died?

When he died in the November ... Oh, one thing | forgot, he’d only just, in the July,
decided to have a car because they take the pension and he had a car, that was the
July. I'd got a car because | was working before | retired but when | retired, | sold my
car, so we'd just got the car Bill had got from ... the disabled car. This was July and he
died in the November. The day after he died, they fetched his car back and I'd got no
transport at all. Anyway, | said to my daughter ... I'll tell you a funny feeling | had. When
we belonged to the Legion, everybody was our friends. Well, when Bill died, | felt that,
and it was a very strange feeling, | hadn’t got any friends, they only wanted to know me
when Bill was alive. | had the feeling that the women thought | was going to go after
their husbands. No way would | have done that, but that was the feeling | got, and there
were only two or three that stuck by me. And friends that we’d gone away with, she was
one of the worst. She sort of ignored me.

So, I'd always said that I'd love to come and live down here, and | said to Carol, one
day, in passing ... She came a lot to see me. This is my eldest daughter, Carol. | said
to her, “Will you look if there’s any little bungalows to rent?” So, the following week, she
said, “Oh, mum, I've been told of one but you’ve got to come quick and have a look”.
So, one friend that | had kept, that had stuck by me, | said to her, “Would you and your
fella nip me over?” So, | came over, had a look, and | said, “Oh, it's lovely”. And Carol
said, “Well, you've got to tell him by next week”. So, | said, “Alright, I'll have it’. So, |
went home and sorted everything out and everybody said, “You’re going too quick.
You’re doing the wrong thing”.

Well, my doctor, and in those days the doctor came to see you and, actually, | think he
felt a bit guilty over Bill’s dying like that. He told me he never expected him to have that
heart attack. So, he came to see me, to check | was alright and how | was getting on. |
told him [that | was moving away], and he said, ‘| think it's the best thing you can do,
you go”. So that’s how | came. | just upped and came to Chapel St Leonards, and |
joined everything. | joined the WI [Women'’s Institute]. Oh, at Derby, | didn’t say, | was
a Beaver Scout Leader, I'd been one for about twelve years in Derby and | loved it and
when | got here, a lady came up to me, her name was Eileen Buxton, and she said,
“We’ve been waiting for you, we want you to be the Beaver Scout Leader”.

So, that was one thing. | joined the WI [Women'’s Institute] and | joined a couple of other
clubs, but | didn’t like them, so | dropped those off. So, that’'s how | was and | got into
the village life because | was a Beaver Scout leader. So, | got in with the Church and
I've never regretted one minute of coming to live here. The only thing is, | can’t get to
any of the War Widows meetings because Lincoln is my nearest one or Nottingham.
Well, it's a long way and our bus service is terrible. So, I've been to Lincoln, I've been
to the Christmas one, I've been to the pantomime with them. And they sent a car once,
the funeral directors at Skegness said they would send one of their cars to take a war
widow that couldn’t get to the Forces Day Service. They sent it to me and they said,
“Your sister can come. Have you got a sister or your daughter?” And | said my sister
would like to come because her husband had been in the Forces. So, we were just like

130



the Queen waving her hands and they took us to Lincoln Cathedral and then he waited
for us to come out and brought us home and that was lovely.

I've been to three or four conferences. My daughter came with me and a friend came
with me to two in the past but my daughter, Carol, my oldest daughter came with me to
the one at Wales and it was lovely, we enjoyed it.

So, since you’ve been here, you’ve got a nice support system and friends?

Well, I've got friends, yes, but most of my friends, close friends have died. They lived in
this building and we used to have barbecues down on the patio and they used to come
up here. We used to have a Race Night and because I've got the biggest place, one of
them bought those, at home race meetings, and they’re funny, very funny. We used to
all bring some food and I'd set it out on the table and then we’d have this race meeting.
We used to bet 50p a time and the winner took the money. There was about twelve of
us and we used to have some lovely times but four have died and two have moved.

Can | ask you about the rest of your family? You said you came from a really big
family.

Oh, yes, there were nine children. Five boys and four girls and | was the middle one.
We lived in the middle of the town. My father was in the Forces and he got duodenal
ulcers, so, he was invalided out, but they didn’t get anything then.

Are your family around here now?

No, no. Someone said once, big families either keep close or hate each other. I'm afraid
we all hated each other. It was a case of fight for everything you had, but we’ve got
closer as we’ve got older. I've got a brother in Australia. I've got a brother in Canada.
I've been to Canada four times. My sister lives in Derby. My sister-in-law lives in Derby.
My youngest brother died of cancer. His family live in Derby. My brother that was in the
Paratrooper Regiment, he’s died. His family live in Derby. So, most of my family live in
Derby, and it's such an effort to go to Derby. | have to catch a bus into Skegness, and
then the train to Nottingham, and then | get off that and get on another train to Derby. |
have travelled in the past. In fact, I've been round the world on my own.

Is that since your husband died?

Yes. Since my second husband died. I'd saved the money to have carpet all fitted
through here, and had two carpet fitters who said they couldn’t do it because you can’t
put carpet on laminated floor. So, | said, “Oh, well you’re turning down a lot of money”.
They both turned me down, so | thought, “Oh, I'm going to have a good holiday”. So, |
went to see a travel agent and said, “I want to go round the world on my own, flying”. |
went on nine flights, and | went all round the world. On the way, | stopped off in Australia
to see my step-daughter’s family, stopped there for three weeks. They live in Australia
and | stayed there for three weeks. They live in Adelaide, and then on the way home |
called at Canada to see my brother for two weeks. | had an absolutely fantastic time.

| spent every halfpenny, but it was lovely. | stayed at really lovely hotels. I'll tell you
about one, shall I1? | think, yes, it was Hong Kong. | arrived and the manager met me at
the door, so | must have paid a lot for my room. The boys took my luggage up, and the
manager took me up to my room. Well, it was like a suite, and it had a granny bed, a
grandma bed, a great big one with drapes on. You had to go up steps to climb in it. He
showed me how to work the TV and everything, and then he said, “And now”. There
was a great big wall like that, and he opened these curtains and it was all glass, and |
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was overlooking the bay of Hong Kong, and | could see the cruise ships coming
underneath. | thought, “Oh, this is nice”. And he asked would | like breakfast in my room
or would I like it in the dining room? And | said, “Oh, I'll have it in my room”.

So, | sat in my nightie at the table overlooking the bay, watching the cruise ships go
past and waved to them. There was me in my nightie; mind you, it was a posh nightie.
But it was lovely, oh, it was lovely. | held a koala bear. I'm terrified of heights, but in
each place | went, | had booked trips to see as much as | could. In Australia, when |
first got there, | went to the Blue Mountains, and you have to go in three cable cars. As
| say, I'm terrified of heights. The first one went straight across, and | stood in the middle
hanging on to the bar, and | looked down and it was glass, and you couldn’t see the
bottom. Then the second one went vertical, on a slant down to the bottom, so | went on
that. But to come back up, it was dead straight, and it was in a carriage like on a big
dipper, that’s all it was, with a bar across you, and you went straight up and it was a
long way. Anyway, | did that.

Oh, | did all sorts. When we’d been on this trip to the Blue Mountains, we went in a mini-
bus but it's on massive wheels, so you’re high up and we’d gone all round in this one
and we stopped at the edge of a park and then it was like open scrubland and we got
out. There was only about twelve of us in this, that’s all it held, and as we stood there,
there were kangaroos coming out to look at us, and they were wild ones. Then he got
this little table out, put it down, and then he got bottles of champagne out, and we drank
champagne at the Blue Mountains looking at all the kangaroos. Oh, it was lovely.

| rode on the tram cars in San Francisco like Judy Garland did in Meet Me in St Louis,
up and down on the outside. | sat on the outside. | flew from Sydney to San Francisco,
and when | arrived in San Francisco, | hadn’t left in Sydney, which | still can’t
understand.

Timelines.

When | got there, they’d lost my luggage, so, they took me to the hotel, and | had a car
to take me all the time. | got to the hotel, and the boys ran out for my luggage, and |
said, ‘| haven’t got any. They've lost it”. Anyway, they went back, told the manager, and
he said, “Don’t worry, we’ll look after you”. And he took me to the desk and checked me
in, and he said, “We’ve got everything you need, so you needn’t worry about anything”.
Anyway, | got my hand luggage and | always carry a change of clothes in my hand
luggage. When they told me at the airport that they’d lost my luggage. Well, they said,
“It's not on the plane. So, here’s $200. Go and buy some more clothes”. So, | was fine
with that.

So, anyway, | said to the commissaire in the hotel, “Where’s the best place for me to
get some clothes because I've only got what I’'m standing up in?” And he said, “Hold on
a minute”. And he disappeared, and he came back and he’d got two vouchers. He said
one was for Macey’s and one was for the other big posh shop, | can never remember
that name, and he said, “Go there, and even if it's in the sale, you'll still get a 20% off”.
So, anyway, off | go to Macey’s, and | bought top clothes and some more underwear,
and | was telling the girls, and all the girls came round me in the shop, and she said,
“I'll give you a free gift then”. And she gave me a beautiful Macey’s bag, all wrapped
up. So, | brought that back and gave it my daughter for a present. [Laughter]

Do you mind if | take you back to after your first husband died?

Yes.
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And then you said that you re-married again afterwards. Do you want to tell us a
little bit about that?

When | came here ... let me think how it started. I lived in a little bungalow at the top of
the village and, of course, as I've said, | was a Beaver Scout Leader. One day, my
sister-in-law (it's a bit roundabout — that’s to show you how | knew) who lives in Wales,
she said, “Our Bill should go and visit his cousin who lives in Chapel”. So, she told us
where they lived and Bill went to see them. The woman was his cousin and her name
was Vera, and she was married to John. Anyway, then afterwards, Bill said to me, “Will
you come with me to see her again?” So, we went again, and John had only just moved
in the house, the bungalow, and John said to me, “If you need anything, I'll come and
do it for you because | can do anything”. So, | asked him to come and put my washing
machine in, which he did, and he did lots of things to help me settle in.

Well, John had lived in South Africa for lots of years. He was an engineer and he helped
build the roads to the diamond and gold mines. Vera was with him, she went with him
there. | think she must have caught something, and when they came back to England
she was ill. One day he rang me and he said, “I'm going to see Vera, will you come with
me?” He said she’s pretty ill and she was in hospital and | said, “Oh, | can’t, John. I've
got a meeting that I've got to go to. I'll come with you tomorrow”. So, in the evening, |
rang him and | said, “I'll come with you tomorrow”. He said, “Oh, she’s died”.

Well, then, he knew my youngest daughter. Dawn and | often used to do the things for
dos because we had catering in our blood because of my son-in-law, and he said, “Do
you know where we could have the funeral, the meal?” And | said, “Well, if you like,
Dawn and | will do it for you, make you a buffet at home”. Which we did and then, after
the funeral, he took us for a meal. And then one day he rang me and said, “Would you
like to come for a ride in my car?” You know, a ride out in the country. And that was
how it started.

The thing was, | told you about Bill having no feelings ... John was the opposite and he
treated me like | was a beautiful princess. It was so different. Because, going back to
my family, as a child | never had any love at all. | can’t ever remember my mother or
father even putting their arm around my shoulder. So, of course, when John came
along, who was full of love ... | fell hook, line, and sinker, but he was the same. He said,
he’d had an unhappy marriage, similar. Mine wasn’t unhappy, but it wasn’t romantic.
No romance in my life. But | did love Bill in a different way. There’s different ways. But
that’s how | got in with John, and | had ten years with John. He’s the one that took me
to Australia first, took me to meet his family, and we stopped off at Singapore.

And now, what do you do now? Do you get out and about? | know it’s difficult.

Well, | haven’t been out properly for quite a few weeks. It's seven weeks since | had my
operation, and | didn’t know I'd got cancer. The doctor was ignoring me, kept saying to
leave things another month and that. | got an appointment with a Nursing Practitioner,
and she sent me on a fast-track, and it really was fast, and within days they sent me for
a special examination. It was with cameras. Then, on the same day, | had swabs and
all those done, and they hinted then it might be cancer and said to bring my daughters
with me when | come. They were with me that day, and Carol wouldn’t accept it. She
kept saying, “No it’s not, mum. They haven'’t said it is”. And | said, “They have”.

Anyway, when we went the next time, we had to go back and see the consultant. He
never said, “Can 1?” He said, “I'm going to operate”. And he said, “It is cancer. A
cancerous tumour”. And he said, “If when you come round you’ve got a stoma on your
right side, that means | can put it back. That's the small intestine ... bowel ... and we
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can join that. But if you’ve got one on your left side, I'm afraid we can’t put that back”.
But because he knew he couldn’t put it back, he could take ... and he told me this, he
explained everything, and he said, “I've taken a lot from either side of the tumour”. So,
when the results came back ... I've got no cancer now, but | have got to have the stoma
bag for always. But that happened very quick. | never dreamed it would happen to me.

But you’re well again, now? Getting well again at the moment?

Oh, yes. When | came ‘round after my operation, | was feeling great and everybody
made me feel great. | had dozens and dozens of get well cards and flowers. It was like
a florist in here. And everybody was ringing me up. When they saw me, they said, “You
look fabulous! You don’t look like we expected you to!” | don’t know what they expected,
but | do jump back very quick and that’s why it's knocked me for six this has [the current
illness]. The nurse told me the other day that it was touch and go over this; it was only
justin time ... . It was neglect because of the doctor, my doctor.

They said on my discharge notes that they were passing my care into their care, and
nobody came to me. | had got a bit of an infection when | came out, but it just got worse
and worse, and by the time | rang the doctors they said, “We have nothing to do with
the district nurses”. They gave me another number and | rang and by then | was nearly
screaming at her, and I'm afraid | was a bit naughty and said some things. In the
beginning she said they hadn’t got room to push me in, and then | said all these naughty
things and she said, “We’ll come and get somebody tomorrow”.

It was four o’clock the next afternoon before they came and the nurse walked in, she
put her bag down there, her coat on there, took one look at me, lifted the ... I'd only got
a gauze on me because | said to the nurse, “I've got no dressing”. And she said, this
woman that | spoke to on the phone, she said, “Put a towel over it”. And she said, she
walked across, she lifted it up, she said, “l won’t be a minute, I'm going to my car”. And
she said to my daughter, “Pack a bag, she’s off to hospital”. And that was it, and she
asked for a blue-light ambulance which means ‘very urgent’, and it was four hours
before the ambulance came. My daughter had to ring and they said, “Oh, we’re sorry”.
It was twenty past four when she rang the ambulance, and it was nine o’clock when
they were checking me into the hospital. Nine o’clock at night.

That was very good. | think we’re going to look at these —

| wonder whether you could give us just a bit of an idea about the timelines? So
the year, maybe, when you met your husband, and the year that you were married,
and the year that he died. Would you be able to explain that to us?

Well, | met him when | was about eighteen, and we married when | was twenty.

What years were those?

That was 1952 we married, and Bill died in 1992, dead on the forty years to the day. |
came to live here in 1993, and | met my second husband about five years after that,
and we married a year after | met him. Then we were married ten years ... | say ten
years, but it was just under ten years when he died.

Thank you.

And I've got two daughters. Carol is 64. She was born in 1953. And Dawn was 60 last
week. That's my baby. 60.
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Have you got grandchildren?

I've got two grandchildren. As you came in, there’s the pictures of them both graduated.
They both did well. My granddaughter is a school teacher. She was a Deputy Head at
Immingham, but she’s just moved to a higher position at a school in Skegness. My
grandson, he’s ... | don’t know, he hasn’t got a title, but he works for Blue Anchor, the
big people who own all the caravans and the sites round here. And I've got one great-
grandson, Marley, and he’ll be six next month, going on 60. And that’s all the
grandchildren | shall have. My youngest daughter she’s disabled. She’s got lots of
illnesses ... had them all her life. So she can’t work or anything, and my life was really
wrapped around looking after her, and one thing and another with her.

Have you got energy for one more question —
Yes.

— before we move on to the mementos you’ve got from before your husband
passed away? You already mentioned that there were some issues that you had
with your friends who weren’t particularly welcoming. | wondered what kind of
support, if any—

None.

... you had from government?
None.

Council?

None.

War Widows’ Pension?

Oh, well, I'll tell you about that. They said | couldn’t have a War Widows’ Pension
because on his death certificate it said he’d had a heart attack. But he’d been going to
hospital all those years with his problems, and he had more [problems] than just his
legs. He had all sorts come out on his body, like great big blisters, all on his body, and
he was going to the hospital a lot. | asked for his pension and they said no because it
said on his death certificate “heart attack”. | asked the [Royal] British Legion and they
wouldn’t do anything, and they never did do anything. | was so bitter because he’d given
his life, and | always said that the British Legion came first in his life. Carol and Dawn
came second, and | came third, and he’d do anything for anybody to do with the British
Legion, but when it came to me ... | got nothing, no help, nothing.

So, anyway, | can’t remember how long, but they offered me £60 to live on. That was
my pension, my ordinary pension. £60. A young girl of eighteen came to the house and
I'll never forget her and she said, “Oh, that's enough for you to live on”. And | was
broken-hearted. | can’t remember how | got going but | did. | got in touch with ... and |
must have got in touch with somebody because | was the President and then the Vice-
President of the Women’s Section of the Royal British Legion. | sold poppies for about
25 years. I've got a special brooch they presented me with. | think it must have been
through the Women’s Section, | must have got in touch with somebody, and they sent
me a form to fill in, and | sent it off to the War Widows’ Association, and they turned me
down. Then | tried again. They said | could appeal, and | did.
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So, | had to go to London then and | had to go before this committee and there were
about five different people in this committee. There was a consultant, a British Legion
person, there was a lady, and | can’t remember who else, and there was a secretary
who was writing it all down. They said somebody could go with me, and my sister ...
Sorry, I'll have to have a drink of water ... Her husband worked on the railway so she
got a free railway ticket, and she said, “I'll come with you”. So we went, and the day we
went, there was a strike on the Underground and we couldn’t get a taxi, so we walked
from the station all the way to ... | think it was Whitechapel, I'm not sure. We walked all
the way and we asked a policeman and he said, “Oh, it's straight up this road, ten
minutes”.

Anyway, we walked all the way and when we got there, we went and found it, and then
we went and found a café that was near, to have a drink and something to eat. So then
| went in and I'd got a file, a deep file of my husband’s that they’d sent me a copy of,
that came from the hospital and everywhere. On one, and they pointed out one of these,
it said that this doctor said that there was nothing really wrong with my husband, [that]
his wife was overbearing. Anyway, they said, “What have you got to say about that?”.
So, | said, “My husband was very ill all the time and he wouldn’t let me get the doctor
and | had to push him”. And | said, “And that particular doctor was a very young doctor,
and he upset me. He said that my husband couldn’t speak for himself. | had to speak
for him because he wouldn’t, and he would never complain about anything. And my
doctor would tell you that”.

| used to have to nearly fall out with him [my husband] to get the doctor to see him and
| said, “That’s how he was with the hospital”. And | went in this particular day and told
this doctor about these horrible blisters that came out all over his body, and | said [to
the committee], “I told him [the doctor] because my husband wouldn’t say anything and
that’s why that doctor wrote that”. Anyway, | can’t remember, but it seemed a long time
| was in [with the committee], and we came out and this secretary said, while we were
out and they discussed it, she said, “Can | look at your rail ticket and your taxi for coming
up here?” And | said, “We’ve walked”. And she said, “You’ve what? You've walked?” |
said, “There was nothing. We couldn’t get a taxi and the Underground was on strike”.
So she said, “You have a taxi going back. We’ll pay for your lunch”. And she said, “What
about your sister?” And my sister said, “Oh, no, I've got a free ticket, so | don’'t need
any money”. So, she [the secretary] said, “Are you sure?” So, she [my sister] said,
“Yes”.

Because we were honest, | think that helped us a bit, but she [my sister] wouldn’t let
her [the secretary] give us the money because she’d got a free rail ticket. Anyway, then
they called me in and this consultant, all the way through, he’d looked so severe at me
and | said to my sister, “l won’t get it because he looked as if he didn’t believe me”. And
he said ... Sorry, I'm going to cry now ... He said, “My dear lady,” he said, ‘| believe
every word you’'ve said. And if anybody wants that pension, you do, and you'll get all
your back money”. And they also gave me some money towards Bill’s funeral. So, that’s
how | got my War [Widows’] Pension, but | had to fight for it.

Only because you yourself fought for it ...

Yes, | fought for it, and of course nobody told me | could do that. Our lady at the British
Legion, the Women’s Section, it must have been, either the President or one of them,
that said, “You know, why don’t you fight?” Because you sit and tell people your
problems, don’t you, when you go to meetings. Not in front of everybody, but when
you’re having a committee meeting, you say, “Oh, yes, | can’t get a pension and they
won’t let me have it”. | mean, | got full pension for him, and when he got it, he got full
pension. You see, nobody gave us any advice when he came out the Army. Nobody at
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all ... never told him that he could get a pension. He said, “If | take it, | won’t be able to
get work anywhere”. And it should have been the other way around.

So, they’re very lucky nowadays, and I'm very glad that they have counsellors. Bill nor
| never saw any counsellors. Nothing. There was nothing. So, that’s a big step forward,
and | think the War Widows [Association] have done a lot towards that, haven’t they?
They’ve done an awful lot.

So there’s more support now?

Yes, but I've never asked them for anything, you know. When my daughter was ill, and
she was ill at one time, you know, | was paying for all the prescriptions, and | didn’t
know, we didn’'t know ‘til about five years after that she’d already been written as
disabled and we shouldn’t have been paying. And I'd been paying all those years for
her prescriptions, and it was only once when the nurse came to see her ... Because
she used to go in hospital and have an operation, and the consultant he used to say to
me, “Will you have her at home? You can look after her better than we can”. And he
used to bring her home, and | used to have to do all her dressings and everything, and
the nurse used to come every few days to check everything was alright.

One day she was writing this big list of dressings and | said to her, “Can you not make
it so long?” And she said, “Why?” And | said, “| have to pay for them”. Oh, and she went
berserk and she said, “No more. Leave it with me”. She came in the next day with a
carrier bag full of stuff. She said ... | don’t know whether | should be putting this in
writing ... She said, “All the old people in Derby were getting every month a box of
dressings”. And she said, “The wardrobes are full of them, never been opened”. So she
said, “I've been round them all, and I've got some for you”. So, if you think that shouldn’t
be in [the interview recording], you'd better take it out. [Laughter.]

But that’s how it was. | never had anything from anybody, at any time. Neither the British
Legion nor anybody, and Bill wouldn’t ask. He was on the committee that gets money
for people, and he got it for everybody, but he wouldn’t get anything for us. He said,
“‘No”. He wouldn’t ask for anything.

How long after your husband died was it that you got that pension?

| can’t remember. | think it was about a year, if not more, but | got all my back money
for that which was more than he did when he got his. | still think that was wrong that he
didn’t get his back money, and | think if we’d have had somebody to fight for him, | think
he would have got it. So, no-one, but there was the British Legion and I'm all for them
getting all this help they get because my husband should have got some help from
somewhere when he was ill because | looked after him all the time and sometimes he
couldn’t even get off the settee, and he was very stubborn. He used to go upstairs on
his bottom, when he couldn’t walk because we lived in a house and he used to go
upstairs on his bottom to go to bed.

And all his injuries and illness were due to being in action?

Yes, being wounded, and | think my daughter’s ilinesses are to do with it because they
keep saying they don’t know what’s caused it. It's not hereditary, and she’s had that
many operations and that many things wrong and I've always said ... He laid in the
jungle in Korea — and | only know what he told me — for two days before he was picked
up, and it was monsoon time. So, he laid in the jungle for two days and two nights before
they found him, and do you know who he said found him? Salvation Army people, they
were right up behind them on the frontline.
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And that’s how he got rescued?

And that’s how they found him, and they got the helicopter and he was one of them that
came out on a stretcher and was taken to the MASH station. We used to have to watch
all the old MASH things, and he said, “That’s exactly how it was”. Just as it showed you
on the film, them running out and then coming back and operating and getting down on
the floor when they hadn’t got an operating table. And he said it was just like that. But
he wouldn’t tell us anything about it, and | know lots of things happened in Korea
because | could hear them talking, but they wouldn’t let me hear them. They said that
it wasn’t for women to hear, and it was those [veterans] talking between themselves,
and it must have been a horrific time. | understand now, more than | did then. When
you’re young, | used to think that he’s got no feelings, and it must have been true, he
must have left them in Korea. | was so sorry when he couldn’t go to Korea to be
presented with these things.

Shall we take a look at them?

Yes. That’s his Northumberland Fusilier thing, but he was in the Sherwood Foresters.
That was his little sailor that they gave him on his 21%, and that’s the ship, the HMS
Fowey, but it was a cruise ship.

So, can you describe it again for us, Sylvia? So, he was given this ...

He was given that for his 21 birthday on the cruise ship. They were on beds on the
deck, the two of them, and he said they were spoiled silly by all the people that were on
the cruise.

This was after he got out of Korea, wasn’t it?

Yes, this was when he was coming back from the hospital as a wounded soldier, you
see, coming back to England. They were his medals.

Right, what have we got here? There’s two.
That’s his Korea one.
So, this is from Korea?

Yes, the South Korean government. Yes, it’s just the two. One’s in Korean and one’s in
English.

That’s lovely.

And this goes with that. These are what they sent him and they go with that. On
Remembrance Sunday, | wear the little one.?’

Where do you go for Remembrance Sunday, Sylvia?

Here, at our Church in the village. | always have a wreath, | always ask for my wreath
and they send it me.

Have you ever been down to London for Remembrance.

21

See Fig. 4 and Fig. 5.
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Once.
Did you? With the War Widows’ [Association]?

Yes, once, but it's quite a few years ago. Oh, | did the walk across, and I've got that in
there. Yes, | did the walk across at the show [on Remembrance Sunday].

The British Legion one, yes? What year was that? Can you remember?

No. Quite a few years. Anyway, I've got it in that cupboard there, the programme and
that'll be the year. It was the year that singer wore the poppy dress.

That’s twelve years ago. Can’t believe it's twelve years. | didn’t tell anybody | was going,
you know, and they were all saying the following week, they were saying, “Was that you
on the TV?” And | said, “Yes”. Well, | didn’t want them to think | was bragging.

They're all my Courages [the War Widows’ Association newsletters].

Oh, you collect them all?

They're all in there, yes.

So, is that your contact run out with the War Widows, you don’t see anybody
else?

No, nobody comes to see me. | put an advert in the paper, local paper, to see if there
was any in Skegness who would like to come and join me for a cup of tea or coffee and
nobody answered. Nothing.

| would like to go to the Forces Day again. I've been to one at Nottingham but it took
me that long to get there.

Oh, it’s in Liverpool this year.

Yes.

They had one at Cleethorpes one year, didn’t they?

Yes, and | was going, but something happened to stop me because there was one of
the coach services was running a coach. Oh, | know, he was going at nine in the
morning and he wasn’t coming back ‘il nine o’clock at night and it was too long and |

couldn’t get back from Cleethorpes on my own. | think my daughter was away on holiday
because she’s got a car, but she works full-time, you see, so it’s just now and again.
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Fig. 1: Sylvia Elliott with a photograph of her first husband, William H. Plowman, his Korean
War Veteran medals, and the doll he received on the cruise ship that transported
him back to England after he was wounded in Korea. 10 May 2017.

140



Fig. 2: Sylvia (middle) and William (left). 1952.

Fig. 3: Sylvia with eldest daughter. 1950s.
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