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Olden Times 

A Family chronicle for her grandchildren by Winifred Stearn, nee Oakett. 
 

 

his is not a Chronicle that sets out to show that we were hard done by: in today‟s way 

of living you have all the advantages we did not have, but we grew up at a much 

slower pace; there was not the rush and tear and tension which seem to beset people 

today. So though we can see what we missed in lots of ways it is nice to look back and 

recall a lot of things which were funny and worth writing about. 

 

 I do not remember my mother as she died when I was two years old. I was told she was 

a very nice lady, despite the fact that she had such a large family, which meant she did not 

have a very peaceful life. So I will tell you about your Great-grandfather Oakett, born 13 

January 1877 and died age 76. 

 

 When he was a boy he lived in a small cottage half way up the Hilton High Street. His 

father was the village baker. He had two brothers: one went to London and one emigrated to 

Canada after the First World War. Then he had one sister older than him and one younger, 

Aunty Ann, who comes into the rest of this tale. 

 

 The older sister married and lived at Hilton. She died having her fourth child, always a 

risk those days. Father‟s mother died fairly young, and they had a Mrs Fordham to “do” for 

them, so when my father was about 11 years old he and Aunty Ann were left orphans when 

their father died. My Aunty Ann was put into domestic service, which was real drudgery in 

those days. They worked hard for very little: as a cook she eventually earned five pounds a 

year and her keep until she came to look after us. So father got himself a living-in job at “The 

Dolphin”, a hostelry at the bottom of St. Ives bridge. It was run by a Mrs Worts, a widow who 

later married again to a Mr Few, who was much younger than she was. I remember putting my 

foot (or feet!) in it by thinking he was her son, and saying so. Father‟s job was to stable the 

horses which the customers used, clean and bed them down, clean the “top room” (the public 

bar), and all sorts of other jobs like cleaning the brass spittoons. Spitting was an offence: one 

would see warnings about spitting in the street. So these spittoons, which were brass, were 

provided, and had to be washed and polished each day. (No wonder he went and joined up in 

the Royal Marines!) He told me he decided to join up after he got a prize at Sunday School. It 

was “Westward Ho”. He said he got it for good behaviour, but added that he used to fall 

asleep a lot while there, so he was good! He suffered from anaemia, and was called “Boney 

Oakett”. 

 

 So having no real family except a married sister at Hilton, and having a bicycle, he rode 

to Cambridge, sold his bike and signed on for the Royal Marines. Being only seventeen and a 

half, he had to “increase” his age! He was sent to Deal, did a bit of training, and then went by 

ship to Africa, arriving just at the end of the Boar War. The rule then was for a man in the 

Marines to serve four years on land, and four years on a ship, which he did. He used to tell me 

that one of the ships he was on, Marconi was then experimenting with wireless (radio). We 

found out about him having put his age on when we saw his service papers after he died. The 

Royal Marines‟ motto was “PER MARE PER TERRUM” (on land, on sea). Ship-bound life 
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was hard like everything else, and he often told us about ship biscuits, which they had to soak 

to eat, and the weevils ran out. 

 

 Having done the necessary time abroad and on ship he was then based at Plymouth, 

where he was given the job of looking after and acting as groom to a Colonel Morey (there 

were still no cars then, so a groom was needed for the horse). There he must have met and 

married my mother, Laura Jarman. Her parents lived in St Paul‟s Street, Stonehouse, 

Plymouth and they first lived in rented room sat number 13. In those days, as he told me later, 

when the men got off the ship they spent their money on wine and women, but he saved his so 

that when the house at number 15 St Paul‟s Street came up for sale, he bought it, no doubt on 

a mortgage. To help pay for it we occupied only the downstairs rooms and a Mrs Williams 

and her daughter, who had lost her boy-friend in the First World War, lived in the two back 

rooms upstairs. We often had a bonus of a half penny by running errands for her. Her daughter 

was very nice, but never married. She went out to work somewhere each day. The two front 

rooms were occupied by a lady we did not like very much. She had ginger hair and a temper to 

go with it. She had a little boy who was spoilt: he could do no wrong. I have realised since 

how fed-up she must have been as her husband (a very nice man) was in the Merchant Marine 

and only came home every two years. 

 

 So we had a front room where my father, and my two brothers Joe and Vic slept, while 

in the next room there were my sisters Lily and Irene and me in a big double bed and my aunt 

in a single bed. Then along the passage to the living room, where we cooked, ate, made toffee, 

did our homework, washed up, had baths and everything else you can think of. Further there 

was another room where my sisters Vera and Phyllis slept. My eldest sister, Laura, was living 

out at the Marine doctor‟s house as a parlour maid. All this sounds very strange, but that‟s 

how most large families lived and thought nothing of it. No-one had a bedroom to themselves 

unless their parents were well off, nor a bathroom, either. 

 

 So father, still in the Marines, (they used to sign on for 12 years at a time then), was 

taught and then worked in the boot-making department (all the men were taught a trade) under 

a R. M. Maryorhindale. I think the hours were 8 to 12.30 and 2 to 5 for those Marines living 

out of Barracks. He always looked very smart in his navy blue uniform with a kind of flat hat, 

and in the summer a white cover which must be spotless, also a white belt. We used to go and 

meet him down the street, and I have always had an admiration for him ever since for his 

steadfastness, and straight-forwardness and realise the struggle he must have had to keep us 

all together. Never once did he grumble. He always seemed to be the same. 

 

 My earliest memory was when I was two years old. We did not realise it at the time, but 

my mother had died, and we were temporarily in a children‟s‟ home until father could get his 

affairs in order. My mother was only 32. I remember that I was in one cot and Rene was in 

another and the doctor was making her cry. She was only 11 months old at the time. I was 

cross that he was hurting her. Vic, Rene‟s twin, and my sister Lily were also there. 

 

Father asked my Aunty Ann if she would come and look after us all. Once she had got 

used to the older ones in the family, we were all taken back home. Poor lady, what a job to 

take on. She used to get cross sometimes (and who wouldn‟t) and if we misbehaved she would 

say “I‟ll tell your father!”, but she never did and she lived till she was 72, worn out by hard 

work. I only ever heard her complain about her poor feet. I was very fond of her. 
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 One of my mother‟s sisters wanted to take my sister Vera, but Dad would not let her go, 

thank goodness. 

 

 Those were days when we just had to manage on the income we had. How Auntie did 

it, I don‟t know, as we never went hungry. If we wanted a second helping at the table Father 

would say “Always leave the table feeling you could eat a bit more.” 

 

 Though we never had new clothes if hand-me-downs would do, we never wore one 

another„s boots. One always knew if someone had new boots: they would squeak, and as they 

always started by being worn ‟for best‟, they were very noticeable in church or chapel - very 

amusing to us. It was all boots those days, and real leather. I can‟t remember ever getting my 

feet wet. Father had a boot-maker‟s machine in the living room and used to mend our boots at 

night when we had gone to bed. He told me he often had a bit of government leather on the 

heels of our boots. Can‟t blame him -must have been all the cut-offs at his work. There were 

no composition soles then. 

 

 When I first remember Saturday being a treat day, I know we used to get a half penny. 

Father would pretend he did not know what day it was, and we would be quietly waiting until 

he had sat down in his chair, then the older ones had a penny and we a half penny. Then when 

the older ones went to work we had a penny. Then off we would go to the sweet shop and 

decide what we would buy. There were Sherbet Dabs, half a pomegranate (we would sit on 

the doorstep and pick the pips out with a pin), a Lotus bean - all sticky, but it lasted a long 

time, a liquorice stick, a Chelsea bun or a Nelson Square. 

 

 The shop, Stafford‟s, was still there after the war, as was our house and one next to it, 

but all the rest had gone. Plymouth was heavily bombed during the war. Mr Stafford never 

hurried us up with our „great‟ purchases. 

 

 Those days if people could not manage, and a lot could not for one reason or another, 

they would go to the pawn shop, and then redeem whatever it was when they could. The lady 

who lived next door (her husband was in the Marines, too), she got into an awful row with her 

husband as she had put his dress suit into pawn. They were very smart and were worn for 

special occasions: red and navy. I thought he was going to murder her. I don‟t remember the 

outcome of it all, but it was quite entertaining to listen to. Guess she was a bad manager, as 

she only had one boy, who was spoilt. That was when I realised boys were different from 

girls: he was doing a „wee‟ and making patterns up the house wall. They also had a dog which 

howled when we played a mouth organ. Everyone played a mouth organ then - all boys had 

one. 

 

 We played in the street a lot, as those days, apart from an occasional van it was horses 

and carts for everything, and they were quite few. So we mostly had the street to ourselves for 

spinning our tops, and playing with our hoops and irons which had a hook on the end to 

control the hoop if it went too fast. We lived in a street with quite a slope. We could stand on 

roller skates provided we kept our balance, and go straight down - quite a thrill. Then there 

was hopscotch, and the boys with their marbles in the gutter, but no balls, as there were too 

many windows. It was a big crime if a window got broken, as it had to be paid for, besides 

putting up with the anger of the house owner. 
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 The fish monger would come around with his horse and cart from the Barbican. The 

fish were so fresh they were still alive, flapping about in the bottom of the cart. My Aunt 

would buy crabs - really big ones - and would put them in a big black pan on the stove. I felt 

sorry for them as they scraped around in the pot until the hot water killed them. For us it was a 

slow tea trying to get the meat out of the legs of the crabs. I liked shrimps better, with bread 

and butter. 

 

 The vegetable man came, and the milkman would come with a big can of milk. He 

measured out what one wanted with a small can with a hook on the end to control the hoop if 

it went too fast. We lived in a street with quite a slope. We could stand on roller skates 

provided we kept our balance, and go straight down - quite a thrill. Then there was hopscotch, 

and the boys with their marbles in the gutter, but no balls, as there were too many windows. It 

was a big crime if a window got broken, as it had to be paid for, besides putting up with the 

anger of the house owner. 

 

The fish monger would come around with his horse and cart from the Barbican. The fish 

were so fresh they were still alive, flapping about in the bottom of the cart. My aunt would 

buy crabs - really big ones - and put them in a big black pan on the stove. I felt sorry for them 

as they scraped around in the pot until the hot water killed them. For us it was a slow tea 

trying to get the meat out of the legs of the crabs. I liked shrimps better, with bread and butter. 

 

 The vegetable man came, and the milkman would come with a big can of milk. He 

measured out what one wanted with a small can with a hook on the end. I asked him once why 

he always put that little bit extra in and he said it was for the cat. There used to be a blind man 

come around with the newspapers on Sunday and he never slipped up, giving the wrong 

change - used to fascinate me. There were florins, half crowns, pennies, ten shilling notes and 

one pound notes then. The hurdy-gurdy man would come and play a tune and when we heard 

him coming we would dash indoors for glass jam jars which my aunt put by when empty, and 

he would give us a windmill if we had enough (jam jars were recycled then). He must have 

made a good living from that. I loved to hear the music (a sound all on its own compared to 

other instruments) when he turned the handle. There was a little monkey on the top in a little 

woolly suit, and pictures on the hurdy-gurdy itself (can hear it now). 

 

The knife grinder would come around with his tools and grinder and would call out 

“Any knives and scissors to grind?” Out would come the ladies and he would grind their 

knives right there in the street. 

 

Sometimes the boys would hang on the backs of carts to get a ride, until some meany 

would call “Master, Master! Whip behind!” and his whip being long it would curl and most 

likely hurt the boy if he did not get off quickly. They used to have carts at election time, and 

that‟s when we did get a free ride. We would all have a ride in the cart which was decorated 

with the candidate‟s colours, with all us children shouting: 

 

 “Vote, vote, vote for .....! He‟s the man who‟s going to win!”. 

 

Nancy Astor got in and represented Plymouth, the first woman to get into Parliament so 

she made a bit of history, much to my father‟s admiration. He was Conservative in his 

thinking. 
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 New Year‟s Eve some folk would get drunk, and we thought it was disgraceful. We 

could hear them singing and shouting. We were always on our honour to go in from playing in 

the streets once the lamp-lighter had come around. He‟d light the lamps with a long pole 

thing. Of course my younger brother could never be found, and one of us had to look for him. 

I can remember him walking around with a tin with a bit of string which was smouldering 

inside. I don‟t know why they did it and I don‟t know if they got much warmth from it. 

Cigarette cards were a rage then. Now they are collector‟s items. 

 

 We were all Christened in St Paul‟s church but went to the Wesleyan Sunday School 

where we got lots of prizes for good attendance. There were 6 of us going, and as we did not 

misbehave they put “Good behaviour”, too. I read all the prizes: “Little Women”, “Good 

Wives”, “Robin Hood”, “Peter Pan”, “What Katy Did”, “Seven Peas in a Pod”, “The Water 

Babies” and “Robinson Crusoe”. And then of course we had hymn books and when we left to 

go to Hilton we all had a Bible for so many years‟ good attendance. Mine, I noticed later, was 

printed by the Cambridge University Press and when Grandpa got his first job after the 

Second World War, he was their Bible reader and was press reader for their New English 

Bible - quite a responsibility as the CUP really prided themselves on their Bibles not having 

any mistakes. I still have that Bible, a bit battered. So we had plenty to read - my favourite 

occupation. 

 

We went to the infants‟ school which was only about six houses away up the street. I 

cannot remember being taught to read, but enjoyed it there. There was no Plasticine then. We 

had a kind of reddish clay which had to be made wet. Christmas time was nice - they had a 

Christmas tree which had real candles on it, which had to be put out as it got alight - very 

dangerous. They dressed us up as fairies with tinsel in our hair which got so entangled it had 

to be cut out. 

 

We had several treats at Christmas as, with Father being in the Marines, we all went to 

their children‟s party at the barracks, and a good time was had by us all. Once a clown (a 

Marine dressed up) picked up my sister Rene and he soon put her down as she yelled her head 

off. I can understand that as clowns‟ faces near to can be really frightening to a child. We had 

a lovely tea and then Father Christmas came and the presents were really good. I had a 

celluloid doll (no plastic then), Rene had a tea set which was so good it was put away in case 

she broke it, which to me was not fair. My brother Vic had a railway set and my older brother 

a kind of engine which was fed by methylated spirits and it drove a wheel around. Each year 

we had something different. Then Father would take us to Smeaton‟s Emporium, a big shop, 

and we would go into Father Christmas‟s grotto to look around at all the fairy things. Then we 

would go to Father Christmas and he would give us a present wrapped up - always something 

nice. That was all for sixpence (6d), which Father paid. 

 

Then he would take us to the pantomime every Christmas. It was very exciting waiting 

for the safety curtain to go up, looking around to see if any of our friends were there - a lovely, 

exciting atmosphere. Once Randolph Sutton, who was well known then, was there. We had 

arrived a bit late and I had to stand. The next thing I knew I was outside: I had fainted, and the 

ambulance man gave me a penny because I cried. For our Christmas treat at home we all had 

just one present which was left on the hearth on Christmas morning. Those days there were no 

other treats from aunts and uncles like you get today. They all had lots of children of their 

own. I really believed in Father Christmas until one day my older sister showed me what I was 
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going to have in the bedroom cupboard. We had a chicken for dinner then, with plum 

pudding. Chicken was a luxury then. I guess it was one from out of the chicken run in the back 

yard. Father would pour some brandy over muscatels and set fire to them. The one most 

daring ate the most. Another treat was going over on the Cremel ferry to Lord Mount 

Edgecombe‟s estate. We were allowed to pick bluebells there. 

 

Once we went on the ferry and the man operating it said: 

“Are all these yours, mate?” 

Father agreed that we were, and so he said to Father: 

“You deserve to go free!” 

 

So a free ride we got and we were allowed to run from one side to the other with the 

older ones making sure we were not too daring. 

 

Then there was the Sunday School treat. We were taken to the station, had a train ride 

into the country and ended up in a field where we played games, had a tea where each child 

had a packet with sandwiches and cake, and can‟t remember what we had to drink but it all 

tasted so nice outside in the country air. Then another treat was when we were taken onto one 

of the big warships - must have been in Devonport dock yard. It was a training ship, the HMS 

Warsprite, for training young sailors and Marines. They even had a roundabout on there, and it 

was exiting going up and down ladders instead of stairs. Seeing all these ships I always 

wished I had been born a boy, the more so when I discovered what I had to put up with as a 

girl, but just fancy going to foreign places in those lovely ships. 

 

 We often saw the Hood, which was blown up in the Second World War by the 

Bismark: there were only three men saved out of more than a thousand. Also we saw the 

Invincible: Prince of Wales, HMS Rodney, King George and lots more. 

 

When they came into Devonport they would have all flags flying and the Marine band 

playing and come home in style. They had probably been away two years to foreign parts. 

They went by the beach where we played, which was about half a mile from where we lived, 

and we would get out of the water because their wake as they went by caused big waves to 

come in and we would have got drawn out into the sea. 

 

The beach where we played was very rocky. There was a girls‟ beach and a boys‟ beach 

for bathing: mixed bathing was not allowed - very silly. We spent a lot of time there and 

Saturdays my aunt would come down with a large slab of seedy (caraway) cake - very nice. 

 

We would see Drake‟s Island. They now use it as an Outward Bound school. The water 

was so clear there they used it for practice for real divers, years ago. Must be exciting now for 

the scuba divers of today. One could see shoals of mackerel and sure enough when we saw 

that the dolphins and porpoises were further out, chasing them in. Also on a clear day we 

could see the Eddistone lighthouse. We were taken onto the Hoe where the Smeaton‟s 

lighthouse was rebuilt, after they dismantled it from off the rock. Also they had an aquarium 

which was very interesting, seeing the large fish. Then there was the Marine Memorial, a very 

historical place, I thought. That was where Drake played his bowls before the Armada. 
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Once a submarine went down with all hands and they had a funeral service above. I 

shall always remember how sad it was. It was not too far out. We would see the first of the sea 

planes come in and land on the sea, also the sailors with their flags doing what they called the 

semaphore, talking in flag language. I must have been about eight years old when they called 

the General Strike. At that time we did not know muck about it, but there was a sense of anger 

in people and men standing about. 

 

Going back to the way we lived then seems strange today but we were all happy and 

that‟s the way most people lived. There was just one room where everything went on. It had a 

big black cooker which answered for hot water, cooking and keeping us warm, airing the 

clothes, drying them in the winter on a pulley which was pulled up towards the ceiling out of 

the way. It occurred to me since that my aunt must have had to have that on in the summer as 

well, as that was the only means of cooking. Chimney sweeps made an awful mess. There was 

one Windsor chair for my father and then just smaller wooden chairs around the table. Us 

three little ones, as they used to call us, had to crawl under the table and sit our little bottoms 

on the low window sill. The small chairs are still in use to this day. Father had his boot-

mending machine up one corner and apart from cupboards, that‟s all there was, but so much 

went on in that room. On Saturdays everyone had a bath. Out would come a big tin bath then 

one after another in we got, my aunt soaped us all over and out we would come. My eldest 

sister would dry us and into a clean skinny we would get (linen, as there were no wool vests 

then). Then into bed we got with half an apple or half a bar of chocolate and then see who 

could make theirs last the longest. We had already had our hair inspected for nits, which one 

easily got if one did not take precautions. We always had our hair washed in Derboe soap 

which they still use for nits today. My sister got them once and we all had to be done: a small 

comb drawn through the hair. Then there was our homework. I can remember my father with a 

crystal set. There he sat (we all had to be quiet) fiddling with what they call a „cat‟s whisker‟ 

(a piece of wire), trying to find the right place on the crystal, and hopefully it came through his 

earphones. He also gave us shows on a magic lantern. He had some slides. I remember where 

the story finished after a lot of bad deeds the villain ended up with a lavatory seat around his 

neck (very porny). The lantern operated with meths I think, and made quite a noise, and we all 

sat in the dark. 

 

Washing day for the ladies must have been a real pain. They had their own day for using 

the washroom outside. They must have had a copper for hot water. I know there was a huge 

mangle, because my sister nearly killed herself. She had tied a rope on the mangle handle and 

then on the door handle to make a swing, and the door being tight shut, the mangle tipped 

with her underneath it. Well, rain or shine they had their days when the washing was done. It 

was put on a line and then the line was pulled up on a pulley as far as it would go, almost to 

the roof top and hopefully dried without too many smuts on it. There was often trouble 

because either the line or the pulley broke. When dry the washing was folded and put through 

the mangle (no ironing then). 

 

My eldest brother had the job of cleaning all our boots once a week, and the eldest girls 

made the beds. My aunt always had a cat and of course that was always having kittens, which 

had to be disposed of. 

 

She would hide them in the bedroom cupboard until my father would say: 
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“Come on, Aunty Ann, they have to go!” and he would put the kittens in a sack with a 

brick in it and go out at night and throw them over the cliff into the sea. Sounds cruel, but a 

quick end: no vet‟s fees those days. We had sixpence when we had a birthday - riches indeed. 

One could buy a china doll for two pence. Its arms and legs moved and we would get bits of 

material to dress it. We did not have a party or have birthday cards, we would just look 

forward to our birthday as we were one year older. At Christmas we would have a hamper 

from the co-op where we shopped because of the divvy, and it would have little things, which 

were luxury to us, free as we had shopped there all the year. 

 

 My eldest sister would have a half day and I can remember her taking me to the pictures 

(silent films then, talkies came later - marvellous). I would get through half the words 

underneath the picture and they would change the scene and more words would come. There 

was a lot of hitting even in those days and I did not like it, so she did not take me anymore. 

That was about 1924. She used to buy little red books, a series printed with all the classics, 

and others besides - sixpence each they were and really good for the money. You sometimes 

see them now on jumble stalls. I think they were called Everyman. 

 

 She had a friend who lived near, and one day she was forbidden to go out with her any 

more as the friend was going to have a baby. It was not uncommon for a father to turn a girl 

out of the house if she got so. I don‟t know the circumstances of this girl but those days if one 

was born illegitimate you were stuck with the stigma for evermore. One could not hide it if 

you went for a job because of the birth certificate. Strange really, as a lot of such people who 

were famous made quite a way for themselves in the world by their own efforts, and they did 

not ask to be born, but had to bear the brunt of it. My sister worked for the Marine doctor and 

he had a car, don‟t know how many miles an hour but he had a printed notice on the back 

saying: 

“If you can see this you are too damned near” 

 

Must have had a tiger in his tank. We thought he was terrible to have a swear word on 

his car. It must have been easy driving those days, not many people had cars, so don‟t know 

what he was on about. 

Most people had a sideboard and on it would be a glass case with a squirrel or a stuffed 

owl underneath it - used to put me off to see those glass eyes looking at one, and to think that 

once it ran or flew free in the country. I did not consider it as posh to have one at all. 

 

When I left the infant‟s school at 7 to go to the school for Royal Marine children, it was 

discovered that my birthday was the 29 of April not the 28 - strange as Grandpa‟s is the 28 of 

April. The RM school was good as it had different classes for the different standards and 

though we left school at 14 we had the chance to go on to night school for knitting, crochet, 

painting and woodwork and such for the boys - a shame really as when we moved to Hilton 

there was nothing. The playground overlooked the RM parade ground, and we had to salute 

the flag on St George‟s day, also Empire Day and Great Queen Victoria‟s birthday, 26 May. 

My eldest brother belonged to the Marine cadets. Unfortunately he was not accepted for the 

Marines as he had a weak chest, yet in later years he worked very hard, long hours. We joined 

the girls‟ ambulance and had proper uniforms and learned how to cope with the injured, and 

we even went in their tattoo, which was a really smart and spectacular event. 
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Back to school. The headmistress was a Miss Butcher and I got caned twice: once for 

lurking about on the stairs and once for breaking a ruler. She had a piece missing on her little 

finger, I remember, and she had an office up one corner with glass all around so she could see 

what was going on. She would keep us waiting outside, to repent our sins I suppose, before we 

took our punishment. The classes could be closed off by a kind of concertina shutter which 

came down from the ceiling. Can remember being late for school once. On our way to school 

was the Marine barracks and there was a big hold-up as the Marines for abroad were all 

marching out to go to a war in China or to keep the peace out there - don‟t know which, but it 

was a change for us to see them marching with full kit. Once there was a fire at the victualing 

yard that was near us, where they re-fitted all the ships out again for sea. They threw out 

everything to stop the fire and us children had a grand time running around with the white 

helmets on (pith helmets, they were called). 

 

We always thought you just went to heaven when you died, until tragedy struck a family 

opposite who had three girls and one son. The middle girl, Christine, got diphtheria and died. 

It really was a killer and very infectious too. That was when I realised one got buried and did 

not just float away to heaven. It‟s never heard of now. Most of the childhood complaints are 

over, thanks to immunisation. We heard afterwards the son did very well in the Marines and 

worked his way up to major. His father was of course in the Marines. 

 

Everyone had a cat those days and we were often woken up by these romantic moggies. 

It was awful yawling, and up would go a window and down would come a boot or some other 

ammunition to scatter the cats. The ammunition was thrown back over the wall the next day. 

 

There came a time when Father had to leave the Marines and that was the time in 1927 

till well after the thirties when there was a great shortage of jobs and he was about 40 then, 

and there was not any work for a man of his age. He must have been very worried with all us 

children and wondering what to do. He had done 25 years or more, then out of the blue came a 

letter from the old lady who used to „do‟ for them at Hilton in Huntingdonshire when he was a 

boy. She lived in a house of which she and her husband lived in half. It was once one whole 

house. The rest was occupied by the owner, a Mr Smith who was a pork butcher and ran a 

shop and living quarters in the other half, with buildings, gardens and a fairly large orchard at 

the back. Well, this place was up for sale, excluding of course the old lady‟s part. Mr Smith 

had died and his relations had put it up for sale, so Father went to the sale and bought it for 

about four hundred pounds, which was a lot of money those days. Then of course he had to 

sell the house at Plymouth. As it was let out to the two families upstairs it was not easy, and 

he sold it at the last minute to the ginger-haired lady, Mrs Smith. (Rather a coincidence - one 

house bought from a Smith and the other house sold to a Smith!) It must have been nice for 

Father to go back to his birthplace, but what he had to do was a big worry to him. It was all 

very exciting for us to go into the country. So he got a nice rosy-cheeked little lady (Miss 

Lovel) to look after the Hilton house, then sent my sisters, Phyllis (14) and Vera (16) on to 

live there until we all arrived. Can remember my aunt taking them to the station at Plymouth, 

and when she had gone we washed and tidied up for her, as we felt sorry for all she had to do. 

She gave use 3 pence to buy home- made toffee at a shop around the corner, she was so 

pleased with us when we got back from school. 

 

So then she had to find a good home for her tomcat. Once before she thought she had a 

tom and it had kittens - a real merry-go-round. This time she had a tom and had to part with it 
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- a lovely black cat. I was sorry for her. So after the removal man had been and gone we all 

went to the bus station and then got on the rail for St Ives in Huntingdonshire, Father pointing 

out the white horse in the chalk hills in Wiltshire. We had to change in London. We were 

helped by my Uncle John‟s wife who helped Dad get us on the right train and off we went. It 

was a very long journey and at last we arrived at St Ives‟ station. We were met by a young 

lady, Miss J Rule, with a pony and trap and I have never forgotten that lovely ride of about 

four miles. It was June time and the grass verges were not cut back in those days, and were 

full of poppies, dog daisies, cornflowers, tom-thumbs, clover and all manner of grasses, sadly 

mostly gone now. My father and elder brother had to walk, so when we got near our house our 

two sisters were hanging on the back fence (which is still there now) in their white aprons. 

Everything was strange of course and the well water tasted funny. We had to sleep where we 

could the first few days until our furniture arrived. It came by horse and cart, the cart like the 

hay wain in Constable‟s pictures. Then before it was taken in Father dosed all the nooks and 

crannies in the iron bedsteads with paraffin as it was not unknown those days to have bugs or 

fleas to torment one and that‟s where they got during the day. 

 

Well, having got straight, Father had to start the shop up from scratch as they say. It 

took time but he did it and in the end he sold most things: sweets which the locals called 

suckers, cigarettes and sweet tobacco (some men smoked it in white clay pipes or chewed it 

and spat it out (dirty habit). Then there were various biscuits in tins which had to be weighed 

by hand - no packages then. Sugar, rice, tea, dried fruits and soda all had to be weighed into 

strong blue bags ready. There were big drawers the other side of the counter for loose produce. 

Vinegar was in a barrel and was sold by the half-pint or pint. Oranges were in a box at the end 

of the counter. We were allowed to eat the “going off” ones. Dates were sold. They stood at 

the end of the counter, a big block, and one got quite a lot for a penny. Then there were 

needles, pins, shoes, laces and polish. The counter was always scrubbed white and two sets of 

real brass scales, small ones for sweets and big ones for sugar and such, were always kept 

bright. From Corn Flakes and Cadbury‟s cocoa in those days, one saved all coupons and they 

gave away big jugs, very attractive for those days. In the end Father sold vegetables from the 

garden. My brother Joe was an expert at shoe and boot repairs as he worked with my father 

and learned the trade when he could not get into the Marines. Everything was leather then. 

There were even leather patches on shoes, unheard of now. He hand-stitched new soles on 

shoes: the leather was cut to the shape of the sole of whatever he was doing then it was left to 

soak overnight, then he would hand stitch it on. He would mend all the horses‟ harnesses and 

everything to do with leather. 

 

We sold milk as we then had two cows and my brother had the job of milking them too, 

twice a day. The milk was sold skimmed as when he had milked the cows it was poured into 

big round earthenware pans, allowed to settle and then the cream was skimmed off with a 

skimmer. It was then put in a glass churn with beaters inside and then the top screwed on. One 

put the whole thing between one‟s knees to steady it and turned the handle until it turned to 

butter. It was then taken out and patted with wooden pats and a little salt added and there was 

your home made butter. If the cream went off (fridges then were only for the rich) it was 

poured into a cloth, tied up to look like a small football, and then hung up from the low 

guttering outside the shop to drip and set into cream cheese - very nice it was, too. So milk 

was sold and Father also kept pigs so the surplus went to them to fatten up for market. He did 

well with pigs. In the winter time, until he had electricity installed, my younger brother used 

to have to stand by with a carbine bicycle lamp while my elder brother milked the cow in the 
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stable. We had a cat who would not drink the milk unless it came still warm from the cow. I 

can see her now walking behind him with her tail straight up, knowing she would get a saucer 

full. She was the one who opened the door. She hung onto the thumb latch until it opened. 

Once when my sister went out and left some workmen there they thought the house was 

haunted as they shut the door twice and there was no-one there. She used to do that trick like 

Arthur on T.V. She had been dumped on the road and my brothers brought her home, and she 

would dip her paw in the milk. I suppose she learned that from having to hang over rivers or 

ditches to get a drink. 

 

The shop had a bell on a string and it waggled when the door opened. It was no use 

being ill upstairs, one heard every sound. Father did well in time and sold most things then. 

When the people gave up the Post Office part at the other end of the village he took on that 

too, also some medicines made by a firm called Walfax. I remember a girl coming into the 

shop and asking my father for something, and I heard him say: 

 

“You go through with it, my girl.” to which, being nosey, I asked when she had gone 

what she had to go through with. I was told to mind my own business. I was often told to 

MYOB so I must have had a very enquiring mind. The window inside was the sweet display, 

and with the light shining and on days when it was dark early, the boys and young men would 

congregate outside and would sometimes open the up and down window with a knife for fun, 

and then tell us they had done it. Nowadays one is likely to get held up with a gun. The boys 

often stood in groups on the cross roads with their hands in their pockets, talking. I often 

wondered what about. There was not much to do. When we got there my eldest brother got up 

a football team. 

Things were often „on tick‟ those days. Dad would have a book for each customer and 

they would send their children down with what they wanted on a bit of paper, and we had to 

make sure it was entered in their book. Then on Friday (hopefully) it was paid up, Father 

having added up each of their books overnight. Often they had already left some from the 

previous week, so it was never really settled and often got worse. One lady „did a moonlight 

flit‟ as they called it then, went off owing money to us, the baker, and the coal man, and seven 

years later came back to settle her debts. She owed us quite a bit, and they settled on a certain 

sum as Father had destroyed her books. It was very honest of her, and we did know that she 

had joined the „Black Stocking Brigade‟ - some religious bods who came around preaching in 

the cottages. They had to wear black stockings, not cut their hair, and do without anything 

entertaining, a lot of bunkum, but they got to several women in the village. Anyway Father 

could not help remarking to my Aunty Ann that he wished some of the others would join! 

Often the farmer on the other side of the hill would have a new family move in. They never 

seemed to stay long. If the man was an unsatisfactory worker, out they had to go. The house 

went with the job and so there was often a change over and there again father lost on it 

because they would do a moonlight flit. The children would come for something and Aunty 

used to say: 

 

“You should not serve them. You know you won‟t get paid,” but he used to say: 

“Can‟t help it old girl, look at them.” 

 

 They would stand there, often no coats when it was cold, their little noses running, no 

socks, just old Wellies. 
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I guess we were open from 8.30 to 6, dinner hour as well, and as soon as we shut for the 

night they would be coming to the back door. No-one was turned away as we needed the 

custom, Sundays as well, all the morning. The exception was stamps: that was illegal on a 

Sunday. It was a pain trying to listen to the wireless in the evenings. 

 

Those days farm workers got thirty shillings a week. A man would most likely give it all 

to his wife, as was the custom, then she would probably give him two shillings and sixpence 

for his backy (cigarettes), and the rest she had to manage on. Harvest time he would work 

from dawn to dusk and get his extra money in a lump, and that was earmarked for warm 

winter clothes. The women could earn a bit, too, potato picking, pea picking, brussels, and 

topping the swedes and mangol worzels - a very cold job as it was winter then. They were 

often cutting the tops off and their hands were frozen. So you could see if one was not a good 

manager it was easy to get into debt. We used to say they always gave Dad a good dinner on 

Fridays as it was pay day, but lots had to manage. It was not funny. They got milk and perks 

off the farm then, but had to work very hard. On wet days they would be expected to work it 

out in the open and when they were wet through, then could go home. There was a lot of corn, 

oats, barley and wheat grown, and a lovely sight on our walks. When it was ripe enough to 

cut, the men would come to the field and with big scythes would cut around the outside wide 

enough for the cutter binder to operate. The next day the machine would go around the field 

cutting the corn and every now and then would throw out a shock of corn already tied up. The 

farm labourers would follow and stand the corn up in shocks and then it would dry out ready 

to be stacked. That‟s when the farmer was very vulnerable to the weather, as if it rained and 

the shocks got wet, he could not stack it, because if he did the stack got hot inside and caught 

fire. Then of course by leaving it in shocks it would dry and start growing again. Town people 

could never understand why the farmer moaned, but he had good reason. Now it‟s all done in 

one go. 

 

So, weather being fine the big cart horses would come with the big carts and the corn 

would be collected and either stacked in the field where it grew or taken back to the farm. Lots 

were stacked in the field and thatched until the winter, and then threshed on the spot. The 

stacks were great favourites with courting couples as you can imagine (did it ourselves - ha, 

ha). When we knew a field was going to be cut we would be there early with our dogs on a 

lead and as the cutter went round the rabbits would bolt out, and then we let the dogs go and 

catch them. Then we would share them out, and a very tasty dinner they made. I used to go 

until one day our dog, Lucy, caught a she-rabbit (a doe) and it shrieked like a human, and that 

was the end of my jaunts there. 

 

The sight of those great horses pulling the loads of corn by the old house at Hilton is a 

never-to-be-forgotten sight, with little boys having a free ride on the horse or on top of the 

load. Now one has to look both ways, and the cross-roads is a death-trap for the unwary. It 

was such a peaceful scene then. In winter we would be off again when the stack was going to 

be threshed. They had a machine which was difficult for me to describe, but it had a long arm 

of spikes and the man on top of the stack had a pitch-fork and had to keep the machine fed 

with the shocks of corn. The machine shook the corn out and discarded the straw, as there 

were lots of pigs, cows and horses. The straw was all used up those days as bedding, and then 

used as manure, another thing one saw and smelt on our walks - a very rich pong. Anyway, we 

all stood around the stack with sticks and killed the mice as they ran out. Can remember one 
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of the men dropping a harvest mouse down my collar. He thought I would scream, but they 

are dear little things and I let it go. 

 

Going back to when the corn was cut, when the corn had gone they would rake up what 

was left and collect it for the farmyard animals. It was then we would be sent in and pick up 

what was left and take it home for our chickens. That‟s a job we did not mind. They gave us 

some sandwiches and cold tea, and we would bring home quite a nice lot of corn. As we also 

had ducks, they had a good feed, too. It was comical to see them all go across the road one 

after another to the weir outside the house. Then at four o‟clock the same thing happened in 

reverse. We used to eat a lot of duck‟s eggs then. Now they say you can get typhoid from 

them. I still remember a nice roast dinner with duck and green peas. We had a brood of 

Muskovy ducks, and they would take a short cut to the weir by flying from the back yard to 

the house roof and then into the weir. Eventually they all went except for one who was more 

of a pet and came to the back door every morning, despite the fact Father kept saying he was 

going to have her for dinner. She lived until six years old and then got run over by a car or a 

cart. Whatever it was, she got squashed flat. At that time we had a pet duck, two dogs, a 

pigeon, a cat and a tortoise. 

 

The pigeon was someone‟s racing pigeon, but would not leave us, understandable as it 

would feed with the chickens and roost in the barn at night. I took it to work with me at St 

Ives to see if it would go to its real home, but it just came back. The next door cat got it one 

night, unfortunately. 

 

Us three little ones, as they called us, had our jobs, too. My sister Irene and I had to 

wash up tea things. It was no good disappearing; it was still there waiting for us. There was no 

sink. We washed up in a bowl on the table and used a big black tray to drain them. Then the 

crocks were all stacked up a corner on a small table, they were in use so often. It was a waste 

of time taking them to the big pantry we had there. Then each day before school we made the 

beds and emptied the pots. My father was very in-elegant and called it a 'gerry'. We would get 

a big enamel pail and a jug of hot soda water and up we would go and out would come the 

chamber pots, which were put back clean. The beds have white damask covers (I still have 

one) and a white valance all around, so one did not see what was under the bed. There were no 

inside toilets then, of course, no running water and if you had to go, well, you went in the 

middle of the night. Having done that, we had to make sure there was no-one in the shop 

before we dashed through to the outside drain. On Saturdays we cleaned the knives. They had 

a contraption like a drum on a stand, and it had slots in the top and side, and we shook emery 

powder in it and put the knives in, and turned the handle. There must have been brushes or 

padding inside because if the knives were not too badly worn they would come out clean and 

shiny. Now it‟s all stainless steel. Then, one only had to use vinegar or some acid and they 

looked awful again. No special fish knives and forks. If the forks smelt fishy they were put in 

the earth in the garden and that cured that, with a good wash afterwards. We all helped where 

we could as there was always a lot going on as you can imagine. Father never got out of his 

habit of time keeping (from Service days). “Time‟s time!” he would say and would sit down at 

exactly 12.30 and expect his dinner. We had more of a variety when we came to Hilton, food 

wise, but we always had to show a clean plate before we got any pudding. There was trouble if 

Father saw food wasted. He never had to tell us twice to do something, it was just habit on our 

part, and if at the table it got too noisy he would just reach behind him for his swagger stick (a 

small stick they used in the Marines of polished wood with a silver knob each end. We never 
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felt it, and he never smacked us. We just did as we were told straight off, which saved no end 

of aggravations, I‟m sure. We did not have any homework, so lead a very easy time really. Our 

dog often met us from school. It was bed at seven after a tea of bread and jam and a cup of 

Bovril in the winter at bed time. We used to play about up there as all children do. Saturday 

was job day and bath day in the old wash-house, and a lot of playing about was done in there. 

Hair was washed, and then a dose of syrup of figs for our little internal arrangements, whether 

you needed it or not, then bed with an apple. 

 

The old lady from next door, Mrs Fordham, used to come and have a cup of tea with my 

aunt occasionally, but the old chap could not bear her out of his sight and would stump around 

there on his two sticks saying 

 

“Mary! Where are you?”, 

 

Knowing jolly well where she was. He had been very hard on her in his early life. They 

had got married at seventeen - a rather rushed affair - and they had two daughters who married 

and left home, one to Yorkshire and one to London. The old chap could not write, except for 

his name. Father was very good to them and would go most mornings and read the paper to 

them, and would make us cross, too, as he often came home with a flea on him too. The old 

lady was past keeping them clean. Anyone who has tried to catch a flea in the bed blankets 

will know how high they can jump, and bite as well. They were fostering a girl called Nellie 

when we first moved there. She came from the Poor Law institution. The extra money they 

got for her was a help. She was a jolly girl with lovely black curly hair. She went into service 

over the green and I went with her to carry her things. She cried all the way, but soon settled 

down. 

The old chap in his younger days was a farm labourer, and knew every field, what was 

in it, and after a hard day‟s work would not dream of taking off all his clothes and washing 

down (it was a dangerous thing to do as one got pneumonia, which was a killer those days) It 

must have been most unpleasant for his wife, and a great encouragement to the bugs and fleas. 

That was in the 1880‟s. He and Father sat outside and had a word with anyone who went by. 

He knew the state of all the fields, what was in them and what the farmer was likely to make 

on them, and never moved further than the old iron seat outside. I took a photo of them when 

they had their diamond wedding. Sadly, the old lady was ill, and as her daughters were far 

away she was taken with him to the Poor Law institution, which all old married couples 

dreaded would happen to them. She went into the ladies‟ part and he into the men‟s. So sad to 

be parted at the end of their lives. She died, and he lived for three years after her. Father kept 

on his house until he died, and then let a lady have it who had to get out of her house with a 

young son, as her husband had died and the farmer needed her cottage. He charged her two 

and sixpence a week. Father was very good to the old couple: a cabbage here and a chicken at 

Christmas (a luxury those days) and things off the garden. The old lady was always in black 

with a tight, high collar and a white apron. She was very thin. I can remember her going to 

Woolworth‟s once. One could buy spectacles by just trying them on until you thought they 

were right for you. They had steel rims. 
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School 
ell, of course we found the school and were amazed at how small it was, just one 

room for the over sevens to fourteens, and a smaller room for the infants. On the 

way there we thought we had found the school but it turned out to be a big house 

belonging to Mr David Garnet, the author, and were disappointed. Garnet wrote 

“Aspects of Love”, which was turned into a musical by A. L. Webber. At the time we went 

there, there were 76 children - not heard of before. We were what they called the bulge 

children after the First World War. Mrs Hammond, who we called „The Governess‟, taught 

the older ones and was responsible for the whole school, and a Mrs Hurst was in charge of the 

little ones. She was away once and I got the job of looking after them for Bible class. I was 

supposed to be good at that and they wanted St Bernard and the dog. I had not heard of it and 

to this day don‟t know what it‟s all about. It ended in chaos, so I did not get that job again. We 

used pens one had to dip into the ink and have blotting paper to use. The Governess was very 

strict and we thought she was old, but she could not have been more than 26 as she died only 

in January 1991. She must have been about 90 I should think. We started off with assembly 

and a prayer, then had maths, which was very simple. I was hopeless at it. Then we had 

English and all which went with that. In the afternoons we had sewing and knitting for the 

girls. (Can‟t remember what the boys did.) Then we would have nature study. I can remember 

once having to take a worm to school to study and I would not pick it up. She tried her hardest 

to make me. She always had a thimble on one finger and would prod one with it, hoping it 

would help to make us remember whatever we were doing. Uncle Jack and the boy next door 

cut a worm in half and put it down the neck of the boy in front, which diverted the attention 

from me. Once someone made a smell, and one of the boys was sent round to find out who 

had done it (very silly). The Parson, who was a very nice, absent-minded bachelor, getting on 

a bit, would come for Bible lessons, which I did well in. I used to get annoyed, though, as he 

would call me Phyllis. As my sister Phyllis did not go to the school at all, I don‟t know what 

he was thinking of. He wore a big emerald ring which I thought was odd on a man. History 

and Geography and Bible reading, I did well in. I learnt button-holing and knitting and 

sewing. Looking back, Mrs Hammond did well, as even the dullards left being able to read 

and write, even with such a difference in the age groups. We got as far as Charles I in History. 

The rest I have learnt from reading all the classics and other books. 

 

The Reverend Stewart would visit all the old folks and he would forget where he had 

left his car - used to amuse us, and now we are forgetful ourselves. The school had one stove 

which was fed with coke in the winter months. We were never allowed near it. Only some 

children who came from Ledbury Hill, two miles away, were allowed to sit round it during the 

dinner hour. We all went home for ours. 

 

The school bell was broken and my sister Lily got up a social or something and got 

enough money to have it mended, which cost ten shillings. We took turns to ring it. 'Nit-nan' 

would come around and inspect our heads for livestock and our hands for scabies, not heard of 

now, but very infectious. It was a rash one could catch off door-knobs and anything someone 

who had it had touched. We always had our hair washed in Derboe soap, and it was always 

cut short for that reason. We all had pretty hair and I often wished I could let it grow, but it 

was not allowed until you got to about 18. Then it was your crowning glory. It was put up in a 

bun at the back of your head or into „ear phones‟, as we called them: one made plaits at each 

side of the head and then twisted it around over the ears. I can remember my eldest sister had 

them and one day she came home from work (she worked at a paying guest house in 

W 
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Fenstanton as a cook) and she had her hair cut in what was then a modern fashion, the shingle. 

It looked very nice, but my father was very cross about it. Going back to school- my younger 

brother was left-handed and the Governess made him use his right hand. It was very bad for 

him and he got the nickname of Kecksy, meaning a left-handed person (keck-handed, in 

village slang). 

 

Now and again the previous teacher would appear. It must have been very irritating for 

Mrs Hammond. Her name was Amelia Ufelia MacKensie Smith. She would keep on about the 

League of Nations, and no more wars, and strong drink and what a glass of beer would do to 

you. One had to go to one of the three pubs in the village for beer then (no buying it in cans in 

supermarkets then). One either consumed it on the premises or sent someone with a jug to 

fetch it, and it was drunk that day or it went flat, which one of the men told her when she 

accosted him for not being too steady on his feet. She had suggested he take it home with him. 

On Easter day we all had to go to church and then afterwards we would all file out through the 

lych gate and there would be Johnny White, the baker, with a basket of hot cross buns, 

decorated by Miss A.U. Mackensie Smith. That was a treat, but they did not have many 

currants in. Father used to say he shot them in. We had to go to Sunday School in the 

mornings and then again in the afternoon. That was to get us out of the way and to know 

where we were while the grown ups had a rest on Sunday afternoons. We were not very well 

behaved. Vic was the worst. It was the Weseleyan chapel with very boring preachers who 

were not really qualified to preach at all. 

 

It was all oil lamps then. The lamp stood in the middle of the table and if one knocked 

the table the lamp would flare up and black the glass. The older ones would play cards or read 

after we had gone to bed. Some people had Tilly lamps which were extremely good and 

warmed the room as well as giving an excellent light. They would see upstairs with a candle 

and then take it away once we were in bed. It‟s amazing that more houses did not catch fire. 

The bedrooms were not heated then. Father was the first person to have electricity in the 

village. The cable ran right by his front door. When the roof was re�-tiled they found a 

bundle of straw which had been placed there for good luck. We were told that the house had 

once burnt down and been re-built. The old chap next door was afraid to use the switch and 

never did use it. He still went to bed up winding stairs with a candle. 

 

We used to boil the kettle for the first cup of tea on a lot of kindling sticks chopped 

ready, so now we bought a kettle for two pounds ten shillings, and a lead at five shillings, and 

that made quite a difference. There was a van came round called Somerlight, where everyone 

bought their oil for the lamps, and saucepans and all sorts of household things from him. One 

could hear him coming. My aunt wanted a new chamber pot - we should have saved her the 

embarrassment. 

 

No-one talked about how babies came or warned us that when we got to about 14 we 

would get „the curse‟, unless we heard about it from a girl who had just got it. Even so it was a 

mystery until one day we got it and it was an awful thought that one would get it once a 

month. There was no glory in the thought of being a real woman - the very things we had to 

use were enough to put you off, and not at all hygienic. Everything had to be washed 

afterwards, so girls who did not take home their „unmentionables‟ to mother to wash were 

soon suspected of starting a baby instead. The cockerel in the farmyard, we shooed off the 

hens, thinking they were fighting. We did not know he was doing his farmyard duties. We had 
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quite a nasty one once, who was so aggressive he ended up in the pot. Can remember the 

publican next door taking his pig to the other side of the village to the boar, and he did it by 

rattling a bucket in front of it. We thought it very funny, not realising what he was doing it for. 

Then the dogs were shut up in the barn during the day when they were in season - again no 

explanation as to why. We really were ignorant. Now nothing is sacred. Some girls did have 

babies. Lord knows what would have happened if we had, through being so innocent, as I 

remember my father telling one of my sisters that if she „got into trouble‟ it was no good her 

coming crying to him. We were sent out to work in houses where there were young men in the 

house, who would not have needed much encouragement, I‟m sure. It was cruel really - can 

just imagine what some of them said about my ignorance when I went into the army. They 

used to have mothers‟ meetings, too. We used to sing: 

 

“Mothers‟ meeting, fathers invited. Children can come if they don‟t get excited.!” 

 

All so innocent. On days when we went to the seaside, if one went in a group, someone 

would stand up in the cafe and say grace before one started to eat. Boys at school would pick 

naughty bits out of the Bible and have a giggle over them, until Mrs Hammond found out 

what they were up to and they got their heads banged together. 

 

The thing which put me off most was the fly papers. Those days there were lots of flies 

about because there was a manure heap not a hundred yards away as the fly flies. The darn 

paper used to hang, of all places, right over the table with a great assortment of large and 

small flies sticking to it. I think it had arsenic on it which they ate, and their feet stuck to it. 

Everyone used them. Also we used a jam pot with jam and water in it to attract the wasps. 

They went through a hole in the lid and they were doomed. Cauliflowers was another thing. 

The grubs in them were the same colour as the cauliflower and I dreaded getting one on my 

plate. We used to soak them in salt water. Everyone wore hats to go to church or chapel, and 

at Easter the new bonnet would be worn and very pretty some of them were. Everyone hoped 

it would not rain. Everyone turned out for weddings and funerals. Lots married someone else 

in the village (we even had cousins in the village when we moved there) or else someone from 

Fenstanton or a nearby village, as people did not move far those days, like they do now. 

Father‟s mother came from Fendrayton and was a Wright before she married. 

 

There was a man named Hurst who made the coffin when someone died. 

 

It was said he even had his own coffin made ready. So when someone died the church 

bell would toll the person‟s age. Then they had a kind of hand cart built with glass all around 

and the flowers went on top. It would be pulled up the high street with the mourners walking 

behind. Houses on the way would pull their blinds, but they would peep behind them just the 

same. Then you would have to wear a black arm band to tell people you had just lost 

someone, or wear all black, which we did for two of our sisters. There has been a lot of 

sadness in our family. Three of my sisters and one brother died before Father. One had to 

work hard those days and I‟m sure that was how he endured all his personal troubles - hard 

work to take it off. I‟ve hated black ever since. One was not supposed to go to a place of 

entertainment for at least a month and the Sunday after the funeral a prayer was said for the 

departed. 

Church those days was well attended, and the old stalwarts had their own seats and 

made it understood they did not want to find anyone else in them. Boys and girls did lark 
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about a bit: there was very little to do on Sundays. Most were confirmed, and the parson was 

after us, but Dad gave us the choice so we did not bother. Sunday one was not supposed to 

knit or sew or play cards, but we did and my aunt used to say my father was as bad as we 

were. The front room was used once a week as those days people could not afford two fires in 

one house. We all read a lot, too, with great encouragement from Father to read the classics. 

Having travelled the world a bit, he was a lot more broad-minded for it. 

 

The front room was useful to go into when one was „courting‟, but one had to go 

through that room to go upstairs, so it was not all that private for the couple. Those days when 

one got to know someone special and the time came to be serious about it, the girl would ask 

if she could bring her boyfriend to tea, and once he came that was almost like being engaged, 

once his „knees were under the table‟ of his girlfriend. Can remember my sister telling us to 

keep out of the front room as her boyfriend was going to ask my father if they could be 

engaged. I asked her if he had „popped the question‟ yet and she got mad with me. When they 

went to buy the wedding ring the jeweller gave them a small present in a box, like six 

teaspoons, or tea knives. Some courted for a long time, unless they went to live with in-laws, 

as there was only one lot of council houses in the village then. They used to say they had gone 

to live with his people. Should one get married at a Registry Office, then the girl was 

suspected of having a baby on the way, that‟s what most people thought. One just had to be 

„good‟, or risk the patter of little feet. It was not done then to dress up in white if one had 

sampled the delights of married life before the wedding - no pill then. 

 

The Old George next door to us was a real old country pub then, and was a favourite 

meeting place for the men after a hard day‟s work. There would be a fire going and there again 

the regulars would have their own little seat near the fire. Some, I guess, were glad to go there 

for a bit of peace, with a hoard of children at home in very small cottages. The publican was a 

very nice man, and I was friends with his eldest daughter. His wife was a very motherly lady 

and we often went into her kitchen, winter evenings, and she would give us a baked potato 

and a mug of thick cocoa. I liked talking to her. 

 

They had stables at the back and a man would come with a huge stallion to serve all the 

cart-horses round about (another thing we did not know). We just admired the huge beast - it 

was very handsome, and I think I am right in saying that the men could not be refused a night 

at the inn while this was going on. There was a village game-keeper and he was quite a 

character and he did his job well. On country walks one would see a stoat or crows or other 

vermin harmful to game-birds hanging dead on bushes. Pigeons were edible, also rabbits and 

hens. Hanging the vermin up was to put off others and also to show where the gamekeeper 

had been. He often reared baby pheasants and partridges. 

 

Then the gentry (well-off people) would have a shoot. They would come with their guns 

and dogs and that was another chance for the men to earn some extra cash. They would be 

called the beaters. They would make a line across the field, bang on anything which made a 

noise and raise the birds to fly in the direction of the guns. The dogs, of course, would fetch 

the birds - a good day out. Then when the day was over they would all go to the Old George 

pub, where each beater was given a glass of beer and a pork pie. The gamekeeper‟s wage was 

about thirty shillings a week. His job was to make sure there were plenty of birds - lots he 

raised himself. He once raised a fox cub, which one could smell if one went in front of his 

house. He tried to train our dog, Peter, who was a cross sheep dog and spaniel, to catch 



 19 

rabbits. So one day he got him to bring the rabbit to him. Despite my brother telling him he 

had not killed it, he ordered the dog to drop it and the rabbit made its escape. The air was blue. 

There was once a man who lived up at Latenbury Hill who shot his wife‟s lover and was 

hung for it. Those days the whole court case was published in the papers, as was breach of 

promise and divorce. Over the Little Clove used to live a lady who made healing ointments 

and medicines from herbs and goose grease. They were good, too. She went blind, so I 

suppose she went into the workhouse. The ladies made wine from dandelions and potatoes, 

which, when mature, tasted like whisky. They made sloe wine, elderberry, cowslip and many 

others. Then there was mushroom ketchup - they were left until the juice ran out of them - 

pickled walnuts and pickled onions - Aunty used to do them and sell them in the shop - and 

jams of all sorts. Rhubarb was nice. I have seen my father go and collect the horses‟ droppings 

from the road outside for his rhubarb plants - delightful thought. It put me off. 

 

We had water buts around the house nearly always filled with rainwater, which was 

used for the washing. A huge copper was filled with it and a fire lighted underneath, then all 

the white clothes were rubbed in a wooden tub, then dropped into the copper which had 

shredded sunlight soap and soda in it. Then it was lifted out onto a wooden lid with a copper-

stick, taken over to a big bath and dropped in, then rinsed and put through the mangle and 

God bless any buttons which were not made of cotton or wire! Then the clothes were all hung 

out around the yard to dry and smelt lovely when they were fetched in. Persil was getting 

known then and it helped the housewives a lot. Now I think of all that awful hard work the 

ladies had and here am I doing my housework while the washing is being done in the kitchen, 

in the machine, or I am reading the paper. I have done it the old way so know how well off I 

am now. 

Just imagine having one‟s teeth pulled out without a pain-killing injection - that‟s what 

used to happen before the First World War. We did not use tooth brushes ourselves until I was 

twelve years old. One used salt and a rag to rub it on. There was a big thing went on about 

mouth hygiene, we found out later. Each child at school was given a tooth brush and Gibbs‟ 

Fairy Castle toothpaste in a small flat tin, and things were looking up then for children. School 

medicals came in. I did not improve my looks as I was blown off the cliff around the point at 

Plymouth and broke my front teeth. It‟s a wonder I did not break my neck. Wind currants were 

very strong there. 

 

Feast days were good with the sports and one could go to the fetes and all sorts of 

interesting things. There would be skittles and the prize might be a pig or a sack of coal or 

lovely home made cakes. We had stilts and would dare one another to walk across the 

„hollers‟ as we called the water in the middle of the road. Fox hounds would meet on the 

green - a lovely sight - always hoped the fox got away. If the barn was not full of hay for the 

winter for the cows, we could go in there to play. We had a swing hanging from the beam in 

the roof. Can remember my sister Rene shutting us in there because we would not let her play 

with us. I had to get out of the window and jump on a manure heap to undo the door for the 

others, and my dress got caught on a nail, and there I hung with my dress up under my armpits 

and the others not being able to help me for laughing. The old chap came out of his door and 

saw me and fetched my father, who got me down. What with the embarrassment of showing 

my knickers and the pong from the manure, it was very funny, I suppose. 
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Later 

hen we left school there was only domestic work or factory work, so most girls 

went into domestic service. One‟s parents would put one‟s name down in a 

domestic agency in St Ives, then whoever wanted domestic help went there, and 

that was how we got work. One paid a fee to the agent. I had a job with Rene, 

working for an old lady learning to cook, and Rene did the house work. We lived in, of 

course. Rene got five shillings a week and I got eight shillings. She was a very mean, difficult 

old lady and every time we wanted anything she would unlock the store cupboard, even for a 

box of matches. We had to make half a pound of margarine last us the week, so you can tell 

we did not get much to eat, and we were still growing fast. Rene was about 15 and I was 16. 

Our wages, we had to take home. We were paid once a month. We had one half day a week, 

and every other Sunday evening, got home about 4 and had to be back by 10 sharp. Our eldest 

brother had to take us back. He must have wished he did not have so many sisters in service, 

but I never heard him grumble once. Rene was more placid than me, so I left there and then 

worked for another family in St Ives. Jobs were few then, and I took this job, the lady telling 

me she had a daughter and a son at home, only to find when I got there that she had two more 

sons at boarding school and two more working in their business of confectionery. I did not 

trust her after that and so I then got a job at Hilton to be nearer home. 

 

I was still very much tied in, so I told Father if I did not get a daily job I would go to 

London, where there were plenty of jobs. He then got me a job at a factory at St Ives where I 

worked, much happier, with people my own age and freedom to do what I wanted after work. 

Rene was needed at home, as my aunt was getting old and my sister Vera was not well. So I 

guess Rene, being more placid than me, was asked to help at home. We just did as we were 

told then. She has been absolutely marvellous, with all the hard work and sadness that has 

gone on in that house. I have never heard her grumble once. So I got the grand sum of 

seventeen and six and after I had worked there for three years I got thirty shillings. So ten 

shillings I gave Dad for my keep and seven and six for clothes. By that time, of course, I had 

rebelled and wanted to buy my own clothes. I remember paying two pounds ten shillings for a 

watch, gold it was - a good one which I had for many years, and going without spending 

money for the next month. Then I had a Hercules bicycle - three pounds ten shillings - and 

paid Dad back in instalments. It was a lot of money those days, when you think a large loaf 

was four-pence and five Woodbine cigarettes were tuppence and a bar of Cadbury‟s chocolate 

was tuppence. A good pair of leather shoes was fifteen shillings. You can see how long it took 

to save up three pounds ten shillings. 

 

So then, of course, Adolf Hitler thought he could just walk in and rule the world, and 

after taking Austria and Czechoslovakia and the rest of the world watching him do it, when he 

got to Poland that was enough for everyone and so on September the third, 1939 I was sitting 

on the kitchen table waiting to hear the announcement by Chamberlain, and it was what we 

expected - we were at war with Germany. The older people knew what that meant, 29 years 

after the 1914 - 18 war. Things living-wise were looking up quite a bit then, and so back 

things went, until it was over. The factory where I was working was running down through 

lack of materials from abroad, a lot of it from Norway, so as I did not want to be transferred to 

a munitions factory, I filled in a form and joined the ATS. Can remember when I got back 

from being accepted at Bedford, the old gamekeeper asked me where I had been and Father 

telling him I had joined up and he said: 

 

W 
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“You b..... well haven‟t!” 

 

Had to laugh. It was a daring thing to do those days I suppose, in the village. 

 

After doing training at Bournemouth I was sent, to my disgust, straight back into the 

country where I was to help keep the officers‟ kitchen clean, and ended up cooking for them. 

Then one day Grandpa, also disgusted, came in to be fitted for the uniform and sent on 

somewhere else, and they put him in the office. One day he asked me to sew on his shoulder 

flashes, and you can guess the rest. We got married after the war - he was away 3 years- and 

here we are enjoying being retired and being together. The only thing we regret is that there is 

no togetherness of people like there was during that dreadful time, 39-45. 

 

People are better off, I suppose. To go to prison those days was dreadful. Hard labour on 

Dartmoor was a big punishment, and hanging, of course, for murder. There was a murder on 

Latenbury Hill. The husband found his wife was being unfaithful and he shot the lover. He 

was of course found guilty, and hung the very day we went on one of our Sunday school 

outings. Someone brought the subject up in the bus and said: 

 

“Well, he‟s had it now.” 

 

It was always done at 8 o‟clock in the morning. It quite spoilt my day thinking about it. 

Now rape and murder is so common in the paper or on the news. It‟s disgusting what they get 

away with. We played for hours around Hilton with no thought of harm, though we were sent 

out into the world far too innocent. There seems to be no in-between. 

 

We were not told about what we could expect every month, and it came as a shock. If 

someone was having a baby it was not right to talk about it. There were girls in the village 

who had babies but no explanation about how they got like that. It‟s unbelievable now, but 

that‟s how it was, and having no mother did not help. When I think of us going out so young 

and so innocent, had we got into trouble it would have been our fault entirely. Can remember 

my father‟s warning to one of my sisters that if she got into trouble it was no good her crying 

to him. We were all living in other people‟s houses. It would have been a blessing if we had 

had a clear explanation about growing up. It was just not „done‟ to talk about such things - 

seems unbelievable, but true. 

 

So now you know about the Olden days a bit. Work hard, play hard and be happy. 

 

God Bless! 

 

 Granny. 
 


