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Preface 
Plumstead and its big brother Woolwich, bounded by woods and bountifully filled in 

between with many parks and splen did commons was, and still is, a lovely place in which to 

live. 

 

The title of my book reflects how these areas, in particularly the commons, has had an 

influence on the lives of the many generations of folk that have played, picnicked and 

generally enjoyed these lovely green and open recreational spaces. 

 

These Commons have seen many generations of children spend countless happy hours, 

playing amongst those leafy grassy environs. Where folk, especially in spring and summer, 

still enjoy the mature shady trees and the grassy banks and in winter the often snow covered 

undulating slopes. This was especially so during those earlier years, when times were, 

comparatively, a whole lot slower, when folk tended to live much simpler life styles, in an era 

with very few  cars and even fewer television sets and well before the personal computer 

impacted our lives.  

 

The Commons, shared by us all, became a focal point, our 'common' denominator. It is no 

small wonder that the Commons are mentioned so fondly in many of the st ories in this book. 

I believe that because of this 'common' identity a sense of belonging was established, which 

is so important in any community, especially so in today's more impersonal world.  

 

So, for this reason, I thought that the title of this book m ight reflect in some way this 

'common' bond that we have in our particular special part of south east London.  

 

Also, you will notice there are often repeated themes in many of the stories in the book. 

Despite this repetitiveness, I chose to keep these stories, as originally told, because I feel that 

each story is a little piece of social history, told as it was remembered and as it was lived by 

these individual folk and should be preserved in this way.  

 

So you will read often of the Commons and also of trip s on the Woolwich Free Ferry, of bath 

night in the tin bath, fetched indoors from the hook on the back fence, the outside toilet, of 

schools such as Conway, of the Woolwich Market and of the Woolwich Arsenal and many 

other things that we all had in common with each other in those ever fading far off days.   

 

Colin Weightman  

Author, Compiler and Editor  

2008. 

 



 



Quotes that reflect a few thoughts concerning past memories; 
 

 

God gave us memories so that we might have roses in December. 

-J.M.Barrie (1860-1937) 

 

 

Memories are not shackles, Franklin, they are garlands. 

-Allan Bennet  

(Forty Years On (1969) act 2) 

 

 

Oft, in the stilly night, 

Ere Slumbers chain has bound me, 

Fond Memory brings the light 

Of other days around me. 

-Thomas Moore (1779-1852) 

(National Ai rs (1815) 'Oft in the stilly night')  

 

 

Nothing recalls the past so potently as a smell. 

-Winston Churchill (1874 -1965) 

 

 

Memory is the thread of personal identity', 

history of public identity. 

-Richard Hofstadter (1916 -1970) 

 

 

The past is the only dead thing that smells sweet. 

-Edward Thomas (1878-1917) 

 

 

To excel the past we must not allow ourselves to loose contact with it; on the contrary, we must feel it 

under our feet because we raised ourselves upon it. 

-Jose Ortega Y. Gasset (1883-1955)
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Introduction 
It all began when I joined 'Friends Reunited' in early 2004. It was through them that I located 

a long lost childhood playmate, Bert Hooper, from about fifty years ago. Bert and I had 

grown up together as childhood neighbours; we lived a few doors from each other, in 

Sladedale Road, Plumstead.  

I was born in the upstairs front bedroom of 71 

Sladedale Road, on the 8th of June 1944, two days 

after the 'D Day' landings. Hitler had just started to 

launch his new terror weapons, the dreaded V1 

flying bomb and soon after that the V2 rocket, at us 

in Britain and over the  skies of London. 

Luckily for me I don't remember the war, only the 

growing up after it and the playing on the many 

bombsites that dotted our area in those days. 

I have many fond memories of my early life 

growing up in Plumstead and Woolwich, of the 

Commons and the woods. Wonderful nature filled 

environments us kids practically lived amongst. 

Places where we played and explored, acting out 

great adventures, places where our young fertile 

imaginations and exploits become virtual reality. 

Where, especially on weekends and school 

holidays, we played hard from morning till night, 

ÛÏÌÕȮɯÛÐÙÌËɯÖÜÛɯÈÛɯËÈàɀÚɯÌÕËȮɯÞÌɯÔÈËÌɯÖÜÙɯÞÈàɯ

slowly home; home to a hearty tea and then, 

perhaps the weekly scrub in the tin bath, positioned 

in front of the coal fire, then, pyjama cl ad, we'd 

climb contentedly into our soft beds, to dream of 

our next days adventures. Yes, distant memories of 

childhood places in and around the hilly streets, of 

our local shops, our schools and the many other 

familiar places that made up our own particul ar community's unique identity.  

This identity was very strong during harder times. It was so different for earlier generations. 

When folk had to endure very squalid and cramped housing conditions that often led to 

many chronic health problems. Life for ord inary folk was all too often very hard. Working 

long hours with low wages, often in very poor conditions. When there was virtually no help 

for folk when times became extra tough for them, perhaps through ill health or the death of 

the breadwinner. Then later, when the Depression years came, it brought even more 

shortages for folk and their lives became a constant drudgery, of trying to make ends meet, 

trying to get a meal on the table for the ever hungry family, or the money for the rent, some 

bread and mil k, shoes for the kids, doctors bills etc. 

 
Colin, aged five, and his two older brothers, 

Mark and John, and younger sister Ann 

ÚÐÛÛÐÕÎɯÖÕɯ-ÈÕɀÚɯÓÈ×ɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÚÛÌ×ÚɯÖÍɯƛƕɯ

Sladedale Road, Plumstead, 1949. (Colin and 

Ann were born upstairs in the front 

bedroom.) The other girl (cropped) is cousin 

2ÏÌÐÓÈȭɯȹ$ÝÈÕɀÚȺȭ 
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3ÏÐÚɯÚÔÈÓÓɯÌßÊÌÙ×ÛɯÍÙÖÔɯ+ÌÕɯ3ÏàÕÕÌɀÚɯÚÛÖÙàȮɯȿ+ÌÕɯ3ÏàÕÕÌɯ1ÌÔÐÕÐÚÊÌÕÊÌɀɯÌ×ÐÛÐÔÐÚÌÚɯÛÏÖÚÌɯ

ËÐÍÍÐÊÜÓÛɯÛÐÔÌÚȰɯȿDuring the early 1930's when I was attending Timbercroft School, we had a 

boy name Walton whose family were v ery poor. One day he was late as usual, so the teacher 

decided to cane his behind. On being told to lift his coat - which was more like an overcoat 

because it was his father's cast-off jacket - this exposed his bare behind. The teacher 

thereupon told him t o sit down. Some children would come to school without shoes on their 

feet in those days of the depression. Times were hard, and I remember one day I got home 

ÍÙÖÔɯ×ÓÈàÐÕÎɯÖÜÛÚÐËÌɯÈÕËɯÈÚÒÌËɯÔàɯÔÖÛÏÌÙɯÍÖÙɯÚÖÔÌÛÏÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÌÈÛȭɯ2ÏÌɯÚÈÐËȮɯɁÛÏÌÙÌɯÐÚɯÕÖÛÏÐÕÎɯ

to eatȰɯÎÖɯÛÖɯÉÌËȵɂɯɯ3ÏÌÙÌɯÈÙÌɯÈɯÍÌÞɯÖÛÏÌÙɯÚÐÔÐÓÈÙɯÚÛÖÙÐÌÚɯÐÕɯÛÏÐÚɯÉÖÖÒȭ 

WWI and WWII cost families dearly and not only in the loss of life and limb. Every day folk 

ÞÖÕËÌÙÌËɯÐÍɯÛÏÌàɯÞÌÙÌɯÎÖÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÚÜÙÝÐÝÌɯÛÖɯÚÌÌɯÈÕÖÛÏÌÙɯËÈàȭɯ4ÕÊÌÙÛÈÐÕÛàɯÊÓÖÜËÌËɯÌÝÌÙàÖÕÌɀÚɯ

thought s and it affected their whole outlook on life.  

%ÖÙɯÜÚɯȿÉÈÉàɯÉÖÖÔÌÙÚɀȮɯÉÖÙÕɯÛÖÞÈÙËÚɯÛÏÌɯÌÕËɯÖÍɯÖÙɯÈÍÛÌÙɯ66((ȮɯÓÐÍÌɯÞÈÚɯÚÖÔÌÞÏÈÛɯËÐÍÍÌÙÌÕÛȭɯ

(ÕɯȿÖÜÙɀɯÙÖÈËɯÞÌɯÏÈËɯØÜÐÛÌɯÈɯÍÌÞɯÖÛÏÌÙɯÒÐËÚȯɯ6ÌɯÞÌÙÌɯÖÕÌɯÉÐÎɯÏÈ××àɯÍÈÔÐÓàɯÛÏÈÛȮɯÖÍɯÊÖÜÙÚÌȮɯ

also got up to a bit of mischief too. Us kids also had our own personal tragedies to contend 

ÞÐÛÏȰɯÛÏÈÛɀÚɯÓÐÍÌȭɯ!ÜÛȮɯÛÖɯÜÚɯÒÐËÚȮɯÌÝÌÙàÛÏÐÕÎɯÞÈÚɯÈÓÞÈàÚɯÚÖɯÊÖÕÚÛÈÕÛȭɯ-ÖÛÏÐÕÎɯÌÝÌÙɯÚÌÌÔÌËɯÛÖɯ

change, neither your neighbours, their jobs, your playmates, your schoolmates nor your 

teachers. No one ever seemed to move and, rest assured, everything was always going to be 

there the next day. We took this for granted, without any second thoughts.  

But, when for me, suddenly, without any warning, my family moved to East London when I 

was around tw elve years old, my young world totally collapsed. I was absolutely 

ÏÌÈÙÛÉÙÖÒÌÕȭɯ(ÛɯÐÚɯÚÖɯÝÌÙàɯÛÙÜÌȮɯÛÏÈÛɯÖÓËɯÚÈàÐÕÎȮɯɁ8ÖÜɯËÖÕɀÛɯÍÜÓÓàɯÈ××ÙÌÊÐÈÛÌɯÞÏÈÛɯàÖÜɅÝÌɯÎÖÛɯ

ÜÕÛÐÓɯàÖÜɅÝÌɯÓÖÚÛɯÐÛȵɂ 

Bert Hooper, years later, said of that day, when I was sat looking over the tailgate and under 

ÛÏÌɯÙÖÓÓÌËɯÜ×ɯÊÈÕÝÈÚɯÉÓÐÕËɯÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÉÈÊÒɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÓÈÙÎÌɯÙÌÔÖÝÈÓɯÓÖÙÙàɯÈÚɯÐÛɯÓÌÍÛɯ2ÓÈËÌËÈÓÌɯ1ÖÈËȮɯɁ(Ûɯ

took me ages to get over you moving away. The last time I saw you was when the truck went 

down the hill, and your little face was lookin g out of the back, crying  ÑÜÚÛɯÈÚɯÔÜÊÏɯÈÚɯ(ɯÞÈÚȭɂ 

Years later, when I got back in touch with Bert, we began catching up madly on our 

childhood reminiscences from almost fifty years previously.  

After a while these childhood reminiscences, which we sent to each other via emails, began 

to grow into quite a collection of stories. (I now lived in New Zealand and Bert lived in 

Canada.) Also, at this time, we were both getting back in touch with other former childhood 

friends and old school mates, so the pile of reminiscences grew ever larger.  

(ÛɯÞÈÚɯÈÉÖÜÛɯÛÏÐÚɯÛÐÔÌɯÞÏÌÕɯ(ɯÛÏÖÜÎÏÛȮɯɁ6ÏàɯÕÖÛɯÊÖÔ×ÐÓÌɯÛÏÌÔɯÐÕÛÖɯÈɯÉÖÖÒɯÖÍɯÚÛÖÙÐÌÚȳɂɯ 

I got in touch with two local south London newspapers, the 'News Shopper' and 'The 

Mercury '. They, very kindly, ran an appeal -type articl e in each of their newspapers about the 

story of our reunion and I invited readers to send me their early reminiscences, along with 

any early photo(s), if available, for the proposed book.  

From these two newspaper appeals more stories were submitted for my book. Later on, 

when my book web site was installed, (*address below) I received a steady flow of interest, 

along with more stories from folk from every corner of the world. More often these were 
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from folk who were born and or were once residents of Plums tead or Woolwich and 

districts, who now live in other parts of the world. Or maybe they were from folk that have 

other connections with these areas, perhaps because of their own historical family tree 

connections.  

I felt that a book of reminiscences would  be worthwhile, recollections and remembrances of 

ordinary people, folk who were lucky enough to live, to play, to attend school and perhaps 

have worked in and around the environs of Plumstead and Woolwich. Stories from folk who 

knew intimately the many Co mmons, woods and parks and localities therein. A book in 

which folk could retell their very own special stories, of their families, their local area, streets 

and shops, clubs, events etc. From folk that once lived in those rapidly fading, far -off days of 

around the war years, of before, during and after it.  

A book that, I hope, will capture some aspects of life; that tells something of this unique and 

so rich social history, as told from a grass roots perspective. 

We will all eventually pass on, so, by publ ishing these stories, this book offers a small 

window for future generations to look back through. To read about some aspects of what life 

in these areas was like. To be able to do this before these stories would have also passed on 

with the folk, unrecord ed, stories that would have then been lost forever. 

I felt in my heart that it was imperative to capture and preserve these stories, along with the 

images accompanying many of them. 

I have a very real love of social history. I am also, unashamedly, a sentimentalist. My own 

stories are written straight from the heart and therefore tend towards nostalgia, tinged with a 

strong sense of yearning in them. 

I hope that you enjoy reading the stories. I also hope that they may trigger some happy, 

nostalgia filled, m emories for you; perhaps even wet an eye or two.  

Finally, If you have a story to share, be it sad, funny or whatever, and, if available, perhaps, 

an early photo(s), please submit it either to my book web site, which can be reached at:  

www.plumstead -stories.com 

 

or by writing to;  

 

ȿ2ÛÖÙÐÌÚɅɯ 

PO Box 15-324 

Wellington, 6243  

New Zealand.  

 

So get that paper and pen out, or switch on the computer, and get the old grey matter 

working!  

 

Meanwhile folk, kindest regards.  

 

Colin Weightman   ȱɯÈÓÞÈàÚɯÈɯ"ÖÔÔÖÕɯÒÐËȭ 
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I have tried to abide and comply with all and any copyright iss ues. I sincerely hope that I 

have not infringed any of these. If, however, I have accidentally done this, I unreservedly 

apologise to anyone I may have infringed on. 

Colin Weightman.  

 *1   heritage.centre@greenwich.gov.uk 

 *2   www.pceg.co.uk 

 *3   WW2 People's War is an online archive of wartime memories contributed by members of the 

public and gathered by the BBC. 

http://www.plumstead-stories.com/
mailto:*1%20%20%20heritage.centre@greenwich.gov.uk
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A Boy's Excitement During The War 
Denis Allen  

I was born in the British Home For Mothers and Babies, which I think was between 

Woolwich and Eltham. The date was 4th November 1934. 

My parents, John and Cecilia Bridget Allen, lived at 46 Sutcliffe Road Plumstead. My father 

worked in the Woolwich Arsenal, I believe somewhere in the Stores  Department. 

I enjoyed living in Plumstead, playing on Winn's Common, Bostall Woods and the 

surrounding areas and, when the war came, I enjoyed it even more. That may sound weird, 

but I truly believe that many boys at that time also felt the same as I did about the situation. 

My closest mates were Harry Capon, John Swanston, Tony Pitcher and a big lad called Peter 

Thynne, who we were rather wary of because of his size and strength, but he was, I 

remember, more of a gentle giant. 

I attended Timbercroft Lane Infants School and, maybe because of the frequent visits to the 

air raid shelter, I really enjoyed it. The mixture of learning and the frequent interruptions, 

listening to the aircraft overhead, kept you in almost constant excitement. Sometimes, on the 

way home from school, a few of us would wander around looking for bombed buildings to 

clamber over, often being ejected by an official of some kind or other, and told to "Have some 

respect you little * # ^? %*! s." 

As the war went on and the visits to the And erson shelter in the back garden were almost 

nightly occurrences, so my excitement grew. The camp like atmosphere of the shelter, cups 

of hot sweet tea with loads of condensed milk in it, the shelter's fuggy atmosphere and the 

odd bacon sandwich, if you we re lucky, were far removed from the ordinary, probably 

humdrum, way of life for us kids whose parents worked hard for a few bob a week. I think 

more than a few of us became adrenalin junkies, which may have coloured my furore life to 

a certain extent.  

We all had our own code of discipline though. For instance, after the war, if we were 

wandering about Woolwich, usually in small groups, not looking for any trouble, and we 

heard the cry, "P.C. Brandon's' around", we would all straighten up and look innocent until 

we saw him. When we did see him we would all say, 'hello', and he would look at us as he 

passed and give a slow nod. Not so if we were playing on the fringes of Bostall Woods and 

the words, "The Kelly boys are around". Because if you heard those words you high tailed it 

for home! The rumour was that they were six or seven members of an Irish family who were 

always out and about looking for trouble. I never ever met them and I never met any kids 

who had seen them, so maybe it was a bit of pure folklore. 

When I was fifteen I started work in the Arsenal as an office boy, prior to beginning an 

apprenticeship. 

I could go on for a long time, about joining the R.A.F. for five years, then returning to Abbey 

6ÖÖËȮɯÞÏÌÙÌɯÔàɯ×ÈÙÌÕÛɀÚɯÓÐÝÌËȮɯÛÏÌÕɯÞÖÙÒÐÕÎɯÈÛɯ%ÖÙËɅÚ, then at two power stations and then at 

a scientific instrument makers, all for fairly short periods of time, before managing to get into 
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aviation again, where my desire for adventure, taking risks and very unofficial amounts of 

flying sated my adventurou s side. 

I finally retired, halfway through my 71st. year. I still miss work, but now have a heart 

condition and arthritis. Not bad for an ordinary little Plumstead 'oik', who was born with 

Scoliosis, that was never picked up by Military Medics.  

 

 

A Family entering their Anderson shelter carrying their gas masks in the boxes. 
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A Child's Chores 
Mike Lukas  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mum's family lived in and around Robert Street and Ann Street, very close to the 

railway line, near the Plumstead Railway Station. I thi nk the railway was a central part 

of the children's play activity and mum used to tell me stories of them all sitting on the 

walls beside the track, watching the steam trains and waving to the passengers as they 

went by.  

Her grandfather, Joseph James Barnes, was a gravedigger for Woolwich Borough 

Council in his later life, around the 1920's through to the 1930's.  

Mum used to tell a story about how, as a seven year old, she would have to walk on 

non school days and on weekends, all the way from Ann Street to Plumstead Cemetery 

 
 

My mum's parents, William Joseph and Louisa Emma Barnes, with mum's sister Joyce 

and cousin Godfrey. 

 

We conclude from Joyce's likely age in the photo that it was taken c1935/1936, probably 

in their back garden at Robert Street. 

 

William Joseph worked at Woolwich Arsenal at the time, in common with so many of the 

workforce in the area. 
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to take her granddad Joseph his lunch, often a hot pudding or something similar, still 

in its oven dish, and then she would have the return walk all the way back home 

again.  

As she was the second child and oldest daughter of a family of eight, Violet often said 

that she was regularly kept away from school to help her mother with household 

chores and also to look after her younger brothers and sisters as well. 
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A Child's Day Out 
Colin Weightman. A Common kid remembers. 

Market Day,  Beresford Square, Woolwich....1950'ish. 

Excitement, anticipation, of sights and sounds. 

          Hurry to the bus stop; hop on the bus or the tram.  

                        The trip in; familiar places and sights.  

                                                          And,    in the distance, ... 

                              The Market, 

                                   ȱÈÓÓɯÕÖÐÚÌɯÈÕËɯÚÔÌÓÓÚȮɯ 

     crowds bustling and shuffling, smiling folk.  

               People looking and touching and asking,  

                                    meeting and talking,  

                                              buying and selling,  

                                                       calling and shouting.  

Rows of barrows, canvas clad, all lit up with strung out bul bs. 

               Lines of stalls, a canvas town, 

                          all grandly arraying,  

                               all proudly displaying,  

                                      colourful piles of fruit neatly stacked,  

                                                     topped off with white price tags.  

In season plums red, black, yellow and green. 

                  Apples and cherries, so shiny they gleam. 

                        Oranges and lemons and sweet tangerines, 

                                   all priced cheaper than their neighbour's,  

                                                                                        or so it seems! 

Over the busy road that cuts through,  

                      where wet cobblestones greet you, 

                                 are stalls full of fish with glassy still eye  

                                            that coldly stares at you as you walk by. 

Neatly piled in slimy wet stacks,  

          blue marbled mackerel, shimmering masses of sprats  

                                 silver scaled herrings, big open mouthed cod,      

                                                                  and a few large brown-red haddock. 

Headless congers coiled, not nice, 

            sad flat-faced plaice sprinkled with ice,  

                                and some big fat red fingers poking about  

                                          chipping at ice blocks with frozen bubbles  

                                                                         ÛÙÈ××ÌËɯÐÕÚÐËÌȮɯÈÕËɯÊÈÕɀÛɯÎÌÛɯÖÜÛȭ 
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And just up from the sharp smells of the fishes  

            comes the loud shouts of the fella selling dishes. 

                                "Look at all these." he invitingly calls out,  

                                              "This finest porcelain, so lovely to see,  

                                                      àÖÜɀÓÓɯÕÖÛɯÍÐÕËɯÕÖÕÌɯÊÏÌÈ×ÌÙɯÛÏÈÕɯÔÌȮɯÕÖɯËÖÜÉÛȵɆ 

More crowds gather around a man stood high on a box. 

            Ɂ'ÌÙÌɀÚɯÈɯÚÌÛɯÖÍɯÊÜÍÍ-links, a set of crystal tumblers, AND a box of chocs. 

                Who'll give me a quid, no?... 'ang on, 15 bob AND...... I'll chuck in anu'ver box. 

OK then, yer miserable sods... 

.....give us 'arf a nicker and I'll chuck in a slab of chocolate on tops,  

                                                                          ....to the first ones in wiv the dosh!" 

                                                     3ÏÌÙÌɯàÌÙɯÎÖɯȿÈÙÙàȮɯɯɯɯɆ3ÈÒÌɯÛÏÌɯÎÖÖËɯÓÈËÐÌÚɅɯÔÖÕÌàȮɯÉàɯÑÖÚÏɆ 

And at the end of the very long  busy day 

       the hustle and the bustle slowly fades away, 

                             along with the crowds and the noise  

                                                                          and the light of the day.  

Dark hosed-down wet cobblestones 

                                   reflect the street lights. 

                          as council dustmen, clad in vest jacket, 

                                  shovel the rubbish piled into great heights,  

                                      the left over remnants of the now still Market.  

And down darkened side roads  

                  ÊÖÚÛÌÙÔÖÕÎÌÙɀÚɯÉÈÙÙÖÞÚɯÉÌÙÌÍÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌÐÙɯÓÖÈËÚȮ 

                             sounds of steel rimmed wooden wheels grows, 

                                       as barrows now empty and bare are parked in long rows.  

Barrows for kids to play on whilst awaiting,  

                                                                next market day. 

                               To be pushed and pulled out again come what may, 

                                                                      be it rain,  be it shine, or be it hail or snow. 

                                          To be piled up high and arrayed once again to make a good show.  
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A Childhood Stay In Plumstead  
Valerie Cunningham 

Why does the mention of Plumstead and Purrett Road Junior School, as it was formerly 

ÒÕÖÞÕɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯɀƙƔÚȮɯÚÛÐÓÓɯÉÙÐÕÎɯÈɯÞÈÙÔɯÎÓÖÞɯÛÖɯÔàɯÏÌÈÙÛȳɯ(ɯÓÐÝÌËɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯ#ÖÞÕÏÈÔɯÌÚÛÈÛÌɯÈÕËɯ

attended a local school when my mother announced she was to haÝÌɯÈɯȿÉÐÎɯÖ×ÌÙÈÛÐÖÕɯÐÕɯ

ÏÖÚ×ÐÛÈÓɀȭɯ(ÕɯƕƝƙƘȮɯÔàɯÚÐÚÛÌÙɯ&ÐÓÓÐÈÕɯÞÈÚɯ×ÓÈÊÌËɯÞÐÛÏɯÖÕÌɯÈÜÕÛɯÈÕËɯÔàɯÉÙÖÛÏÌÙɯ1ÈàÔÖÕËɯÈÕËɯ(ɯ

were placed with another for six weeks; auntie Ciss, short for Cecilia, who lived in 

Plumstead. This situation arose soon after we had resettled after a six months stay in the 

middle east where my father had been working. I was filled with excitement and fear. What 

adventures might lay ahead and would my mum be all right?  

I liked auntie Ciss. She soon introduced me to the local Public Baths, which I loved. Huge 

baths filled with steaming warm water, the usual medicated soap and clean towels. I could 

stay for a long time soaking and relaxing my cares away. Auntie also ushered me to the 

outside loo, which I hated.  

Auntie had visited Purrett Road  School to brief the staff thoroughly about my situation. She 

ÞÈÚɯÈɯ2ÊÖÛɯÈÕËɯ×ÙÖÕÖÜÕÊÌËȮɯÛÖɯÔàɯàÖÜÕÎɯÔÐÕËȮɯ/ÜÙÙÌÛÛɯÈÚɯȿ/ÈÙÙÖÛɀȭɯ3ÏÐÚɯÓÈÛÛÌÙɯÕÈÔÌɯ(ɯÓÈÛÊÏÌËɯ

onto easily.  

To integrate smoothly into my new class the teacher, by way of introduction, encouraged  me 

to tell stories about my recent travels and visits to market souks and stony, desert lands. My 

brother reminded me that we were also taught the descant to the hymn Crimond, which 

seemed very advanced at the time.  

However, to my astonishment these exotic places almost paled into insignificance when I 

discovered that there was little segregation between boys and girls. We played together and, 

most importantly, we partnered each other in country dancing, apparently with no 

embarrassment. This was a welcome revelation. For a short while, there was to be no more 

boys and girls sitting on either side of a school hall for excruciating lengths of time, the strain 

of which led the girls into partnering each other, with the boys looking on.  

Thank you Michael Box and Master Heinz for partnering me so well and thank you to my 

teacher who made my short stay so memorable. 

Finally, thank you auntie Ciss, for the kindness and sensitivity you showed a worried little 

eleven-year-old girl and also for the generosity you s howed my family until my mum was 

safely home again. 
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A Delivery Boy Remembers 
Dave Carpenter 

My first job (1952?) was over a Christmas period, working for Morgan's in Lakedale Road. 

They had the main shop on the right hand side of the road going down, an d another one on 

the opposite side, that sold biscuits etc. I spent a few days in that one, sorting and shifting the 

biscuit tins and (suffering!) the flirtatious bantering of the women who worked there. I was 

quite sorry to be transferred across the road to deliver orders, on a very unstable deliveryman's 

bike. Deliveries down and across the lower roads were OK, but the deliveries that took me up 

hill on Lakedale and Sladedale Roads were the worst. I had to push the bike all the way up the 

hills.  

My next job was on Saturdays and school holidays, on the bread round with the *R.A.C.S; 

which was situated along Powis Street, nearly opposite Hare Street. I was quickly given the job 

of collecting Victoria the horse, a huge beast, from the stables. These were situated, and backed 

onto, a narrow strip at the top of the railway embankment, on the other side of the track. They 

were accessed by a long ramp that went up from the cobbled yard of the bakery, via a narrow 

bridge. Victoria was always pleased to see me and she plodded quite happily behind me, 

following me across the bridge and down the ramp. (I had to watch out for the goods steam 

locos as they filled the whole cut with soot and steam.) Once in the yard I had to harness her 

up. I remember the heavy collar that I had to get over her head. To do this job, I had to balance 

on a box to reach up. Once she was in the shafts I filled her nosebag with chaff from a large 

trough and put it over her head. I then had to fill the spare one and hang it on a bracket under 

the wagon. While I was doing this Alf and his mate would be filling the wagon with all the 

various types of bread. 

 
+ÈÒÌËÈÓÌɯ1ÖÈËȮɯ,ÖÙÎÈÕɀÚɅɯÚÏÖ×ɯÐÚɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÙÐÎÏÛȭɯɯɯɯɯɯ/ÏÖÛÖȯɯ ÓÈÕɯ&Ðbbs. 
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Once loaded we set off along Powis Street, with the horse farting all the way! Until we reached 

the bottom of Burrage Road, where we all got off the van and helped the old horse by pushing, 

whilst at the same time keeping the steel brake shoe ready to slip behind the wheel. 

About halfway up Bloomfield Road was a café where we always stopped for a bowl of 

porridge and a cup of tea; this was never paid for; I think Alf had an arrangement with the 

owner!  

Our round took us all along the turnings at the back of Plumstead Common Road, down to the 

Slade, up Timbercroft Lane and all of the many turnings and loops. On these roads the horse 

would plod on, while Alf's mate and I would deliver the bread from large willow baskets and 

then meet the van at the next turning. There were places where some people always bought out a 

plate of food for the horse. Alf always carried a bag of goodies, just in case these failed to appear, 

as there was no way Victoria could be persuaded to proceed without her usual snacks! 

The round continued on, doing all the roads down towards Swingate Lane, from Thornhill 

Avenue and along past Duncroft to Highgrove. We then went down Hi ghmead, looping 

Edison Grove and Combside, to rejoin the van at the bottom of Highmead. The last part of the 

round took us into Kent, down Glenmore Road, which in those days was quite a tough 

council estate.  

I remember an occasion that a particularly bad paying house in that road had ordered a 

birthday cake. These special orders were kept in a small locker in the side of the van. When 

Alf opened the locker door the cake fell out, upside down, onto the road. We spent a long 

time extracting road grit from th e icing and dressing it up as best we could with an old knife 

that was carried in the locker. "They won't like this, they'll break their teeth if they hit a piece 

ÖÍɯ ÎÙÐÛȵɆɯ (ɯ ÚÈÐËȭɯ Ɇ#ÖÕɅÛɯ ÞÖÙÙàɯ ÈÉÖÜÛɯ ÐÛȮɯ ÛÏÌàɯ ÕÌÝÌÙɯ ×Èàɯ ÛÏÌÐÙɯ ÉÐÓÓɯ ÈÕàÞÈàȵɂɯ 3ÏÌàɯ ÕÌÝÌÙɯ

complained! 

Victoria always dropped her manure in the same road, so there was always one or two keen 

gardeners at the ready, with bucket and shovel, waiting to pounce on the steaming mound.  

The money was always collected on Saturdays. I had to add up how much the customers owed 

that I delivered to into a thick red book, this taught me mental arithmetic quicker than any school 

could. You were soon put in your place should you get it wrong! The housewives knew exactly 

how much their bill was! Quite unlike supermark et shopping today!  

I was about 13 years old when I worked at Morgan's and fifteen when I did the bakers round. 

I used to get fifteen bob for a Saturday and three quid if I worked all the week in my school 

holidays. I saved enough to buy my first motorbike,  a 1933 purebred racing Norton 

International. I used to go to school on it, once I reached age sixteen (circa 1955). 

I left the bakers round when I started my apprenticeship. Not long after, the RACS in their 

wisdom decided to do away with the horse -drawn vans and went over to diesel vans. The 

rounds took twice as long to do, as the driver had to keep getting in and out all the time. 

Whereas, with the horse the bread was hooked out of the back of the van while it was on the 

move, a kind of tortoise and hare situation. The worst part of it all was, all the horses went for 

slaughter!  

 

*Royal Arsenal Co-operative Society.  
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A Good Cheap Day Out On The Ferry 
Colin Weightman ...A Common kid  

We used to play and cruise on these grand old paddleboats and remember them with 

much fondness. 

As a young kid I would pack some sandwiches and an apple or banana and take off for a 

great day full of promise and adventure. I could decide to go on the tram, cost 1d, or walk 

and buy some sweets with the penny.  

The ferry trip w as always full of interest. The sight and sound and smell of the large coal-

fired steam engines that drove the two large side paddle wheels and the big revolving 

piston shafts pumping away. The constant ringing of the telegraph bells signalling the 

many changes in the speed and paddle direction as these busy ferry boats manoeuvred this 

very active stretch of the Thames River and fighting the often strong flowing river currents.  

On the other side, in North Woolwich, we would get off and head along to the do cks. The 

first docks had the two drawbridges (See photo) that would hold up the road traffic as they 

were raised to let the large ships pass into the King George V dock, or into the lock gates 

on their way out. The second bridge, about 1/8 mile further on,  was the swing bridge. This 

would swing sideways to let the ships in and out of the Royal Albert Dock and lock gates. 

3ÏÌÚÌɯ×ÈÙÛÐÊÜÓÈÙɯËÖÊÒÚɯÏÈËɯÛÏÌɯÍÈÔÖÜÚɯɅ,ÈÔÔÖÛÏɀɅȮɯÈɯÍÓÖÈÛÐÕÎɯÊÙÈÕÌȮɯÔÖÖÙÌËɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯËÖÊÒɯ

next to the road. It was the largest floating crane in the world in those days. (See photo) 
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The docks were also the largest docks in the 

world at that time. These very busy docks were 

often packed full of ships, ships from every 

corner of the world and many famous old ships 

used these docks in their hey-day. 

As kids we would watch these ships as they 

passed through the lock gates. These locks 

regulated the ever-changing tidal water levels 

the Thames, thus keeping the docks at a constant 

water level. Huge ocean-going passenger cargo 

ships to smaller cargo tramp steamers would be 

towed skilfully through these narrow lock gates 

by tough little shiny black tugs that were 

dwarfed by many of these big ships that they 

had to manoeuvre. They would push them with 

their bows which had massive spliced rope 

fenders strung around them, or they would pull 

and hold back the ships' foreword momentum 

with great thick woven lines. I remember seeing 

a steel cable that was being used for this task 

suddenly snap under the huge load with a loud 

cracking sound like a cannon, whip ping 

back so viciously it would have cut a 

person in two like butter if they had 

been in its way. (I saw two other cables 

snap like this in the lock gates over the 

years.) 

We would often call up to the seamen 

working on the decks whilst their ship 

was in the lock gates. We asked them for 

any matchboxes (to add to our 

collections of foreign matchbox labels, 

along with different foreign brands of 

cigarette packets.) Sometimes it was 

difficult to convey to these foreign 

seamen what we were requesting so we 

wou ld mime striking matches and 

smoking and they would sometimes toss 

down a fag, or even a foreign coin from 

their particular country.  

At the entrance to the lock gates were 

 
ȿ,ÈÔÔÖÛÏɀɯÍÓÖÈÛÐÕÎɯÊÙÈÕÌȮɯ1ÖàÈÓɯ ÓÉÌÙÛɯ

Docks.             Photo: RS Rawlings 1950. 
 

 
Road drawbridge is up as a ship enters the KGV Docks. 

Photo: RS Rawlings 1950. 
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wooden piers with steps leading down to the Thames 

river, where we would play at do dging the waves and, 

if the tide was out, we would search along the muddy 

beach for any treasures. We would slowly get caked in 

ÚÛÐÕÒàɯÚÔÌÓÓàɯ3ÏÈÔÌÚɯÔÜËɯÈÕËɯÞÌɀËɯÛÙÜÓàɯÓÖÖÒɯÓÐÒÌɯ

happy little London mud larks, proper flipping 

urchins, with our splotched dri ed muddy hands, legs 

and clothes.  

On the way home the choice was either go back via the 

tunnel or on the ferry. If the tunnel was chosen it was 

then either go down to the tunnel by the lift, or to race 

the lift down by running down, spiralling round and 

around the stairs, that wound their way around the 

descending lift shaft to the bottom and the start of the 

long ¼ mile paved foot tunnel. It was good fun 

walking along, in our childish awe, in the knowledge 

that we was actually walking under the cold dark  

water and mud of the Thames. We loved running and 

racing each other along this white glazed brick tube, lit up with lights that disappeared into 

the narrowing distance. Our voices would echo back at us as we shouted and screamed in 

our childhood exuberanc e and playful happiness. 

 ÛɯÛÏÌɯÖÛÏÌÙɯÌÕËȮɯÞÌɀËɯÖÍÛÌÕɯÙÈÊÌɯÛÏÌɯÓÐÍÛɯÜ×ɯÛÏÌɯÚ×ÐÙÈÓÓÐÕÎɯÚÛÈÐÙÞÈàȮɯÉÈÊÒɯÐÕÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÉÙÐÎÏÛɯ

daylight world again.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
Woolwich Ferry approach around 1900 (?) The round building is the entrance to lift 

and the foot-tunnel that links Woolwich to North Woolwich that runs under the 

Thames.                                                                              Photo: Clare Crawford.  
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And to think that we could do all this activity without hardly getting out of breath; flipping 

amazing! 

Yes indeed, and enjoying the whole day out with only a flipping penny, a good long and 

very cheap day out for us young Common folk.   

 

Woolwich Free Ferry John Benn 

 

 

     
                                          
                                              Woolwich Foot Tunnel and Lift 
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A Liturgy For The Integrity Of Creation 
Francis Hiller  

Address delivered by Frances Hiller at St Mark with St Margaret Church, Plumstead Common on 14 

May 2000. 

Touch the earth lightly,  

use the earth gently, 

nourish the life of the world in our care:  

gift of great wonder,  

ours to surrender, 

trust for the children tomorrow will bear.  

The earth is not ours to do with as we will. The message of this New Zealand hymn is 

unequivocal. It can be applied globally or locally, to the world or to Plumstead. It expresses 

concern for the future of our world. It emphasises our responsibility as stewards of  our 

environment, which we hold in trust for tomorrow for those who will follow.  

Many people these days are turning away from Christianity, looking instead towards 

spiritualities that teach a reverence for creation that the Christian West seems to have lost. 

They are searching for alternatives to what they see as the exploitative injunction set out in 

the Bible in the Book of Genesis. In chapter 1, verse 28, God instructs humankind to 'fill the 

earth and subdue it; to have dominion over every living thing that moves upon it.' For too 

long this injunction has been interpreted by some as a licence for humans to do what they 

like with the earth, with disastrous results.  

But there are strands within our Christian heritage that affirm an incarnation faith that 

honours created matter. The Celtic and Franciscan traditions have an approach to God and to 

God's creation that is holistic rather than dualistic. It is an approach that honours created 

matter, taking account of the interdependency of the constituent parts  of creation. Francis of 

Assisi, writing in the 12th century, uses language and thought, which contain no trace o f a 

need to dominate or transform nature. Instead he expands the Christian call to love God and the 

neighbour to include all creation. He does this in a way that heals the split between God, 

humanity and nature that is found in so much of Christian literature before and since.  

No man is an Island' says John Donne. We are beginning to be more aware that we are all 

part of humanity - we are indivi duals, but we are inseparably linked; we are unique, but 

wholly inter -dependent. And we are not linked only with each other as human beings, but 

with the whole of creation of which we are a part. What Francis knew instinctively, scientific 

research has confirmed - the importance of bio -diversity, the knowledge that we are merely a 

strand in the web of life, as we read in a passage attributed to Chief Seattle back in 1854: 

The earth does not belong to man; man belongs to the earth. Man did not weave the web of 

life; he is merely a strand in it. Whatever he does to the web, he does to himself. 
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We are at last beginning to realise the dangers the earth faces from greed and exploitation. 

We are all beginning to be aware that capitalism does not contain all the answers. It is 

increasingly clear that there has to be a debate about its future. Whatever goods it delivers, it 

fails a substantial number of people. The greed and lust for power of the few is the cause of 

the poverty and powerlessness of the many, and of the desecration and destruction of the 

earth's resources.  

But why has it taken so long for humanity to come to the realisation that we are part of the 

created order, the created order that is longing and struggling for completeness and 

redemption (Romans 8.18-25)? We are not individuals living in isolation. What we have, we 

hold in trust for others, whether it is our parks and open spaces or the world's resources. We 

have a responsibility both for those we share the earth with now and those who will come 

after us. This is why we cannot separate environment issues from justice issues.  

The same values can be applied both globally and locally. As a community of people living 

in and around Plumstead, working together to improve the quality of life of all member s of 

the community, you will discover that the boundary between environment issues and justice 

issues at times becomes blurred.  

I was born in 1953 in a prefab on Winn's Common, and I lived there for the first five years of 

my life. In those post-war days of rationing, gardens on the Common were full of vegetables, 

chickens and even the odd goat. When the prefabs were demolished and the land returned to 

grass, we moved to the new estate across the main road, but returned to the Common to 

play.  

As we grew up, my siblings and I explored every inch of that expanse. It was from a tree on 

the Common overlooking King's Highway that I fell at the age of 11, and was in St Nicholas 

Hospital for a week. My brother and I had been throwing acorns at the roofs of passin g 

buses. The Common continued to figure in my life in quite a big way. I walked across 

Plumstead Common each weekday on my way to school and twice on Sundays to come to 

church. As a teenager I roamed endlessly, pondering the meaning of life, and as a Cub Scout 

leader I played rounders on summer evenings. On a warm Sunday evening after Evensong 

there was sometimes cricket with the Youth Club followed by a drink at the Prince Albert, 

overflowing onto the Common as still happens today.  

Looking back in this wa y, I can see that growing up in Plumstead, with its open spaces and 

parks, helped to make me the person that I am today. I see this process being repeated in my 

children as they grow up in Plumstead. We are shaped by our environment. Plumstead 

Common Envir onment Group is working to help create somewhere where it is good to live 

and good to grow up. This is especially true of its attention to the detail of things which can 

easily be dismissed as unimportant, reporting broken street lights and abandoned cars, litter 

control, clearing up broken glass, and fighting the endless battle against graffiti. Its members 

also work continuously to enhance both the beauty and the natural abundance of our open 

spaces and the wildlife they support.  

What we have, we hold in  trust for others, whether we're talking about Plumstead Common 

or the resources of the earth. Our open spaces are enormously important. They help to 

civilise us. We all benefit from them. Children who are cooped up in flats with no gardens 
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need the space. The Common provides a focal point for community events like the Make 

Merry. We are all stewards of the environment, which shapes us, and will shape our 

children.  

In global terms, as a human community, how we use the earth's resources represents a 

choice either for life or death. In local terms, the way we care for our environment can 

improve the quality of life for everyone in our community, both now and in the future. Both 

in the world and in Plumstead the Christian choice must always be for life, life i n all its 

fullness.  

God of creation 

the earth is yours  

with all its beauty and goodness 

its rich and overflowing provision 

But we have claimed the earth for our own 

plundered its beauty for profit 

taken its resources for ourselves 

God of creation, forgive us 

may we no longer abuse your loving generosity 

but care gently and with justice for the earth 

which we hold in trust for those who will follow  

Thanks to the Plumstead Common Environment Group  for their kind donation of this story. 
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A Rolling Tyre Gathers Much Mischief! 
Colin Weightman  

Reminiscences of a Common Kid 

A load of us kids had had a good day at 

rolling the tyre.  

Darkness had descended and we were going 

back home to eat a hearty well-earned tea. 

We decided to quit playing with the large 

old l orry tyre and launched it on a steep and 

fast journey down the hollow (that we kids 

×ÙÖÕÖÜÕÊÌËɯÛÏÌɯȿÖÓÓÌÙȺȭɯ(ÛɯÞÈÚɯÚÖÖÕɯÙÖÓÓÐÕÎɯ

and bouncing madly and quite speedily on 

its way towards its unsuspecting target at an 

increasingly breakneck speed. Its final 

bounce was up over and into a back garden, 

crashing very loudly into a large dustbin, 

scattering its contents everywhere. (I seem to 

recollect that it smashed a window as well.)  

We stood, somewhat wide-eyed and open 

mouthed, at this horribly spectacular scene, 

rooted to the spot. However, when the back door of the offended house opened and two 

large and very angry fellows came running out and climbed a ladder into the hollow and 

then came running towards us screaming for our blood, we were off like greased l ightning.  

With two potential murderers in hot pursuit, shouting that they were going to kill us, plus a 

few other unpleasant things that are best not put in print, I was in super overdrive. And, 

besides the fear of being caught and killed by these two, I would then have to deal with 

being killed again by my parents, when they found out why I had been killed in the first 

place! Man, we certainly put ourselves through a terrible amount of extra fear when we were 

young Commoners, didn't we ever.  

With these terrible thoughts fuelling my little pumping legs I dove into the Beacham's front 

garden, our near neighbours, frantically thinking, now what? I went to lie under their front 

privet hedge, between it and the front wall, but instead I spotted their large cor poration 

dustbin with heavy -duty lid. Snatching the lid off, I climbed in and manoeuvred the lid on 

top. I well remember the long.. the very long... wait. My lungs were bursting for air, but I 

feared that the sound of my heavy breathing and gasping would b etray my hiding place.  

It felt like I had been cooped up in that dark and smelly dustbin for hours, but I was 

probably in there for around five minutes maximum. Eventually I plucked up courage and 

emerged from my hiding place, back into the cold still nig ht air. Cautiously I craned my ear 

for any footsteps, for any voices, as I slowly crept out to the road to see if the coast was clear. 

I then burst into another life -preserving dash, this time to my house, daring not to look back 

 
Colin and his close mate Ken Daws, both aged 

eight. c1952. Ken was born totally deaf.  

Photo: Colin Weightman. 
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to see if anyone was after me. It was an incredible feeling, of actually still being alive!  

'ÖÞÌÝÌÙȮɯÐÛɯÞÈÚɯÈɯÓÖÕÎɯÛÐÔÌɯÉÌÍÖÙÌɯÈÕàɯÖÍɯÜÚɯÝÌÕÛÜÙÌËɯËÖÞÕɯÛÏÈÛɯ×ÈÙÛɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯȿÖÓÓÌÙɯÈÎÈÐÕȭɯ 

.ÝÌÙɯÖÕɯ6ÐÕÕɀÚɯÊÖÔÔÖÕɯ(ɯÈÓÚÖɯÙÌÔÌÔÉÌÙɯÛÏÌɯÔÈËɯÈÕÛÐÊÚɯÖÍɯÜÚɯÙÖÓÓÐÕÎɯËÖÞÕɯÛÏÌɯÚÓÖ×ÌÚȮɯÖÝÌÙɯ

by the wooden door that was set in the corner of the St Nick's Hospital grounds brick wall. 

6ÌɯÞÖÜÓËɯÊÓÐÔÉɯÐÕÛÖɯÛÏÌɯÓÈÙÎÌɯÓÖÙÙàɯÛàÙÌɀÚɯÊÙÌÝÐÊÌɯÈÕËɯÏÈÕÎɯÖÕɯÛÖɯÐÛɯÍÖÙɯËÌÈÙɯÓÐÍÌɯÈÚɯÞÌɯÛÜÙÕÌËɯ

head over heels, round and round, at an ever-increasing, blurring, dizzy spee d, crashing 

through gorse bushes, (this added considerably to the danger, thus extracting the maximum 

amount of fun) over these humps and bumps. (Added bonus was who crashed into the 

hospital wall the hardest!)  

Then there was the wicked 45-gallon steel drum run (complete with jagged metal edges). 

Man, that was sheer madness too! Rolling at breakneck speed to the bottom of the grassy hill, 

to emerge elated, very dizzy and quite battered, bruised and often bleeding. Then having to 

wait again, impatiently, fo r your turn again; for another mad ride, and then another and 

another...  

We certainly lived dangerously and played hard on those there Common slopes.  

(Just to add. It was definitely none of us kids that rolled that other tyre down Lakedale Road in the 

unfortunate incident that befell poor little Joan Doling and her dolls pram! In her story; 'Joan Doling 

Reminiscences'  
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A Short History Of The Royal Arsenal 
Submitted with permission of Jerry England  

Woolwich, Kent, England  

SOURCE: This is an excerpt from a Woolwich Arsenal History that was published on the Internet 

in 1997. The original document and link no longer exist. I am presenting this excerpt only as a 

source of information for others who, like myself, are seeking knowledge of the Woolwich 

Arsenal's history so they may better understand their own family genealogy. I can add nothing 

more.  

The long association of artillery with Woolwich began with the setting up of a gun depot there in 

the reign of Elizabeth I. In the latter part of the 17 th Century  it (later the Royal Carriage 

Department) was opened in 1664 at Tower Place in Woolwich and, in the following year, the 

gradual removal of gun proof from the Artillery Garden to Woolwich took place. Some thirty 

years later, in 1695, a laboratory was established (subsequently known as the "Royal Laboratory ") 

for the manufacture of ammunition and pyrotechnics at The Warren in Tower Place, and in 1716 a 

foundry for casting brass guns was built there. This formed the nucleus of the "Royal Gun 

Factory". Thus the pre-eminence of London as a centre of artillery development was lost in the 

17th Century. 

When the Royal Artillery was formed in 1716, Woolwich became its headquarters and its officers, 

together with the teaching staff of the nearby Military Academy, cam e to exert considerable 

influence on the manufacture of guns and ammunition.  

The establishment at the Warren which had been named the "Royal Arsenal" by George III in 

1805, included the Royal Carriage Department, the Royal Laboratory, the proof butts and t he 

 
Woolwich Arsenal, No1, Main Forge. 
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Royal Brass Foundry, the fore-runner of the Royal Gun Factory. With the addition of the 

laboratories of the Chemist to the War Department - a post created in 1854 - this organisation of 

the Arsenal persisted throughout the 19th Century.  

No separate establishments existed specifically to do research, design and development. 

Nevertheless, from the earliest days, epoch making advances were made, such as the transition 

from solid round shot fired from a muzzle loader to the explosive filled shell fired from  a breech-

loading gun, the replacement of gunpowder by cordite as the propellant and the early 19th 

Century experiments with artillery rockets.  

By the beginning of the 20th Century, the 

increase in activity in the armament world, the 

growing complexity of weapons and in 

particular the serious faults in the ammunition 

used by the British Army in the Boer War led to 

the establishment of the Chemical Research 

Department, Woolwich in 1907. This 

organisation was the first in the country to be 

entirely devoted to  armament research; it 

covered explosives and pyrotechnics, 

propellants, ballistics and materials for 

armaments. It was the direct and recognisable forerunner of the Armament Research 

Establishment. 

In 1915, the engineering design and development of weapons was concentrated progressively into 

a separate department but the unified Armament Design Establishment began to assume its final 

shape in 1922 when the design facilities of the three factories at Woolwich (the Royal Gun Factory, 

The Royal Carriage Department and the Royal Laboratory) and one at Enfield were amalgamated 

into the Design Department .  

 

Trimmersô Shop Woolwich Arsenal. 

(All photos were added to original story) 

 
Wheelers Shop, Woolwich Arsenal. 
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A South East Londoner's Story 
Henry R.J. Pilott  

The day the war broke out my fami ly were sitting out in the garden sunshine, awaiting 

Chamberlain's broadcast. The actual declaration was somewhat of an anticlimax and 

accepted as inevitable. Hardly had his closing words sunk in when the air raid warning 

sounded all over London, which bro ught us all back to reality.  

We looked skywards in the expectation of seeing vast fleets of enemy bombers, but the sky 

was empty and an eerie silence pervaded because all the traffic had stopped and people had 

rushed to the nearest air raid shelter. The Government had been issuing Anderson Shelters 

to householders with gardens but ours had not been delivered. We therefore had nowhere to 

run. We all began to speak in subdued tones, as if the enemy might hear, or neighbours 

might realise our unspoken fears. After a short time, which seemed to be ages, the 'All Clear' 

sounded and we all were relieved. 

Air Raid Precautions (A.R.P.) had been implemented and I helped my dad make wooden 

frames covered with black cloth to place up at the windows in the living room and the front 

room each night to comply with the black -out regulations. In the bedrooms my mother 

removed the electric light bulb, apart from her own bedroom, which had very heavy 

curtains.  

When our Anderson Shelter arrived (which I understood was to cost  around £5 but was 

dependent upon how much one earned) it was in a dozen pieces and my dad had to dig a 

large 3ft deep hole in the garden as far away from the house as possible. The curved pieces, 

which formed the sides and top were bolted together and sun k into the ground. The end 

pieces completed the ensemble, leaving a 2ft square opening as an entrance. Once erected 

 
Anderson shelters being delivered to residents. 
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and the joints made waterproof the whole lot was covered with 18 inches of earth. I 

remember my brother Vic was down from college for a visi t and offered us copious advice 

about how to erect it, but little physical assistance. Many shelters were later made more 

liveable with concrete and carpeted floors, electric light and bunk beds. However, for the 

first period of the war, ours, like many ot hers, became a place to put unwanted household 

items. 

Air Raid Wardens had been enlisted and ours lived fours doors away, a Mr Potter, who was 

normally a postman. He soon became full of his own importance, to the annoyance of his 

neighbours. Initially, in the absence of official equipment and information, Mr Potter was the 

local self-appointed source of what to do. He got my father to erect a wooden stand in the 

front garden with a painted tabletop, which was supposed to indicate by colour change the 

presence of gas. The fact that anyone noticing this change was, by that time, gassed, seemed 

to be missed. We had, before the war started, been issued with gas masks at Church 

Manorway School and were supposed to carry them wherever we went, but, very quickly, 

they were put in the cupboard and forgotten about. We were advised to cover our windows 

in brown sticky paper to prevent flying glass and it was Mr Potter who said that our strips 

went in the wrong direction. My dad was given a stirrup pump (a kind of water  pump) to 

put out fires, for safekeeping. 

 

 

Stirrup pump practice WWII. 

After a few months we began to notice the Barrage Balloons going up in the sky around us, 

about one to two miles apart. The 800 or so balloons around London were raised whenever 
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there was risk of a raid and sometimes they stayed up the whole day. I stood on Plumstead 

Common looking across to the centre of London and could see these slow moving, clumsy, 

elephantine objects as far as the eye could see. They were prone to damage by lightning and 

were at first brought down whenever a storm was brewing.  

Later in 1940, when the number of balloons was increased, the nearest one was 500 yards 

away, alongside the railway line on a spare piece of ground, and operated by half a dozen 

RAF Airmen fr om a large lorry. They lived in a nearby Nissen hut and seemed to have a 

cushy life. 

When my brother Stan left school he worked as a messenger in Siemen's factory in Charlton 

and then, about a year later, he started an apprenticeship in the Woolwich Arsenal as a 

Turner and Fitter. He was given a new bicycle to go to work on, which made me very jealous 

as I hadn't even a second-hand bicycle and had to cadge the use of my dad's old bone shaker. 

My friends had been evacuated along with my school to Bearstead near Maidstone, Kent, 

and those children remaining in London were left without any schooling. Within a very 

short time, as the expected air raids did not materialise, many of my friends returned to their 

homes and school started again and even some of the teachers returned.  

In May 1940 when the Germans broke through, I remember looking with apprehension at a 

map of France and the destruction of our army. With the debacle of Dunkirk we were 

prepared by the government -controlled radio with the idea that we mi ght be invaded. All 

road signs were removed and anybody asking directions was automatically suspect. Tales of 

spies and German parachutists dressed up in nun's clothes abounded. I, with my friends, 

joined in the hunt and followed anyone who looked suspicio us. Nuns were not frequently 

seen in Plumstead, but any we met were subjected to being tailed. Although we were often 

sure we had uncovered nests of spies, we never got up sufficient pluck to report our 

suspicions to the local coppers. I remember discussing with a friend Alan Blake, who lived 

nearby, what we could do if the Germans invaded, but, apart from a vague idea of 

decamping to Abbey Woods, we came to few conclusions. 

When the Battle of Britain started, I saw little of the aeroplane dogfights, but la ter in early 

September, the daylight raids on London began. The weather was marvellous with cloudless 

skies and we stood in the garden after the siren had sounded. Within a short time the sky 

was criss-crossed with high -flying silver aircraft that looked l ike toys. We counted about 20 

pass over, moving towards the centre of London, and then we could see smaller silver 

objects falling. These, we later realised, were bombs. Some Barrage balloons were also 

falling, flaming drunkenly like grotesque dancers. We had no thought of taking shelter and 

were fascinated by the aerial battle above. Later in the day we saw our fighters attacking 

subsequent waves of bombers and we heard low flying aircraft in the vicinity. We later 

realised that many of the bombs had fallen on the Woolwich Arsenal and the Docks. Later 

that night the bombers returned again and soon the whole sky was filled with a red glow of 

the fires that raged in the docks. From our front door, as we looked towards Woolwich and 

the Arsenal we could see the reflection of the huge fires that had been started further up 

river.  

From the first week in September we had continuous day and night raids for about three 

weeks, then the bombers came only at night and we had heavy raids every night until the 
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middle of November. We had bought a Manchester terrier bitch dog during 1938 and after 

the first few nights she would sense the onset of a raid and let us know by howling at least 20 

minutes before the air raid warning went off. She was unable to stand the anti -aircraft guns 

going off and the bomb explosions and unfortunately we had to have her put down. During 

this period each night I would crawl under the dining room table (the shelter was full of 

water and unusable) praying that I would get through the night.  

One night the street was showered with incendiary bombs and my dad with other 

neighbours who were on fire watching duty went outside to deal with one that had fallen in 

the road. There was my father arguing with a neighbour about the best way to deal with it.  

Pick it up in a shovel and put it in a bucket or put sand over it and let it burn. He wouldn't 

have done this later in the war, as the Germans began dropping explosive incendiaries. A 

number of houses had been hit, including that of my friend David Edward s. The 2lb bomb 

had gone through his roof into the front bedroom and his father, with the aid of neighbours, 

managed to put most of the fire out from inside. However, this didn't stop the AFS 

(Auxiliary Fire Service) rushing round and causing more damage b y breaking the top -floor 

widows and throwing out all his furniture. The next day I found a large 6ft container for all 

these incendiary bombs in our garden. 

One morning we woke up to find an unexploded bomb had fallen into the front garden of a 

house eight doors away. The street was cleared and we all had to move to a Rest Centre that 

had been set up at Plumstead High Street School. There were so many unexploded bombs 

around that it was impossible for the army to deal with them all. Many went off within a f ew 

hours and then one could move back. It seemed to me we were in the Rest Centre for weeks 

but I know it was only days. The place was crowded and many of the people who were in 

poor physical and mental condition had come from Silvertown, in East London, h aving been 

bombed out. My father had not been able to get to work for some days. He set off on his 

bicycle to find what had happened in Bow. He returned to tell us that his factory had been 

badly bombed and no work was possible. The raids during each night  continued and we 

were all crammed into the basement of the school, which had been strengthened outside 

with sandbags and bricked-up windows. Local cheer -leaders (including our own Mr Potter) 

got people singing songs to keep up their courage and take their minds off the destruction 

taking place outside. After about a week, because the bomb in our road had not gone off, my 

mother decided to chance it and we moved back to our house. The road was still closed to 

traffic and we were warned that there was still a risk of an explosion. After another week or 

so others moved back and the bomb was forgotten and the hole was filled in. When we had 

returned home because my dad was unable to go back to work to his old firm, he was 

directed for a short time to work on bo mb-damaged houses, covering up the blasted 

windows and roofs with tarpaulins to keep out the rain  

Some years later, in 1946 after the war had ended, an unexploded bomb that had also been 

forgotten exploded near the Elephant and Castle, killing some childre n. As a result the 

numerous unexploded bombs, including our own, were dug up and dealt with. In our case 

the bomb had gone down about 10ft and was still alive.  
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.  

At this time I was not attending school as the normal day -to-day routines had been 

disrupte d and teachers were not available. I was not getting any proper sleep at night. There 

were half-time lessons at my old school but there was no compunction to go and I missed 

months of valuable schooling. My mother decided that I could do with a rest from t he 

bombing and sent me off to live with my aunt Rose in Burnt Oak. Although this area was 

still in London, and Hendon Airport and the surrounding aircraft factories were targets, the 

German bombers did not automatically fly over the area on their way to Ce ntral London. We 

heard the sirens each night but it was rare that bombs dropped in the area and I was able to 

sleep in a proper bed and attend the local school without disruption.  

My aunt was a widow (my Uncle Joe had died in 1940 as the result of wounds he received in 

the 1st World War) but still had two children of school age, Irene, then aged fifteen and 

Arthur, aged six (my cousin Joey was in the army and had gone through Dunkirk.) I settled 

down well and my aunt was easy -going if a bit fussy. She was, however, liberal with pocket 

money and trips to the cinema. The first thing she did when I arrived was to take me to 

Hendon Central WVS Centre where they kitted me out with new clothes on the basis that I 

had been bombed out. I liked living with my aunt a nd started school in Burnt Oak. When the 

teacher introduced me to the class she told them I had been bombed out so I was the centre 

of attraction for a while. I told them that I came from Dover to increase the attention 

(everybody had heard of Dover, as it  was being shelled from France across the Channel, but 

nobody knew of Woolwich) so my teacher was a bit confused. Whilst I was living there a 

German plane was shot down and placed on view, on the site of the present Burnt Oak 

Library. We had to pay a penny  to see it. I was doing well at school, but I think my mother 

was not too happy that I had settled in so easily, and so, after a few months, she sent my 

brother Stan to bring me home.  

Although the raids had not ceased, they had decreased in frequency and Stan told me the air 

raid shelter had been made comfortable, with bunk beds and carpet on the floor and a 

proper front door to keep out the cold. I started back to school and we made the best of the 

raids by sleeping in the shelter each night. Although we had a number of bombs fall in the 

vicinity during the "Blitz" we were lucky that we lost only windows and a few tiles off the 

roof. The blast of the bombs was sufficient to rock the foundations of the house and caused a 

vertical crack to appear in the sidewall. One large bomb, which fell in Church Manorway, 

uncovered many graves in St Nicholas' Churchyard and scattered bones all over the place. A 
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number of incendiaries failed to ignite or did not completely burn through, if they fell on 

open damp land. My f riends and I found one half burnt, which I took home and kept in the 

garden shed. Later in the war we filed bits off of it, as the filings, being made of magnesium, 

could be made into very good fireworks. We never thought about how dangerous this 

practice was. 

The wartime clothes rationing imposed a "make do and mend" attitude on everyone and 

luckily my mother was very good at knitting and machining. She bought a hand -operated 

circular sock machine so that every scrap of spare wool could be used to an advantage. She 

made all my school trousers and jumpers until I got into senior school and I often went to 

school in trousers that she had patched, but other children were in the same boat so there 

was little comment.  

We rarely went out at this time and my famil y would often sit down to play card games in 

the evening, and Crib was our favourite. My mother was not a very good loser and if my dad 

was winning, she would protest that he was sitting in her chair and make him change places.  

Editors footnote: Photos were added to the original story. 

 

'WW2 People's War is an online archive of wartime memories contributed by members of the public 

and gathered by the BBC. The archive can be found at bbc.co.uk/ww2peopleswar' 
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A Wing And Some Prayers 
This story was submitt ed by Simon Harris and has been added to this book  

on behalf of Brian Batley.  

My earliest wartime recollection was the day of a relative's funeral at Barham on 31st August 

1940. The funeral itself went quietly but when we were on the way home, the air ra ids and 

the dogfights started. 

All the way home bombs were dropping, anti -aircraft guns were firing and aeroplanes were 

coming down. When we got to Repository Road in Woolwich, home to the Royal Artillery 

Depot, a Spitfire ablaze in the middle of the street stopped us. We had to turn round and 

travel another route to my grandfather's public house in Powis Street.  

On arrival home my mother, who had stayed behind to look after my younger siblings, said 

she had seen an aircraft wing falling slowly with a swin ging movement. Years after the war, 

I discovered that the Spitfire was flown by F.O. Waterson of 603 squadron. He had hit an 

ME109, lost his wing, and crashed in Woolwich. The other plane came down in Plumstead 

and I can remember having gone there with my father the next day to see the wreckage in 

Anne Street. Both pilots were killed in the crash.  

Years later I saw the wing of the spitfire in the Battle of Britain museum at Hawkinge. It was 

a real surprise and brought back many memories. 

'WW2 People's War is an online archive of wartime memories contributed by members of the public 

and gathered by the BBC. The archive can be found at bbc.co.uk/ww2peopleswar 
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Mum Kitchenham c.1956. 

A Young Boy Remembers The War Years In 
Plumstead 

Chris Kitchenham  

I was born in Plumstead (at St Nicholas Hospital), in 

September of 1938.  I don't remember too much about the 

first two or three years, but my mum and dad lived at 4 

Ennis Road with dad's mum and my aunty Pru. Dad was 

in the Civil Defence at that time, as well as his regular job. 

When I was two, during one of the raids, our house was 

bombed. Thanks to the shelter my dad had built in the 

back yard, we survived, but a good friend and neighbour, 

Kitty, was killed. After this we all moved to 8 Ennis Road, 

another of the terraced houses.  

The war went on for quite a while, and I have memories of 

hearing the siren and running down to the shelter, usually 

with dinner plates filled with gravy (because they always 

seemed to bomb at dinner 

time!), and chuckling at the 

"Bloody Germans, why 

can't they wait" comments. Aunty Pru had a great sense of 

hearing, and could always tell us, before it happened, that the 

sirens were about to sound.   

Once we were in the shelter during a raid and you could hear 

the Doodlebugs, and we learned that it was really OK if you 

could hear them as they 

went by, but if you heard 

them 'cut-out', that was a potential problem since at that 

point they fell to their targets.  

Now, while this all seems very dramatic, as a child I just 

thought that's the way things were. I though t it was 

quite normal to have a bombsite as a playground, quite 

normal. At the nursery school in Herbert Road us kids 

would scurry around looking for pieces of shrapnel. A 

real treasure was a warm piece! A favourite toy we 

made was a 'parachute', which was made with a 'hanky,' 

some string, and a stone for weighting it down.  

After the war I can remember sitting around the dinner 

table for our Sunday meal, and sometimes the 

conversation would turn to stories of the war. Stories of how one of the few things th at didn't 

 
Chris Kitchenham being held by his 

"Nan" Ada Jane Kitchenham.  

 
Chris's Aunt Winifred Kempton, with 

Ann Bowman in the background, at 8 

Ennis Road, around 1958. 
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disappear "Down the Hole" when the bomb hit, was the wireless, as it was found because the 

blast had turned it on and it was playing merrily away under all the rubble! But what was 

strange, in retrospect, was that though the stories seemed very sombre, the humorous 

aspects of the story would always come out, leaving mum, dad, nan, Pru and I laughing. I 

suspect that this was the attitude that brought the Londoners through those terrible times.  

When I was seven years old, dad, who had been in India for about four years in the Army, 

came home. I felt I knew him, because his picture was always on the mantelpiece and mum 

used to tell me all about him, but now he was actually coming home, and I was going to 

meet him. We knew approximately when he was go ing to arrive, and although it was past 

my bedtime, I was watching out of the window when this tanned chap, with a kit -bag on his 

back, looking just like his picture, came up the road; spotted my face in the window; grinned 

and waved. 

I rushed 

headlong for  the 

door and gave 

him the first of 

many, many 

hugs. When 

things settled 

down a bit, and 

us still at 8 Ennis, 

nan, with ration 

books in hand, 

would shop at the 

RACS (Royal 

Arsenal Co-

operative Society) 

or in 'Birds Nest 

Hollow', both 

within walking 

distance of home. 

With fond memories of the wonderful places like 'Bett's Fish Shop,' Charlie Sturgess Barber 

shop, Mr Dalladay the cobbler, Alderton baker's shop, Robbins shop, The 'Star pub' and of 

course 'The Ship' where mum and dad would enjoy a couple of hou rs with friends on a 

Friday night.  

I don't know why dad and I went to the Woodman that afternoon; his usual weekend spots 

ÞÌÙÌɯÛÏÌɯɅ6ÏÖËÐÌɅɯȹ3ÏÌɯɅ6ÏÖɅËɯÖÍɯÛÏÖÜÎÏÛɯÐÛɀɯ×ÜÉȺɯÈÕËɯÛÏÌɯɅ2ÏÐ×ɯ(ÕÕɅȭɯ'ÌɯËÐËÕɅÛɯÛÌÓÓɯÔÌȮɯÉÜÛɯ

perhaps he had heard the rumour that Freddie Mills was going to be there. Anyway, he 

joined me at a school cricket match on the Common, and afterwards, we walked up to the 

Woodman. When we got there it was obvious that something was different. There was 

excitement in the air. Soon we heard that, indeed, Freddie Mills was there and Dad thought 

that perhaps we could get his autograph. But when you have just left a cricket match, what 

do you ask "The Champ" to sign? No autograph book, no paper, but, I did have my cricket 

bat and that is what a puzzled Freddie signed for me! I was one proud young fellow.  

 
Maisie and Jack Kitchenham holidaying with their friends Harry and Glad 

Cheeseman in Greatstone 1954. (Left to right, Maisie Kitchenham, Harry 

Cheeseman, Gladys Cheeseman & Jack Kitchenham.) 
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Dad and I would take a walk up the Red Road, to 

Shrewsbury Park, near Shooters Hill, just about every 

Sunday morning. After a while dad and a few of his 

friends started to play tennis on Plumstead Common 

on Sunday mornings and I would join him. After the 

men had played their game I was sometimes allowed 

to hit the ball with them. Thus my introduction to 

tennis, which I still continue to play today. By the 

way, it was this group that circulated a petit ion 

requesting two additional (hard) courts on Plumstead 

Common. They were successful, as it happened. After 

tennis I would get treated to an ice cream from Butlers 

ice cream wagon, parked on the Common across from 

the "Ship".  

After a year or so, mum, dad and I moved to 

Highgrove, still in Plumstead, in what I believe were 

then called "Council Flats," but of course we still 

stayed in close contact with nan and Pru. 

I'm still a teenager at this time, and exploring two 

different worlds.  

On the one hand, every Friday night, auntie Pru and I 

would go to the Royal Artillery Theatre in Woolwich 

and, for a shilling, watch some wonderful theatre in a seat that was then described as, 'up in 

the gods'. On the other hand, in Highgrove, again, I met some people who affected the rest of 

my life.  

Jim and Ethel (Effie) King, 

who were white, had raised 

three boys of their own, then 

adopted Rita and Graham, 

two kids that today would 

be called 'Black'. See: Rita 

King Story. 

Val Carey, who lived up at 

number 85, and Michael 

'Mick' Marsh, and I became 

the best of friends.  

The first year at Highgrove, I 

was still attending 

Timbercroft School and was 

an avid member of the 

football and cricket teams. 

The second year there we 

    
Ethel King with son                       Nurse Val Carey outside 

Graham, c1957.                              St Nicholas Hospital, c1957. 

 

Standing in the doorway of the Woodman 

Public House with my dad. This is where 

I was able to get the autograph of Freddie 

Mills, the champion boxer.  
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had taken the exams, after which I started to go to the "Roan School for Boys" on Maze Hill 

in Blackheath. Dennis Wray, a friend from 46 Tuam Rd, also went to the Roan.  

Timbercroft Football Team 

1949/50. 

Back row: Robin Wesley; Eddie 

Venables; Ray Kitchen;Mike 

Smith; Mr Hersey. 

Mid. Row: Chris Kitchenham; 

Peter Costa; Dennis Wray; 

Flicky Fletcher; Gerald Collins. 

Front row: not sure; Graham 

Lee; not sure. 

After the Roan, in 1955, my 

folks made the big decision, 

to go to Canada; then, after about a year and a-half there, another decision: to join mum's 

brother  in the Boston area of the US. And that's where I live today with my wife of 38 years, 

Peggy. Our son Scott and his wife have given us a couple of grandchildren, Christopher, 

now three, and Abbi, who is one. (Oct. 2006) 

Aunt Pru leaves Plumstead for a whil e 

This is a follow -up on the life of Ethel Kitchenham.  

As previously mentioned, she was Aunt Pru to us, and 

she spent 99% of her life in Plumstead. The other 1% of 

her life however, was remarkable. 

She was born in 1898, and spent some of her early 

working àÌÈÙÚɯɁÐÕɯ2ÌÙÝÐÊÌɂȮɯÛÏÈÛɯÐÚɯÛÖɯÚÈàȮɯÎÌÛÛÐÕÎɯ×ÈÐËɯÈɯ

ÓÖÞɯÞÈÎÌɯÍÖÙɯÏÌÓ×ÐÕÎɯÛÖɯÓÖÖÒɯÈÍÛÌÙɯÚÖÔÌÖÕÌɯÌÓÚÌɀÚɯÏÖÜÚÌȮɯ

or cooking etc.    

Later, she worked at the RACS jam factory in Abbey 

Wood, and by 1933 was a forewoman there. 

At that time she was asked to be part of a delegation that 

had been invited to Russia to be part of the May Day 

ÊÌÓÌÉÙÈÛÐÖÕɯÈÕËɯÛÖɯÖÉÚÌÙÝÌɯÛÏÌɯ×ÙÖÎÙÌÚÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌÐÙɯɁ2ÖÊÐÈÓɯ

1ÌÊÖÕÚÛÙÜÊÛÐÖÕɯ/ÙÖÎÙÈÔɂɯÛÏÌàɯÊÈÓÓÌËɯÐÛȭɯThe visit was to 

be from April 21st until May 28 th. 

She kept a very detailed diary during this trip, and the 

trip itself, I think, was to demonstrate how the position of 

ÛÏÌɯɁÞÖÙÒÐÕÎɯÊÓÈÚÚɂɯÏÈËɯÐÔ×ÙÖÝÌËɯÐÕɯÛÌÙÔÚɯÖÍɯÞÈÎÌÚȮɯ

benefits and in general, having a voice. 

The details, as I said, were fascinating, going from the 

Aunt Ethel (who we called Aunt Pru) 

As a younger woman, Ethel, born 

Ethel Nellie Frances, found that she 

needed glasses, so she made an 

appointment and in a couple of weeks 

went to pick them up. When she got 

home, she was sitting in the chair 

trying out her new glasses by reading 

a book. At one point Nan looked up 

and said something to the effect of 

Ɂ6ÌÓÓɯÐÚÕɀÛɯÛÏÈÛɯÛÏÌɯ×ÐÊÛÜÙÌɯÖÍɯ

prudence." From that point on she was 

called Prudence which was later, 

affectionately, shortened to Pru by the 

family. 
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organization of the  ships staff, to the rebuilding of various factories, steel mills and electricity 

generating plants and the subsequent improvement, in not only the out -put of these places 

but the improvements in wages and benefits to the workers.  

Well, after that trip, sh e came back to Plumstead and continued to work through the war 

years. After my parents and I moved to High Grove she would visit us there to bring over 

anything she thought we might need and have a bit of fun with us.  

She and I went regularly to the Royal  ÙÚÌÕÈÓɯÙÌ×ÌÙÛÖÙàɯÛÏÌÈÛÙÌɯÖÕɯ%ÙÐËÈàɯÕÐÎÏÛÚȮɯÜ×ɯÐÕɯɁ3ÏÌɯ

ÎÖËÚɂɯÍÖÙɯÈɯÉÖÉȭ 

Then, in 1955, mum, dad, and I moved to Canada then later, in 1957 to Massachusetts in the 

US. This prompted Pru's next adventure. She knew she had a standing invitation to come to 

visit us, so after we had become settled, she got on a ship in Southampton and sailed to the 

United States. I met her in New York, and after she passed through customs etc. we walked 

from the dock area towards Grand Central Station, where we were to take a train to Boston. 

During that walk Pru spied a window cleaner on Fifth Ave and by the time I realized she 

ÞÈÚÕɀÛɯÚÛÐÓÓɯÕÌßÛɯÛÖɯÔÌɯÛÏÌàɯÞÌÙÌɯÏÈÝÐÕÎɯÈɯÎÖÖËɯÖÓËɯÊÏÈÛȭ 

We lived about 20 miles south of Boston in a town called Randolph and because we were all 

worki ng Pru was on her own during the weekdays. After about 2 weeks, it was fun to go up 

to the centre of town with her; she knew every -one. 

Late, in 1968, she made another trip over, this time by air, and then Peg and I got married.  

2ÏÌɀÚɯÕÖɯÓÖÕÎÌÙɯÞÐÛÏɯÜÚȮɯÉut is remembered in our hearts. 
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A Young Girl's War Time Memories 
Miriam Bastable (nee Crooks)  

When war was declared I was seven years old and was aged thirteen when it finished. I also 

had two sisters, Dorothy and Sylvia. We lived at Waverley Cottages,  near Woolwich 

Common. 

The day the war broke out I can remember the neighbours talking to each other about it in 

our road. 

As the bombing steadily grew worse we were evacuated, along with our mother. My dad 

 
The War Office: I.D. Card to drive a vehicle. 

 
WWII issue N.H.S. Medical Card. 
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stayed behind and carried on working with the Ro yal Arsenal Co-operative Society, as a 

driver.  

We were evacuated to a village called Shalden, near to Aldershot. While we were away our 

house in Waverley Cottages got bombed and, when the bombing eventually eased, we came 

back to a house in Cheriton Drive, at number 13, the next to last house at the top, on the left.  

I went to school at the Slade School. I think that I must have been about 11 years old when I 

went to Plum Lane School.  

I can remember that if we were walking to or from school and there was an air raid warning, 

ladies would come out of their homes and ask us kids if we would want to take cover in their 

homes and shelters, and so we would go into their houses till the all clear sounded. 

I think it was one Saturday, and it was lunchtime. The ai r raid siren went. Dad always said to 

us kids to go down to the cellar under our house when this happened. These instructions 

were given to us to do if he was away somewhere working, and so we did this. I remember a 

time when we were in the cellar and we could hear a doodlebug (VI flying bomb) coming. 

My mother was looking out of the cellar door, where we were sheltering, and said to us, "All 

get down". I threw myself on top of my sister Sylvia and the whole place shook. There was 

lots of dust and when we came out of the cellar all the slates were off the roof of our house 

and all the glass in the windows were all blown in with the blast!  

The Air Raid Wardens came round and we went into the Anderson shelter, situated in the 

garden, till the 'all clear' sire n sounded. We didn't sleep in the Anderson shelter because it 

was really very damp.  

That night we slept at the Slade School. I think that it must have only been for a couple of 

nights. We were then evacuated up north to Sheffield.  

 
Fire Watching. Letter of instructions, 1941. 
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I can remember going to the Woolwich Council Offices and being given labels, which were 

then tied onto our clothes. We all carried our gas masks. Once again, my Mother and I and 

my two sisters were evacuated (Victor, my brother, was not born until 1945).  

As far as I can remember, we were taken by bus to a railway station, somewhere in London. 

On the way we had to get out of the bus and go into an air raid shelter, situated above 

ground, as there was an air raid. Whilst we were in the shelter there was a boy, who we 

didn't know, an d he was 

saying, "Don't shut the door". 

His mum said, "Poor boy, he 

had been buried in a previous 

bombing."  

We got on a train and 

eventually arrived in Sheffield, 

where we were taken by bus to 

a church or a school hall, I can't 

remember which, and they 

gave us a meal. 

People came and offered to 

billet some of the children and 

families. No one wanted us, as 

there were four of us. But eventually we were taken to a small cottage and were billeted with 

a lady and her grown up son. We attended school whilst the re. We eventually returned to 

our home at 13 Cheriton Drive and I lived there until I married in 1952.  

When we were at The Slade School, before I was 11 years old, a lady used to come and bring 

knitting that we did for the Merchant Seamen. 

The wool was grey and I can remember taking 

home wool to knit a jersey. 

The other thing that I remember is that my 

dad used to do fire watching at the United 

Glass Bottle factory in Charlton. He said that 

one night they were on duty and they rushed 

out with stirrup pumps as there were 

incendiary bombs dropping, all of a sudden 

the man in front of him fell into a crater that 

had filled up with water. Dad said that it was 

very dark and the man's hat floated on the 

water. Dad said that he had never laughed so much. You had to have a sense of humour in 

those times. 

Another thing was that the men came around and took all the railings off of the front walls 

of houses. They went for the war effort.  

As children we used to go and collect paper from houses and take it back to school at the 

Slade and that was called 'salvage'. (Like the kids in the photo above) 


