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BLHA AGM & Conference 2022

Hosted by Bedfordshire Historical Record Society (BHRS)

THE HOME FRONT IN
BEDFORDSHIRE
DURING THE TWO
WORLD WARS
On Saturday, 25 June 2022

LAST CHANCE TO BOOK: 10 JUNE!
At Priory Methodist Church, Newnham AvenueBedford, MK41 9QJ
Registration from 09.00. There is full disabled access
09.30–10.00 Bedfordshire Local History Association Annual General Meeting
Conference:
10.10: Welcome: Bob Ricketts, Chair, Bedfordshire Historical Record Society
10.15–11.30: Richard Galley: Bedford’s Highlanders – the Scottish ‘Invasion’ of

Bedford, August 1914
Comfort break
11.40–12.15: Paul Brown: Leighton Buzzard during the Great War
12.20–13.00: Robert Bollington: Willington – a Village during WW1
13.00–14.15: B U F F E T L U N C H at Priory Methodist Church, cost is included in the
Conference fee, and time to view society displays:

Society heritage and commercial stands and displays including
Richard Galley (The Highland Regiment); The Friends of Bedford Cemetery
(Remembering the Highlanders); Bedfordshire Historical Record Society;
Bedfordshire Archives (The Home Front); and Eagle Books.

Book signings by
Stuart Antrobus, Life in Bedford During the Second World War; Robert
Bollington: Willington in the First World War; Mike Osborne, Defending

Bedfordshire the Military Landscape from Pre-History to the Present Day;
Colin Watt, Clophill in the Great War.
Afternoon session
14.15–15.00: Thomas Larner, Archivist, Bedfordshire Archives: Luton during
WW2 .

Comfort Break, Coffee and Cakes: view Eagle Books stand and local society
displays.
15.30–16.30: Presentation by BDM ArcScan re new online Digital Heritage
Library & Launch of BHRS Bedfordshire Magazine online.
16.30: Martin Lawrence gives vote of thanks. Conference closes.
Conference closes.
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BLHA AGM & CONFERENCE 2022
Saturday, 25 June 2022

(Registration from 09.00)

THE HOME FRONT IN
BEDFORDSHIRE DURING THE TWO
WORLD WARS
Hosted by Bedfordshire Historical Record Society at
Priory Methodist Church, Newnham Avenue, Bedford MK41 9QJ

BOOK YOUR PLACE BY 10 JUNE!
The Conference will be preceded by the Annual General Meeting of the
BLHA, starting at 09.30, details of which will be circulated by the
Secretary of the BLHA. There is full disabled access.
Enquiries to bob.ricketts57@gmail.com, or at the address below
Bookings MUST be made no later than 1 June 2022
Name(s):…………………………………………………………………………………………………

...............…………………………………………………………………………………………………
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
History Society or Organisation (if any):…………………………………………………………
Address:……………………………………………………………………………………………………………

………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
……………………………………………………………………………………Post code…………..
Tel No……………………………………………Email………………………………………………
Number of places: ………. at £22 per person (including buffet lunch).
Pay by cheque, payable to: Bedfordshire Historical Record Society (‘BHRS’).
Pay by on-line banking – Nat West Sort Code 60–13–28, Account 54782473,
Bedfordshire Historical Record Society No 2 a/c.
Please email completed application form to bob.ricketts57@gmail.com, or by
post (with your cheque) to BHRS, c/o Bob Ricketts, 68 Mendip Crescent,
Bedford, MK41 9EP BY 10 JUNE.
Catering: Please indicate any specific requirements:…………………………………….
………………………………………………………………………………………………………………
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In search of Bedfordshire’s
Festival of Britain village signs

The beautifully maintained Festival sign at Kempston Rural parish

My perception of the Festival of Britain had always been firmly Londoncentric: Skylon and the Festival Hall at the South Bank or the funfair at
Battersea. Lansbury was there as well, a vague recollection from my
training as a town planner 30 years ago. However, I (along with probably
the vast majority of people who may have given it a thought) had not
really been aware of the Festival’s local dimension, the extensive efforts
by communities and councils across Britain to ‘complete projects of
lasting value to the community, leaving the nation as a whole, and each
locality within it, better off at the close of the year than when the year
1
began’.
This brings me to Bedfordshire, my home county. Over the summer of
2020, the first summer of Covid, I cycled over a thousand miles across the
county to seek out one of the most extensive and visible reminders of the
Festival of Britain anywhere in the UK – Bedfordshire’s Festival of Britain
village name signs. What started as an effort to fill up time not spent
commuting and a desire to keep fit, turned into a labour of love as I
sought to find and photograph every single remaining Festival of Britain
sign in the county’s towns and villages. This is the story of my summer of
2020.
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The sign at Elstow, beautifully located next to the Abbey church of
St Mary and St Helen

As will become clear throughout this article, I am by no means an
expert on the Festival of Britain, though by the end of that summer I felt
that I was really beginning to scratch the surface – and was coming to
understand the Festival’s historic significance and its complex legacy.
The village name signs
Bedfordshire’s Festival of Britain village name signs have been a visible
feature of the county’s landscape for the past 70 years. Prominently
located in towns and villages across the county, many are still beautifully
maintained by their local communities, though, sadly, there are far too
many that long for some tender loving care or, even worse, are at real risk
of deteriorating beyond repair.
These signs formed part of Bedfordshire County Council’s
contribution to the Festival of Britain – alongside a new county coat of
arms, several tree planning schemes and the renovation of two local
landmarks, Stevington Windmill and Elstow’s Moot Hall.
Meeting from June 1950 to plan the Council’s contribution to the
Festival of Britain, the Festival Sub-Committee agreed that:
Village name signs of a pleasant design will be erected on all the approaches to
the towns and villages . . . Beside the name of a town or village, the plates will
2
bear the County Arms and the Festival of Britain emblem.
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The Council decided to provide signs for each town and village in the
county at an estimated cost of £10 per sign. A total of 138 Festival of
Britain signs were erected, though, in the event, the scheme excluded the
county’s three largest towns, the boroughs of Bedford, Luton and
3
Dunstable.

Festival star at Kempston Rural Parish

The sign has pride of place on Potton's Market Place

Why Bedfordshire’s signs?
Well it started as a rather small-scale effort – providing a focus for my
cycling as we moved out of the first lockdown which saw me working
from home from my spare bedroom for nearly three months, staring at a
laptop all day. My cycling was simply a way to let off steam in quite
challenging and stressful circumstances.
At first, I made an effort to cycle to local villages on the fringes of
Luton – my home town. Numerous small villages: Caddington, Whipsnade, Kensworth, Studham – each one quite different to the next, though
all with a feature in common. Each had a rectangular white sign, often
made of wood, and held up by two reinforced concrete posts. The sign
bore the name of the village in black capital lettering, with the county
coat of arms and the Festival Star at either end.
It wasn’t until my third or fourth ride that I decided to try to ‘collect’
these signs – in the way that people collect stamps, or football grounds,
or fine art. I began to see the Bedfordshire Festival of Britain sign as a
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thing of beauty, adding a touch of crisp 1950s modernity to the traditional
limestone, sandstone and flint architecture of the county’s villages.
Caddington's Festival sign
celebrates the village's
twinning with Oststeinbek in
Germany

In my imagination,
the signs took me back to
the Britain that my father
had encountered when
he first arrived here from
Poland in the late 1940s
to work for the National
Coal Board in England’s
North-East: a Britain
recovering from wartime
trauma and austerity, on the verge of profound social change. For me,
these signs encapsulated that change – a beacon of modernity set against
a backdrop of rural tradition.
Searching for the signs
My initial attempts at collecting these signs were haphazard. It was like
dipping a net into a shoal of fish: the catch was always plentiful. Every
village seemed to have its sign, prominently located at a cross-roads or
village green, or by one of the main roads leading into the village. At first,
there wasn’t much planning to my search as there was always a catch at
the end of each journey. I simply set my GPS and began to draw everlonger routes, concentric circles around my home town from village to
village.
Eventually, these ever-longer journeys proved challenging. The
prospect of arriving at a village without a sign after an hour on the road
meant that I needed a clearer focus. This is where some basic research
began to come in handy and proved essential, as, at first, I didn’t have a
definitive list of signs.
It was then that I discovered some good friends to help me on my way.
Probably the best of these was the Ordnance Survey one-inch map. Sheet
147 of the 1949 New Popular Edition gave me an idea of settlement
patterns of that era which enabled me to find village centres and the
limits of settlement in 1949.
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My travelling companion - the 1949 6" Ordnance Survey Map

This was particularly important when trying to locate signs in towns
and villages which had experienced significant growth over the 70 years
since the Festival. The map also allowed me to identify administrative
boundaries. For example, finding out that, by 1949, the village of
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Goldington was a part of Bedford Borough allowed me to exclude this
village from my search – and the prospect of a wasted cycle ride from
Luton, 20 miles away!
My second friend was Google. Searching for images helped me to
determine whether a sign actually existed and the likelihood of it still
being there. Without a definitive list, a photograph provided some real
evidence of a sign and the hope of avoiding a futile journey. Finding a
photo that appeared recent reassured me that a sign was still there,
especially helpful if I’d previously cycled through a village without finding
one. I’d made several trips to Langford and Silsoe before reaching for the
internet and finding photographic evidence – prompting me to go back
once again!
Searching the on-line East Anglian Film Archive for film evidence
allowed me to find several signs – or at least their original location if they
had been removed. Looking through film footage from the 1950s I found
several signs – such as those in Bromham, Lidlington, Aspley Guise,
Woburn, Totternhoe or Stanbridge – though I had no certainty that they
were still there. In the case of Bromham, it had been replaced by a pretty
village sign with no reference to its previous incarnation celebrating the
Festival of Britain.
Village residents’ groups on Facebook proved to be a rich vein of
information. Although access to these groups often required answering
questions (such as, ‘Why do you want to join?’ or ‘Where do you live?’),
once I was accepted, members were generally very helpful. Many were
interested in what I was trying to achieve. They helped locate signs,
provided me with their memories of events and shared photos from their
personal collections. Where a sign was missing, group members would
often identify its original location and the year of removal, as well as
telling me who was responsible for removal (usually the parish council).
It was important to thank members for their contributions, and I would
always post updates and photographs of a successful haul. I am
particularly grateful to the residents’ groups in Old Warden, Houghton
Regis, Kempston, Silsoe, Stotfold and Ampthill for their help. Ampthill’s
sign is long gone, whilst Old Warden’s was found languishing in a shed
after my appeal on Facebook. Hopefully it will one day be reinstated on
the village green.
As summer turned to autumn, I was getting close to my goal. Cycling
over a thousand miles through every single town and village in the
county, I had located 134 signs, carefully recording their condition,
location and image. Yet I had no idea whether my search was complete.
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Were there any more signs out there? I had already faced several false
sunsets. Just when I thought I had completed my search, someone would
message me with another sign to visit. It was at that time that the local
media took an interest – in the shape of the Bedford Independent. They
4
ran an article about my efforts and, through that, I made contact with
Central Bedfordshire Council’s Historic Environment Information Officer
who had an interest in the county’s Festival of Britain signs and was able
to provide me with a list. Going through that list, ticking off each sign
one by one, I was genuinely surprised to see that my approach had
captured almost all of the remaining signs – all but one. My final trip – to
Chawston – ticked off the last of the 135 remaining Festival of Britain
village signs in Bedfordshire.

Resting in the rain at Southill
Right: Dunton’s sign next to the church
Of St Mary Magdalene

The sign at Souldrop
Right: the best preserved sign is at Cotton End
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Right: pride of place on the village green at
Heath &Reach

Looking back
Reflecting over that eventful summer,
several things leap out at me.
Probably the most important was a
reaffirmation of people’s kindness.
Whether it was asking local residents on
their doorstep, speaking with passers-by or
engaging with Facebook groups, most
people responded positively and several
went out of their way to help. People were
genuinely thrilled that I was interested in
‘their’ village sign.
But there were some who had no knowledge or interest in their local
heritage at all. I often received blank stares when trying to explain what I
was looking for. I would be directed to the ‘Welcome to’ signs at the edge
of villages, or to quaint signs on village greens or towards simple road
signs. Many of my journeys would end in disappointment, a
disappointment which would nevertheless spur me on to try again!
I was surprised to find that not all were well-maintained. A significant
number had fallen into disrepair: a sad sight of rotting wooden boards
and faded paint. Several years ago the county had replaced many of the
wooden signs with metal ones of a similar design. Some of these were
now bent at the edges – victims of vehicles on grass verges and evidently
not a priority in local councils’ maintenance budgets.
My heart leapt every time I came across a well-kept original wooden
sign, often taking pride of place on the village green or market place.
Many now provide a focal point for their community, beautifully
maintained, planted with flowers, sometimes used as a memorial to
wartime conflict or delighting in the satisfaction of being a Best Kept
Village. New signs have emerged in several villages – on a school fence in
Milton Bryan or a second Festival sign in Great Barford celebrating a
twinning with Wöllstein. The adoption of signs by local communities,
adapting ‘their signs’ to provide a local flavour whilst maintaining the
essence of the countywide Festival sign, has been quite remarkable.
Whilst not all adoptions have been equally successful, the signs continue
to provide a very visible legacy of the Festival of Britain.
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Commemorating the Great War
At Eaton Bray

Battlesden’s decaying sign
needing some TLC

New sign
at Great
Barford
celebrates
twinning
with
Wöllstein

Celebrating Woburn’s 2017 victory in
Anglia in Bloom

Cockayne Hatley: makeover – no sign of
the Festival
New materials but familiar
design at Campton
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Today, much of what remains of the Festival – Poplar, the Festival
Hall, Battersea – is in London, and in the popular imagination, the
Festival is very much seen through a London-centric lens. Outside of the
capital, reminders of the Festival are often ephemeral: programmes,
photographs and guidebooks reflecting the rich variety of events taking
place across the country in 1951.
Looking back, I hope that my cycling exploits will contribute, at least
in a small way, to an interest in the local physical legacy of the Festival of
Britain. A legacy that Bedfordshire has in abundance and which, 70 years
on from the Festival itself, is crying out to be appreciated!

Tingrith: new materials but
familiar design
Right: Pulloxhill: beautifully
maintained on the village green

Notes
1. Festival of Britain Council, London, quoted in Order of Proceedings in
Connection with the Re-Opening of the Moot Hall, Elstow (Bedfordshire County
Council, 31 May, 1951) (author’s collection).
2. Sir Thomas Keens, Chairman of Festival of Britain Sub-Committee,
Bedfordshire County Council, quote from Sir Thomas Keens’ foreword to Order of
Proceedings, op cit, n 1.
3. Bedfordshire County Council Festival of Britain Sub-Committee. Minutes of
meeting held on 6 December 1950 (Beds Archives).
4. Erica Roffe, Bedford Independent,
https://www.bedfordindependent.co.uk/lockdown-cyclist-covers-1000-miles-tocatalogue-countys-remaining-festival-of-britain-signs/ (viewed 7 February 2022).

Marian Biskupski
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American forces in WW2 Bedford
1942-1945*
2022 marks the 80th anniversary of American servicemen arriving in
Britain to join us as Allies in the Second World War. Stuart Antrobus
reflects on their impact on Bedford as they set up their air force bases to the
north of the town.
Wartime evacuation of children from London out to safer places, such as
Bedford, 50 miles north, took place during the first weekend of
September 1939, at the start of Britain’s war with Germany. Heavy
bombing by German planes was expected immediately but did not
happen. However, it resulted in the population of Bedford increasing
substantially. But the character of the Bedford area changed even more,
soon after the United States of America officially joined the Allies in the
war in Europe against Germany and the Axis powers on 11 December 1941.
From 1942, Bedfordshire felt the impact of the presence of hastily-built
airfields in the north of the county and a sudden influx of United States
1
Army Air Force (USAAF) personnel. Thurleigh, Tempsford, Twinwood
Farm, Podington and Little Staughton were new stations, created with
long runways especially for the use of the Royal Air Force and USAAF.
The roar of American bomber planes heading for Germany on highprecision daylight bombing raids soon became a familiar sound. Some
Bedfordians counted the American planes going over in formation from
2
Thurleigh and Twinwood and many hours later counted them when they
came back, ‘and we could see the damage to wings, and that they had
tails missing, and my father would say, “I don't know if they're going to
make it when they come down to land”,’ recalled one local woman who
3
was a child then.
4
American military jeeps were suddenly seen in Bedford and the
colourful, confident and often loud character (as it seemed to locals) of
5
the GIs (as they became known, colloquially), gave an exotic flavour to
the social life of the town. Bedford became a ‘furlough town’, which
American GIs based locally were allowed to visit for their rest and
recreation, when they were given extended leave from their base. This
6
influx of young men with considerable cash to spend made a significant
boost to Bedford’s economy during the war, much appreciated by the
7
town’s shopkeepers.
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Left: American servicemen buying Remembrance Day fund-raising poppies from
WAAFS in Bedford, 17 November 1942.(Bedfordshire Archives BT 1446).
Right: Princess Elizabeth (left) with her father, King George VI, Queen Elizabeth
and General James Doolittle, who commanded the USAAF 8th Air Force in England.
Thurleigh Airfield, 6 July 1942. Photo credit: pinterest.com.

Queen Elizabeth, with Anona Mueser behind, during her 23 July 1944 visit to the
American Red Cross Club, Bromham Road, Bedford. Photo courtesy of the 306 BG
Historical Association, USA, photo archive.
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American troops parade down Bedford High Street, 9 June, 1944, to start ‘Salute the
Soldier Week’ of wartime fundraising. Bedfordshire Archives BTNeg 1863/1.

The significance of the presence of thousands of American servicemen
was not lost on the town council. Major-General Howard Turner of the
Eighth Army Air Force was awarded the honorary freedom of Bedford, 19
July 1945. There were also two Royal visits by King George VI to Thurleigh
airfield on 18 November 1942 and on 6 July 1944 when his daughter,
Princess Elizabeth (the present Queen) ‘christened’ one of the bomber
planes ‘Rose of York’.
Some 26,000 GIs were said to have been based within 12 miles of
Bedford over the years 1942 to 1945. They came into town not only during
the day to shop and see the sights but also in the evening to attend
dances at the American Red Cross clubs, the Corn Exchange and
elsewhere. ‘Liberty run’ trucks ran constantly between the airfields and
the town between 6pm and 11pm. Local taxi man ’Pot’ Fuller also did a
roaring trade with Americans, ferrying them around. At the dance halls
8
they really cut a dash when dancing the exciting ‘jitterbug’.
An American Red Cross (ARC) Service Club was created at 17–23
Bromham Road, Bedford, in the showroom of the former Kenning’s
Garage, close to the corner with Union Street. It was for enlisted men and
was open day and night. There were also premises on the top two floors
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of Longhurst and Skinner’s furniture store on the corner of Midland Road
with River Street (now Wetherspoon’s ‘The Pilgrim’s Progress’ pub).
Anona Moeser (see photo above), Recreation Director, who came over
to Bedford as an American Red Cross employee, was the determined and
energetic manager of these clubs but local women were employed both as
9
paid workers and volunteers. Everywhere she went Anona always wore
her American Red Cross hat so that people would recognise her and she
was famous for snapping her fingers to make everyone jump to it when
she wanted something done in a hurry. In her enthusiasm to make the
club in Bromham Road home from home for American servicemen, she
decided to hang a Stars and Stripes flag outside. No sooner than it was up
than a local policeman knocked on the door and told her to take it down.
10
‘We haven’t been taken over by Americans yet’, he said.
Once the club premises had been cleaned up and finished, Anona
advertised in the Bedfordshire Times for ‘dancing girls’ to visit the club to
partner ‘her boys’ at the dances. Bedford’s mayor at the time, Alderman
Calvin, severely criticised Anona for her bad taste in trying to encourage
women of ‘ill-repute’ into the club. However, Lady Bowes-Lyon, who
happened to be part of the volunteer kitchen crew at the club, told her
sister-in-law, Her Majesty herself, about all the fuss. The Queen then
visited the questionable club and decided that the dancing-girl request
was well justified. From then on the Mayor of Bedford was most helpful.
Anona also set up overnight dormitory accommodation not far from
the railway station in Ashburnham Road and another in Chaucer Road for
worse-for-wear GIs who, after a night out in Bedford, were not in a fit
11
state to make it back to base.
After the war, Anona told a poignant story of when
a young flyer, due to fly out on a mission the next day, asked me for a loan of five
pounds so he could go out on the town with his buddies that evening. He was so
persuasive and I had such a strange feeling about this boy that, against my better
judgement and firm principles, I finally agreed and handed him the money. He
left a small, green marble with me as security on the loan explaining that he had
nothing else of any value in his possession. The next day he went down in his B-17
and the little green marble was left at the back of my desk drawer for the next few
months. It was only when I was clearing my desk, ready for the move to
Cherbourg, that a friend told me that the ‘marble’ was actually a rare piece of jade
and was quite valuable. So I had it made up into a ring and I have worn it ever
since in memory of that young boy and the thousands like him who lived for the
12
day, for there might well not be another one for them.
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The American Red Cross Officers’ Club and Hostel, also created by
Anona Moeser, was a large collection of huts, comfortably furnished, on
the corner of Goldington Road and Kimbolton Road (then St Peter’s
13
Tennis Club grounds; now St Peter’s Street surface car park). The
facilities at the Officers Club included sleeping accommodation, a
restaurant, a lounge with radio, a library, recreation hall and other
14
amenities. It even had a tailoress and a barber. These Red Cross
servicemen’s clubs in Bedford provided work for large numbers of
Bedfordians, especially women. There was also an ARC Lounge and
Canteen at 70b High Street (at the time of the 1943 information
15
pamphlet, for officers only).
Soon, on certain evenings, the Americans were providing their own
lorries, known locally as ‘passion wagons’, to collect local young women
from the town centre, from St Peter’s Green, to enable them to attend
dances, free, on the various USAAF airfields north of Bedford. Dancing
and access to young men was not the only attraction for local women –
there was ice cream and doughnuts. Security was strict to ensure that
none of the females remained on bases after the end of evening!
Dick Hughes, who was a Iocal schoolboy at the time, remembered
that:
the American Military Police used to drive around in jeeps with their hats [white,
peaked caps] on and they had big hickory batons and if any Americans caused
trouble they was out of their jeeps and whacked them. There was no asking
questions, they just whacked them and chucked them in the back of the jeep and
16
off they went.

The presence in the Bedford area of thousands of young American
men, characterised by jealous British men as, stereotypically, ‘over-paid,
over-sexed and over here’, had a significant impact on the town’s women.
What made them so attractive, apart from the American ‘film-star’
accents, was their easy charm and generosity, access to unrationed food
and supplies of nylon stockings This combined with the fact that their
smart tailored uniforms (which made them all look like officers to English
eyes) contrasted favourably against the appearance of most British
soldiers. And they had three-times the spending power of British
servicemen. All American servicemen were issued with a booklet, A Short
Guide to Great Britain, which tried to explain what the English were like
and how not to offend them but there were inevitable clashes of culture
17
from time to time.
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A Bedford woman who lived near to an American air base commented
on how smart these ‘Fly boys’ were, ‘compared with our soldiers in their
thick, shapeless serge battledress’. Her mother used to take in laundry,
and ‘they’d come and explain to her exactly how they wanted the pleat in
18
their shirt ironed if they were going to a dance. It had to be just so.’
Wartime relationships developed with some British families, offering
home comforts for young men in their late teens, far from home, often for
the first time in their lives, and missing their family and friends. ‘We are
treated just as if we were the sons’, one GI remarked to a local journalist.
19
About 100 Bedford families shared their homes over Christmas in 1942.
Apart from gifts of food from the visiting Americans a gift of a toilet roll
was always welcome, given the paper shortage in Britain. Apart from
getting to know local families, some of the Americans volunteered, in
their own time, off-duty, to help bring the harvest in on local farms.
Inevitably, romances occurred with local women. At one time the
telephone lines to the Igranic Electric Company factory, which employed
20
around 300 women during the war, became blocked by calls from GIs.
Although intense, these romances would often be short-lived (since many
American airmen never returned from their daylight bombing missions
over German-occupied Europe). ‘I never expected to come back from a
21
raid’, one veteran remarked on a post-war visit to Bedford. Nevertheless,
at the end of the war, approximately 300 ‘GI brides’ – English girls who
married American servicemen and moved to live in the USA in 1945 –
22
were from the Bedford area.
There were also many casual, opportunistic sexual encounters, made
easier by the blackout restrictions. ‘Live for today, for tomorrow you may
die’ was the oft-quoted philosophy. The Embankment of the River Great
Ouse and the adjacent Russell Park were very popular meeting places. St
Paul’s Churchyard, in the centre of the town, was another place of
assignation, conveniently across the road from the Corn Exchange where
concerts and dances took place. There was a crude joke at the time about
23
austerity-branded ‘Utility’ knickers – ‘One Yank and their off!’
The Americans, who were not subject to rationed food on their bases,
were also popular with local children to whom they were very generous.
This included arranging Christmas parties each year from 1942 to 1944,
providing food the locals could only dream of. American pilots, locally,
even took the trouble to take ice cream powder up to 35,000 feet to freeze
it to provide ice cream for the children who hadn’t had any since before
the war. At other times, ‘Got any gum, chum?’ would usually elicit a
positive response, when local children asked for sweets, or ‘candies’, as
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the GIs called them. Country children who lived near to the Thurleigh
airfield were fascinated by the exciting range of planes and equipment
which were visible through the wire fences which surrounded the base.
They were also amused at times. Because of the large distances from one
part of the field to another, bicycles were used by the GIs. Some of them
had never ridden before and were seen to frequently fall off before they
mastered the art of cycling.
It was these kind of fond memories of the ‘American invasion’ which
inspired the late Ralph Franklin, a local ‘boy’, to set up the 306th
Bombardment Group Museum on the former airfield and open it to the
public in 2002. Fifty years after the end of the war, in 1995, Thurleigh
airfield became a focus for veterans to return and relive some of their
wartime memories of when they were young and renew acquaintances
with local English folk who remembered them from their youth. Now it is
the elderly ‘children’ and grandchildren of those veterans who find their
24
way back to Bedford in the 21st century.
Notes
*This article is based on Chapter 13 of Stuart Antrobus, Life in Bedford during
the Second World War (BAALHS, 2021). Copies, £11, on sale at the Eagle Bookshop,
16–20 St Peter’s Street, Bedford, MK40 2NN.
1. The first contingent of 306 Bombardment Group (Heavy), USAAF, started to
arrive at Thurleigh on 7 September 1942. They were part of the Eighth Air Force
40th Combat Wing, 1st Air Division. Some of their B-17 bomber planes flew in
during the following weeks. Their offensive missions to bomb German-occupied
Europe began on 6 October 1942. Thurleigh Airfield, during the American
occupation 1942–1945, involved some 3000 personnel at any one time.
2. Twinwood Airfield and Control Tower (now a Glenn Miller Museum) are
now open to the public. For opening times, see
www.twinwoodevents.com/museums.
Twinwood Farm was the official designation for the airfield when it was an RAF
training airfield, a satellite or RAF Cranfield.
3. The 1949 feature film, 12 O’clock High, based on the book of the same title,
was based on the experiences of the 306 Bombardment Group based at Thurleigh
airfield. See www.306bg.ud for the 306 Bomb Group Historical Association, USA.
4. American servicemen tended to park their jeeps on the riverside cattle
market site, when it was not otherwise being used.
5. ‘GI’ is thought to have derived from the fact that all USA servicemen’s
equipment was stamped ‘GI’ for ‘Government Issue’.
6. Most GIs were aged 17 or 18, when they came over to England, a 22-year-old
was regarded as ‘an old man’.
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7. Bedford Guide for U.S. Forces in the UK [1943] informed GIs about the
facilities available to them in Bedford during their 1940s stay here. A reference
copy can be viewed, by appointment, in the Bedford Central Library ‘Bedfordshire
Heritage Library’. Informative educational films were shown to American
servicemen to help them understand the cultural differences between the US and
Britain: you can see these brief films online via YouTube: A Welcome to Britain
and Know Your Ally: Britain.
8. ‘Jitterbug’ was a style of energetic, almost gymnastic, Jazz swing dance.
9. Sheila Porter, ‘Christmas Tales’ in Bedfordshire County Life, Issue 7, Winter
1999, pp 22–23, tells the story of Anona Moeser’s role as a dynamic Recreation
Director for the American Red Cross Clubs in Bedford during WW2.
10. Juliet Gardiner, Over Here: The GIs in Wartime Britain (1992), p 105.
11. Gardiner, op cit, p 105. This building is thought to have been Bishopstone
House, 44 Ashburnham Road.
12. Prior to 1944 the chances of surviving all missions as one of the USAAF
crew of a bomber plane on a daylight bombing raid over Germany was about 1 in
4. Life expectancy was averaged at 15 missions. Crews were enrolled for 25
missions. Source: Cornell University.
13. ‘New American Club Opens’: Bedfordshire Times, 4 February 1944, p 3.
Today there is an interpretation board at the junction of Kimbolton Road and
Goldington Road, just outside the present surface car park, which is the site of the
wartime Red Cross American Officers’ Club.
14. There was also a private, 84a High Street, club known as the Officer’s Key
Club, since members only had access to the First Floor premised above a shoe
shop. This offered recreation and companionship for any Allied officer, providing
that they were in uniform and members. A blue commemorative plaque was
erected on the site in 2020.
15. A further American Red Cross Club Lounge and Canteen was also available
at 70b High Street for US officers only.
16. BBC WW2 People’s War online oral history memories: Richard ‘Dick’ John
Hughes: ID A6003983.
17. Published by the War Department, Washington, DC, USA, 1942.
18. Juliet Gardiner, Over Here: The GIs in Wartime Britain, (1992), p 105.
19. The WVS Allied Services Information Bureau and Canteen, 39 High Street,
was the official contact for private hospitality: Bedford Record, 22 December 1942,
pp 3, 29.
20. Leah Aynsley worked there from 1935 to 1945 and records this in her diary
for Friday, 8 January 1943: P & R Malcolmson, The Bedford Diary of Leah Aynsley,
(BHRS/Boydell & Brewer, 2020).
21. Interview with a WW2 USAAF veteran by Colin Burbidge during a 1992
Reunion visit to Thurleigh celebrating the 50th anniversary of their arrival in 1942.
306 Bombardment Group flew 9,614 bombing sorties in 341 missions to occupied
Europe from 1942 to1945, dropping some 22,575 tons of bombs. 177 of their aircraft
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were lost and 738 of their servicemen were killed on combat missions. See Russell
Strong, First Over Germany: 306 Bombardment Group in World War II (1981).
22. Around 300 local women married American servicemen based at Thurleigh
airfield.
23. M Mitchell and D Bernstein, Well-Remembered Fields: The Story of one
School’s Evacuation, 1939–1945 (2004), Chapter 39, ‘Yanks’, pp 322–330.
24. For American responses to the experience of living in the Bedford area
during WW2 see the following:
Books: Vernon L Williams, Flight Surgeon: A War Diary, 1941–1945 (USA, TCU
Press, 2020); Vernon L Williams, Crucible of War: The Anglo-American Cultural
Exchange in World War II England, 1942–1945 (USA, A & M Press, 2022).
Historical Documentary Videos: ‘Thurleigh at War: Bedfordshire and the
Anglo-American Struggle in World War II’; ‘Thurleigh Memories: The 306 Bomb
Group (111) in WWII’ (Abilene, Texas: Old Segundo Productions,
www.oldsegundo.com, see Air War Series).
Online YouTube American wartime training films: A Welcome to Britain
(1943); Know Your Ally: Britain (1944).
Museums: 306 Bomb Group Museum, Bedford Technology Park & Bedford
Autodrome, Thurleigh, Bedford, MK44 1QU: www.306bg.co.uk (open Sundays,
April to October); The Twinwood Museums (former 1940s RAF Twinwood
Airfield), Bedfordshire: Glenn Miller Museum (in WW2 Control Tower),
Twinwood Aviation Museum; WW2 Motor Transport Museum, Summer of ’44
Museum (social history), https://twinwoodevents.com/museums; American Air
Museum in Britain, Imperial War Museum, Duxford, Cambridgeshire, CB22 4QR
https://www.iwm.org.uk/events/american-air-museum; East Anglian Air War
Project, directed by Dr Vernon L Williams: https://www.angliaairwar.org/;
http://guide.8theast.org/306th-bomb-group-museum-thurleigh; www.306bg.us
for the 306 Bomb Group Historical Association, USA, archives.
Feature film: 12 O’clock High (1949) based on the book of the same title,
revealing the experiences of USAAF airmen based at Thurleigh airfield (Station
111) during WW2.

Stuart Antrobus
—

The Vicar of Keysoe:
Domesday and Triangulation
Keysoe has had eccentric and interesting vicars during its long history.
One of particular interest is William Airy, MA, Vicar of Keysoe from 1836
to 1874. He was instrumental in the translation of the Domesday Survey
into English as well as being Vicar of Keysoe for 38 years. William was the
younger son of William Airy (1750–1827) and Ann Biddell (1767–1841). His
siblings were George Biddell Airy, born 1801 in Alnwick, Northumberland,
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Elizabeth Airy, born 1803 in Hereford and Arthur Airy, born 1809 in
Hereford. Arthur died at the age of 2 in 1811. His sister Elizabeth never
married and died in Bedford on 17 March 1879.
William Airy, the elder, was born in Luddington, Lincolnshire, and
started life as a farmer. However, in 1800 he became an Excise Officer and
was appointed Collector of Excise for Northumberland. In 1802 he was
appointed to the same office for Herefordshire and in 1810 he moved
again on being appointed Collector of Excise for Essex. He died on 26
March 1827 and is buried at St Mary Magdalene Church, Little
Whelnetham, Suffolk, with his wife and several other family members.
George Biddell Airy (born 1801) had a brilliant career, first at Trinity
College, Cambridge, and became Director of the Cambridge Observatory
in 1838 where he introduced an improved system of meridian
observations and many other advances in astronomical methods. In 1835
he became Astronomer Royal until his death in 1881, working primarily at
Greenwich where he completely re-equipped the Royal Observatory with
instruments designed by himself. He was knighted in 1872. Sir Patrick
Moore asserted in his autobiography that the ghost of Airy had been seen
haunting the Royal Greenwich Observatory after nightfall.
William Airy (born 1808 at Hereford) followed his brother to Trinity
College, Cambridge, and graduated in 1829 with a BA and in 1832 he
gained an MA. He was ordained a deacon at Norwich in 1830 and priest in
1831. He was Rector of St Clare, Bradfield, from 1833–1836 and appointed
Vicar of Keysoe in 1836.
He married Ellen Frances Massey at Ixworth, Suffolk, on 30 June 1834
and their first child, Ellen Alethea, was born in Bradfield in 1836. Their
subsequent eight children were born at Keysoe and all but one, Reginald
William, who was buried at Keysoe on 14 June 1840, aged 10 months,
survived to adulthood.
William's first wife, Ellen Frances, died aged 54 and was buried in
Keysoe churchyard on 14 June 1868. There were six daughters from this
marriage: Ellen, Beatrice (died 1917), Edith (died 1918), Sybil (died 1918),
Mabel Ann (died 1922) and Mildred. Only the eldest, Ellen, married. She
married Alfred Sweeting, Vicar of Amcott, North Lincolnshire. Mildred
became a nun/nurse with the Sisters of Mercy Order based in Cavendish
Square, London. She died in 1887.
His two sons from his first marriage both took Holy Orders: William
(born 1838) emigrated to Australia, married and had three children. He
died in 1894 and is buried on Kangaroo Island, South Australia. Basil
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Reginald Airy (born 1845, died 1924 at Torquay) was Vicar of Whitwell,
Yorkshire, for many years and then of Torquay.
William Airy, senior, remarried on 8 February 1871 to Caroline
Debenham (born 1839, the daughter of a silk mercer) at St Marks, St
John's Wood. They had three children, the first, Winifred, died on 18
March 1872 at just one hour old. She is buried in Keysoe churchyard. Two
sons followed, Bernard, born 1873 and Eustace born in 1874 after the
death of his father who died on 19 August 1874. Bernard became a
solicitor and Eustace became a chartered accountant. Their mother,
Caroline, died in 1921.
William Airy was Vicar of Keysoe (1836–1874), Rector of Swynshead
(1845–1874) and Rural Dean. He was domestic chaplain to the Duke of
Manchester of Kimbolton Castle. He was also an author and a prominent
member of the Bedfordshire Archaeological Society.
In 1881 the Mercury Press of High Street, Bedford, published a book by
William Airy, MA, entitled A Digest of the Domesday of Bedfordshire being
an Analysis of the Domesday Survey relating to the County of Bedford and
a Key to the facsimile edition of the same published by the Government.
His son, the Rev Basil Reginald Airy, MA, Vicar of Whitwell,
Yorkshire, wrote a preliminary note in which he says that his father had
been instrumental in procuring the publication of the Bedfordshire
facsimile but felt that an analysis was required to make it more easily
understood by the general reader.
William Airy believed that the general reader, whilst appreciating all
the statistical data, would be more interested in the references to habits
and manners, and even the history, which can be gleaned from the dry
catalogue of serfs and swine, ploughlands and pastures, mills and
churches, which give an insight into the life of our ancestors almost a
thousand years ago.
William Airy was also well known locally for his antiquarian interests
and took great interest in the restoration and preservation of church
furniture in many local churches.
Whilst William was Vicar of Keysoe, the church tower was used as a
1
point in the triangulation of Britain. The desire to determine the precise
dimensions of the earth caused a significant increase in scientific work in
the late 18th century. Several factors fuelled this increase, new and greatly
improved instruments became available, it was thought the requirement
for accurate maps had become urgent and the age-old national pride
between the French and the English gave rise to periods of competition,
collaboration or war.
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How does Keysoe Church fit into this melting pot of scientific
thought? One way to determine the shape or ‘figure’ of the earth is to find
the exact length of one degree of latitude, a value that changes the
further north it is measured. This can be determined by triangulation and
Keysoe Church was one of the points in the Principal Triangulation of
Britain, finally published in 1858 after 70 years of effort. In modern times
when we have GPS it is hard to appreciate the sheer amount of effort
required to make measurements of the earth.
A key instrument was the theodolite, a device that can measure the
angles between distant points. In the late 18th century Jesse Ramsden
made a theodolite with the then incredible accuracy of 1 or 2 seconds of
arc, an accuracy that is quite respectable even in modern instruments.
One second of arc is less than 5mm seen from a kilometre away.
Ramsden's great theodolite, 36 inches across and weighing 200 pounds
was a wonder at the time and is still inspiring to see on display in the
Science Museum in London. Edward Troughton made an instrument of
18in diameter but giving a similar accuracy.
As part of this triangulation, Troughton's theodolite was mounted on
top of the church spire! Not content with simply being able to see
Dunstable from the church, the surveyors had to arrange for scaffolding
on the spire to support the theodolite and the observer, making sure his
movement would not disturb the observations. To achieve this, 20 feet of
the spire was first removed. A good idea of this kind of work can be found
in Rachel Hewitt's excellent book, Map of a Nation: A Biography of the
Ordnance Survey. On page 173 it shows the amazing arrangements of
Ramsden's theodolite balanced atop St Paul's in London. The same image
can be seen on www.dorsetlife.co.uk/2011/09/mapping-dorset.
Whilst this effort was partly aimed at finding the figure of the earth, it
was also useful in making accurate maps. The proponents of the
emerging science of geodesy sought funding from various sources; much
came from the Board of Ordnance, a military organisation. The
organisation we now know as the Ordnance Survey slowly evolved from
this work resulting in their being not quite military but not quite civilian
either – key people holding military rank whilst working for a civilian
organisation, working initially in the Tower of London.
The results of the triangulation from Keysoe Church and other places
were published in the Account of the Observations and Calculations of the
Principal Triangulation by Alexander Ross Clarke, published in 1858 but
available as a free download via Google. In this work it says:
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Keysoe Spire, 1843. This station is coincident with the centre of Keysoe Church
Spire, in a small village near Kimbolton, in Huntingdonshire. The spire is tall and
slender, and to obtain a bearing for the instrument, about 20 feet of the top was
removed, and a simple frame of joisting was laid on the base of the soundholes
below, on which the feet of the instrument stood, just high enough to give a clear
view over the wall top, and with barely sufficient room for the observer, also
inside of the spire, to move round the instrument.

Observations from Keysoe Church spire using the 18in theodolite were
made from 9 March to 8 May 1843 by Corporal Steel and Private McNally.
Angles and bearings to various places are recorded including Dunstable,
Hanslope spire, Naseby church tower, Tilton, Easton tower, Ely Minster,
Royston and Thurfield.
It is surely certain that George Biddell Airy must have taken a very
close and informed interest in the work of Corporal Steel and Private
McNally from the spire of his brother's Bedfordshire church in the spring
of 1843.
Note
1. The information following at this point is from an article written by Howard
Anderson and featured in the Village Voice in 2013, sent to the author by Alan
Woodward.

Ruth Gill
—

Society Bookshelf
Books published by our history societies: contact the Editor if you wish
your society’s books to be included
At the Long Ford: A History of Langford, by Michael Rutt; Ed, Ted Martin.
Paperback, 172pp incl indexes. Price £7 (£10 by post). Langford & District
History Society, 2021. Copies obtainable through the Editor.
Beats, Boots and Thieves – A History of Policing in North Bedfordshire, By Des Hoar
and Richard Handscomb. Sharnbrook Local History Group. 2013. Paperback,
146 pp, £10 from 24 Loring Road, Sharnbrook, Bedford MK44 1JZ.
Bedford History Timeline, by Alan Crawley and Bob Ricketts. Bedford
Architectural, Archaeological and Local History Society. 2019, Paperback,
94pp, 119 illustrations. Price £8, from the Eagle Bookshop, 16–20 St Peter’s
Street, Bedford MK40 2NN or £10 incl postage from Bob Ricketts, 68 Mendip
Crescent, Bedford, MK41 9EP.
Bedford Town Centre Statues, by Stuart Antrobus, £5, on sale only at the John
Bunyan Museum shop, Mill Street, Bedford, MK40 3EU. Tel 01234 270303.
Tuesday to Saturday 11am to 4pm.
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Clophill in the Great War: Those who Died and those who Survived, by Colin Watt.
Hardback, A5 landscape, 169pp, £12.50 + £2.50 p& p. For purchase details see:
website bit.ly/307uLMM or phone 01525 860922.
Colmworth and Neighbouring Villages: Then and Now, by Colmworth and
Neighbours History Society. 2018. Paperback, 46pp, 100+ illustrations, £5 + £2
postage from Dave Jarrett, 3 Collingwood Road, Eaton Socon, PE19 8JQ.
Henry John Sylvester Stannard with notes on his daughter Theresa Sylvester
Stannard, by Richard Morgan. Bedfordshire Local History Association, 2018.
48pp incl index. Available via the BLHA website http://www.bedfordshirelha.org.uk, £5 + p&p.
Langford Then and Now 2006. Langford & District History Society, 2006.
Paperback, 40 pp, 80+ photos, £4 from Rowena Wolfe by phone or email: 01767
312556 or rowena.wolfe@btinternet.com.
Langford through the Lens Volume 1. Langford & District History Society, reprinted
with amendments 2021 to include Langford: A Village Walk. Paperback, 138 pp,
70 photos, £7, from Rowena Wolfe by phone or email: 01767 312556 or
rowena.wolfe@btinternet.com.
Langford through the Lens, Volume 2. Langford & District History Society. 1992.
Paperback, 80 pp, 80+ photos, £3, from Rowena Wolfe by phone or email: 01767
312556 or rowena.wolfe@btinternet.com.
Life in Bedford during the Second World War, by Stuart Antrobus. Published by
Bedford Architectural, Archaeological and Local History Society, 2021. A4
paperback, 102pp, incl Appendices 18pp, Indexes, 13pp, 85 illustrations. Price
£11, from the Eagle Bookshop, 16–20 St Peter’s Street, Bedford MK40 2NN or
£13, incl postage, from BAALHS (cheque payable to BAALHS), Bob Ricketts, 68
Mendip Crescent, Bedford, MK41 9EP.
Willington in the First World War by Robert Bollington. Gostwick Press. 2018.
96pp, £6 from Willington Local History Group (cheque to be payable to them)
c/o Rob Bollington, 2 Beauchamp Place, Willington MK44 3QA.
—

Publication Received
Bedford Local History Magazine, No 108, Spring 2022, published by Bedford
Architectural, Archaeological & Local History Society. 56pp + cover. Price £4,
obtainable from the Eagle Bookshop, 16–20 St Peter’s Street, Bedford MK40
2NN or £6 by post from the Editor, Bob Ricketts, 68 Mendip Crescent, Bedford,
MK41 9EP.
Editorial; News: 2nd edition [November 2021] of 'Life in Bedford During The
1
Second World War by Stuart Antrobus; Bedford History Timeline 1939-2000:
Update.
Articles: Stuart Antrobus, ‘Bedford, the North-East and the Jarrow Crusade
March in the 1930s’; Bob Ricketts, ‘BAALHS Quiz – questions’; Bob Ricketts,
‘Dudeney & Johnston – Bedford's premier grocers’; Bob Ricketts, ' “What did
the Victorians do for us?” The telegraph & the telephone’; Stuart Antrobus,
‘New blue plaques commissioned by BAALHS to commemorate further WW2
sites in Bedford’; Bob Ricketts, ‘BAALHS Quiz – answers’.
Review: by Bob Ricketts: Clophill in the Great War: Those who died and those who
survived, by Colin Watt.
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