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News

BLHA AGM & Conference - 'Life on the Home Front'

As you will be aware the BHRS had proposed to host the 2020 then the 2021
BLHA Conference, with the theme of ‘Life on the Home Front during both
World Wars’. We anticipate the Conference will take place successfully in
2022.

BAALHS, however, planned to produce a special June 2021 issue of
Bedford Local History Magazine, focusing on Bedford during the Second
World War. This will still go ahead and may be of interest to you. If you
would like to receive a free copy by post, please email your address to the
BLHA Secretary: secretary@bedfordshire-lha.org.uk and BAALHS will send
you a copy when it is available. For all of those that have already notified the
secretary, there is no need to email again.

Sue Jarrett, 1955-2020

Many members will have met or known of Sue Jarrett and her great
commitment to local history - especially with regard to Eaton Socon and St
Neots. It was therefore very sad to learn of her passing from the BLHA
Newsletter last September. I received in the third week of May the Journal of
the Colmworth Society* which contains an obituary for Sue and also one of
her local history articles.

[ have pleasant memories of a visit by the Langford Society to Eaton
Socon on a cold and blustery June evening when Sue showed us around the
major sites explaining them all in great detail and then kindly hosted us to
tea and cakes in the church and also gave us a history of that remarkable
building. She later came to Langford to give us a talk on Eaton and updated
an original article by David Bushby on the ‘Eaton Socon Cage’ (or lock-up)
which appeared in this journal in Spring 2015 (Vol 7, No 2),

Sue was a qualified archaeologist who made a lasting contribution to the
wider history of the area as well as supporting the Colmworth Society in
every way and playing a leading part for over 20 years in the running of the
Eatons Community Association.

She had a prodigious memory, knowledge and experience which she
shared freely and will be sorely missed.

With acknowledgements to Colmworth & Neighbours History, Vol 4,
December 2020. Ted Martin
*See page 22.
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The Gravenhurst Home Guard - 1944

A photograph of Gravenhurst Home Guard was taken outside the Parish
Reading Room, High Street, as it was known, in 1944, now the Village Hall.
Some of the details of each of the men were compiled by Dr Winston (Wink)
White, who lived in his later years in Campton Road, Gravenhurst, after he
retired from practising as a GP in the Luton area. His father and older
brother appear in the photograph on page 6 and in the narrative that
follows.

I have further researched all the men in the picture and contacted many
of the families of them. Set out below is what I have found in the form of a
vignette, combined with the facts supplied by Dr White. None of them is
alive today — my father, who is in the photo, would probably have been one
of the youngest there, aged 21, and, if alive, would be 98 now. Hugh White
was in fact the youngest guard as he would have been 18 and Arthur
Kempson would have been 20.

During my research, I found that some of the men had fought in the First
World War - Reg Bradley, Dick Odell, George Redman and Bert Kefford -
and, therefore, automatically became sergeants in the Home Guard. It is
difficult to see in the photograph if all those men actually had sergeant’s
stripes, perhaps it is obvious for Dick Odell and Bert Kefford.

But, where did the men do their training? Unfortunately, I have been
unable to find out. Salisbury and Woolwich are places mentioned where
training took place and also the local depot where the Battery was based
supplied training for the local unit. It is understood the Battery was part of
the Biggleswade Battalion, so it is possible that training took place there."

My father referred to bayonet training, but I don’t know where that took
place. Every man in the guard was issued with a pike, apparently looking like
a STEN gun,® which were produced quickly and freely to enable rapid
distribution.

One daughter of the guard remembers her father going away for a
weekend for ‘gas’ training, but she doesn’t know where! One of the sons of
the guard said they did rifle-shooting practice, using live bullets, in the
gravel pit off Campton Road - somewhere we used to play as children and
where wild violets and primroses grew in abundance.

There has also been the suggestion that practices took place in the fields
off Clophill Road, on the way to Gravenhurst Lodge and Wrest Park because
of the undulations and evidence of trenches in the terrain, but this has been
discounted. Finally, it was suggested that training could have taken place in



Ampthill Park as this is where training took place during the First World
War, but I have not been able to find anything to substantiate this.

One family member remembers talk of an exercise in a ‘railway tunnel’
and when one guard - perhaps not on his own - was on duty there. It is
assumed this railway tunnel is near Southill on the former
Bedford/Shefford/Hitchin line (see HIB Vol 5, No 11, Spring 2012). A notice
was displayed directing the Home Guard to go to the tunnel, which was
thought to be a German ploy to get all the guards in one place!

During my research, I asked all those people I contacted about training,
and nobody really knew the answer, just a few remembered stories about the
Gravenhurst Home Guard!

WHO IS IN THE PHOTO?

Seated front row - left to right

Reginald (Reg) Hugh Bradley. Reg Bradley was born in 1908 in Podington, North
Bedfordshire. He was the youngest of a family of 12 children and, after his mother
died when he was 7 years old, his father, who was a gardener, sought employment
first, at Hinwick House near Podington, then at Pirton Hall, Hertfordshire, just over
the border from Shillington to where the family moved.

When Reg left school, he worked for a couple of different farmers including the
Simpkins family of Shillington and then, when he married, he moved to Ion Farm, in
Lower Gravenhurst working for G W Booth and his son Ernest. Ernest Booth is
mentioned later. He continued to work at Ion Farm when Alan Chandler bought the
farm in the early 1950s and for Alan’s son, Stephen, in later years.
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Reg married Christine Dymond from Pegsdon who used to go to school at Hexton
with my father. They moved to Little Ion in Lower Gravenhurst then to a new house
in Lower Gravenhurst next to The Kilns, provided by the Chandlers. They had two
children, Raymond and Gloria - Gloria still plays the organ at the Methodist Chapel
in Gravenhurst.

During his youth, Reg played football for Shillington and became a lifelong
supporter of the club and attended home games until he was no longer able to cycle
to Shillington. He was a choirboy at All Saints Church, and joined the Band of Hope
at the Methodist Chapel in the High Road, and although he was teetotal, he never
signed the pledge! He was also keen on angling using facilities at the clay pit in Lower
Gravenhurst, where he maintained the surrounding area and cleared the pathways. In
the Home Guard, Reg achieved the rank of corporal.

Reg became depressed towards the end of his life and committed suicide by
drowning in the bath at his daughter’s home in Fielden whilst his daughter and son-
in-law were at work. This was in January 1998 in Reg’s goth year.

Ernest (Dick) Odell. Dick was born 1898 and served in the First World War at the
age of 16. He saw action in Gallipoli, a peninsula between the Dardanelles and the
Aegean Sea, when he landed with Allied troops in 1915 for an attack on Turkey.
Because of his servicehe was made a sergeant in the Home Guard and his three
stripes can be clearly seen in the photograph.

Initially, he was employed as a head jointer’s mate for an electrical company in
Luton where he used to work laying electrical services in the road. During the war he
was employed as a tree feller for Henry Brown in Luton and, after the war, he stoked
the boilers at Wrest Park. Later he worked for Foster’s in Hitchin.

He married Emily Louisa Redman (known as Lou) and lived in Shillington Road -
called in the early days The Lane or Shillington Lane. They had two children Celia
and John. Dick died in 1979 aged 81.

Ernest Booth. Ernest Booth lived at Ion Farm, Lower Gravenhurst, with his wife
and son and mother and father. Both Ernest and his father, G W Booth, were
directors of ] Lyons & Co and were based at Cadby Hall, in Hammersmith, London
The Booths used to commute to London whilst the farm was managed by Charles
Misselbrook, Bailiff, who lived at The Kilns in Lower Gravenhurst.

Ernest Booth’s son, Stephen Dion Booth, was killed in the Second World War and
his death is commemorated on the War Memorial in Gravenhurst outside St Giles’
Church.

During the war, although Mr Booth held no rank, he was an adviser to the
Gravenhurst Home Guard. The Booths lived at Ion Farm prior to Alan Chandler
taking over the property in the 1950s.

Christopher White. Chris White, originating from the Luton/Dunstable area, was
born in the mid-1880s. He married Adeline Parrish, the third child and eldest
daughter of Adeline and Reuben Parrish.

Adeline’s parents initially lived at Chestnut Tree House and then moved to the
Post Office further along the High Street. When they subsequently moved from the
Post Office to Carte’s Farm to begin a farming enterprise, Adeline and Chris White
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moved to the Post Office where their son Hugh was born, but eventually moved back
to Chestnut Tree House. They had another son Winston (Wink).

Chris was a pharmacist and in business in Luton: Duberley and White, Chemists,
in New Bedford Road between Mill Street and Bridge Street. There were also
branches at Market Hill and Dunstable Road, Luton.

During his time in the Home Guard, he was adjutant for the Battalion from 1944.

In his later years, Chris and Adeline moved to Luton where he died in 1965 - he
was in his seventies.

Michael Henry Foster. Michael Foster was born in 1914 in Little Wymondley, near
Hitchin. He was educated at Dean Close School, Cheltenham, and later went to
Oxford University to study forestry. He didn’t complete the course as he realised
there would be limited forestry opportunities overseas in the future.

Michael’s father purchased Fowler’s Farm, formerly known as Town Farm, in the
centre of Meppershall in 1936 for approximately £1,200. The sale included a 17th
century farmhouse, which subsequently became Grade II listed in 1985, and included
90 acres of land. Initially they farmed it in partnership.

In 1941, some neighbouring land belonging to the Gudgin brothers (descendants
at Shefford Mill) came up for sale and was purchased by Michael, now farming on his
own. This was Polehanger Farm on the outskirts of Meppershall with a total acreage
of just under 300 acres.

In 1940 Michael applied to join the Royal Engineers but was rejected because
farming was a reserved occupation, deemed of high importance to the war effort at
home and he was already over the age of 25. As a result, he joined the Home Guard
and became a lieutenant in the Gravenhurst Platoon in 1943. He met Queen Elizabeth
(i.e., the Queen Mother) when she inspected the Biggleswade Battalion. Michael
married Kathleen in 1948 and they moved to live at Polehanger in 1950.

They moved back to Fowler’s Farm in 1982 in preparation for retirement. Michael
died in 2009, aged 95.

George Redman. George was born in 1895 and brought up in The Lane, now
known as Shillington Road. He married Lilian Anderson and it is assumed moved to
Chapel Street (now High Street) - this is where they were both living at their demise.
They were lifelong Methodists.

At this property in Chapel Street, there was a dairy where milk was delivered from
Town Farm in Campton Road and sold and where butter was made for the retail
trade. This was before milk was delivered to the village on a milk round. It is thought
that in this ‘dairy’ all the equipment was stored - training equipment, guns and
bayonets - for the Home Guard.

During the First World War, George was a dispatch rider and eventually a gunner
in a ‘Whippet’ tank. He kept a war diary of his action in the First World War,* but
unfortunately, nothing regarding his time in the Home Guard.

Because of his First World War service, he was elevated to the rank of Sergeant
during his time in the Home Guard.



Later George was employed by Bedfordshire County Council and became a
Foreman in the Highways Department. He died in 1951 of a heart attack at the age of
56.

Bertram (Bert) William Kefford. Bert was born in Albert Place cottages in
Shillington Road, Gravenhurst, in 1907. He was the second child of Ada and William
Kefford. Bert attended the village school and upon leaving he worked at Rectory Farm
in Lower Gravenhurst and then for many years for Bedfordshire County Council, at
times driving a steam roller in the local villages. In 1952 Bert went to work for the
National Institute for Agricultural Engineering at Wrest Park, Silsoe, in the
Agricultural Machinery Workshop where he stayed until ill-health forced him to take
early retirement in 1966.

Bert married Doris Clark of Potton in 1932 and they lived in Gravenhurst all their
lives, initially in Barton Road and then The Pyghtle. He was a lifelong member of the
Methodist Chapel and was at times choirmaster, trustee and steward. He was a
member of the Parish Council for 40 years and was chairman for many. He was also a
member of the Recreation Ground Committee where he held the post of secretary for
some years.

In his youth Bert enjoyed playing football and learned to play the tenor horn.
During his time serving in the Home Guard, he was also a member of the Comforts
Fund Committee organising dances, beetle drives and whist drives to provide funds
for village men who were in the forces. In the Home Guard, Bert achieved the rank of
corporal.

Bert died at the Lister Hospital, Hitchin, of a coronary condition in 1968.

Standing middle row - left to right

Charlie Kempson. Charlie was a mate of my father’s and worked for Parrish Bros at
Higham Gobion. He was born in 1919. He played cricket for Gravenhurst and was the
opening batsman. Charlie was a well-built man and had the strength of an ox - it is
remembered that he lifted sacks of 2-hundredweight in each arm from the ground to
above his head as a bet and he could throw bales of straw to a stack 9/10 bales high!
He also had a rich baritone singing voice.

Charlie tragically died at the age of 40, when he fell over the back of the tractor he
was driving (presumably a premature heart attack) at Higham Gobion having taken
over from Richard Parrish, the son of Ken Parrish, also mentioned in this narrative.
He was dragged by the tine harrows and bled to death.

My father was called by his worried father and he went to investigate and found
him dead! Very sad - he left an old father living in The Pyghtle. Charlie died in March
1959 just three months after his brother Arthur.

Alfred (Alf) Fisher. Alf Fisher was born in Gravenhurst in 1905 and brought up in
the village. He married Louie Odell, sister to all the male Odells mentioned in this
article. They lived in the High Street and had one daughter Beryl.

Alf was a tree feller during the war along with his cousin, Henry Fisher and
Henry’s father, Harry, of Campton Road - Henry was also in the Home Guard at the



same time as Alf. They all worked in Ashridge Park, Buckinghamshire, which was
part of the Wrest Park Estate.

After the war, he was employed by Bedfordshire County Council in the Highways
Department and, ultimately, until his retirement, in the Parks Department of the
County Borough of Luton. Alf died of a heart attack in 1976 aged 71.

Hugh White. Hugh White was the son of Christopher White, the pharmacist, who
appears above. He was born in 1926 at the Post Office in Gravenhurst, which would
put him at about age 18 in the photograph.

Hugh married Dorothy Smith from Marquis Hill, Shillington, and they had two
children, Graham and Caroline.

At the time of the Home Guard, Hugh was a farm labourer - probably correct in
the 1940s, but he was then employed at Manor Farm, Higham Gobion, by his uncles,
Ken and Jack Parrish. He then had his own farm, initially in Wood End, Marston
Moretaine, trading as Parrish & White, then at Strawberry Hill Farm at Knotting
Green in North Bedfordshire.

He died in 2016 aged 9o years. He would have been the last survivor of those men
in the Gravenhurst Home Guard. His son and daughter have taken over the farm as
their mother, Dorothy, has recently died.

Frank Redman. Frank Redman was born in Gravenhurst in about 1911/12 and lived
in Hillside Farm with his parents, Reuben and Emily (née Stagnall). Reuben rented
the farm from the Stagnalls where there were 10 acres of land which they, Reuben and
Frank, cultivated in business together. They used to source potatoes locally and from
the Fens and sell them to local shops, particularly fish and chip shops. They had one
lorry for deliveries. Although he was considered to be a farmer, it was really market
gardening where his main business evolved. He was also employed by Bedfordshire
County Council, where with a horse and cart, he repaired roads taking infill to sites to
fill in the ruts.

He married Phyllis Downing from Flitton and together they had a property built
on adjoining land in Campton Road, to be known as Hillside. It was here that their
sons Francis (Rex) and Jeffrey (Jeff) were born.

Later they built College Farm in Lower Gravenhurst where the adjacent land was
used for market gardening, producing such crops as peas, beans, carrots and other
root vegetables. The occasional field was used to grow wheat and barley. He became
very successful with his sons Rex and Jeff who carried on the business (Frank Redman
and Sons) after his death. His grandsons and great grandsons are now continuing the
business.

It is thought he had the rank of private in the Home Guard. Frank died in 1987,
aged 75.

Arthur Kempson. Arthur was born in 1921 and lived in The Pyghtle with his father
and brother Charlie - they had two sisters. He might also have been called Ron. I
don’t think Arthur ever worked as he always appeared very sickly and came from a
typical ‘TB’ (tuberculosis) family of the age. He died in January 1959 just before his
brother Charlie. His father outlived both him and Charlie.

10



Kenneth (Ken) Parrish. Ken was born in Gravenhurst in 1907, a member of the
Parrish dynasty. He was one of 13 children (12 survived to maturity) of Adeline and
Reuben Parrish who lived at Carte’s Farm, Gravenhurst. Adeline and Reuben had
previously lived at Chestnut Tree House and the Post Office in High Street and it was
at the Post Office where some of the children, including Ken, were born.

He initially farmed with his brother Jack at New Farm, Streatley, then at Aubers
Farm, Lower Sundon, before moving to Manor Farm, Higham Gobion.

Ken and Jack married two sisters — Beryl and Marion Heady, respectively. Both
families lived in the farmhouse at Higham Gobion - Jack and Marion with their three
children and Ken and Beryl with their three children - Richard, Corin and Genevieve
(known as Jenny).

Whilst at Aubers Farm, Ken joined the Sundon Home Guard and then transferred
to the Gravenhurst Home Guard, having connections with Gravenhurst - there was
no Home Guard at Higham Gobion. Ken refused to salute his commanding officer as
he knew the man, but in defiance, saluted an effigy in the yard - perhaps just a stick
dressed up! Ken continued to farm at Higham Gobion and died there in 1979, aged 71.

Reginald (Reg) West. My father, Reg West, was born in 1922 and originated from
Pegsdon, near Shillington. He went to Hexton School and could have gone to Hitchin
Grammar School, but his parents couldn’t afford to send him there.

After leaving school, he went to work at Foster’s in Hitchin and then became a
farm labourer for Mr Dale of Green End Farm in Pegsdon. Also, at this time he
worked in the Hexton woods where he met my mother who was a Lumber Jill in the
Women’s Timber Corps. She was from Liverpool and they married there in 1943. For a
very short time after, at the end of 1943, he went to work in Milton Ernest before
obtaining employment with Arthur Young at Carte’s Farm in Campton Road,
Gravenhurst.

I was born just after the war and my sister, Doreen, some years later. We lived in
a tied cottage in Campton Road until my father bought a cottage farther along
Campton Road where my mother lived until she died.

For about six months he worked for Bedfordshire County Council Highways but
hated it!

When we moved from the tied cottage, he was then employed as a lorry driver by
Parrish Brothers at Higham Gobion. In 1964 he started his own business running a
mobile greengrocery round in Luton and Hitchin, sourcing some of his produce from
his own garden. He retired in 1983 and died in 2006 aged 83, having lived in
Gravenhurst for two-thirds of his life.

In the Home Guard photograph, he would have been 21 and it is very strange that
he is standing next to Ken Parrish who later became his employer!

Len Odell. Len Odell was a member of the large Odell family of Gravenhurst and
married Lilian Bottoms (another Gravenhurst family). They lived in Clophill Road for
all the time I knew them, and they had one daughter Peggy.

He was employed initially at Cainhoe Park Farm with Bob Anderson and then as a
roadman for the Highways Department, Bedfordshire County Council.
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Standing back row - left to right

Arthur Bushby. Arthur Bushby was born in 1903 to Fred and Emily Bushby in
Clophill. When he left school, he became a farm labourer in Clophill but later became
a roadman for Bedfordshire County Council.

He married Grace (née Twydell, who died in 1966 aged 59 yrs.) in November 1929
and lived at 33 High Street where his daughter Doreen was born in January 1932.

At some time during this period, he bought a large plot of land in Clophill Road,
Gravenhurst, and had a house built. It was in 1935 that the family moved to Clophill
Road and later a bungalow was built next door for his and Grace’s retirement but was
never occupied by Grace. Arthur did live in the bungalow for a couple of years after
Grace’s death.

During the Second World War Arthur joined the Home Guard and his daughter
Doreen, remembers it being said that her mother was very worried as he went on
exercises to receive training in gas warfare - possibly to Bedford.

Later, he became a foreman in the Highways Department of Bedfordshire County
Council operating in the Biggleswade Area.

After becoming widowed he moved to Cedar Close in Ampthill and at some stage
remarried. He died in his goth year.

Arthur James (Jimmy) Rutland. Jimmy Rutland was my wife’s great uncle and his
family lived next door to the house my parents bought in Campton Road. He was
born in 1887 and fought in the First World War at Ypres and we have his medals in
our possession. He told of the horrendous conditions of the battles.

He married Florence Goodhall from Campton in 1913 and had one daughter Doris.
She was for many years the village postwoman delivering letters and parcels on her
bicycle in all weathers. At the time of his marriage, his ‘rank or profession’ was given
as market gardener, as was his father.

Ultimately, Jimmy laboured for a number of different employers - Arthur Young
and Frank Redman, previously mentioned - but was nicknamed ‘Dodger’ as I think it
was thought he used to ‘dodge’ work!!

He lived in Campton Road until his death in 1971, aged 84.

Arthur Hyte. Arthur Hyte lived at Gravenhurst Lodge on the bridleway between
Gravenhurst and Silsoe. He was employed at Wrest Park as a gamekeeper. I
remember Mrs Hyte - she used to ride a bicycle into the village and featured in
village activities, but I don’t remember her husband.

Bob Anderson. Bob was born at Cainhoe Park Farm, off the Clophill Road, in 1914
to Mary Eva and Fred Anderson. Bob had a younger brother Frank who was tragically
killed when a hay cart horse bolted.

His grandfather George Anderson took the leases of both Cainhoe Park Farm and
Town Farm in Campton Road in 19u and traded as George Anderson and Sons. Bob’s
father, Fred, lived at Cainhoe Park and his brother, Charles, at Town Farm, eventually
George purchased their respective properties in 1918.

Bob married during the war an evacuee from Walthamstow, called Joan Jesse
Turner who had been billeted in Clophill Road. Unfortunately, Joan became ill with
tuberculosis whilst carrying their son David who was born in 1949. The prognosis was
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not good for Joan, which eventually led to her leaving the farm in about 1950 and
divorcing Bob soon after.

At this time David was cared for by his grandparents, Eva and Fred, who by now
were living in Chapel Street (High Street) in the village of Gravenhurst. Bob
continued to farm Cainhoe Park Farm with the help of local full- and part-time
labour.

Bob later married Peg, a former landlady of the Green Dragon, in about 1962 and
they moved back into the village in 1978/79 to the semi-detached house which his
grandparents had built and lived in earlier. He continued to work the land for a short
time, eventually, leasing it to local contractors. He died at Gravenhurst in 1992.

Clifford (Cliff) Davies. Cliff Davies was a Gravenhurst lad, born in 1920, who
married a girl who was a distant relative of my wife. She was Joan Etheridge and at
one time lived in Gravenhurst, then Silsoe. When Cliff and Joan married in 1945, they
lived initially in the cottages between the shop and St Giles’ Church, they then moved
to Parkside, a new development off Clophill Road. They had one son, Brian, born in
1949.

Cliff loved cricket and used to play for Gravenhurst as a bowler. Joan and Cliff
loved to dance and, at one time, danced in the Tower Ballroom in Blackpool.
Ultimately, they moved to Queens Park, Bedford, where they lived until Cliff's
untimely death of a heart attack in 1980 at the age of 59.

From school, Cliff was apprenticed in Luton as a tool maker and at the time of the
photograph was employed by Electrolux in Luton. Later he worked at Wrest Park,
Silsoe, and for Skefco and Vauxhall in Luton. It was while he was working for
Vauxhall that he transferred to the Bedford Plant in Ampthill Road, Bedford.

Frederick (Joe) Odell. Frederick Odell was always known as and called ‘Joe’ - he
was born in 1910.

Although Joe was around for a lot of my life, I don’t know much about him! He
was very knowledgeable about village matters and wrote a book about the village and
its people in long-hand and illustrated it in his own hand.

It has been said that the ‘live’ bullets used in target practice became ‘surplus to
requirements’ and Joe would use them to kill rabbits for use as food because meat
was scarce and rationed during the war - he was apparently a crack-shot!

He never married and lived in The Pyghtle, where he lived initially with his father,
next door to his brother Alf (not featured in the photograph). He worked as a forester
for the Forestry Commission at Maulden Wood and grew Christmas trees in his very
large garden and on his allotment. He also bred Jack Russell terriers. Joe died in
January 1990, aged 79.

Ken Cooper. Unfortunately, I know very little about Ken Cooper. I remember he
lived with his elderly mother in Barton Road, marrying later in life. When he married
Beryl, he moved to Clophill Road, where their daughter Sarah was born. Ken and
Beryl both died when Sarah was very young.

Ken worked for a number of different employers, finishing up at Vauxhalls in
Luton. He was a keen cricketer and played as batsman for Gravenhurst.
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Henry Fisher. Born in Campton Road, Gravenhurst, in 1909, Henry lived in his
early years in the family home two doors from my parents. As a young man he was
very friendly with my wife’s father - they were the same age.

After school he started work at Wrest Park with his father Harry (also Henry),
tree felling and then went to Ashridge Park in Buckinghamshire, which was part of
the de Grey Estate, again tree felling for furniture manufacture. Later he worked for
Brown’s Timber Yard in Crawley Road, Luton, again with his father. At this time in
the early 1920s, he owned a motor vehicle which was quite unique at the time and he
was therefore able to drive to his employment. Eventually he was employed by Frank
Redman & Sons in market gardening, although Bedfordshire County Council
commissioned vehicles from Frank Redman and Henry carried out highway
maintenance, etc, until his untimely death in about 1965/66.

He married Hilda, and they originally lived with his parents in Campton Road.
They then moved to High Street at which time he bought an ex-prefabricated
bungalow, erected it on land next to where his parents lived and had it bricked and
tiled to form a substantial property. He lived there for the rest of his life.

I hope you have found this article of interest as it gives a view of the men and
the families who lived through that terrible war in a Bedfordshire village.
Perhaps some of you are members of the family of the men who served in the
Gravenhurst Home Guard.

Notes

1. In 1935 there was a battery of the Bedfordshire Yeomanry based in Biggleswade:
Old Biggleswade (Biggleswade History Society, 2003), p 9.

2. The STEN (or Sten gun) was a family of British submachine guns used
extensively by British and Commonwealth forces throughout the Second World War
and the Korean War.

3. ] Lyons & Co became one of the largest food factories in the United Kingdom.
The Lyons catering business expanded and so did the premises as new areas of
production were launched, including tea, baked goods, meat and ice cream. Many
people will remember Lyons Tea, Lyons Tea Shops, Lyons Corner Houses (in London)
and Lyons Ice Cream.

4. A brief synopsis of George’s war diary makes interesting reading. George joined
the sth Bedfordshire Regiment in April 1911 aged 16. He was discharged in April 1916
but rejoined in July 1916 - the reasons unknown. He went for ‘drill’ in Wrest Park,
target practice at Millbrook and camps in Ampthill (presumably Ampthill Park),
Bedford and Thetford in Norfolk. He was a dispatch rider, assumed to be on a bicycle,
and took messages from the front to HQ - he records it being very dangerous with
bullets flying everywhere! His time at the Battle of Cambrai, France (November to
December 1917, 17 days), is recorded as being a gunner in a Whippet tank, the first
time tanks were used in warfare and this was in the Allied offensive when his tank
was tipped over in a trench and had to be righted by another tank! He was demobbed
in February 1918 and returned home via Boulogne and Southampton.

Colin West
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Don’t Panic’ - Life in the Biggleswade
Home Guard

Introduction

One cannot look at the repeat episodes of ‘Dad’s Army’ without enjoying the
fictional tales of pompous Captain Mainwaring and his long-suffering platoon,
but what was it really like to be a part of this unique group of men who made
up the Home Guard during the Second World War? We are fortunate to get a
first-hand glimpse of the real Home Guard through the eyes of long-time
Biggleswade Society member Vic Brunt. Vic would go on to join the Royal Navy
and was present at the D Day landings in 1944. His participation and bravery
would see him awarded the Legion d’Honneur by the French President in 2016.

The Home Guard began life as the Local Defence Volunteers (LDV). From
1940 to 1944, they had 1.5 million local volunteers otherwise ineligible for
military service, such as those who were too young or too old to join the
regular armed services. The Home Guard worked as a secondary defence force
in case of invasion by the forces of Nazi Germany and other Axis powers.

Their key role was to maintain control of the civilian population in the
event of an invasion, to forestall panic and to prevent communication routes
from being blocked by refugees, to free the regular forces to fight the Germans.
The Home Guard would man roadblocks and guard the coastal areas as well as
important sites such as airfields, factories and explosives stores until late 1944.
Stood down in 1944, the Home Guard was finally disbanded on 31 December
1945, eight months after Germany surrendered.

Reminiscences of Biggleswade Home Guard service by Vic Brunt

Many TV viewers must think that the ‘Dad’s Army’ comedy series was just a
parody on the real wartime Home Guard, but my experiences led me to view
it as fairly near the mark! In 1941/42 I had a strange training before service in
the Royal Navy from March 1943 to June 1946. Having joined the local Sea
Cadet unit to give me background training for my Royal Navy service, I
combined this with taking part in the Home Guard to ‘defend us against the
might of the invading German Army’! So I suppose I was the ‘Private Pike’ of
the Home Guard platoon comprised mainly of those, like me, working
during the day at the depot of the local electricity supplier, First Garden City
Ltd. The local Electricity Service Manager, made a perfect ‘Captain
Mainwaring’ of the TV series but his deputy, a jointers labourer at the local
depot, was a little more difficult to compare with ‘Sergeant Wilson’ as he
became a Lieutenant - the commanding officer’s deputy at the end of his
working day. It was really fun to see him giving orders to the Sergeant, who
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at work was a skilled underground cable jointer and the Lieutenant was his
labourer! But I am sure they both got their own back when ‘boss’ of the
other, either during the day or off-duty hours when their roles reversed.
Most of the rest of this platoon worked at the electricity depot in Stratton
Street near the railway bridge (now part of High Street). So we worked and
‘fought’ together both during the day and off-duty. We assembled in the old
cottage which was originally the ‘Bay Horse’ public-house, which was used as
a store for electricity meters and cable boxes, or in the yard out the back.

We all started with wooden rifles and no uniform but progressed to
Home Guard battledress and First World War Lee-Enfield rifles but dummy
ammunition. What would have defended us if the balloon went up we never
found out! Our other firepower was the Sten gun automatic, probably more
lethal to those firing it than the enemy; I believe it was invented in
Czechoslovakia. Also a ‘spigot mortar’, made mainly from a steel tube which
projected missiles, which we first tried out at ‘Hoppy’s Meadow’, a pit in
Dells Lane, later to become the car park for the Weatherly Oilgear factory
and now is part of the ‘Authors’ new housing estate. We fired the mortar
rounds from the pit bank on the Dells Lane side hopefully not to land on the
London to Edinburgh railway line! It was fun intending to be deadly serious.
I know that the pit next to the ‘Spread Eagle’ pub was used later as a rifle
range.

Standing guard

The venues I remember for guard duties, which usually involved an
overnight stay, included the Civil Defence headquarters in Stratton House in
The Baulk, the room in which, after the war, the Urban Councillors,
including myself, held their meetings. We also stood guard in the local
Territorial Army offices in Shortmead Street, which became Millenium
House (now apartments). In fact, I remember sleeping during night duty in
the room where the History Society used to hold monthly meetings, with me
as tea boy. Times do not change much! (see photo 74, Vol 2, and photo 139,
Vol 4, in the Old Biggleswade books)

Forays outside Biggleswade

We had a weekend tented camp on Reams farmland somewhere near
Deepdale, Potton, with a lot of other Home Guard platoons and on the
Saturday evening most were off duty visiting the John o’ Gaunt public-house
in Sutton. Why I did not go I cannot work out, perhaps I was considered too
young or like a few others ‘drew the short straw’ and was left guarding the
camp. When the lads returned from Sutton most were the worse for wear,
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having had quite a few drinks. One group were challenged by the duty guard
at the camp gate with the usual cry of ‘Halt and be recognised’. As most were
incapable of a sensible reply, there was a risk of being shot but I think they
had dummy bullets!

Most of our outings were fun but meant to be serious training. On a
Sunday morning our platoon, together with other local units, were
transported to invade Bedford, with their Home Guard platoons acting as
defenders. Our platoon, when dropped off, started early that Sunday
morning, crossing people’s back gardens to prevent the defenders from
seeing us, as they were advancing up the road in front of the houses. It was a
stroke of luck that one big garden contained a fruit orchard, and perhaps it
was a coincidence that most of us were eating apples as we advanced! After
all, most invading armies were expected to gain booty from the territory
being invaded. I cannot remember us ever meeting any defenders and I got
the impression we were both trying hard to avoid one another so we could
get back to our wartime Sunday dinner.

Our commanding officer sounded just like Captain Mainwaring of the TV
series as he regularly said: ‘Let Hitler come, we are ready for him.” We used
to mutter quietly something like ‘his storm troopers would go through us
like a dose of salts’. But I suppose we would have done our best. The
interesting thing was Germany ended up with their own ‘Dad’s Army’,
composed like ours of men too old and boys too young for military service. I
saw some of these on the beaches of Normandy after D Day as prisoners and
have to confess I felt more than a bit sorry for them, involved in a war most
people regretted. Service in the Home Guard made me grow up more quickly
and learn to work alongside other people.

[Reprinted with permission from Biggleswade History Society
Newsletter 417, September 2020.}

‘Bedford’ vehicles in the Second World War

‘Bedford Vehicles’, usually shortened to ‘Bedford’, were manufactured by
Vauxhall Motors, then a subsidiary of the American multinational
corporation, General Motors (GM). Bedford was established in April 1931 for
constructing commercial vehicles, and became a leading international lorry
brand, with substantial export sales of light, medium, and heavy lorries
throughout the world.

In 1935, Bedford began the development of a 15cwt truck for the British
War Office. This entered service as the MW in 1939, and 65,995 were built by
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the end of the war in 1945. The MW appeared in many different roles — water
tanker, general duties truck, personnel carrier, petrol tanker, wireless truck
and anti-aircraft gun tractor and some others.

The MW and other 15cwt vehicles were designated by the War Office as
‘trucks’ - larger vehicles were ‘lorries’. The 1939 K-, M-, and O-commercial
series lorries were redesigned for military use. This meant making a sloping
bonnet with a flat front with incorporated headlights plus a crash bar to
protect the radiator from minor collisions. The military versions were
designated OX and OY series, and put to many uses: as mobile canteens,
tankers and general purpose lorries. There was also a variant with a Tasker
semi-trailer so the RAF could transport dlsmantled or damaged alrcraft -
vehicles of this type soon became S : : : Y
known as a ‘Queen Marys’, because
of their length.

Bedford OY truck in German markings

Bedford OXD 1.5-ton chassis
were converted to become the
Bedford OXA armoured vehicle. A
total of 72,385 OY and 24,429 OX
lorries were built. An OY fitted for
airfield defence with Lewis guns and
an ex-aircraft COW 37 mm gun was
known as the ‘Armadillo’.

When the Second World War started many of the trucks sold
commercially by Bedford between June and September 1939 were
requisitioned for the military. Many were abandoned in the retreat to
Dunkirk, and made unserviceable to the enemy by removing the engine oil
drain plug and running the engine until it seized. But, in 1940 the German
armed forces were very short of trucks, so many of the captured Bedfords
were repaired and put into service with the Opel Blitz trucks (Opel was also
a part of GM) by the German armed forces - though only for second-line
roles, such as civil defence.

Production of the new range of vehicles ceased at Bedfords, apart from a
few examples released for essential civilian duties, when they went onto a
war footing. Civilian production started again in 1945.

A departure from Bedford's usual designs arrived in October 1939, with a
four-wheel drive, forward control lorry, entering service in March 1941 as the
QL, quickly nicknamed the ‘Queen Lizzie'.

o
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The war-time Bedford QL, with the
driver perched above the engine

in a forward control cab, was a
precursor post-war truck designs.

As with the MW and OY/OX
models, the QL went on to serve
in a large number of roles, such as
artillery tractor, gun porter,
command vehicle, wireless lorry
and petrol tanker, as well as the
troop-carrying QLD, the most
common variant. An experimental
variant used the tracks of a bren-
gun carrier, or Universal Carrier, to compete with German half-track
vehicles, which were superior going cross-country. QL production was about
12,000 units a year between 1942 and 1944. Many QLs and other Bedford
Second World War military vehicles served with the British Army, and other
forces until the 1960s, and many others were bought for civilian use after the
war.

Mark IV
Churchill tank

Car production was halted in Luton during the war so that Vauxhall
could produce the Churchill tank. The Luton factory was bombed in August
1940, when 39 employees were killed. After the evacuation of Dunkirk in
June 1940, the British Army had around 100 tanks, mostly obsolete and
inferior to German tanks. Vauxhall was given one year to design and produce
a suitable heavy tank. The Churchill tank went into production in May 1941
at Luton - 5,640 units and 2,000 spare engines were produced at Luton, and
other sites under contract. Truck production had to continue so the new
Bedford Dunstable plant, was developed and it came online in 1942.

Numerous Bedford trucks and tanks were supplied to the Soviet Union
during the war and they also produced 250,000 lorries. Apart from vehicles,
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Vauxhall Motors produced steel helmets, rocket bodies, and top-secret
components for Frank Whittle's jet engine.

In August 1939, the Bedford O type lorry chassis was introduced, with the
OB coach-chassis version. Duple Coachbuilders modified their ‘Hendonian’
body to fit the chassis, which at 14ft 6in (4.42m) was longer than the
previous WTB model. The six cylinder ; p ;
overhead valve power unit with a capacity
of 3519¢cc, introduced in 1938, developed
72bhp at 3000 rpm. But only 73 OB buses
were built in the two months before
production ended at the outbreak of the
war. So, for the war period the OB was
replaced by the ‘utility’ OWB, authorising
Bedford as the only British manufacturer
to build single-deck buses during the war.

Bedford OWB Bus

The Bedford OWB chassis was produced in the war to the same basic
design as the OB, but valuable metals, like aluminium, were replaced by cast
iron, and an austere bodywork with an interior of 32 seats, with just wooden
slats to sit on, just like a park bench. Bodies were designed and built by
Duple Coachbuilders and also built by Charles H Roe in Leeds, Mulliners in
Birmingham and Scottish Motor Traction in Edinburgh to Duple’s drawings,
but the majority of the utility bodies were by Duple. Total OWB production
was 3,398, finishing in late 1945. But the RAF still had them in the mid-1950s
and they were used by many small rural bus companies.

Some wartime OWBs were rebuilt to post-war OB standard. The OB was
sold in other Commonwealth countries, with Commonwealth Aircraft
Corporation bodying many in Australia.

Bedford restarted production of the OB in October 1945, at the Bedford
Dunstable plant with only minor changes to the pre-war design. From 1945
to 1951, 12,693 OBs were built. The Vista was Duple's standard OB body, until
1951.

The OB was the coach that most likely took holidaymakers to the coast in
the late 1940s, and the 50s and 60s as happened on at least on one occasion
in my family. It is now one of the most popular coaches in preservation - 180
are thought to be still in existence, nearly 70 roadworthy - 30 are licensed for
private hire. I have travelled on them in the Isle of Man and Bradford. OBs
appear in period television dramas such as Foyle's War and Miss Marple.
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The 7oth anniversary was on 30 August 2009 with a rally at the Vauxhall
Heritage Centre in Luton where OBs were displayed before a road run to
Bletchley Park. The 7sth anniversary, was at Luton on 16/17 August 2014
with a run to the Millbrook Proving Ground. Several OBs are preserved in
Australia and New Zealand.

Bedford OB coach with Duple body
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Ted Martin

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 £5 (£6.50 by post). Langford & District History Society,
2021. Copies obtainable from the Editor.

Bedford History Timeline, by Alan Crawley and Bob Ricketts Published by 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
MK4o0 2NN or £10 incl postage from Bob Ricketts, 68 Mendip Crescent, Bedford,
MK41 9EP.

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.

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 8]Q

Henry John Sylvester Stannard with notes on his daughter Theresa Sylvester Stannard,
by Richard Morgan. Published by Bedfordshire Local History Association, 2018.
48pp incl index. Available via the BLHA website http://www.bedfordshire-
lha.org.uk, £5 + p&p.
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Langford Then and Now 2006. Published by Langford & District History Society, 2006.
Paperback, 40 pp, 8o+ photos, £4 from Rowena Wolfe by phone or email: 01767
312556 or rowena.wolfe@btinternet.com.

Langford through the Lens Volume 1. Published by Langford & District History Society,
reprinted with amendments 2021 to include Langford: A Village Walk. Paperback,
138 pp, 70 photos, £5, from Rowena Wolfe by phone or email: 01767 312556 or
rowena.wolfe@btinternet.com.

Langford through the Lens, Volume 2. Published by Langford & District History
Society. 1992. Paperback, 8o pp, 8o+ photos, £3, from Rowena Wolfe by phone or
email: 01767 312556 or rowena.wolfe@btinternet.com.

Willington in the First World War by Robert Bollington. Published by 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.

Publications Received

Bedford Local History Magazine, No 106, April 2021. Published by Bedford
Architectural, Archaeological and Local History Society. 42pp + 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.

Articles: by Bob Ricketts: St Mary’s Abbey House and Hotel; The Life and Work of
Thomas Jobson Jackson - Bedford Architect, Artist and Athlete; Bedford in the Turner
Letters — A Victorian Melodrama; Bedford Ephemera - ‘letters home’ and a school
report.

By Stuart Antrobus: The ‘Key Club: A WW2 private social club for Allied officers in
Bedford’s High Street.

This issue came with a facsimile reproduction of the Bedford Bee newspaper of 13

August 1879.
Colmworth and Neighbours History, vol 4, December 2020. Published by
Colmworth and Neighbours History Society, 42pp incl cover. Price £5 plus £1.50
postage, obtainable from John Hutchings, 6 Queens Road, Colmworth, Bedford, MK44
2 LA.

Articles: Obituary, Sue Jarrett, 1955-2020; Bushmead Secondary School, Eaton
Socon, 1958-1969, by Sue Jarrett; Abstract from the Will of Sir Gerard Braybroke, Lord
of the Manor of Colmworth, by Thelma Marks; Brewing in Medieval Bedfordshire, by
John Hutchings; Colmworth in the Early Nineteenth Century: A Village under
Pressure, by Stephen Smith; Self-Sufficiency - How Keysoe Shopped ¢ 1925-1955. (We
hope to review this publication in the Autumn issue.)
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