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Vic Brunt, 1917–2021 
 

In our last issue Vic Brunt contributed a piece about his experiences as a 
young Home Guard recruit in Biggleswade in the Second World War. Sadly 
we have to report that Vic died in June at the great age of 96. His article in 
the summer issue was not the first time he had contributed to HIB. In our 
Autumn 2014 issue (Vol 6, No 9), in the 70th anniversary year, he told us of 
his ‘small part’ in the Normandy landings while serving in the Royal Navy. 

After the war, Vic contributed to Biggleswade life in many ways holding 
positions on the Biggleswade Urban District Council, Bedfordshire County 
Council and Mid-Bedfordshire Council and was twice mayor of Biggleswade 
in 1979 and 2002 and was a stalwart member of the Labour Party for many 
years. 

Another of that magnificent wartime generation lost to us. 
— 

 

Society News 
 
Turvey Society in the lockdown 
Although we have not been able to meet up in person or arrange any events 
over the past year, Turvey History Society has been busy during lockdown. 
Our main activity has been around our website: 

https://www.turveyhistory.org.uk/ 
It now contains over 100 articles, 43 sound clips, 370 documents and 1,100 
images. We have seen over 5,000 new users visit our site since March 2020, 
many returning more than once. Over 20% of our visitors are from outside 
the UK, with the majority of overseas interest coming from USA, Australia 
and New Zealand. 

We have a small but enthusiastic Writers’ Group which has continued to 
meet virtually, although Covid restrictions have limited our ability to visit 
Beds Archives and libraries to access research material.  

Nevertheless, we have a number of new articles on the website, relating 
to local families including a history of the Mardlin family of Turvey and the 
involvement of the Mordaunt family in the Gunpowder Plot. A diary from 
the Argenti family at Picts Hill House, now in Bedford Archives, has been the 
source of an article on Marigo Argenti’s Edwardian childhood. Fredrick 
Smith Hilson, commemorated on the village war memorial, is the subject of 
an article by a relative. Another series of articles explores how the 
Whitworth family (now a household name from their business in 
Wellingborough) began farming and milling in Turvey.  

https://www.turveyhistory.org.uk/
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Various sources are drawn together to illustrate what Christmas would 
have been like in Turvey in Victorian times. We have been given the notes of 
a well-loved late resident and churchwarden who was known for his talks 
demonstrating, with a scale model, how Turvey church developed and 
changed over the years. A transcript of his talk, with photos of the model, is 
on our website. 

We also have new articles on notable places in the village, including 
Nell’s Well and Ladybridge Terrace. There is also an account of the making 
of the Turvey Quilt in 1995, and, topically, a series of articles on epidemics in 
Turvey over the years.  

Our online archive continues to grow as, by word of mouth, we collect 
historic documents and mementos kept by residents over the years. Recent 
additions include two scrapbooks created by the WI in 1965 and 1986 to 
celebrate the 30th and 50th anniversaries of the Turvey branch, with photos, 
articles and press cuttings of life in the village in those years.  

We have also created a Lockdown Archive, collecting together photos 
and memories of life in the village over the past year. This includes a diary of 
life in Lockdown at Turvey Abbey, written by one of the nuns from the 
Benedictine community. 

We have two history walks on the MK Trails app, highlighting the local 
history that can be seen when walking around the village. Both start at 
Lancelot’s Piece opposite the Corner Stores. The West Walk focuses on the 
centre of the village around the Cross and the western part of the High 
Street; the East Walk follows a route out beyond the Abbey across the fields 
to Station End. Both walks include text 
describing the history at various 
stopping points, images of paintings or 
photographs of these places in the 
past, and audio clips of Turvey 
residents describing their memories. 
As an alternative to using the app, 
during Lockdown we produced a 
booklet of the West Walk, illustrated 
with many early images of the places 
you will see, including paintings by John Higgins, who lived in Turvey Abbey 
in the early 19th century. Copies are available from our Secretary: 

(turveyhistory@gmail.com) 
price £2.50. We will produce another for the East Walk later in the spring.  

Finally, although we have not been able to complete any interviews in the 
past year, we now have transcriptions and voice recordings for those – with 

mailto:turveyhistory@gmail.com
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nine Turvey residents – on the website. The interviews provide the village 
with a wonderfully wide range of experiences of the interviewees’ lives, either 
of growing up in, or when they moved to, Turvey, and their subsequent lives 
in the village. The ‘Voices’ project to collect more memories will continue 
when the COVID-19 restrictions are a thing of the past! Janet Goodland 

 

Langford Society in the Lockdown 

Unable to meet and faced with the endless bleak days of winter we searched 
for a project, and so decided to produce a new edition of Michael Rutt’s The 
People at the Long Ford, which is the only history of Langford from Saxon 
times. Based on serious academic research, the book was first published in 
1976 by the County Library in typewriter 
form. Michael was keen on the idea but 
felt he was not well enough to be 
involved. He did, however, want to 
change the title to At the Long Ford.  

The previous edition had some typing 
errors which had to be resolved and the 
story ended at the First World War, so a 
whole century and a bit needed to be 
added and the text had to reflect changes 
which had occurred since 1976.  

We wanted to produce a much better 
production as an A5 paperback so 
scanned the pages of the original edition, 
and then compiled Part Two from our 
publications and online sources to cover 
the time from 1914 to the present day. We 
also added some appendices which might 
be useful additions to the text. 

After careful editing, the book was designed, typeset and formatted and 
circulated to members of the Society to read the draft and offer suggestions 
and corrections. To complete the operation, Beds Archives and local 
residents helped to resolve some issues. As this was a serious work of history, 
it needed an index. There was so much detail in the text that, in the end, we 
provided a Subject Index and an Index of People. After discussions on a 
cover design the book was sent to the printer. 

Michael Rutt was the first person to receive a copy and then we found 
that we had a best seller on our hands – the first print completely sold out 
and we have had a reprint. At 172 pages, the book is available from Ted 
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Martin at 2a The Leys, Langford (01462 701096) at £5 or by post at £8 from 
John Shipman (01462 700650). A review is at page 21. 

Another project was a new edition of Langford through the Lens Volume 1, 
and we incorporated Langford: A Village Walk, Ralph Turner’s tour of the 
village as it was in 2000. This was published by the Parish Council to 
celebrate the Millennium but stocks were no longer available so we decided 
to preserve it in this way. Copies are available from Rowena Wolfe (01767 
312556), at £7, plus p&p.              Ted Martin 

 

The Making of the Sharnbrook Landscape 

After three years of concentrated research, the local history project on the 
landscape of Sharnbrook Parish has 
been completed. The goal was to 
determine who owned the land in the 
parish at any one time and to question 
how it was managed and farmed. The 
research included a full review of all 
documentary evidence (wills, 
conveyances, gifts, etc) and an analysis 
of the archaeology/fieldwalking done 
in the last 30 years. This includes both 
the excavations done by Sharnbrook 
Local History Group in collaboration 
with Professor Carenza Lewis and the 
published findings from commercial 
contracts done as part of the local 
planning process.  

These results were further expanded by the inclusion of data from the 
Portable Antiquities scheme sourced by metal detectorists, from datasets 
available from Academia and from images generated by the National 
Mapping Programme made available through a licence arrangement with 
Bedford Borough Historic Environment Record. 

The research spanned the periods from pre-history to modern times. The 
analysis of spatial information was facilitated by GIS software which allowed 
new data to be superimposed on modern and ancient maps. The research 
recognised the importance of the geology and soil types of different parts of 
the parish and how this influenced the position of certain features.  

Where relevant, the features of the landscape in Sharnbrook were 
compared with surrounding villages or with villages in other parts of the 
county. The GIS mapping of new datasets has suggested novel 
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interpretations of the published history of the village. In particular, the 
understanding as to how many ‘Manors’ existed in Sharnbrook at the 1086 
Domesday survey is questioned.  

The data comparisons were often expanded to include Northamptonshire 
and Cambridgeshire. 

The book includes detailed lists of field names and shows both continuity 
and change over the years. The text describes both the ‘common field 
system’ where individual tenants farmed dispersed strips and the ‘enclosed’ 
system, after 1809, where a few landowners concentrated their holdings into 
manageable estates. 

The book also includes wide-ranging information about the families that 
owned the various estates and documents showing how land was passed on, 
was sold, was given away, or even confiscated. New information on the 
Triket family is included.  

General conclusions are made about the social structures of the village, 
the dominance of certain families, the land management systems, the 
relationship with surrounding parishes and the deduction that Sharnbrook is 
frequently at the ‘edge’. 

The book can be ordered via: 
deshoar@globalnet.co.uk or 01234 782717.   Des Hoar 
 

An additional note from the BLHA Secretary: 
Those that attended the Association’s GIS Workshop in Spring 2018 will be 
familiar with some of the data and GIS examples that Des has included in 
this splendid publication. This book clearly demonstrates the value of GIS to 
modern historical research. 

 
Archaeology, local history and the pandemic 
On 27 March 2021 Bedfordshire Local History Association held a Zoom event 
at which there were 30 participants. We heard a talk given by Geoff Saunders 
(Archaeological Officer, Planning Services, Bedford Borough) and Matt 
Tuohy (Historic Environment Record Officer, Bedford Borough) entitled 
‘Local History in a Pandemic’, this was followed by a question and answer 
session. 

Geoff Saunders spoke about complications faced during the 
pandemic, with a focus on the work of the Bedford Borough Historic 
Environment Team over the past year. This included the recent large-
scale evaluations along the proposed route of the new A428 bypass in the 
east of the Borough and numerous small and large-scale investigations 

mailto:deshoar@globalnet.co.uk
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associated with various development proposals. He also discussed results of 
archaeological works which we have reviewed over the past year. 

Homeworking because of the pandemic had caused problems with the 
specialist software on the Borough Council server when accessing via a 
virtual private network. They now use remote hosting for the specialist 
software provided by Exegesis which has greatly improved speed of access. 

There were delays in arranging some fieldwork, initially because of safety 
concerns, but there were no delays on the work on the line of the new A428 
bypass between the Black Cat Roundabout and Caxton Gibbet. 

There has been a significant increase in requests for Historic 
Environment Record searches and archaeological consultations in response 
to planning applications. 

The shift to homeworking and potential continuing settlement expansion 
into the countryside, if they continue, is expected to result in further 
increases in requests for archaeology work. 

There has been an increase in recording results on site digitally, which is 
expected to reduce paperwork in the office in the future. 

Matt Tuohy provided updates on the Historic Environment Record and 
some of the more interesting recent enhancements he has made to it. He 
began work at the Heritage Environment in Bedford as a volunteer, and now 
works there part-time while finishing his PhD with Leicester University into 
settlement and landscape character within the Hundred of Willey, 
Bedfordshire. That is, the rural area in the north-west of the county, on 
either side of the ancient way known as Forty Foot Lane. 

Matthew has worked during the Lockdown to keep the Bedford Heritage 
Environment Record up to date; he has improved the record part of National 
Mapping Programmes and dealt with commercial and academic enquiries. 
99 new monuments have been added to the Record, especially from around 
former airfields, and records of 947 monuments have been edited. There had 
been delays in getting this new information into the Heritage Gateway. 

Archaeology at Chellington was mentioned as a good example; Odell 
castle mound and the probable line of the moat through the village was 
described; Sharnbrook, Tempsford fortress (a probable Viking encampment 
or site of temporary winter camps) and Yielden Castle site were also 
included. 

The excavations at the Black Cat Quarry site were described as covering a 
‘huge area’ and have taken over 15 years of intermittent archaeological work. 
The results suggest near-continuous human activity for 7,000 years. Former 
routes and channels of the River Ouse can be detected preserved as 
palaeochannels. Evidence shows Mesolithic and Neolithic transient activity; 
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and eight Bronze Age pits with post holes suggestive of agrarian 
settlement. Other evidence has revealed Iron Age enclosures, and, 
possibly, a temple site; a Romano-British Cemetery containing 
decapitated bodies and grave goods; also other evidence of an enclosed 
Romano-British settlement; Anglo-Saxon buildings with sunken floors 
and single post holes. 
 
The lively and informative question and answer session after the 
presentation included a suggestion by Mollie Foster, chairman of Clapham 
Historical Society, that a visit to the excavations at the Black Cat roundabout 
should be arranged, if possible. 

In due course the archives from the work will be deposited with The 
Higgins Gallery and Museum and a copy of the report lodged with the 
Bedford Borough Historic Environment Record. A text for publication is 
being prepared. 
 
Evaluation trenches  
over an area of  
cropmarks at the  
Black Cat Roundabout. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1 metre resolution  
LiDAR for the deserted  
medieval settlement in  
Chellington. 
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Life as a Land Girl, Pt 1 
 
Although born in Leeds, Stella Limon was 
brought up from the age of four in Luton. After 
leaving school in July 1940, she worked as a clerk 
for the Prudential Assurance Company locally. 
Here, in her own words, she recalls her Land 
Army experiences.

1 

 
Signing on for national service 
Rona Carter and Betty Suttle decided to join 
the Women’s Land Army (WLA) as they were 
both of an age to have been called up for 
munitions work or the forces, and the Land 
Army seemed a better prospect. I was 
intending to join the Wrens as I was qualified 
to join by virtue of my maths and chemistry exam results. As I was not old 
enough to join up then and as I didn’t want to be left in the office without 
my friends, I decided to join the Land Army for a year and then transfer to 
the forces. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
When I applied to join the Land Army Dad was not best pleased but 

being physically fit I was accepted and my uniform arrived. One felt hat and 
one overcoat, one green pullover, a pair of corduroy breeches, two short 
sleeved shirts, two pairs of dungarees, two pairs of long khaki socks, a pair of 
brown leather shoes and a pair of black boots, a red and green armband and 

http://virtual-library.culturalservices.net/webingres/bedfordshire/vlib/0.wla/wla_bedfordshire_roll_call_slimon.htm
http://virtual-library.culturalservices.net/webingres/bedfordshire/vlib/0.wla/wla_bedfordshire_roll_call_rcarter.htm
http://virtual-library.culturalservices.net/webingres/bedfordshire/vlib/0.wla/wla_bedfordshire_roll_call_bsuttle.htm
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a metal Land Army badge. So dressed in my newly acquired finery I set out 
for Leighton Buzzard. For some reason we were issued with a voucher for the 
railway hardly the best way to get there. 
 
Leighton Buzzard WLA hostel 
We were stationed in a building on the outskirts of the town. A low brick 
building, T-shaped with the dormitory and ablution block running across the 
front of the building and the dining room, kitchen and wardens’ quarters 
leading back towards the garden, planted, all half-acre of it, with Brussels 
sprouts. There were 40 of us new recruits. The dormitory was equipped with 
bunks made of plywood with a thin mattress on top, sheets, pillow and a 
couple of army type blankets. There was a single wardrobe between two 
occupants of the bunk. In the middle of the room were two iron stoves and a 
scuttle filled with coke. The ablution block had four toilets, four baths and 
six washbasins. You can imagine the rush after work to try and bag a bath 
before the water ran out. I shared a bunk with Rona, my colleague from the 
Prudential. I had the top bunk, which to get into you had to climb onto the 
chest of drawers. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
It was all pretty basic: in the summer you would be kept awake by the 

sound of earwigs dropping on the floor and in winter the fire buckets kept by 
the stoves would be frozen solid every morning. The hostel had been built to 
house Italian prisoners of war but they had to be moved as the conditions 
didn’t meet Geneva Convention requirements! 
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Settling in and painful surprises 
On that first day Rona and I decided with a few 
other girls to walk into Leighton Buzzard to 
explore the place. Going wasn’t too bad apart 
from the fact that, as those corduroys were so 
stiff and cumbersome, walking was a strange 
sensation. But coming back was another 
matter. Those heavy shoes were agony to wear. 
We had blisters on our feet and our progress 
home was slow as we stopped to sit on any 
available garden wall. Breaking in those black 
boots was even worse, as you got weals where the tops rubbed your legs but 
once broken in you couldn’t have found more comfortable footwear. 

It was with mixed feelings I sat up in my bunk that first night wondering 
just what I’d let myself in for. I sat there round-eyed, I think, as I’d never 
heard any one swear before. If Dad used bad language it certainly wasn’t in 
my presence and swearing on the radio was certainly not allowed but some 
of those girls from London who came from the East End had a very colourful 
vocabulary, to say the least. 
 
Mobile gangs 

The hostel was on the road to Hockliffe about half a mile short of the turn off 
to Eggington and Tilsworth. On the first day we had to climb into the back 
of an open lorry, clutching our tin boxes containing our sandwiches for the 
day – great doorsteps with paste, usually, in them. I can’t recall there being 
anything else, no fruit. 

About six of us were taken to a farm near to Toddington. The farm was 
run by the War Agricultural Committee [‘War Ag’]. The man in charge was 
an enormous Scotsman who must have been nearly six and a half feet tall 
and really brawny as well. He was helped by two of his nephews and a couple 
of men too old to be called up. Our first job was potato picking, following 
behind the tractor as it spun out the potatoes. We had a sack tied round our 
waists. When full we had to empty them into a trailer. Later we had to put 
them on a riddle in order to sort out the small potatoes which had to be 
bagged into one hundred weights for seed. These we had to lift on to the 
trailer. It was our first day so you can imagine how the muscles protested. 
The rest had to be clamped (covered by straw and then earth mounds to 
protect from frost) and we learnt how to do that. It was quite an interesting 
job but another matter, though, when at intervals during the winter the 
clamps had to be opened and once again we had to fill those hundredweight 
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sacks. The earth would be either wet or covered in frost and snow and the 
straw rather smelly. 

After the potato harvest was finished, two of us were taught how to hedge 
and ditch. Think of all the skills that I was never called on to use again. First 
we had to clear the ditch, which like the farm had been badly neglected. It 
was knee-high in nettles with a fair bit of water in the bottom. It was not 
pleasant, I can tell you, when, by chance, you lost your footing and slithered 
to the bottom.  

Next we were given a billhook, shown how to sharpen it and then let 
loose on the hedge. We actually received a few words of praise from the old 
boy who taught us. I must say it was a satisfying job as you could really see 
the result of your labour. 

When we had finished with the billhook we were promoted to using a 
full-sized scythe, shown how to sharpen it and sent out into an enormous 
field to scythe off all the thistles in order to learn how to use it. Looking back 
it’s a wonder I ended my Land Army career with my hands and feet intact. 
 
Sticking up for our rights 
During that first winter we were still being taken to work in that open lorry 
so we would arrive in Toddington frozen stiff and more often than not 
soaked to the skin. We put in a request to the War Ag for a canvas top to be 
put on the lorry but, in spite of promises, nothing happened. Then we learnt 
that the same prisoners of war that had been moved from the hostel because 
it didnt meet the Geneva Convention standards were taken to work in a 
coach. That did it: we refused to go to work until we got our cover. That was 
the first and only time in my life that I’ve been on strike. Instead we worked 
out in the garden at the back of the hostel, hoeing and weeding that dreadful 
acre of Brussels sprouts. It wasn’t long before a whole contingent of officials 
from Bedford arrived to threaten us with all sorts of retribution for breaking 
war regulations but, as we were working, they couldn’t do anything about it 
and the next day the lorry came with the cover on. 
 
Harvesting 
The next thing that really stands out from my time working at Toddington 
was harvest time. Having mastered the use of the scythe, we were taken out 
somewhere between Whipsnade and Studham, where a large field had been 
ploughed for the first time in living memory and barley sown. The crop had 
grown to an enormous size, so tall that it was over that tall Scotsman’s head. 
It made the newspapers and all manner of bigwigs came out to inspect it. 
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Our job was to go round the field three 
times with our scythes, making room enough 
for the tractor and harvester to work. Oh that 
barley! Being so tall it was hard not to get the 
stuff falling on you, and then we had to sheave 
it by hand. Those awns (spiky grain-sheaths) 
tore our skin to bits and got into those knitted 
shirts and were impossible to get out for 
weeks. To make matters worse, in one part of 
the field we disturbed a wasps nest so that 
whenever we got round to that side we were 
attacked by irate wasps. Stooking the stuff 
(standing the corn sheaves up close together, 
so that they were self-supporting and could dry 
out) is not a pleasant memory as it was so tall. 

Another part that had been ploughed by 
the War Ag was at Chalton where once again there was a record-breaking 
crop. Here we had to scythe and then do the stooking after the binder. The 
crop was so heavy that they sent a batch of Air Force personnel with a couple 
of low loaders in order to get the wheat safely stacked. 

I can recall that 
summer as being hot 
and sunny. We had 
double summer time 
then, so we were 
starting work at seven 
in the morning and 
working until late 
evening. Just over the 
hill at Chalton there 
was a firing range and 
we could see the red 
flag flying and hear the 
crack of rifles and every so often we’d hear a whine overhead and something 
would land in a sheaf nearby.  

We never thought anything about it until those airmen came on the 
scene. The first time they heard this whine they flattened themselves on the 
ground. We just stood open-mouthed until they dragged us down as well. 
They explained about the damage a ricochet bullet could do to you: we’d 
never even heard of ricocheting bullets. The last we actually heard was that 
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the Air Force must have pulled some strings and the firing range wasn’t 
heard again until we cleared the field. 
 
Threshing gang 
It wasn’t long after this that we were introduced to the threshing machine. It 
arrived in Toddington one Monday morning and for the whole of the next 
year we had to follow it from farm to farm.  

At first we were set to raking out the chaff and cavings. The cavings could 
be raked out on the side of the machine away from the stack, but the chaff 
was another matter: you were stuck in between the stack and the machine 
covered in dust and chaff, usually with the smoke from the steaming engine 
adding to your misery. Not only that, they disturbed the rats and mice on the 
rick, and they would land with a thud all around you. If you showed the 
slightest amount of fear and apprehension the farm labourers would take the 
greatest delight in throwing the occasional one on to your head. 

At the end of a day raking chaff you certainly tried to be one of the lucky 
ones to get a bath back in the hostel. 

While we still had to take our turn with the chaff and cavings we 
eventually were allowed to do other jobs. One, and I don’t know how I 
managed it, was to strip the straw thatching off a new stack, some of them 
being as high as a house with steep sides so that the rain would run off. Then 
we started to pitch the sheaves down to the machine. As the top of the rick 
was about four sheaves in diameter, how we didn’t fall off and break our 
necks I don’t know.  
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As we got further down there would be two of us, one to toss the sheaves 
to the side by the machine and the other to toss them onto the platform. The 
girl on the platform would pick it up and 
with one movement cut the binding string 
and pass it on to the person feeding the 
machine. This job was quite pleasant, if a bit 
hard on the back. The cleanest job was being 
a feeder which was not without its risks as 
the slightest error of judgement and you 
could end up minus an arm or worse – and 
didn’t the men enjoy recounting the 
accidents that had occurred over the years! 

At one end of the machine the straw 
came out and that had to be pitched to the 
person building the straw stack. After we’d 
been on the job for some months and had watched countless straw stacks 
being erected, Vera Goldsmith and I were allowed to have a go ourselves. We 
were getting on fine and had got to about 10–12 feet when suddenly one side 
slipped and we were catapulted to the ground – pitchforks landing by the 
side of us. Only our pride was hurt as everybody just stood and laughed. 
Shortly after that, the owners of the machine obtained a straw bailer and 
then our job was to stack the finished bales and repair the string when it 
wasn’t working as it should (more often than not).  

The other end where the corn emerged was a good job provided you were 
built as a navvy. The sacks were attached to four large hooks and when the 
sacks were full, all two and a half hundredweight of them, they had to be 
lifted off these hooks and manhandled onto a large weighing machine where 
one of the men would check the weight and tie the sacks and two of them 
would load them on a trailer. I think we must have been muggins. I could 
just imagine what workplace health and safety staff would have to say in this 
day and age. We were young and, as most of us were aged about 20, we 
thought ourselves indestructible and got on with our job.  

After we’d followed the machine round for what seemed like an eternity, 
we were transferred (I think the farm was bought by someone) and then we 
would be doing a different job every week or so.  (To be continued) 
 
Notes 

1. This account by Stella Goldsmith née Limon is taken, with his permission, from 
the Bedfordshire Women’s Land Army [WLA] website, created by Stuart Antrobus. 
Stella Limon (WLA 69083) served in Bedfordshire during the Second World War, 
from 25 March 1942 to 30 May 1945. 
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My father-in-law trained with  
Violette Szabo! 

 
Cyril Ansell was born in Shillington in 1910 and died at Clare Hall, South 
Mimms, in 1966, whilst living at Warden Hill in Luton. When his mother 
became ill and couldn’t look after him and his two brothers, Cyril lodged at 
34 High Street, Gravenhurst (the home of the Ansells – Kathleen, Emma, 
Fanny and Amy – for many years) and attended Gravenhurst School for a 
short time. He had been living at Shillington until this period. Many older 
residents of Gravenhurst will recognise their ancestors/parents in this 
photograph. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Cyril, middle row, fifth from the left at Gravenhurst School, taken about 1923  

Cyril was my wife’s father and died when she was just 20 years old, her 
mother being widowed at 48. 

When she was alive my wife never asked her mother for details about his 
service in the Second World War, however, we did pick up some facts along 
the way and knew he was in the Royal Artillery. Initially, he was stationed in 
Oswestry, Shropshire, and then sent to the Orkney Isles.  

He was a dispatch rider and, during his short time in the Orkneys, he fell 
off his motorcycle and was brought back to Luton. My mother-in-law 
actually went to the Military Reception Station in Aberdeen to bring him 
back home. 
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In the last couple of years my wife decided she wanted to try to find out a 
bit more about her father’s life during the war. We established we had to 

contact the Ministry of Defence and to obtain 
his records had to pay a fee. This we did and 
waited expectantly to see what information 
would arrive. 
Left: Cyril in army uniform taken in 1940  

Army Number 1631265 

When it did arrive, we picked up useful 
information, but, the documents contained 
lots of abbreviations which we as novices, 
could not decipher. It wasn’t until I visited 
the National Army Museum in London 
through a trip organised by the Bedfordshire 
Family History Society that I was able to put 
some ‘meat on the bones’ of the documents 
received from the Ministry of Defence. 

The Archivist at the Museum was 
extremely helpful and was able to fill in lots of 
gaps. On the documentation, besides personal 

details such as height, weight and colour of hair and eyes, it was established 
that Cyril enlisted in the Territorial Army on 17 October 1940. His medical 
record indicated he was Grade II because of his vision although considered 
medically fit in all other respects. He therefore joined the 7th Heavy Anti-
Aircraft Training Regiment as a Gunner, the equivalent of a Private in other 
regiments. 

It transpired that Cyril trained at Oswestry and after completion was 
transferred to the Orkneys, via Caithness, and was more than likely involved 
at Scapa Flow. In October 1939, just before Cyril’s time in the Orkneys, a gun 
of the 226th Heavy Anti-Aircraft Battery shot down a German bomber – 
Cyril’s records show that he was later to become involved with this Battery.  

Because of his slight visual impairment and his mature years – 30 years 
old – he was in the Home Defence defending the British Isles: he was never 
to be deployed overseas. It is thought also that he was involved with training 
other recruits.  

In his discharge papers, it was noted that his ‘military conduct was good’ 
and that the testimonial said he was ‘honest, sober and reliable’. 

Out of all this came the information that Cyril trained at Oswestry with 
Violette Szabo, the British SOE agent, who was captured and executed by the 
Germans by a single shot in the neck with two of her colleagues in 1945. 
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Many of you might remember that Violette, was awarded the George 
Cross posthumously for her courageous exploits against the Gestapo in 
France during the Second World War. In solitary confinement, Violette 
suffered atrocious tortures, but never gave away any of her secrets to the 
enemy. Twice Violette Szabo entered occupied France as an agent in the 
Special Operations Executive. On her second visit, leaving Tempsford 
Aerodrome in Bedfordshire, she entered occupied France, but she did not 
return. On this deployment, gun in hand, she held up the advance guard of 
an SS Panzer Division, enabling her companion to escape, and was only 
taken prisoner when her magazine was empty!  

All personnel who served during the 
war were awarded a medal and it was no 
different for Cyril. However, this was 
never spoken about and was never found 
within my wife’s mother’s personal 
effects when she died. So my wife 
claimed the medal and now proudly 
possesses something her father should 
have claimed in 1945 – his Army medal! 

Information regarding Violette Szabo 
has been taken from her biography, 
Carve Her Name With Pride, by R J 
Minney. This was also the title of a 1958 
film directed by Lewis Gilbert and 
starring Virginia McKenna, Paul Scofield, and Jack Warner. 

I would be grateful if anybody could identify the pupils in the picture at 
Gravenhurst School. I can possibly see Bob Anderson and Frank Redman in 
the back row, I believe in the middle row are Tom Anderson and Joe Odell. 
In the front row there are Henry Fisher, Emma Fisher (Bowring), Nellie 
Fisher (Anderson), Kath Odell (Sharp) and I think, Len Odell. Stella Redman 
(Ashby/Gray) could be the last child but one in the front row. If you are able, 
please contact me on Bedford (01234) 743752 or email: 
colinjohnwest4@gmail.com . Thank you.            Colin West 

 

  

https://www.imdb.com/name/nm0318150/?ref_=tt_ov_dr
https://www.imdb.com/name/nm0571441/?ref_=tt_ov_st_sm
https://www.imdb.com/name/nm0006890/?ref_=tt_ov_st_sm
https://www.imdb.com/name/nm0912487/?ref_=tt_ov_st_sm
mailto:colinjohnwest4@gmail.com
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Reviews 
 

Colmworth & Neighbours History, Volume 4. Published by Colmworth and 
Neighbours History Society. A4, wire stitched, 44pp incl. cover, £5 + £1.90 
p&p obtainable from: secretary@colmworthhistory.org.uk or 3 
Collingwood Road, Eaton Socon, St Neots PE19 8JQ. 

Volume 4 in this series from Colmworth opens, as mentioned in our last issue, 
with an obituary of Sue Jarrett, which is an appreciation of her great 
contribution to local history and this is followed by one of Sue’s articles on 
‘Bushmead Secondary School, Eaton Socon, 1958–1969’. This gives a well-
illustrated description of the organisation of the school, its staff, activities 
pupils and buildings. Sadly the building of the A1 bypass meant that land to 
the east of the road moved to Huntingdonshire and Bedfordshire pupils had 
to go to other Bedfordshire Secondary Schools. The building was adapted as a 
primary school but this did not last long and it was demolished in 2002. 

John Hutchings then gives an interesting article on brewing in medieval 
Bedfordshire. As we know, the drinking of ale was part of medieval life and 
records reveal the presence of brewers in the manor and the article tells of 
their work there, ale-tasters and offences related to the selling and production 
of ale. 

Colmworth, like Langford (see below) and many another rural village in 
the early 19th century, was under extreme pressure, due to enclosure, absentee 
landlords, viability of local trades such as lace-making and the agricultural 
depression after the Napoleonic Wars. Stephen Smith provides a perceptive 
illustrated article on all these problems, including the application of the Poor 
Law and emigration, the efforts of a sympathetic local vicar, ousted by the 
‘gentry’, and nonconformism in the village. 

Shopping in Keysoe from about 1925 to 1935 is covered by Alan Woodward 
who points out that Keysoe was eight miles from the nearest town with a very 
poor bus service and very few private cars, so self-sufficiency was required. So, 
front rooms were converted and many goods and services were provided in a 
half-mile section of Mill Hill (B660). The article is well illustrated with photos 
of the time. But, inevitably, there is no longer a single shop and, in 2020, only 
a single pub. 

This collection is interesting and stimulating and well produced on good 
paper. A suggestion: narrow columns alongside illustrations would look much 
better if set ‘ragged right’ (unjustified rather than justified) which would do 
away with the ugly, very wide word spacing.              Ted Martin 
  

mailto:secretary@colmworthhistory.org.uk
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At the Long Ford, by Michael Rutt, being the 2nd edition of The People at the 
Long Ford. Published by Langford & District History Society, 2021. A5 
paperback, 172pp, incl Appendices, 10pp; Bibliography, 5pp; indexes, 17pp. 
£5 from Ted Martin at 2a The Leys, Langford (01462 701096) or by post at 
£8 from John Shipman (01462 700650). 

I’m probably not the best person to review this book because I edited it and 
saw it through to publication. But, from another point of view, nobody, apart 
from Michael, knows the book as I do. 

The main incentive to proceed with this second edition was an 
appreciation of Michael’s tremendous research and scholarship put into the 
poorly produced first edition and a desire to put this right and make the book 
known to a wider audience. 

Part 1 of the book is Michael’s work and, after covering the site of the 
village, sets out Langford’s history from the Saxon and Danish settlements to 
the First World War. 

In Chapter 1 he describes the geological strata of Langford, its position 
partially on a gravel ridge with a river and, at that time, some woods to the 
east. These gave incentives for settlement by the Saxons and, separately, the 
Danes as described in Chapter 2. 

Chapter 3 is about the Norman Conquest and its effects on the settlement 
and even speculation of the route of the invaders through Langford. 

Chapters 4, 5 and 6 deal with the manors: the medieval manor of Langford 
and the Wahull family; the manor of Langford Rectory run by the Knights 
Templar; and the manor of Holme with Langford owned by Westminster 
Abbey. 

Chapter 7 covers the Church and its effect on medieval life, and in Chapter 
8 there is a description of the life of 17th-century vicars and their glebe lands. 
This relates especially to the life of John Francis (or Frauncis) and his family 
from when he became vicar in 1594. 

We revert to the manors in Chapter 9, which tells of dispute concerning 
the manor of Holme with Langford let out on long leases throughout the 16th 
and 17th centuries. Ownership had become unclear through the Civil War 
period and the matter went to the Court of Chancery for resolution with 
hearings even being held in the village. 

The Quakers had a presence in Langford from the last quarter of the 17th 
century until the middle of the 18th century when their numbers fell so much 
that they were absorbed into the Ampthill Meeting, and Chapter 10 covers 
this. 

Chapter 11 is entitled ‘Poverty and Enclosure’, where the story of the dire 
poverty of the village and the belated move from the medieval strip system of 
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farming to enclosure of the fields is told. Neither method was good for the 
people of the village and they needed the services of the overseers and the 
workhouse to survive and much detail of this is given. Enclosure was mooted 
in 1815 but only achieved in 1829 when four absentee landlords were the main 
beneficiaries. Enclosure maps are reproduced in this chapter and it ends with 
a short list of field names in use in 1800. 

Michael’s final chapter (12) covers in detail the developments of the 19th 
century, including the repeal of the Corn Laws helping with increased 
prosperity until the beginning of the agricultural depression in 1875. He gives 
descriptions of the farms and businesses and roads of the developing village. 
In 1850 the Great Northern Railway came to the east of the village which 
opened up the wider world to the villagers, if they could afford it. 

Throughout the book, where there had been changes since 1976 or where I 
felt further explanation was needed, I added footnotes or bracketed words in 
the text. 

Part 2 is my work intended to bring the book up to date, and it is for others 
to judge whether I have been successful. I used Langford’s own books, online 
sources and other publications to cover the years from the First World War. 
Members of the Langford History Society reviewed the text and made helpful 
suggestions. I added chapters on the Methodists; the mills; the railway; and 
‘The 20th Century and After’, hoping to show how, in 120 years, Langford had 
changed from a poor farming community to a prosperous dormitory and 
retirement village where very few are now engaged in agriculture. 

Finally, the book is replete with nine appendices covering: The Hearth Tax 
Return 1671; the Domesday Book; Langford Road and Place Names; The 
Names on the Village War Memorial; Ralph Turner; List of Incumbents of St 
Andrew’s Church; The Wesleyan Methodist 20th Century Fund; The Vine 
Farm Murders; and the Rev C C Ewbank and Captain Wyndham, leaders of 
the village at the end of the 19th century and the first part of the 20th. There is 
also a subject index and index of persons. 

Looking at the first part of the Bibliography, it is apparent how much 
detailed work Michael did to research this book when you had to visit the 
libraries in person to find out, unlike today when the internet is such a 
powerful aid. We hope that, at last, this edition is a tribute to his energy, 
scholarship and initiative which has given Langford its own thousand-year 
story. 

Ted Martin 
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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 £9, from the Eagle Bookshop, 16–20 St Peter’s Street, Bedford MK40 
2NN or £11, incl postage, from BAALHS (cheque payable to BAALHS), Bob 
Ricketts, 68 Mendip Crescent, Bedford, MK41 9EP.  

Stuart Antrobus has again set out to increase our knowledge of Bedford life in 
the second world conflict after contributing articles here and elsewhere on 
this topic. We can say that here he has succeeded handsomely by bringing to 
us an expanded companion volume to his talk to this Society’s postponed 
2020 Conference jointly with BAALHS which hopefully will take place next 
year. 

There are 19 chapters and a postscript following the timeline of the war 
itself: preparations; evacuation; early months; air-raid precautions and local 
military defences; schooling; voluntary services; conscription into the forces 
and war work; women’s changing roles; rationing; ‘Dig for Victory’; fund-
raising for the war effort; salvage and make-do and mend; airfields and 
Americans; broadcasting and entertainment; secret activities in Bedford; 
prisoners of war; bombing raids on the town; victory celebrations and, finally, 
the emotional impact. There are the usual notes on sources and further 
reading, appendices and a general index and street index. 

There are 85 illustrations, some in colour, all captioned as necessary to 
explain. They range over reproductions of wartime posters and cartoons to 
pictures of the workforce at their various tasks, the BBC presence in the town 
and air-raid damage and monuments. The back cover colour picture is 
evocative: the 369th US Army Air Force Combat Hut: ‘Thru these portals pass 
the best damn fortress boys in the world.’ They flew Flying Fortresses from 
Thurleigh airfield on daylight raids to Nazi Germany and were made welcome 
by Bedford. 

There is so much detail on Bedford’s war, plus the academic apparatus to 
back it up, that Stuart must be congratulated on a tour de force which will be a 
vital reference for students of the subject for years to come. 

The bulk of the book is set in sans-serif type (not my favourite for ease of 
reading) with two columns to a page, ragged right, and printed on good art 
paper with a strong binding. 

At £9 (£11 by post) it represents very good value for all those with an 
interest in this era.              Ted Martin 
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Society Bookshelf 
Contact the Editor if you wish your Society’s books to be included 

 
At the Long Ford: A History of Langford, by Michael Rutt; Second edition of People at 

The Long Ford. Published by Langford & District History Society, 2021. Paperback, 
172pp incl indexes. Price £5 (£8 by post). Postal copies obtainable from John 
Shipman (01462 700650, j.m.shipman@ntlworld.com). 

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 
MK40 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 8JQ 

Colmworth & Neighbours History, Volume 4. Published by Colmworth and Neighbours 
History Society. A4, wire stitched, 44pp incl. cover, £5 + £1.90 p&p obtainable from 
secretary@colmworthhistory.org.uk or 3 Collingwood Road, Eaton Socon, St Neots 
PE19 8JQ 

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. 

Langford Then and Now 2006. Published by 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, incorporating Langford: A Village Walk. Second 
edition published by 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. Published by 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 £9, 
from the Eagle Bookshop, 16–20 St Peter’s Street, Bedford MK40 2NN or £11, incl 
postage, from BAALHS (cheque payable to BAALHS), Bob Ricketts, 68 Mendip 
Crescent, Bedford, MK41 9EP.  

The Making of the Sharnbrook Landscape. Sharnbrook Local History Group. 2021. 
deshoar@globalnet.co.uk or 01234 782717. 

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. 
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