“... I could
write a book....”
STORIES FROM BELLINGHAM

This is a book of stories that I heard in Bellingham
between October 2009 and October 2010. I’ve been
collecting stories all over Lewisham for many years now,
but I heard a range of stories on this project that has made
it one of the richest and most rewarding that I have ever
worked on.
I heard stories from many different parts of Bellingham,
but mainly I concentrated on what people used to call
“New Bellingham” - the flats and houses around Sedgehill
Road. I visited individuals in their homes, I visited groups
of friends, I visited clubs and meetings and I heard stories
from everybody.
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Each of the chapters in this book begins with a description
of where I heard the stories and who told them to me.
Chapter by chapter these stories unfold memories and
experiences that are simultaneously extraordinary and part
of day to day life. A place isn’t just a collection of streets
on a map, it’s made up of all the intersecting lives and
relationships and memories of the people who live there.
People often said to me during the project “I could write a
book...” This is the book that everybody has written, the
book of Bellingham.

I could write
a book....

Chapter 1
He sat turning gently in the swivel chair, smiling
broadly, thinking about the past. The more he
talked, the more he smiled, glancing up to the
ceiling, his voice getting stronger as he returned
to his childhood....Bellingham... Sedgehill....the
Golf Course....Thurbarn Road....a whole vanished
world....

It Was a Mighty Home Birth

It Was a Whole World

I was born at home. It was a mighty home birth. For me it’s that I
was actually born in that flat. And the flat was interesting because
it ended up being five kids and my mum and dad, and it was only
a two bedroom flat. And again you didn’t notice that at the time.
There was five of us in the same room. My little brother, he ended
up in my mums room. The four of us, two boys two girls ended up
in one room. We left there when I was nine ten.

Nobody left, nobody came. It was a complete world. I felt so
confident there, I felt invulnerable. I felt that nothing could hurt
me.

I Took It a Lot Further
We were Catholics. My mum was Irish Catholic and my dad was
Anglo Indian. So I knew I was different. I think that’s what made
me do the things I did. I wanted to fit in. Not consciously, but there
was a pressure there to be part of the group. So I did everything but
I just took it a lot further.
Bonfire Night is a good example. We used to build up fires with
all sorts of things. Wood, and old mattresses, old clothes. People
used to bring out anything they wanted to get rid of, and we piled
it higher and higher. And then when the fire started, I used to run
up to the top of the bonfire, touch the Guy and run down the other
side again, before the flames got higher. When I look back on it now,
I think to myself “what is the point of that? Why would anybody
want to do that?” But that’s what I did. We used to find other bonfires
while they were being built, and raid them, and destroy them if we
could. We wanted the biggest tallest bonfire. And we used to raid
the allotments as well, take anything, carrots, onions, anything we
would find.

There were hardly any cars, nobody had a car. The whole world
was where we were. We didn’t know anything else. I used to get
on the trains and travel around. From the age of seven or eight, I
used to travel down to Sidcup on the train. I don’t think I had a
ticket, but there were no barriers in those days.

We Used to Find Gold Balls
in Beckenham Place Park

That’s When I Decided to
Get Out

We used to go looking for golf balls in Beckenham Place Park. It was
a municipal golf course. We used to look for balls in the undergrowth
and take them to the pro shop, and we’d get threepence for them. We
didn’t always wait for the balls to be lost either. There were places
on the course where the ground dipped down, and someone could
drive the ball over the ridge and then not see where it had gone.
That’s where we came in. We used to take the balls off the course,
and run with them. Sometimes we got chased. But we made pots
of threepenny pieces. We used to take them home and give them to
my mum, and she’d put them in a pot for Christmas.

I remember when I heard about someone I knew being shot for
the first time. It shocked me. He got shot in New Cross I think.
But I thought “being shot? What’s that all about?” Everybody
had guns, they all had shotguns. But nobody ever used them.
So the idea of being shot was strange. It seemed like things
were getting worse. That’s why I decided to get out, to leave
it alone.
We always wanted to look smart. We always wanted to have
labels. Even now, everything I wear is a label. Timberland shoes
or Fred Perry shirt, everything has to be smart. That was how
you showed people who you were. That was the only way
of doing it. And that was the reason for the violence as well,
because you had to stand up for yourself because you were
there, it was your place, your world, and you weren’t going
anywhere else.
I wouldn’t be what I am now, if it wasn’t for all those things
that happened. It showed me a lot of things, it made me think
about a lot of things. That place was my world. It was my area,
it was everything I knew. I didn’t want to know anything else,
that was all I wanted.

Chapter 2
We sat in a darkened room, “it’s because of
my eyes”, she said. The TV was playing. Cats
threaded in and out then stared at me and
vanished quickly. She sat in the armchair and
started to talk....

Who Am I?
Me – I’m Christine, I’m a human being. I’m learning.
I’m not better than anyone else out there.
Whether I come from Britain, Canada, Grenada…
I’m British born with Grenadan background, my parents are from
Grenada.
They came here in the late fifties…they worked here.
I was born here. So my identity is here.
When I was in Canada I always used to say to my mum and my
dad and my uncles – ‘I’m going home.’
And I couldn’t afford it.
And I had kids…
Well I’ll go home after I have my kids….
And I finally decided, when my last son left
I said, I’m going home.
And my mum looked at me and said, are you mad, you’ll be back
in two weeks…
I came over for a month
I just went back to Canada, packed some clothes and came back
here.
And I stayed, and they couldn’t believe it.
To me, the place where I grew up wasn’t my home.
But when I hit here, even when I got off at the airport, I got a
sense of belonging.
I felt that I was in the right place.

Unemployment
So I went everywhere. Got a job, got a job, got a job…
But the money never worked out.
And I rented a room. Now that lady took my money and ripped
me off.
I went somewhere else. They took my money and ripped me
off.
I went somewhere else, they took my money and ripped me off.
So I’ve been through it.
And I finally signed on. They explain everything – sign here sign
here sign here.
You have to be looking for a job. No problem I don’t have a
problem with looking for a job.

First Signs of Sickness
So it was at that point I was getting the headaches.
I was taking off the counter stuff for so long.
I went to the doctor, then the neurologist.
At the time it was just headaches, and then I had lost my hair.
And my hair was just coming out, my skin went blotchy, I couldn’t
see, my appearance changed completely, I couldn’t go outside.
My bones were aching, my feet...this foot would just swell up
here…
It was like a quick downfall.
And I couldn’t figure out what was wrong.
I went to the doctor, she said ‘maybe you need counselling’.

So they finally said ‘you don’t have any experience here, you only
have experience in Canada, you need some experience here…’

It was like they were telling me the pain wasn’t real for you.

So I said ‘well how do I do that?”

I wasn’t getting any help and at the same time I was living in a
room that was only from here to there and I was there for three
years

They said I don’t know, take a course or something.
And one lady recognised me and she said ‘you know what, we
do have courses, but we just don’t give them to anyone….
It was upgrading computers at Woolwich and I went there and it
was the last week
and I was sitting in front of the computer
and the words disappeared
and that was the first sign of my sickness.

And I thought ‘well maybe it is in my head…’

To tell you the truth I don’t know what’s going on in my body
But I’m not going to keel over and die.
I’m going to keep kicking every single day no matter how much
I hurt.

Six Women In These Flats
I didn’t even know who my neighbours were because I can’t even
climb the stairs.
And there’s a lady, she makes noise.
And we didn’t know who it was.
And one day one of my neighbours knocks on the door and she
goes – can I come and talk to you, I wanted to talk to you because
the lady is making noise
so I say – well I’ve been complaining about the noise for a long
time and nothing’s been done.
And this girl called the police one day on the lady upstairs, and
we found out she has mental illness.
She used to work in the night and she’s always up.
So you’d hear her…BOOM….BOOM….and I thought she had
kids up there.
She’s talking to herself.
When they came and they wanted me to sign a piece of paper I
said – no,
now that I know that she has mental illness, I’m going to pray for
her.
There are
six flats.

six

women

living

here,

in

this

building,

My Dreams
The only thing that’s stopping me right now is my sickness.
I’ve worked since I was thirteen.
I prefer to work, but I can’t.
I always have a dream of opening a nursing home or a facility for
people that are unable to do things.
Even if it’s an information centre.

We’re the only ones with six women living together. Alone.

That’s what I would like to do.

There’s nobody in here with a partner, we’re all six women
alone.

And you never know it may still happen.
Maybe not through me, maybe through someone else that I will
come into contact with, I don’t know.

There are three words I have always had as ideals. I’ve had them
since I was six years old.... They are Peace, Harmony, Love. I
was talking to some children and I was asking them, “what are
the three things that are most important to you?” You can’t say
people, you can’t say your family, you’re not allowed to say food,
you have to say just the three concepts that you value the most.
And a little seven year old boy said “Love, Love, Love”. I said
- why did you say that. And he said - because I can’t get enough
of it..... I said, now you’ve got one of your words, you just need
another two....

Chapter 3
The church hall seemed closed from the outside.
I pushed the door, it opened, I went down the
corridor, another door. I looked through the glass
panel and saw people inside. I opened the door
and they looked up. There was a brief pause,
then someone recognised me. I sat down with
great relief, already a part of the group. Tea and
cakes, friendly faces, a steady rhythm of talk and
laughter, everything echoing in the hall...

Here’s a Story
“Here’s a story. My mum got married in 1943 and she had a
new wedding dress. When her sister got married in 1944 she
wore the same dress. And her brother got married a year later
and his bride borrowed the dress and wore it as well. And then
my aunt’s husband’s sister got married a year after that and she
wore the dress. Her husband was an American and they went
back to America and had a Blessing ceremony, and she wore the
dress again. Then she sent it back to my grandmother, and my
grandmother gave it to one of her nieces for her wedding. So she
wore it.
So it was worn 6 times at least.
I don’t know where the dress is now, but when my mum passed
away I was going through her stuff and I found a ticket. It was from
the post office and it was for a parcel. It said “1 wedding dress….”
It was the ticket from the time when the dress was posted back
from America….
I’ve got photos of the dress, I’ll look them out some time…”

She Just Went “Why?”

Why Are You Eating Snakes?

I was born in Dundee. I’ve lived in Oakview Road for about nine years
now. I came down to England, but when I look at my family, my parents,
my sisters, my cousins, they’re all within a five mile radius of Dundee.
They haven’t moved. When I went to my mother and told her “I’m going
to England”, she just went “Why?” I knew a fella, who was running a
security business. I came to London on December the 12th, and on Christmas
day, he said to me “I’m going home, you look after the office will you?” I
didn’t mind. And by Christmas Day I was running the business…

My mum used to love jellied eels. I hated them. I used to sit there
watching her eating them and saying – “mum, why are you
eating snakes…?” And my dad loved them so much, I remember
once he was hungry and he went into the shop and they’d run
out. The man said “I’ve just sold the last one…” So my dad said
“have you got any jelly left..?” And the man gave him the jelly at
the bottom of the bowl, and he ate that….

I’ll Never Forget That
I used to be a mechanic. I started out as an apprentice, and the tricks
they played on us then, you wouldn’t believe it. We all had lockers,
and I remember once, they soldered one of them up. There was always
something going on. There was a bay where we used to get underneath
the cars to have a look at them. And a man was working there and
he had drained the petrol from the engine and he was standing in
the bay underneath the car, and there must have been a spark from
somewhere, and the fumes from the petrol just caught light. It was
so quick, a fireball, then it was gone. And we heard him screaming
and crawling out from
under the car, and
we wrapped him in a
blanket and rolled him
over. But he was burned
too badly. He died. That
was terrible to see that,
it happened so quickly.
I’ll never forget that…

It’s the Loneliness That
Gets to Me

I Ran as Fast as My Legs
Would Carry Me

I talk to God sometime you know. I question him. I don’t know
if I’m supposed to. But I say “why did you leave me here? Why
didn’t you take me when I had my stroke? Why did you take my
brother instead?” He had cancer…. And now I’ve got to grow
old like this… My hand does what it wants to do. I can’t control
it. Sometimes when I’m walking towards two people and I have
to go between them, I’m frightened that my hand will suddenly
jerk out and hit them. I was in hospital and I woke up to find my
hand unbuttoning my nighty… I was nearly raped by my own
hand….It’s the loneliness that gets to me. Sitting in doors staring
at four walls, it drives you mad doesn’t it?…

There isn’t the same respect for the police like there used to be. We
were terrified of the police when I was growing up. I remember
there was a load of us, boys and girls, and we were just at the age
when we wanted to hang about with each other. And we were out
one evening and we were all crammed into a doorway. And there
was a policeman coming along, swinging his torch. The way they
used to, round the shops, shining a light on the doorways. And
he came across us, all crammed into this doorway. And he said
“what’s going on here then?” And my friend started to talk to him
and as she was talking her chewing gum was bouncing up and
down off her lip. And I couldn’t stop laughing. The policeman
was furious. He thought I was laughing at him I suppose. And
he said “where do you live?” And I told him. And he said “right,
you come with me.” And he took me all the way home. And the
others were following after me. And I was pleading with him all
the way. And he took me all the way to our front gate, and then
he stopped. And he said, “right, don’t do it again.” Then he went.
And I ran, as fast as my legs could carry me……

My Dad Was a Farmer
We used to give a spoon or anything we could find to the Totter.
And then he let us stroke his horse. He was very nice, he used to
put the feed bag on it, and then it stood still and we spent hours
stroking it. And my dad was a farmer and he used to go outside
and pick up the horse manure with a spade and put it on his
garden….

Everything is Different Now
Bellingham has changed. When I moved here I was fourteen. I moved
with my family and we came from Southwark. It was a different
world. It was like the country. When I got married, my husband
came from Southwark and he used to say to me “you live in the
country…” Everything is different now. There used to be a butchers
and a haberdashers. And there was a drapers over the bridge where
the scaffolding place is now. And there were people coming round –
there were Totters and there was a man on a cart selling ice cream….
You had to keep your garden tidy in the old days. If it wasn’t cut
properly you got a warning. And then two weeks later your garden
was inspected… Everything is different now. The old green used to
be a dangerous place. But it got a lot better with the Sure Start. But I
don’t think it will ever be back to how it used to be….

I Idolised Him
I used to work in a café near the Quaggy in Deptford. Serving at tables.
There was a soldier who used to come in, it was during the war. And
one day he said to me “you fascinate me….” So I said “tell me more…”
And he used to come in all the time and he had such a sense of humour.
And then one evening he said, “where do you live?” I said, “up in
Lewisham…” He said “would you like a lift home? “ I said “alright
then…” And he took me home in his lorry. And while we were driving
he said “what are you doing Saturday night. Do you want to go to the
pictures…?” So we went to the old cinema in Catford and there was
a George Raft picture showing. And the title was “I’m all Yours” And
this soldier, he says to me “I wish you were…” And that was the start
of it. I married him. We were married for fifty years… I idolised him….
And he passed away in 1993. I didn’t want any body else.

He’s Got the Biggest Blue Eyes
My grandson was born on Tuesday at 9.30 at night. My daughter
went into labour on the Monday morning. There were a lot of
tears when he came out. She kept ringing me and ringing me
and saying “it’s not there yet mum…” They were all getting
worried. Then she rang me again and she said “it’s a boy….” He’s
wonderful, he’s got the biggest blue eyes you’ve ever seen…

I Was Just Listening to
the Sound
My dad used to play the accordion. There was always someone
in every family who could play. Or your mother could play the
piano, and on Sunday evenings every body had a sing song. I
can remember lying in bed, listening to parties going on upstairs.
I recognised all the songs, and I was thinking – I like that one,
go on play another, play my favourites…that sort of thing…just
listening to the sound coming through the ceiling.

We Couldn’t Stop Laughing
My dad worked on the water, on the Thames. I can see him
now. He used to have a flat black cap. And he wore a white shirt
without a collar. And a scarf, a silk scarf, wrapped round his neck
and tucked into his braces. And he wore a waistcoat. He was a
lovely man, gentle, he was always laughing.
He was in the first war. He always used to say “Betty, there’s a
war coming, and I’m never going to see it.” And my mum said
“don’t be so daft”. But he died in 1939, and five days later, the
Second World War broke out.
It was terrible when you think about it. I lived in Greenwich and
there was bombing. It was awful, but we tried to laugh. I worked
in the wine place, Harveys. And the doodle bugs were starting. I
was walking home one day, and I looked up and I saw the vapour
trail in the sky. I knew one was going to fall. I knocked on the
nearest door and a woman opened it. And I said “Can I stand in
your doorway, there’s a doodle bug coming down?” She said “of
course you can dear, come inside…” And I stayed there, then I
thought I ought to go home. So I went back home, and I met my
mum at the door, and we stepped inside, and at that moment the
blast happened. And it blew me on top of her, and we both fell
down the stairs, down into the coal cellar. I landed on top of her,
and we laughed and laughed. We couldn’t stop laughing…..

I Liked Her and I Miss Her
Barbara was a good friend. She passed away last year. I don’t know
what was the matter with her, but I heard she wasn’t well. She
used to come to church every Sunday and sit next to me. I used
to save her a place, get her a prayer book and a hymn book. And
she always came in out of breath, she’d been running. She had big
legs, swollen, and she used to say “at least I’m not late….” She
only lived round the corner. And then she stopped coming and I
gave her a call and I said “I’ve heard you’re not well dear…” And
she said she was going into hospital… And they found something
there and transferred her to that place… I forget its name….the
hospice….And afterwards she was cremated and they put her
ashes in the garden of remembrance next to the church. Fr. David
was there, and he asked me about her. I didn’t know what to say…
she was a very private person… But she was happy, she used to go
to the theatre, go on holiday. But she went on her own a lot of the
time. I didn’t know what to say to him… I said “She was a good
person. She was my friend, I liked her and I miss her…..”

Chapter 4
I ring the bell and wait. Is anybody there? The
kitchen is empty, there is no sound from inside.
Then the door opens.He moves slowly with a
zimmer frame, apologising. We go into the living
room and I look around, seeing the photos on the
mantelpiece, the chairs lined up along the wall.
We sit side by side and he talks to me, glancing at
me now and then with suddenly bright eyes...

Adopted Family
My family originally came from Deptford. That’s my greatgrandfather. He was a good old boy you know. He used to get
up at five o’clock every day, pedal to work on the Isle of Dogs.
Altogether, they had eight children of their own and my nan’s
sister, she got killed in the war, she had four children. And they
wanted them to go in a home, but my nan said “no, they’re
mine…” Eight, nine, ten eleven. Eleven children. I don’t know
how they done it in them days. My nan’s sister and her husband,
they both got killed together. They were standing on the door
step at New Cross when the German bombs went over. And they
found their bodies in New Cross.
That’s the old Star and Garter. That’s one of the adopted children.
They used to live in the same road as the Star and Garter. I can’t
remember the name of it. But I know they lived in the same
road….

Scrap Metal Work

Grandad’s Stalls

When I used to have my scrap firm, I used to pick up washing
machines and put them onto the truck. One day I was picking up
a washing machine. I put it on the top of the truck, because I had
a tipper truck. I tried to lift it up and it slid back, that’s how I got
that scar.

These are my old mum’s parents. Do you know the Cutty Sark?
He had a stall outside the Cutty Sark. He also had a stall on
Clapham Broadway. He used to sell chocolates, peanuts that sort
of thing. That’s his second wife.

I was doing that for about nine year. It’s hard work. You don’t
make a lot of money. I didn’t do it mostly for the money. I done it
for meeting people every day, have a talk. When I had my stroke
I did miss it, but I don’t now….
And then 1998, I had all my own gear, I had a tipper truck, all
the towing gear. And when I had my stroke I had to pack it up. I
used to go out at 6 o’clock in the morning. Do one load, take that
down, take it down about 12. I used to come home for the rest
of the day. I didn’t do it mostly for the money. As long as I was
earning a few bob…. I was usually here by dinner time, finished
for the day…looking after my mum and dad, you know…

I remember the Cutty Sark. Just near there, there used to be a field.
And there was a nanny goat on there, and me and my brother
and I used to go down to our granddad’s stall. The nanny goat
was there, and we used to play with him…. He had a stall there.
He had one in Catford Broadway, in the old…what’s the name
of the market…. You go in the Broadway, where today they have
stalls….There used to be a market in between two of the shops.
My granddad had a stall there selling chocolate, peanuts..

Dad
My dad was disabled. He only had one arm. From the war. He
was lucky to come back alive. Because there was four of them.
Between the four, one of them trod on a mine. It blew them all up.
He was the only one to come out alive. When he come back from
the war he had a few medals. He give them to my brother to play
with. But he didn’t moan.
My dad used to work in the old town hall. Catford Town hall. He
had a job working the lifts. Because he was disabled. Then he went
to work for a firm in the city, being a messenger.
That’s my grandparents grave in Ladywell. See, years later, that was
all broken up. When I took my dad down there in 1997, we had a job
to find it. We gradually found it, you know. It was all in pieces. It was
the only time… I’ve seen my dad cry twice, once when we found the
grave all in pieces. Ever since we lived in Brockley, he kept budgies
and gold fish. Same here, we had an Aviary and a Goldfish pond as
well. And one day he went outside to feed them and he found them
dead. All dead, died at the same time. They were all lying there.

Looking After Mum and Dad
Depression
In 1998, I lost my mum. She had cancer and she didn’t smoke all
her life. In October 1998, my dad got tired of living without her,
and he packed up taking his tablets. He couldn’t live without
her, they were married for 62 year. It’s a long time. It was a bad
year. 1998 I had my stroke, I had depression, I was told I had
diabetes.
All the time my mum and dad was alive, I lived with them. When
they die, I wanted to die as well. Being with them all my life, you
know…. When they died, my brother’s family and him, because
they had two young grandchildren, they give me a new life, you
know.
I look at these photos a lot. They’re always with me. When I get
lonely I look at them.

Chapter 5
He shows us his garden outside proudly. Tall
flowers in pots, carefully tended. Then we go inside, to sit in a small room, sparse since his wife
died he explains. A cat at the window asks to
come in....A phone rings, a knock on the door, interruptions as he comes and goes talking to us in
between...

My Father Built This Place
I used to be a paver
Sedgehill Road, both sides of Sedgehill road, to the railway station
and back again, I paved.
It took quite a long while, there were about three of us.
We had a good time.
My old father told me all about this place.
He said he helped build it.
He used to work for a builders.
He used to go from Bromley Hill, down on the tram right down
to Downham Way, and then come back.
He brought all the building materials out.

The War Memorial
This is from the South London press. I remember them taking the
photos.
It’s the War Memorial
We heard they wanted to put it up Downham Way
Me, Betty and Burt we went into the Town Hall and said to the
mayor - “You’re not putting it up Downham Way. The memorial’s
got to be there, and that’s where we want it….That’s where the
British Legion wants it”
And that’s where we got it
A lot of people would like to get that because it’s a nice space
But that’s where it’s always been
When I first came here, it was like that

The Floods
Another thing my father told me was this was all waterland.
He said this was all water cress farms.
At the back of the bus garage, you’ve got a big river running
through it, it goes down to the SaverCentre, South End Pond.
When it was flooded and we had that rain, the rain came down
Downham Way like a tornado.
This was in the sixties.
South End Pond and the park was all flooded right down to
Lewisham.
I was working then, you could see it…
The water went down Downham Way as though it was coming
out of a river.
It got so bad that, people couldn’t get out of the pub, because it
was flooded.
They were stuck inside.
All Bromley Road was cut off.

The Dustmen of Today
The dustmen of today have never got the job what we had. When
I was a dustman my round was all Sydenham. We had two lorries
and six men on a gang. We had two lorries and the drivers, eight
men. Come Christmas time, used to go out, used to get tips. And
I tell you what, you could guarantee that every man, that’s the
six men and the two drivers would go home for Christmas time
with two hundred pounds each. In tips. They used to give me
all the tip money, and I used to bank it for them. And when it
come Christmas time I used to get the money and pay them out.
Mind you they were men, dustmen. You went to a house, and
they said ‘any chance of taking that away mate…?’ And we’d
take it away. There’s a house up Sydenham. He had a garage up
the side of his house and he always used to do motor repairs.
And he used to say “is the ganger about?…yeah hold on…’ I’d
get the ganger, old Jimmy Perks. And he’d say, “can you take it
away for me.”And we went round the corner and it was a little
mini…smashed up. And we used to pick it up and put it in the
back of the lorry….Used to take it away. And then someone said
“any chance of taking that old rubble away for me”…and we’d
say yeah…In the old days, the dustmen, they’d do anything for
you….We used to take anything.
Now, from number 1 to number 13, every Tuesday morning I
have all the bins out ready for them, out the front, pull them
out on the road there. Every Tuesday morning I put them out.
They’re out there by seven o’clock in the morning. And by half
ten, eleven o’clock I put them all away for them.

Flood in Bromley Road, Lewisham

Chapter 6
I walk into the church and cross an empty space
following the sound of voices beyond. Through
another door and now I see the pulpit, the
altar,chairs in rows. By the window there is a line
of tables. People in small groups sitting there,
talking or reading the paper or drinking tea. Sunlight through the widows, the bustle of helpers,
the smell of cooking. I sit down, catch someone’s
eye, start to talk....

It Was My Gran
Who Saved Me

blood from a cut. And a while later he died from a stroke… He was a
wonderful man….When he died I locked myself in the toilet, nobody
could use it, the chickens all had to go out… I was so upset…. and
my gran and her sisters were coming out and saying “come on, we
want to use that…” But I couldn’t stop crying….

I had a very lonely childhood. I can remember standing in front of
the mirror for hour after hour singing to myself. All the songs I heard
at the time, show songs like Oklahoma, and the popular songs and
songs I heard from my gran. Music has been with me all my life. I
can make up songs as I go along. I just make up the words.

And later on, we used to go to all the old houses, when they were
empty and see what people had left behind. I was a little totter girl,
I wasn’t afraid of knocking on peoples’ doors and asking if they had
anything to give us.

I grew up in Penge. My brother was killed thirty years ago. He was
shot, it was a gang thing. He was in and out of prison. I used to go
and visit him, take him fags. But the warders always said - don’t
worry, that’s all taken care of…
My dad had an accident and then he got a mental illness. I was stuck
between him and my mum. There was a lot of shouting and arguing
and I got it a lot of the time. After a while my mum threw my dad
out and he stopped living with us. But he came back to beg her to
let him in again. Once he came back with a telly. We hadn’t seen one
before, and he was calling out to her and saying “if you let me in,
I’ve got a present for you…” And us children were watching from a
window and we were all hoping she would let him in, because we
hadn’t had a telly before….But she didn’t let him in….
But it was my gran who saved me. I used to spend most of my time
with her….if it wasn’t for her I wouldn’t be the person I am now…
and there was a blind pianist called Roland Gorlies. He lived in the
same street as my mum in Penge and he used to take us out. He took
us to Battersea park, and took us on the fun fair. He was just like a
dad to me. We were on the fun fair in Battersea once, and it went up
and then stopped. And then if fell back down again and crashed into
the railing. I was hurt and Roland didn’t know what was happening
and his head snapped forward and hit the seat in front. He had

And my mum found out that the house where Roland had lodged
was empty. And we went round there, that was years after he died.
And his piano was still there. But it was all ruined and broken. It
broke my heart to see that….

He Married a Local Girl
Did you know there was an Italian prisoner of war camp in
Bellingham? Go down past the Bridge, there’s a sports ground on
your right, that’s where it used to be. The women from Bellingham
used to go down there and smile and wave at the prisoners. And
quite a few babies came out of that. There’s someone living there
now, his granddad was a prisoner of war, and when he got out he
married a local girl, and they stayed in Bellingham....

The Pay Was Terrible
I had a job in Tooley Street, turning the tubes for architects plans.
It was piece work, and I was looking after my child on my own by
then, so it was just right for me. I took the cardboard, turned it, put
the plastic stoppers on, made the tube...
I used to work for Peak Freans. The biscuit people. It was putting
the icing on top of the biscuits. I sat there all day, someone put on
the base iceing and I put on the star. That was all I ever did. And the
pay was terrible. I had to do a thousand of them before I made two
and six. You couldn’t make a living like that...
I worked in the laundry. Folding mostly. I went there when I was
fourteen. I hated it, but I needed a job. They paid five shillings a week,
and then after a year I got a rise. They gave me ten shillings...
I used to work in a factory winding the ribbons for typewriters.
Badly paid. I did that for a while, then I started to deliver leaflets. It’s
hard work, walking all the time.....I came from Calcutta in 1964....

You Can’t Tell Me I Didn’t
My husband always used to say goodnight to me, ask “are
you going to be alright?” Pat me on the shoulder, and then say
goodnight. He passed away and a few nights after that, I was
lying in bed. And I swear that there was a man in the doorway.
And then I felt a pat on my shoulder. You can’t tell me that I
didn’t, because I know that I did...so what do you make of that?

She Used to Point People Out
My granny was a midwife. She delivered my sister. She was a
very kind woman. When the war broke out, she had retired,
but they asked her to come back to work. And she used to point
people out to me, a great strapping young man for instance, and
say “I delivered him...”

They Named the Road
After Him
My grandad was a pig farmer. His name was Sparrow. He was
immaculate in everything he did. And he was a coal merchant
as well. All his cars were painted and cleaned, and his lorries as
well. It was a strange profession to go into, coal and pigs when
he was so clean and tidy. He hated mess. When he sold his farm,
they built houses on it and roads. And they named one of the
roads after him. Sparrow Road.

all my brother’s clothes in it, and he had a suitcase with a dress in it.
And I wrote a postcard to my mum “it’s terrible here mum, come and
get me…” But at the same time they decided that brothers and sisters
shouldn’t be separated. So I was put together with my brother. And
we went to live with Lady Parsons. She lived in a big house, with her
sisters. And there were 28 children there. There were just two girls
and 26 boys. So you can imagine, the boys went wild. There was a big
garden, and we ran around in it, played in it. And we even planted
acorns in it. We all came from Peckham, so we called the wood we
planted “Peckham”…

I’d Never Seen Anything Like
it Before

It’s incredible what you can remember isn’t it? It’s incredible what
people of my generation have got to remember. I was evacuated
through the whole of the war. I went off with my little brother. We
each had a suitcase. I had OS and his had JS on. We got in a coach
and we went down to Horsham. And we were separated. Boys to one
side and girls to the other. I was so unhappy, I was supposed to look
after my brother. And they’d given me the wrong suitcase, so I had

And Lady Parsons could see that she needed to control us. So she
used to read to us in the mornings, and then she used to take us out
to play. It was 1941, a cold year. There was snow everywhere. And the
carpenter made us toboggans and Lady Parsons took us to a hill and
we went tobogganing. Can you imagine it? Children from Peckham?
And in the evenings, she used to take us into a barn and there was a
film projector and she showed us what we had done during the day.
Because they had a film camera, and so we sat there and watched
ourselves tobogganing. And then she played the film backwards,
and you can imagine how much we laughed when we saw ourselves
going back up the hill… I used to go along with the nurse when she
walked the baby. It was Lady Parson’s daughter, but her father never
saw it. The Hon John Parsons. He was killed at Dunkirk.
Years later, my brother saw an announcement in one of those society
magazines. And it was about Lady Parson’s granddaughter. She was
getting married. And I remembered walking next to the pram with
her mum in it. So I wrote to her. And she invited me to come and see
them. And she tracked down as many of the other 28 children that she
could. There were twenty of us went to see her. And we went to the
same place, the same house. And there was a little wood there, imagine
the size of the trees. They were the ones we planted at the start of the
war, they were big trees now. We stood there and I cried…..

It Was the Best Time of
My Life
I was born in Downham and we moved to Bellingham when I
was seven years old. I’ve been here all my life. I’m 82 now so you
can work the rest out for yourself.
I left school when I was 13 and the war started. We had to be
evacuated, we all got in a coach with a label on us. My mum
came with us because she had a baby to look after. We lived with
Lady Farley. It was the best time of my life. We stayed there for a
year, every day a chauffeur took us to school. And we were well
fed, and when it rained I got a raincoat and a pair of Wellingtons.
I never had anything before. But my brothers hated it, they were
always crying and saying “I want to go home…” So eventually
we had to go home didn’t we. And that was the end of that. We
didn’t have any money and we never ever had a holiday. So that
time when I was evacuated was like a holiday for me…

mangle. You had to be careful, because you could get a hand caught
in it, and if you weren’t watching, the washing got bunched up and
you had to stop and drag it all out. The times I got clobbered for
doing that…. And on wash day, we always had a stew. We had to
eat the parts of the join we hadn’t eaten on the Sunday. You either
had that or you had nothing. To this day I always link those two
smells – the smell of washing with the smell of stew. I used to dip
my dad’s collars in something called Blue, it bleached it white….
I was evacuated at the start of the war, but when I was sixteen, I
came back. That was it, I had to get a job. I got a job in the laundry,
Esmeena laundry. We cleaned all the uniforms. Put them through the
washers then put them in the press. And we used to put messages
into the pockets – “if you’re single drop us a line, if you’re married
then never mind…” But nothing ever happened… I didn’t mind
it at the laundry, but it was hard work. And they couldn’s sack us
because it was a reserved occupation wasn’t it…. When the war
ended, they asked us if we wanted to stay on, so I said yes. I stayed
there until I got married in 1947….

If You’re Single Then Drop
Us a Line
I remember helping my mum with the washing. We used to have to
light the copper. My dad did that in the morning, you had to get the
fire going. Then the copper started to boil, and then I had to stand
there stirring the washing round. Then we had to put it through the

This Is My Home, I’m Not
Leaving It
I went up in a balloon. It goes up from Blackheath. They had to
get special permission to launch it. The wind and the weather
had to be right. They kept cancelling it and postponing it and I
wondered if it would ever take place. But then they told me to
be at Blackheath at five o’clock. In the morning. And I ordered a
taxi and I went to bed early that night. And it came on time and
I got there. And we went up. What comes up must come down.
The basket is big. There was a table in there, with drink on it.
We could all sit round it. You could see the whole of London, we
went up and then we came down.….
I never knew my parents. My dad died when I was two and my
mum died when I was eight. I was brought up by foster parents.
They were good to me. They had a son who went off to the navy in
the war, and I was left. They treated me like their own son. I lived
in their house and when they passed away I stayed there. I’ve been
there for sixty five years now. I’m not going to move out. What if it
has three bedrooms? This is my home, I’m not leaving it…..

He walked along Sedgehill Road, edging past the cars bunched up on the
pavement. He had head many stories that day, and his head was bursting
with them. He tried to remember them, rehearsing the details, the places, the
characters. Every story started somewhere and ended up somewhere else,
every story took him in a different direction. He kept walking, forgetting
where he was, in a daze, thinking of stories, thinking of the book that got
bigger with each story, the book that would never come to an end.
People who read this book said -

“Each person is unique, each person has a different life,
that’s why stories are so important, otherwise they
vanish off the face of the earth and nobody knows what
they did, what they felt....”
“I’ve been having a tough time with illness lately and it
does get you depressed. But with me talking about it,
it’s more therapeutical than counseling…”
“I talk a lot. But I didn’t see how much I had
experienced until I saw it all written down. It’s like an
open door for me….”
“I like listening rather than talking because you can’t
always remember things…”
“It’s the history of peoples’ memories, it’s different to
the normal sort of history…”
“I want to remember the good things, not the bad things.
It’s like a door. I say ‘I’ll close the door on that’…
But there’s amother door that has got happy memories
behind it. That’s the door I want to go through…”
“I love that book you’re doing. For older people their
memories go a long way back. Listening to someone else
triggers off your own memory…”

