Tom, Dick and Harry in Kibworth

By Harry Williamson

Please note:

Words in italics in this article are extracts from a book written by Harry’s mother,

Helen Williamson; see the small box at the foot of page 2.

Five years of our young lives were spent in
Kibworth. World War Il had brought the family
from London, and Kibworth became our village
home during these formative years.

Earlier this month (October 2014) | was tinkering
around on the web —as one does! — prompted by
remembering that when | was a child of seven
some near neighbours in Main Street lost their
son who was in the Navy. Why Mrs Winfield’s
name came to me out of the blue | have no idea,
but | have never forgotten seeing her talking to
my mother just after she had received the
dreadful news. | remember how distressed she
was and this has remained implanted in my mind,
along with Mrs Winfield’s name, as it was my first
introduction, aged seven, to the concept of
death. | recall that moment so well, even now
after all these years later. | have just found a
reference to her son on a Navy website and that
triggered a whole host of memories about
wartime life in Kibworth and some of the people
| remember from those early years.

Our Blitz

| was born in London, and according to mother’s
book ‘our semi-detached house was in a pleasant
residential area. Early in the war and in spite of
bad news from the continent, in spite of Dunkirk,
our lives were apparently fairly normal. We were
in a ‘neutral’ zone which meant we neither sent,
nor received evacuees.’

But the war came closer. My first ever personal
memory was seeing a German bomber flying over
Hampstead. Mother said ‘our relative
complacency was shattered the night the
Luftwaffe set fire to London Docks: fires, out of
control, raged on both sides of the Thames. Night
after night we had to endure terrifying crashes
and noise around us. The strain became
unbearable.’

Left to right: Tom (Thomas), Harry & Dick
(Richard) in Kibworth 1942

Father worked for Marks and Spencer — at their
headquarters in Baker Street. He was in charge
of the hosiery and knitwear department. By 1940
the company decided it needed to disperse
personnel to different parts of the country and
hosiery was to move to Leicester for the duration
of the war. The new location was logical as father
had close links with manufacturers in Leicester
and Nottingham. The company gave father just
one week to make all arrangements to move his
department, and of course his own family.

At this time | was just three years old! Mother
told ‘of their vain search for accommodation in
Leicester; it was full of evacuees who had already
snapped up available properties. A friend
suggested a village nine miles south of the city. A
village? — a cottage? — me? | was dubious. But
the need was great, so we eventually arrived in
Kibworth.’
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The Williamson Family

Father was Jack Blackburn Williamson who was
born in 1903 and lived in Nottinghamshire; his
mother’s side were the Blackburn family which
owned a Nottingham engineering business
manufacturing hosiery knitting machinery.

Mother was Helen Nelson, of American parents
who had emigrated to Paris in the late nineteenth
century. She was born in 1906 in Paris and
brought up there in rather elegant style (though
one memory was of the First World War and
Armistice Day). Part of her education was to
spend a year in an English school and later at a
friend’s party in Nottinghamshire she met Jack
Williamson. She never called him ‘Jack’, it was
always John.

My parents were married in London on 4 Feb 1936
and | arrived one vyear later: John Harry
Williamson. Brother Richard (Dick) was just five
months old when we had to move away from
London in 1940. Thomas (Tom) arrived in May
1942 whilst we lived in Kibworth. So three young
lads experienced their earliest years in this village
community.

During the war mother, whose parents remained
in German occupied Paris throughout the war,
would receive a very occasional phone call to our
house: “Your parents are well, living at home.
They send you their love” —just that! She learned
later that the call would be from the French
Resistance possibly in Switzerland. In 1945, just
after the war, mother visited her parents in Paris
and learned about their experiences.

* Mother’s book ‘The Hybrid Heart’ was written
whilst living in Beaconsfield. Over nineteen
fascinating chapters she relates her early days and
youth in Paris, her family life in Kibworth and the
‘home counties’, journeys to America, and her
many visits back to France.

In the 1990s the Daily Telegraph ran a competition
for memories of WW2. Mother submitted her
book and gained the honour of being in the final
12 best entrants. All 12 articles are now in the
National Archives.

Settling in Kibworth

In her eighties, long after World War I, mother
wrote and published her memoirs*.  She
describes so well the family’s experiences in
Kibworth and indeed much of what happened to
her in life. I'll let her tell of our arrival at 1 Main
Street in Kibworth Harcourt.

‘The cottage was built of typical Midland brick
and flint. It was tucked behind the Rose and
Crown pub, which fronted on to the main
London/Leicester road. On the far side, a wide
gate led into a spacious yard - there were several
outbuildings, a vegetable plot and a patch of
lawn. It was charming. My heart began to beat
faster. The place was very old and had been
modified many times. There were three rooms
downstairs plus an extension which ran the
length of the building at the back, giving a long
narrow larder and a very long scullery with a
stone sink and an antiquated gas stove. Three
bedrooms upstairs and, over the extension, a
room with a bath, a basin and a gas geyser.
Alongside was a dear little room, which I instantly
earmarked for the baby. This was it! | saw a
home! This was the first of many occasions when
my enthusiasm overcame John's reservations.
The dear man eventually learned to trust my
ability to see the finished product, when it came
to rejuvenating a derelict property.

‘When our friend saw we were in earnest, he gave
us invaluable help. He and John met the owner,
who accepted us as tenants, specially as John
offered to share the cost of putting in electricity
and indoor sanitation. Furthermore, we would do
all the redecorating. The burning question of how
quickly all this could be done was also resolved by
our friend. He knew all the tradesmen in the
village, (six of them were brothers, no less)
[Editor’s note: the Davis family] and there was a
willingness and a kindness which | learned to love
and admire. They agreed to start straight away.
All that remained was for John to get in touch
with the removal firm to find out when they
would deliver our load. Still no firm date... they
were overwhelmed with work as the exodus from
London escalated. | returned to Gunthorpe near
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Nottingham (John’s family home, where we were
staying temporarily), my head whirling with
ideas. Every evening now, John and | pored over
the sketches | had made... the cottage needed a
new staircase, but the rest would remain as it
was... we settled the position of lights, switches,
powerpoints, and endless details. The loo got a
place of honour in the bathroom. Every day, John
went to Kibworth by bus to give the workmen the
plans and reported back about the progress
made. Inevitably, the removal company rang up
to say they would be passing through Kibworth in
two days' time around 8 a.m... long before the
work would be finished. We didn't dare put them
off, so John managed to get two days off,
planning to see the furniture in one day, and
fetching us from Nottingham the next. We were
even prepared to sleep in one of the outhouses, if
necessary!

‘By 8 a.m. on the appointed day, John was waiting
outside the Rose and Crown to hail the van. 8.30
- 9.00 - 10.00 - no van. He paced miserably
between the corner and the cottage. He had had
to make so many arrangements to get time off,
to borrow a car - the prospect of a delayed van
was grim indeed. The work in the house went on
cheerfully.  The plumbing was done. The
electrician was crawling around in the attic, doing
various exploits with his wires and the decorator
was whitewashing the larder: the place | would
most likely want first.

‘The van turned up at eleven, and four men were
added to the quota in the cottage. All the big
stuff was there: the piano, beds, chests of
drawers, and crates of glass, china and
kitchenware. At four o'clock, John returned
wearily to Gunthorpe. In view of the chaos, we
left Harry with his grandfather for a few more
days; Gladys Dooley, the housekeeper, had
prepared a large picnic hamper and with the car
loaded to the roof and Richard in his Moses
basket on the back seat, we drove off.’

Then mother went on:

It was warm and sunny, thank goodness,
otherwise the disappointments of that awful day
would have been unbearable. As soon as we

arrived, | asked for Richard's big pram, to settle
him in the garden for a nap. It hadn't come - so
we left him in the car, with all the windows open.
Then | went inside. The move being over, the men
were tackling the stairs. Hammering and banging
came from the landing. Every so often, a specially
loud crack would be followed by a cloud of fine
dust, centuries old. We went into the kitchen.
The floor was entirely covered with the contents
of at least four crates. There wasn't an inch to
walk on. I'm afraid my dismay was only too
apparent. John, tired as he was, started to bustle
around.

"Come on" he said "Let's get some essential
things done - I'll light a fire".

‘He went in search of wood and paper and |
cleared a space in front of the old, old range. We
worked stolidly for hours, with a brief interlude
for the lunch Gladys had so wisely provided, eaten
out-of-doors with Richard kicking happily on a
blanket beside us. All the men came to have a
look at him. They all seemed to have families. |
got to know their names. London was a thousand
miles away. The sitting-room was so full you
couldn't walk in. Faced unexpectedly by a mirror
leaning back in an arm-chair, | discovered | still
had my hat on! | took it off - and never saw it
again for a week. | ventured upstairs, with help,
and pushed myself through the wreckage into the
small room beside the bathroom. It was fairly
clear and someone had already put Richard's cot
there... | caught a glimpse of our bed, but | really
was in the way and clambered back downstairs,
to find the smoke from the fire John had lit
waging a winning battle with the dust. | kept
making pots of tea for everybody. We were all
choking and spluttering. Around four o'clock, |
mentioned the black-out to John. Did he know
where the curtains were? No, he hadn't seen
them. We searched everywhere: not a curtain,
not a rod. It became clear that a whole load,
which John had labelled IMPORTANT and put in
the garage in London, had been overlooked... or
lost?
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‘Black-out time was only a few hours off, so John
rushed down to the village and bought all the
black paper he could find.  Meanwhile, |
ransacked drawers and trunks for thick coats and
blankets. Luckily, in such a house, there are nails
everywhere, and by adding a few more, we were
able to drape our assortment across a few
windows, but it was obvious that our efforts were
inadequate. By then, it was Richard's bedtime
and he settled well enough in his new room. The
stair-well was cleared, but all we had was a
ladder: the stairs were going in the next day. As
darkness fell, a warden appeared.

"Do come in" said John, before the man could
speak. "Come and see our problem". The warden
stepped cautiously into the chaos, and was told
what had happened. He saw our feeble efforts,
and stayed on to help us make the kitchen
window as light-proof as possible. John saw him
out, and returned to find me sitting on the floor in
the kitchen, leaning against the wall, eyes closed
and too tired to speak.

"Cheer up, darling... I'm going out for a minute...
Don't worry" he said. | heard him moving in the
scullery and the back door opened and shut. In
less than five minutes he was back, with a large
jug in one hand, and two cups in the other. He sat
down next to me, smiling.

"Have a drink?" he asked. | held out the cups and
he poured the foaming beer.

1 Main Street, Kibworth Harcourt,
in the 215 century

"Where on earth"... | began.

"Oh, | went around to the Rose and Crown. Just
one more old English custom you've never heard
of, my sweet. Drink up, and here's to to-morrow".

‘We drank and drank. The beer tasted delicious
and ran like cream down our parched throats.
We began to giggle, as the beer gave a new slant
to the events of the day. At last, we stumbled
upstairs in the dark, laughing and happy. The
baby was asleep. | loved and was loved. Nothing
else mattered.

‘Next day, things began to improve: another van
turned up with the missing items, and a new local
friend brought a village girl with him: "I thought
you could do with some help. This is Ethel" he
said. Between us, we managed to straighten
things out - except the dust. It rose majestically
when we disturbed it, then fell back precisely
where it had been before. It took weeks to get rid
of it.

‘The first person to call was the District Nurse.
She had heard that we had two young children.
Within half-an-hour, she knew all about us, and
within half-a-day, so did the whole village. The
speed and efficiency of the local grapevine was a
revelation; | had never lived in a village before
and had much to learn.

‘The Midland people were very kind and their
genuine interest in their neighbours was a source
of comfort in our relative isolation. Help was
always at hand, and willingly given. The children
provided an immediate introduction wherever we
went: the grocer's, the baker's, the Post Office... |
soon discovered that the District Nurse [Editor’s
note: this would have been either Nurse Harris or
Nurse Homer] was the hub around which the
entire village functioned. She introduced us to
several congenial families with children the same
age as ours - some of them became lifelong
friends. | began to appreciate how fortunate |
was to have my husband here.
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‘Since then, | have often been asked: ‘What did
you do during the war?” Unaware of it at the
time, | belonged to the biggest army in the world.
It has no identity, no uniform: it ignores frontiers
but it will last until the end of time. It is made up
of wives and mothers irresistibly driven by the
urge to ensure the survival of the species. | was a
new recruit, absorbed and delighted by my duties.
Right now, it meant re-creating a home, and | set
to with a will.’

Life in Main Street

I've just re-visited 1 Main Street after 69 years.
Many features have changed but essentially the
house and garden are the same as when | lived
there from 1940 to 1945.

;
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Once again, after 69 years, Harry Williamson
stands by the garden gate at 1 Main Street

We hardly ever used the front door; we seemed
always to enter and leave by the back door via
the side gateway. A second door used to be at
the front left of the house (formerly no. 3) and
from that door one could enter via a step directly
into a downstairs room. My bedroom as a
youngster was over that doorway.

The left hand side of the property in those days
was completely covered with a creeper tree. The
wooden five bar gate led to the rear garden
which was of course the main play area for us
children. There used to be a large walnut tree
there and a very fruitful damson tree. So fruitful
that during the season mother would make a
damson pie every Saturday. Most of the garden

was taken up during the war with growing
vegetables. As did several other local
households, we kept a few pigs for a while. There
was a jagged tree stump in the garden on which |
caught my leg quite badly one day — | still have
the scar to prove it. As children we had bread
dipped in warm milk for our supper.

There were several outhouses at that time, but
only one remains nowadays. | well remember
the largest was used as a food store. In the
autumn it had the wonderful smell of apples.
This outhouse had two floors, linked by a ladder.
Downstairs was flagged, and was used to store
milk in bottles overnight (more of that shortly).
This out-building was of course a wonderful place
for boys to play and | well remember making
good friends with Angus Jack who lived at The Old
House further along Main Street. One day Angus
and | were balancing on the upstairs barrier
around a square hole (where goods would have
once been lifted up or down from the lower
floor). Angus misjudged his balance and fell
headlong down on to the hard floor below. Soon
there was blood everywhere: | called mother,
who came with a white sheet that soon turned
red! “Fetch General Jack” mother demanded.
Petrified, | ran to The Old House. The General
was at home and | can see him even now striding
speedily, in his long polished leather boots, up
Main Street towards our house with me trailing
along behind trying to keep up with him. Angus
recovered well and fortunately there was no
lasting damage.

2 2 . e

Remaining garden outbuilding at 1 Main Street
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Perhaps my most endearing memory was of
Muriel Minors. That name has stayed with me all
through the years. She was then about twenty
years of age and worked with her father at
Grange Farm alongside the Harborough Road. A
key daily job for her was to deliver milk around
the two Kibworths. Muriel allowed me, a young
boy, to accompany her on the Harcourt part of
the round. The transport was a black Morris 10
car, with trailer, though the trailer would often
be left temporarily at our house. My task was to
watch the temperature gauge at the front top of
the car’s engine bonnet; the needle mustn’t
move into the ‘red’ area; if ever it did | had to tell
Muriel! | can’t think she let me carry bottles,
whether full with milk or empty. It was
wonderful just to be there in the car with her
moving from one house to another. One clear
photographic memory was of being in the car up
the short hill of Main Street with The Old House
behind us.

Whenever the opportunity arose, usually in
school holidays, | loved to visit the farm. Two
things have stuck with me — the characteristic
odour of bulk milk in a dairy and the bottle
cleaning plant with its whirling brushes.
Whenever since I've smelt that particular smell,
I’'ve remembered the farm. The glass milk bottles
in those days were sealed with a cardboard cap,
which one opened by putting a fingertip through
it. Muriel was extremely kind, but firm, so that |
knew what | could and could not do. “Come on,
Harry” she would call. Brilliant!

| was just delighted and excited to find Muriel
alive and well on a visit to Kibworth earlier this
month. What a moving experience for me to see
her again after 70 years and to hear her
memories of my family. She corroborated my
recollections of the milk rounds and mentioned
things I'd forgotten, such as delivering to
Kibworth Hall and to the Land Army hut.
Deliveries were made every day, including
Christmas Day; to some places there was a
second daily delivery. One routine was to leave a
batch of full milk bottles in the evening in the
main out-building behind our house so that a
young employee could make a very early morning

Muriel Minors at Grange Farm with
the Morris car & trailer

delivery on his bicycle to certain houses. In those
days milk was sold raw (that is, not pasteurised)
but it was filtered. The herd was however tested
from time to time for absence of tuberculosis.
Muriel had married after the war and had a
daughter and more recently a great grand-
daughter.

Memories shared on this re-union with Muriel
included the detail that our family employed a
nanny who lived-in at our house. One of the
younger ones was once visited in her room by the
boyfriend: he gained access by climbing up an
espalier pear tree attached to the rear of the
house! A later and much loved nanny was Nanny
Anderson, who finally left us when we moved
back south again after the war.

I'll let mother share a few other memories of
living at 1 Main Street:

‘To my husband’s surprise, | slipped into the
country environment with ease. Perhaps it
wasn't so strange after all: my father was born on
a farm. Stating my ignorance, | sought
knowledge from all sides - | learned to preserve,
to bottle, to pickle eggs. For a time, we kept
chickens, but they were very noisy, and the day |
lifted the lid of the grain box and met a rat eye to
eye was their end.
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Nanny Anderson with the
Williamson boys

‘The Government subsidised people who reared
pigs. They arrived as piglets with an allocation of
feed which one had to supplement with one's own
leftovers and farm produce. When the pigs
reached 200 pounds or so, they went back and
were slaughtered - but one received half a carcass
back to treat as one wished. Our expansive
outhouses provided an adequate sty, and also a
very old copper in which to boil the nauseous
surplus the pigs thrived on. The publican of the
Rose and Crown and one of our new found friends
who ran a thriving smallholding got together, and
we were in business. | wouldn't have missed the
experience for anything. The three piglets arrived
and were installed in their quarters - a solid
wooden fence separated them from the yard - at
the bottom of the vegetable garden. At first, we
lifted Harry and Richard in our arms to see the
trio, who seemed as entranced as they were. As
the pigs grew, they would rise on their hind legs
and lean on the fence for a look at the world
outside. Three pairs of pink ears, three pairs of
trotters and six intelligent piggy eyes made a
comical sight. The children couldn't understand
why they couldn't play with them. John and |
would go down and have a look at them last thing
at night, to make sure the gate was safely shut.

The three would be lying neatly side by side in
close contact. Then one of the outside ones
would decide that his back was cold. He would
get up and dive between the other two, counting
on his onslaught to create a gap. After a deal of
shuffling and snorting, they would settle down
again... until the next upheaval.

‘One early afternoon, | was in the house, the
children were playing outside, when Harry came
running in.

"Maman, Maman, the pigs are out and eating the
cabbages!" | rushed out, first glancing to make
sure the big gate to the street was shut and then
ordered the children back into the house. The trio
were having a glorious time. At last, they were
among the delicious greens they had seen and
smelled for so long. No amount of enticing would
get them back in their pen. In desperation, | went
around to the pub and banged on the door, but
the publican was having his afternoon nap and
couldn't be roused. | ran down the street and
luckily found two men repairing a wall. We all
returned to the scene of devastation, and fifteen
minutes of concentrated activity followed - to the
accompaniment of shouts from the children
watching from a scullery window, and the grunts
of three very reluctant pigs. The time came when
they had to go. The children and | were
heartbroken but | suspect John was glad to see
the last of the 'mucking out'. In due course we
had the consolation of receiving our half pig back.
(I hoped it was not one of 'ours’.) Our inestimable
outhouses came up with a lead trough used for
the same purpose: to salt and cure the portions
which the butcher had cut for us.

‘There followed an intensive course of learning: |
melted down the fat for suet, discovered what to
do with offal, learnt to 'raise a pork pie' and went
from house to house offering chitterlings and
other delicious by-products (whose names | have
forgotten) to neighbours who had done the same
for me. Life was hard work, but full of warmth
and the feeling of doing a worthwhile job.’
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1 Main Street: Dick, Jack, Harry, Helen & Tom
1942

School

My parents sought out a local private education
for me. This was with Mr Potter at his home in
The Villas off Church Road. The memory of that
Victorian brick built property as seen looking up
from the railway is very clear to this day. | cannot
recall any of the other pupils or our lessons. I've
learnt since that his name was Walter Potter and
that the house was number 4. But | do have a
memento: on one of his holidays, Mr Potter went
to the West Country and made a water colour
painting of Wells Cathedral; on his return he gave
that picture to me and I still have it.

Another strong school memory relates to Mrs
Jeffrey who lived at 70 Leicester Road, then
named The Gables. There was a group of
children, boys and girls, at her house and we
were all singing the children’s song ‘All things
bright and beautiful’. | think we must have been
rehearsing, for we sang it over and over again,
with piano accompaniment. Mrs Alexander’s
hymn and this occasion has stayed with me.

At a right angle to Leicester Road and alongside
The Gables is a path which leads to a foot bridge
over the railway and on to the centre of Kibworth
Beauchamp. | remember how straight that path
was, and how it went through fields — no houses
or school at the side in those days. This path was
my route for piano lessons. Lessons took place at

the teacher’s home on School Walk (I learnt
recently it was Mrs Ethel Pateman at no. 6).
Mother and Mrs Pateman were good friends and
shared a great interest in music. One day |
arrived for my lesson with dirty hands; they must
have also been sweaty for as | started to play the
white piano keys turned a dirty grey. There was
nothing for it but to wash my hands before
proceeding!

There are not many children’s names that | can
recall from those wartime days in Kibworth.
However | do remember Pamela Clarke; she lived
at 7 Main Street. Pamela was a few years older
than me and would ‘take charge’ of us younger
boys, telling us firmly what to do.

Wartime

Our family was in Kibworth because of the war.
But when you are young one cannot grasp
properly what it is all about. One day | was in the
garden when four Lancaster bombers appeared
overhead, flying around Kibworth. A second look
up and there were four formations each of four
Lancasters, still circulating. The noise from those
Merlin engines was really loud. Then the number
of formations doubled again. By this time the air
around me was pulsing with engine vibrations.
After a while the aircraft flew away together and
the noise gradually faded. To me as a lad this was
a wonderful and thrilling sight. Not till years
afterwards did | think of the crew, probably cold
and anxious as they made their way to bomb over
the continent. How many were lost, how many
came home?

I've already mentioned the Winfield family in
Kibworth Harcourt. They [Editor’s note: John and
Olive Winfield] lived at 72 Main Street and had a
son, Robert, in the Navy. | learnt later that he,
aged just 19, was serving on ‘HMS Janus’ in the
Mediterranean when it was hit by a torpedo
during an air attack in January 1944. The
magazine blew up and many were Kkilled,
including Robert. The news was of course
devastating for the family and for Main Street,
and it was this sense of loss that struck me as a
boy.
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| RODERICK A SED CLEY.: JAMES WOODCOCK,
ROBERT C.WINFIELD. PETER T.WYKES.

at St Wilfrid’s Churchyard, Kibworth,

showing name of Robert Winfield

| was aware that the country had enemies, and
they were not very nice. So when | walked from
home to my piano lessons and passed Kibworth’s
prisoner of war camp my instinct was to move
quickly. The camp was located in a field behind,
that is to the south of, The Gables. | remember
the barbed wire fence that ran alongside the
straight path. And on the other side of the fence
were ltalian prisoners — the enemy! But to my
great surprise they were friendly. They wanted
to talk, though we didn’t have a common
language. How could these men, about 20 or 30
of them, be so glad to see me and yet be our
enemy? This was yet another discovery for me.
At no time was | asked to bring them anything,
and soon | didn’t feel threatened. Regrettably |
can’t remember the camp layout or the
accommodation.

Our family was fortunate to have a motor car: it
was a 1935 Talbot with the characteristic two
large headlamps. Petrol was of course rationed
via a voucher scheme and restricted to essential
journeys. It was father’s practice to switch off the
engine and free-wheel to save petrol every time
we came back down the hill from Great Glen. I've
no idea whether that did actually save fuel!

It’s time for mother to add more wartime
thoughts.

‘The one serious air-raid on Leicester was in
November 1941. One of the German fighter

planes, preceding the bombers to pin-point the
target for the night, dropped incendiary bombs
on the city, possibly mistaking it for Coventry.
Unfortunately, they fell on a factory which went
up in flames, a beacon which the bombers found
all too easily.

‘We benefited from food parcels sent by a
generous friend, Ollie Fuller, in Boston, America.
In England, we were not supposed to ask for help,
and the parcels arrived labelled 'UNSOLICITED
GIFT', but my friend begged me in her letters to
tell her what | wanted most - so | made lists and
sent them to her. The precise request made the
'‘Unsolicited gift' so absurd that | wrote (sic) after
my list. Dear Ollie, whose Latin was nebulous,
carefully printed 'UNSOLICITED GIFT (SIC)' on the
parcel. Fortunately, the Latin of the Customs
Officer who vetted the parcel on arrival here was
as hazy as hers! To this day, my sons remember
those gallon tins of maple syrup...’

Even now, | consider orange juice to be a luxury:
it was splendid. The juice came in tins,
originating in California which, as a boy, seemed
to me to be a place of plenty, and quite
impossibly far away.

‘But the war went on’ says Mother. ‘Rationing
became stricter, the news was bad, the casualties
worse. Pearl Harbour and the fall of Singapore
struck fear into the stoutest hearts. But that
invincible army of which | was now a full-fledged
member, quietly gave its orders and in the spring
of 1942 | went to the local cottage hospital to
have my third child. The two other patients in the
maternity ward had just had their first babies:
both daughters. Nature, tongue in cheek, gave
me a third son, along with an overdose of mother
love. Those sons, 50 years on, are gold in my
heart. My life was full. My role clearly defined.
The clothes-line of flapping nappies spelt my daily
message of defiance: we carry on!’

| was taken to the Market Harborough hospital to
see my new baby brother. Inthose days, mothers
stayed in hospital for about a week before
returning home.
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Tom (with mother Helen Williamson),
Dick & Harry

Mother continued ‘The United States entered the
war. Britain raised its weary head and welcomed
the western invasion.  There were several
American air bases near us, and the villagers
were asked to invite the strangers into their
homes. The liaison officers worked hard. We
were asked to state what we had to offer: in our
case, young family, Sunday lunch, music... and no
doubt, our District Nurse added her invaluable
comments to the officers' notes. At first, there
were a few mis-understandings on both sides -
but gradually the relationships prospered. We
had an American for lunch most Sundays. They
would arrive in jeeps, laden with brown paper
bags full of wonderful goodies: cigarettes, candy,
chewing-gum, tins of coffee, sweet cured ham,
maple syrup, butter... we were overwhelmed and
they couldn't believe how small our rations were.
Some of them were very young and very
homesick. The children soon made them feel at
home, and they enjoyed their day away from the
reality of their grim task. One of our guests sat
down at the piano and played for hours - he
hardly spoke, but he nearly crushed my hand in
his when he left.

"Thank you Ma'am" he said "I've had a wonderful
time." Another, seeing our baby Tom in his pram,
asked if he might pick him up. "Our baby was just
that age when | left" he said. | sat him in the
rocking chair in the nursery, with Tom in his
arms... he closed his eyes and the tears rolled
down his cheeks. John and | took Harry and
Richard for a long walk and left them.

‘We thought about these strangers, human
beings just like us, far from home flying over our

roof-tops night after night, to fight, to destruct,
perhaps to die - for a cause...”

Father was of course busy during the daytime
running his evacuated department in Leicester. |
always understood that from time to time he
would take his turn in fire-watching from the
roofs of factories in the city. Another night-time
job for him was to volunteer driving an
ambulance: he would take the ambulance to
Leicester railway station and collect wounded
servicemen, in the dead of night, taking them to
the great country houses where they could
recuperate. This timing, at night, was deliberate
to keep wounded servicemen out of the public
eye.

Mother also records that John joined the local
Home Guard, and spent two nights a week on
duty in their post rigged up in a shed behind the
doctor's surgery. He met all the menfolk left in
the village. War has a heartening ability to draw
people together, and in a few months, we felt as
though we had lived there a long time. The
women met to make shirts and pyjamas for the
hospitals (and here my ability to make
buttonholes was a succes fou), we wound
bandages and packed food parcels.”

Kibworth’s ‘Combined Military and Civil Defence
Scheme’ lists a whole host of local services and
resources and includes the following entry:

First Aid Posts — 26 persons under J Williamson.

The Railway

Boys have always been interested in trains and
railways. | remember going to Kibworth station
and its layout; the road bridge had entrance gates
and steps that led directly on to the platforms.
One summer our family managed a holiday in
Abersoch and we travelled by train. On arriving
at the bridge we used the first stairway to the
London bound line. We had various cases and
one tall one specifically for our toys! The route
to Wales | cannot recall, except that we definitely
went through Crewe. There was a smallisland off
the coast and | saw aircraft flying over it on
bombing practice.
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Mother says ‘While we were at Kibworth, we took
Harry and Richard on their first sea-side holiday
to Abersoch. It seemed exactly like the holidays
of my youth: the identical buckets and spades,
sand in everything, the murmur of the sea, the
strength of the sun... | remember Richard sitting
on my lap, popping sea-weed and chuckling at
every pop.’

Another wonderful memory springs from my
walks along the straight path from Leicester Road
to the railway foot bridge. One day, as | was by
the bridge | heard the sound of an on-coming
engine. It was running solo, and very slowly,
approaching from the Leicester direction. This
locomotive was the ‘City of Nottingham’. Painted
black, with some red lining and brass fittings, it
looked absolutely new and shiny as if it had just
come from the factory. | learnt later that it was
number 6251 and it had in fact been built in 1944,

More Life in Kibworth

My parents made special friends with various
other families and individuals. @ We would
exchange visits to each other’s houses. One
intriguing visit to The Warren (39 Church Road) |
remember well. This was the home of Arthur and
Alice Partridge and my memory is of sitting at the
dining table with the adults. When one course
was finished, Mrs Partridge would put her foot on
a switch hidden by her chair: this would call the
maid to clear the table and serve the next course!
Magic!

Father and Mr Partridge would play golf together
at the local golf club when possible at weekends.
Mother and Mrs Partridge became really close in
their friendship — as she describes:

‘I met one person who became a great friend:
Alice. She was older than |, an American. Her
influence was second only to my mother's in
shaping my outlook on life. She, too, was married
to an Englishman and had lived in Kibworth many
years. We had a mutual love of beautiful things,
and this led to a rewarding comradeship. Alice
collected Victorian glassware and small antique
furniture. At that time Victoriana was despised in
England, and consequently very cheap. She sent
some to America as presents and discovered it
was very popular there. So she set up a small
business. She visited all the antique dealers and
the markets within a radius of 60 miles and filled
a storeroom with her finds. When the store was
full, a professional firm came and packed them.
They went to a dealer in New York who sold them
and Alice received a commission. When war was
declared, she thought she would have to stop, but
on the contrary: the Treasury asked her to carry
on - England badly needed dollars, even from the
smallest sources. When petrol rationing came in,
she was given a special allocation so she could
continue her buying visits.

‘One day, she invited me to go with her. By then,
| had several staunch village women ready to help
me out at any time to look after the children, so |
accepted gladly. It was a success; we really were
kindred spirits. After that, | went with Alice quite
often. It made a welcome change for me, to see
the countryside, to picnic in some beauty spot and
to learn about antiques and the art of buying.

‘Alice was a professional, she knew her market.
Over the years, dealers had learned to respect her
integrity and fairness. When we walked into a
shop, we were immediately ushered into the
'back room'... the sanctum where the best items
were kept for the privileged few. After a cup of
tea or coffee and a round-up of dealer news, Alice
had a look around. She specialised in lustres,
preferably a pair. She would pick one up and
examine it carefully. If there was the slightest
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flaw, she would put it down, without a word. If it
was perfect, she would ask the price. The dealer
would name one, fully aware that she knew the
market value as well as he did. There might be a
little bargaining.... 10% or so, and the object was
hers. If he asked too much and refused her offer,
she let the matter drop amicably. She never lost
a friend, but if she went into a new shop, for
instance, and met a dealer who tried to cheat her,
she never went back. | was more interested in
furniture... how | regret not having had the
money to buy at that time! Queen Anne walnut
and 18th century mahogany were plentiful. The
London dealers could no longer travel long
distances without petrol, people moved and there
were sales in large and small houses. We
benefited from all this and it was perfect
entertainment for me. | would return home
refreshed and give John a blow by blow account
of the day.

‘Alice's friendship went deep. She sensed the
occasional homesickness | felt for my parents and
the loneliness of not having any relatives of my
own generation. Sometimes, | told her of a
problem encountered in rearing the children - she
always had a practical answer; it was often a
biblical quotation that suited the point perfectly.
Her philosophy was simple: obey God's
commandments and leave the rest to Him. |
listened and learned.’

Alice Partridge was a talented tennis player.
Eventually she moved to a flat in London and
remained good friends with Mother for many
years.

Then there were the Lankesters living in Fleckney
Road (later | found they were Henry and Olive,
whose house was number 4 — since demolished
for a small new housing estate). They had
children, one being Judy, but much older than we
were, and so we would look up to them as they
were teenagers! A couple of decades after the
war, my parents and the Lankesters met up again
for holidays in Brancaster, Norfolk, and renewed
their contact.

Mother writes about the occasion of brother
Tom'’s christening in October 1943:

‘The date of Tom's christening was dependent
upon the availability of his godparents, both in
the RAF, and stationed not too far away. One was
my dear sister-in-law, Jean, now a Squadron-
Officer, and the other was a Wing Commander
friend who had distinguished himself in the Battle
of Britain. We also invited my father-in-law, who
saved up some petrol to come over from
Nottingham.

‘The occasion called for some ingenuity, to find
the ingredients for a festive meal within the
strictures of rationing.  Luckily, poultry was
exempt, and | was promised a goose by a friendly
farmer. So far, so good... but | had never cooked
a goose and after reading my cookery-book and
listening to the advice of knowledgeable
neighbours, | realized | would need some help to
cope with the ceremony in the morning, the
excitement of two lively little boys, the
preparation of a decent meal, to say nothing of
the presentation of the hero of the day: Baby
Tom. So | asked Jean to come and stay the
previous night. She managed to get leave and
duly arrived at 6 pm in an RAF truck which had
mysteriously felt the need to deliver some
obscure items in Leicester, and which happened
to pass through the village. After putting the
children to bed, she and | went into the larder and
contemplated the beautiful, plump bird awaiting
our attention.

"It's very big..." said Jean, with some reservation
in her voice. "l know," I replied "but I've measured
it and it will go in the oven - just."

‘The gas cooker, circa 1920, sat at the far end of
our long, narrow scullery; the owner of the
cottage had left it for our use. My inclination,
when we moved in, had been to throw it out - but
when we discovered the cost and the difficulty of
getting a new one, | decided to 'make-do’. It
functioned well enough, though | didn't enjoy
lighting the oven: you had to turn on a tap at
waist height with one hand while you offered a
flame to a row of gas burners right at the back of
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the oven, way down. The timing was crucial:
after a few terrifying swooshes of gas and fire, |
learned to use a long taper of rolled newspaper
and to keep myself well out of the way. Still...

"I've never cooked a goose" said Jean "Have
you?" "No, but I've written down the timetable -
it will have to go in the oven before we go to
Church. It needs to be cooked slowly, then we
turn up the heat at the end to brown the skin - it
shouldn't be difficult" | added, more for my sake
than hers. "Of course not" said Jean loyally.

‘Next morning, we found that the goose, despite
my measurements, did not fit into the oven all
that well. We were forced to cram it into the
roasting-tin diagonally - but even so the
triangular bit at the end opposite to the neck
hung over the side.

"That's the pope's nose." said Jean instructively as
we manoeuvred the tin on to a shelf. We had to
force the oven door shut.

‘Our two masculine visitors arrived, and we all
walked to the Church. Tom was duly welcomed
into the family of Christ and we returned to the
welcome smell of roasting meat.

‘Jean and | quickly went to look at our work. It
was sizzling nicely, but the pan was almost
overflowing with fat.

“Let's pour it off" suggested Jean, "there's
obviously plenty of fat on the bird to finish the
cooking and we want the skin to get crisp. I'll just
turn the oven up a bit."

‘We did as she said, returned the bird to the oven
and busied ourselves with preparing the rest of
the meal. The three men were in the garden with
Harry and Richard when Jean and | went upstairs
to settle Tom for his afternoon nap. We had just
finished when Jean lifted her head and sniffed.

"Do you smell anything?" she asked. | sniffed too
- yes - we looked at each other in dismay. |
secured the dropside of the cot, shut the door,
and we raced down stairs. A cloud of thick smoke

was belching out of the stove and beginning to
roll along the low ceiling of the scullery.

"The goose!" | shrieked "Get the men!" | turned
off the gas while Jean opened the back door and
shouted for help. John and the Wing-Co. raced in,
while my father-in-law held on to the boys.

‘John grabbed the long roller-towel that hung by
the sink, opened the oven door, pulled out the
roasting tin and dropped it outside on the stone
doorstep. The pope's nose was burning merrily
and giving off dreadful fumes.

"Tally-ho" shouted the Wing-Co. appearing with
a bucket of water "Let's drown the bugger!”

"No! No!! my goose - the rest is all right!" |
screamed and caught his arm just as he prepared
to hurl the contents of the bucket.

"She's right" said John "That's our lunch." He
smothered the calcinated appendage and
ceremoniously cut it off. By then we were all
laughing and congratulating ourselves on
salvaging our meal which, if not exactly as | had
planned it, was a hilarious success. The goose
was delicious, albeit on the smoky side.’

| well remember pork pies from Melton
Mowbray. A van came to Kibworth each week
with a supply of pies and | would walk from home
to the centre of Beauchamp to collect our
allocation. Although | can’t remember the actual
place, it was somewhere close to the area where
the roundabout is today. The pies were great!
[Editor’s note: the pies were distributed by the
Women’s Voluntary Service from the Oddfellows’
Hall in Paget Street; the scheme started in
Kibworth in September 1943.]
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Mother was a brilliant pianist and joined up with
others to enjoy playing music and give
entertaining concerts in the village. Sometime
during WW2, Kibworth developed a Community
Guild (I learnt later that there were three
sections: dramatic, literary and musical, and that
mother became the secretary of the musical
group). [Editor’s note: the musical section
consisted of both choral and instrumental, and
arranged a first-class musical evening each
month at the Grammar School during the latter
part of the war.]

The following account of the local entertainment
comes from mother’s book:

‘With only the radio and the Leicester evening
paper to keep us informed, we created our own
entertainment. One group read plays, and
occasionally put on a performance, a second met
to draw and paint while a third (of which | was
secretary) catered for those interested in music.
The groups met in the evening, in the school hall,
where there was a small stage. In the pitch
darkness of the blackout, one would see the faint
glow of the torches bobbing toward the hall from
all over the village. We entered between two
layers of heavy curtains, into a crowded room
where everybody knew everybody. News was
exchanged about loved ones at the front, or in
hospital, or perhaps in a prisoner-of-war camp.
We condoled with those who were bereaved and
felt we had experienced a loss too.

‘It was an effort to get the audience settled and
quiet. The leader of the music group was the local
music teacher, Mrs Pateman. She had taught
several generations of village children the
rudiments of do-ré-mi; now she contented herself
with leading the Women's Institute choir, but the
formation of the war-time group revived her
interest. She and | got on very well. We
galvanized the choir, we played piano duets and
created a reasonable trio: violin (Ernest Olivant)
cello (the chemist, Frederick Bentley) and piano
(me). The participants probably enjoyed the
performance more than the audience, but they,
bless them, were not fussy. Someone loaned us a
gramophone, and we would choose popular

A T
Jack Williamson, on left, with help
from Harry and others, ‘working’ on
an old outbuilding; note the motor
car Harry used for milk deliveries, and
espalier pear tree (see page 6) at the
rear of the house

pieces with a story like the Sorcerer's Apprentice
or the Danse Macabre. | would tell the story first,
then put the record on. It was fun watching the
faces of our unsophisticated audience reacting to
the music.

‘Occasionally there would be a mini-disaster, like
the night | was accompanying the choir in a
spirited rendering of the Flight of the Bumblebee.
It was a tricky piece to play and Mrs Pateman was
conducting at a spanking pace. | fumbled as |
turned a page of the flimsy sheet music. It, and
several sheets behind it which acted as supports,
fell on my hands and on to the floor. | stopped.
The singing stopped. With a wail of anguish, |
crossed my arms on the keyboard, and buried my
head in shame. The public laughed loudly: THIS
was entertainment! With a wide grin, Mrs
Pateman took me by the hand and led me to the
front of the stage, raising my arm as tho' she was
introducing a winning prize-fighter. The applause
raised the roof. What innocent fun we had! The
evening always ended with a fervent rendering of
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God Save the King, then the cold walk home, the
darkness deeper than before, to the cosy warmth
of the nursery, where the baby-sitter would have
the cocoa and biscuits waiting for us.’

Farewell

Victory in Europe arrived for the Allies on 7 May
1945 and the following two days saw
spontaneous parties and celebrations. | well
remember the happy street party held in
Harcourt Terrace (off Main Street). The photo
below shows Harcourt’s children, including me,
and womenfolk having a wonderful day. There
was jelly and ice cream, and we were each given
a shiny new sixpence coin!

Street Party in Harcourt Terrace,
Kibworth, to Celebrate VE Day
in May 1945.

On the left hand side of the table, the
second boy from the front, wearing a tie,
is most probably Harry Williamson.
The Old House
can be seen in the top background

The mixed emotions are summed by Mother:

‘Finally, it was VE Day: Victory in Europe - May
1945 - the country went mad. It was midsummer.
The village was smothered in bunting and flags.
The Church bells rang out the joyous message.
John was in Ireland on business and | could not
leave the children, but our windows giving right
on to the street were wide open and neighbours
and friends kept putting their heads through and
shouting a greeting. In the afternoon, with Tom
in his pram, we joined the crowds in the village
square: volubly, we expressed our relief that the
ordeal was over. | came to a house where there
could be no joy: a husband and a brother would
never return. | left the boys with a friend, and
went around to the back. | let myself in quietly
and found the widow upstairs, just sitting, her
eyes vacant. | knelt and put my arms around her,
tightly. The human contact broke the tension,
and we sobbed together. The eternal questions
"Why?" - "What for?" remained unanswered, as
ever - but the orders of the army we both
belonged to were explicit and had to be obeyed:
she dried her tears and went to prepare her little
girl's tea and | went back to my sons.”

Marks and Spencer made the decision to bring
their evacuated departments and staff back to
London by the autumn. It was time to move away
from Kibworth to a new chapter. A house within
commuting distance from the capital city had to
be found, and our family prepared to leave the
village which had become so special in our early
years.

The actual day of departing was tearful. | have
that clear memory of assembling at the left hand
side of the house, with its creeper tree up the
wall, saying good-bye to Nanny Anderson and
neighbours. It was a difficult moment; a real
wrench. Thank you, Kibworth.
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Mother expressed the feeling well:

‘I was heartbroken. My first three years in
England, before the war, had only been an
introduction. | had been too absorbed in my new
life to pay much attention to my surroundings.
We had few friends, we lived in a rented house in
an attractive but faceless community... and we
were perfectly happy.

‘The next five years had been full of worthwhile
relationships - helped, no doubt, by the shared
problems and fears of war conditions. | delighted
in the simple pleasures of helping, and being
helped by others, of community efforts, of cycling
in the flat countryside, on empty roads lined with
beautifully laid hedges - and our cottage was our
castle.

‘And now we must leave it all behind, and start
again.’
Harry Williamson

Recorded in October 2014

oS

Harry was educated in
two other schools in
the south of England
before coming to
Oundle School in his
teens. His career first
followed his father into
Marks and Spencer
before  moving to
Castrol Oil (its
Secretariat) in central
London; after a short

Harry Williamson

spell with each of these
companies he became, and spent the major part
of his career as, an investment banker in the City.
Retiring from that in his mid-fifties, Harry found
much work satisfaction as part of a scheme with
the Industrial Careers Foundation visiting schools
to advise teenagers on career options. That led
to his doing unpaid, but very rewarding, career
work for five years at Giggleswick School. He is
still closely involved with advising young people
on their development.
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