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My Life in Kibworth and Beyond 

 

By Jessie Berry (formerly Showell, nee Armson) 

 

I hope you enjoy reading these lines, revealing 

the sad and happy times. 

 

I was born Jessie Gertrude Armson on the 13th 

November 1926.  My mother was Kate Elizabeth 

Taylor and she had married Charles William 

Armson, the most unpleasant man she could 

have ever married; he was originally from 

Scotland - his parents had moved to Leicester to 

live. 

 

He was obsessed with war, having been a soldier 

during the 1914-1918 war.  I have a photograph 

of him standing outside the cottage where we 

lived at Station Hollow, Kibworth, Leicestershire.  

He posed with a rifle over his shoulder, a 

madman grin on his face as much as to say I'm in 

charge, and so he was.  I have very little memory 

of life at this address except that it was a two 

bedroomed cottage with no water connection.  

We had to take a bucket to the communal pump 

and collect water when needed; that pump 

served eight households.  Did I fall or was I 

pushed?  My mother told me years afterwards 

that the scar and bump on my forehead were 

caused by a fall on to the lead spout of that pump.  

There was never enough money in the household 

as my father changed his occupation frequently 

and spent most of his cash on drink.  On these 

occasions he would come home ranting and 

raving. 

 

I had a brother Ralph who was a year older than 

me.  When I was two years old my mother gave 

birth to another daughter, Gwendoline, in 1928, 

making the family with three children.  I dread to 

think how she manage with household chores 

and no water connected to the house. 

 

About a year later we moved to a larger house in 

Weir Road, Kibworth.  It was number 85, the last 

house in the road; we then had the luxury of a 

pump over the sink in the kitchen.  There was no 

bathroom facilities in those days, you had to 

wash in the kitchen sink.  There were two rooms 

downstairs with the staircase and a small passage 

opposite the front door; this was my favourite 

place to play with my spinning top.  We had an 

extra bedroom too, making three rooms upstairs.  

[Jessie’s sister, Margaret, remembers three 

rooms downstairs, plus a conservatory at the 

back sometimes used for storage.] 

 

The kitchen had a copper boiler which mum used 

to light a fire under in the small fireplace.  The fire 

was lit on washdays to boil sheets to keep them 

nice and white.  Some of the water would be put 

in a dolly tub where mum would put the coloured 

clothing in with some green soap and washing 

soda.  Then she would swish the water around 

with what we called dolly pegs; this had a handle 

with four feet on the base.  That done she would 

put the lot through a mangle which had wooden 

rollers; there was a large handle on the side to 

turn the rollers.  She then got clean water to fill 

Charles William Armson 

in Station Hollow, Kibworth 
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the tub for rinsing the soap out.  The washing was 

then put through the mangle again and hung on 

the clothes line in the garden.  The copper was 

filled again on Friday nights.  The zinc bath was 

brought into the kitchen so that we could have a 

bath, the one that had the first bath had the 

cleanest water; more water was added as the 

following person had theirs. 

 

The lavatory, situated at the top end of the 

garden, had to be flushed with water from the 

rain tub.  The toilet had a wall-to-wall wooden 

seat; there was a small window but it had no glass 

in it, making our visits very uncomfortable in the 

winter.  In those days we couldn't afford toilet 

paper so we used to tear up newspaper using 

what was known as a bodkin to thread it on a 

string then hang the paper on a nail, which was 

on the lavatory door.  You always had something 

to read while you concentrated. 

 

Sometime later there were problems added to 

our journey while going to the lavatory; my father 

had bought some hens and a cockerel to occupy 

the garden as he was too lazy to do any 

gardening.  This was an interest to us children.  

Collecting the eggs from the hen pen had to be 

on a rota, until one day the cockerel decided to 

chase us if we went in the garden.  He ran after 

us and pecked our ankles; we hated going out 

there alone.  Sometime later I had the idea to go 

to the water tub first and get water 

for the toilet: as usual the cockerel 

came running after me - I pulled 

out the bucket and poured the 

water all over him.  I'm pleased to 

say he didn't give chase any more. 

 

Schooldays were a trial for me as I 

was so very nervous.  I remember 

on my first day the teacher 

instructed us to run round the 

playground to keep warm; I cried 

bitterly.  In the primary class we 

had sand trays; it was a wooden 

tray approximately 50 centimetre 

square, with a layer of sand in 

which we learned to write numbers 

and the alphabet.  When one 

graduated to the second-class pencils and paper 

were supplied.  I really enjoyed myself when 

learning to read although the highlight of the 

week was when we played in the school band.  

The teacher would play the piano, the children 

were given a tambourine, a drum or a triangle.  

We had to keep time with the beat of the music 

the teacher played.  The boys could only have a 

triangle as they had made holes in a few of the 

drums and tambourines. 

 

I always looked forward to the time when we 

assembled at the end of the day when it was time 

for a hymn and prayers, always singing the same 

hymn, 'Now the day is over, night is drawing nigh, 

shadows of the evening steal across the sky.’ 

 

I progressed very well in this school.  Then at the 

age of nine we had to move to the junior school. 

 

Mother gave birth to another girl at this time.  I 

had to wait each morning for the nurse to visit my 

mother then off to school, I must have had 

permission to go late to school.  I had to be a 

mother to my baby sister Margaret, and spent 

much of my time taking her out in the pram while 

mother tended the household chores. 

 

[Margaret recalls that their father and mother 

ran Kibworth Post Office for a few years, then 

situated at 17 Station Street.] 

The Armson Children: (left to right) Gwen, Ralph and Jessie, with 

Margaret at the front, in Weir Road, Kibworth c1936 

(only a little further down the road from no. 85) 
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We were not a happy household, my father being 

fond of his drink, and was very unsociable.  He 

never spoke unless it was to scold us, we were 

very frightened of him as he kept a gun under the 

cushion on his big wooden armchair.  One night 

when he came home worse for drink he made my 

mother fetch us all out of bed and we had to 

listen to his ravings about communism.  We were 

so scared, and we didn't know what he was 

talking about, I was eight or nine at the time. 

 

Our living room had a black leaded fireplace; 

there was a small oven on one side of the fire and 

a water boiler on the other.  We used to put 

bricks in the oven in the winter and wrap them in 

a piece of flannelette then take them to bed to 

keep us warm.  The boiler contained water which 

was used for washing the crockery and any other 

occasion that needed a small quantity of water. 

 

My Saturday chores included black leading 

(polishing) that fireplace and afterwards lighting 

the fire; sometimes we gathered sticks from the 

fields around us for lighting the fire each day. 

 

We were blessed with a great playground - there 

was a large pond by the side of the house.  We 

would find a nice straight stick, take some cotton 

from our mother’s workbox, dig up worms in the 

garden to tie on the end of the cotton and 

patiently dangle it in the pond to catch 

stickleback fish.  I was fascinated by the 

dragonflies hovering over the pond too.  There 

were tadpoles in the spring; I was outside after 

dark one night and frogs and toads were 

croaking; it was quite a chorus, interesting to 

watch the tadpoles growing into frogs. 

 

There was an occasion when the water board 

dredged the pond to clean it out.  The boys 

recognized that some of the silt from the pond 

was clay.  They came up with the idea of making 

an oven with a chimney, so we all had a go, then 

waited overnight for the clay to dry.  A search 

party went across the fields to find some dry 

wood and obtain some paper, I was nominated to 

pinch some matches from home and we all then 

had a nice little oven fire with smoke coming 

from the chimney. 

 

The Methodist Chapel filled our Sundays; we 

would attend Sunday school in the morning and 

afternoon.  After morning school we attended 

the service in the chapel.  Miss Jacques our 

Sunday school teacher would shepherd us out 

when it was time for the sermon. 

 

We would then attend evening service with our 

mother; Miss Jacques was there too and would 

give us a few of her sugared almond sweets to 

keep us quiet. 
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One Sunday in June every year we had what was 

called ‘Anniversary Sunday’; we sat in the choir 

stalls and sang to the congregation.  Mother 

always made my sister and me a new dress for 

this occasion; my brother had new trousers.  This 

was a treat as most of our clothes were other 

peoples cast offs that they had grown out of. 

 

I remember very well the time we had an outing.  

My father was a member of the local Working 

Men's Club; they organized a trip to the seaside 

at Mablethorpe.  There was a bar in the guard’s 

van on the train; you can guess where my father 

was for the whole journey.  Other children were 

treated to crisps and pop by their parents; my 

mother had brought some sandwiches to keep us 

quiet.  Mm how we would have loved a bag of 

crisps!  Occasionally on Sunday afternoons we 

went to Leicester on the bus to visit Grandma, 

she was my father's mother.  Uncle Bert was her 

son, his wife Mabel and their daughter Joan lived 

in the same house.  We always had a nice tea and 

then Uncle Bert put a red velvet cloth on the table 

and we would play at cards.  It was a very simple 

game that we children could understand; 

whether we won or not Uncle Bert used to give 

us some pennies and say ‘That is your winnings’.  

This was very welcome as we only had a 

halfpenny spending money for when the 

greengrocer’s van called on Wednesdays, and on 

Saturdays we had one penny to spend when the 

greengrocer would visit again.  He had what was 

called the halfpenny box; some of the goodies it 

contained were liquorice sticks, lollipops, aniseed 

balls, which was a large round sweet that had an 

aniseed in the centre - the choice was amazing. 

 

Usually on our visits to see Grandma, after we 

had finished tea, she would sit in her armchair 

while we played cards; she always fell asleep and 

her top dentures dropped out as she sat there 

with her mouth open; this always amused us.  

Cousin Joan was an excellent pianist.  We often 

had a sing song; I admired the piano, it had lovely 

gold silky fabric behind, and a kind of wooden 

fretwork on the front.  I did get the opportunity 

myself to have piano lessons when I was twelve, 

a lady who my mother worked for as a maid gave 

us the piano.  My lessons cost mother three 

shillings and sixpence each time.  I did very well 

until the teacher gave me a hard piece to learn 

called ‘In a Monastery Garden’ and was played in 

octaves.  I found it so hard I gave up my lessons.  

I think my mother was probably glad to have the 

money to spend elsewhere. 

 

I joined most of the organisations.  The Brownies 

and Girl Guides gave me more confidence and 

there were plenty of educational times especially 

when we went camping.  We only went as far as 

the vicarage garden but it was the adventurous 

idea of being away from home and having fun 

that pleased us.  While in the Girl Guides I joined 

the dumbbell team; I loved this as we would give 

demonstrations at events held in the village. 

 

Games we played with our friends included 

gathering seeds and berries from the hedges and 

the fields to play at shops.  One girl had been 

having tap dancing lessons; she took her practice 

board across the field and we would have a 

concert.  Someone would recite a poem, we 

would have a sing song and Betty would show us 

her latest tap dance.  Skipping and hide and seek 

were great fun.  One day two of us were hiding in 

a field under the hedge and came across a pile of 

hens’ eggs.  We called the rest of the gang to 

come and take them to our homes.  We were so 

thrilled with our find, but it was short lived - we 

met up again all with the same story, they were 

addled (rotten)!  I remember being the owner of 

a fairy cycle, the only problem being a pedal was 

broken and the back wheel had part of the rubber 

tyre missing.  I had many hours of fun taking it to 

the top of the hill in our road and riding it down 

the hill.  I would bob up and down all the way as 

the wheel went over the piece of tyre that was 

missing. 

 

One occasion I have never forgotten.  When out 

playing one night under the street lamp I heard a 

bell ringing and remembered my father’s 

warning, ‘Be home and in bed by half past eight 

or the nine-o-clock horses will get you.’  I quite 

thought the bell was just that, so I took to my 

heels and ran back home.  I don't think I have ever 

ran so fast before, I was out of breath when 

arriving home.  My mother took one look at me 
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and asked why I was out of breath and looking so 

scared; I related about the bell and thought it was 

the horses coming.  She sat me down and said 

‘wait a minute and I will show you who rang the 

bell’.  After what seemed an eternity there was 

that bell again; mother took my hand and we 

went outside.  I was still shaking, I followed her 

and found there was a big black van.  It had a 

chimney smoking and the side was opened like a 

window, looking inside I saw a man cooking fish 

and chips.  Mother bought me a pennyworth of 

batter bits, what a relief, and the story of the nine 

o’clock horses was laid to rest. 

 

The war brought much drama.  We often 

watched the searchlights over the fields on an 

R.A.F. Station.  I was thirteen by the time the war 

started.  I then joined The Girls Training Corps 

where we learned the Morse code for sending 

messages.  On one occasion we were all given 

one penny and had to send a secret coded 

message by telephone to our Chief; she was at 

her home address.  The problem was the 

telephone in those days was manually operated, 

you lifted the receiver and the operator would 

ask for the number you required, the lady 

operator was quite exasperated by the time most 

of us had asked for the same number and sent 

our messages.  If she could hear our coded 

messages she wouldn't understand them.  

Eventually we were told to “stop playing about as 

she had better things to do and genuine callers 

may be waiting”. 

 

Learning to recognize enemy aircraft was another 

lesson we had to do.  There was a gentleman 

from the Observer Corps who came to train us; 

doing all this made us grow up very quickly and 

realize we had a responsibility to help out when 

needed.  We all felt proud at times, especially 

when there was a Church parade for special 

occasions. 

 

My father fetched the family out of bed one night 

as he had recognized the sound of German war 

planes.  We rushed downstairs and hid under the 

dining room table.  Very soon after there was a 

sound of bombs falling, the house shook and 

plaster came falling off the ceiling.  An air raid 

warden and a policeman came later to tell us the 

bombs hadn't exploded, we were in danger.  

There was a number of them across the fields at 

the rear and at the side of the house.  For three 

weeks we were billeted out to friends’ homes in 

the village, being more than pleased when the 

bombs had been removed so that we could 

return home. 

 

By the time I was fourteen orders from my father 

were to leave school and go out to work helping 

the war effort.  It was quite legal during the war 

to leave school the day you reached fourteen.  I 

didn't have any choice; my destiny was the local 

hosiery factory making socks for soldiers.  The 

warning siren often interrupted our day when we 

had to go down to the cellar until the all clear 

sounded. 

 

My mother took me to a friend’s house one night 

each week to join a gathering of ladies who 

played cards.  Playing whist was my mother’s 

passion.  I watched until the rules of the game 

became known to me then joined in and quite 

enjoyed myself.  This expanded later as I was able 

to join in with a larger crowd at the local village 

hall which was quite exciting.  Ballroom dancing 

followed after the whist drive, so mother said we 

could stay and watch just for a little while.  I 

longed for the day I could learn to dance too. 

 

We were surprised one day when my father came 

home and said to mother ‘I am going to join the 

Royal Air Force’.  He had been through the First 

World War, now aged thirty-eight he wanted to 

join the forces again; we were puzzled yet 

relieved to think he would be out of our way. 

 

Mother heard from him weeks later.  He was 

stationed on the Isle of Tiree in Scotland.  My 

brother was relieved to take his hands out of his 

pockets as father had threatened him ‘If you 

reach the age to get called up for the forces I will 

chop your hands off then you won't have to join’. 

 

My younger sister was luckier than I, when 

leaving school she had a job in a very nice shop in 

Leicester selling rainwear and umbrellas.  This 

gave her what we called in those days 'airs and 
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graces'; we seemed to drift apart and had our 

own friends. 

 

I had been earning thirty five shillings when first 

starting work.  My mother gave me three shillings 

and sixpence for spending money; this improved 

as I earned more money but I was not happy as 

my friends had more cash to spend than I did.  

After a wrangle with my mother she decided how 

much my board and lodging would be.  I would 

buy my own clothes and other necessities; this 

enabled me to put the princely sum of three 

shillings and six pence deposit on a bicycle at a 

local shop.  I then paid the balance weekly until I 

had reached the total payments of eight pounds. 

 

Father surprised us.  He came home on leave one 

day; we hadn't heard a word from him for weeks.  

This particular day I was tidying the front garden, 

looking up the road I saw him turn the corner.  I 

rushed in to tell my mother he was coming.  Oh 

what a surprise we had; he was so amiable, and 

had brought for me the music of a Scottish song.  

Apparently he had met the composer while in 

Scotland and was presented with a copy; my 

father knew I played the piano and thought I 

would like it. 

 

Although he was more pleasant, we were glad to 

see him return to Scotland.  While on leave he 

had marched to every pub in the village showing 

off in his uniform. 

 

Little did we think that it was the last time we 

would see him.  Some weeks later there was a 

telegram for my mother at the post office.  A 

neighbour came to tell her she had to collect it.  

My brother went off on his bicycle to collect; 

when he arrived home my mother was shocked 

to learn father had been killed in an accident 

while on duty.  He was later buried with great 

pomp by the Royal Air Force in the local Kibworth 

cemetery.  I remember the day very well.  My 

sister and I had to stay home and open the 

curtains when the cortege had left, then we had 

to set the table with sandwiches and cakes 

mother had prepared for the relatives on their 

return from the cemetery. 

This was the time I found independence.  Joining 

some friends we would travel on the Midland Red 

bus to Market Harborough on Saturday 

afternoons and enjoy ourselves browsing round 

the shops.  Then in the evenings we would club 

together to pay for a taxi to take us to a dance 

hall at Market Harborough or sometimes a village 

nearby called Foxton where we had the 

opportunity to meet the lads from the R.A.F. 

camp nearby.  I fell for a lad in the dance band; 

he played the drums, my could he make those 

sticks move.  We did have the opportunity to 

meet and we were friends for many years until he 

had to do his bit for the country and joined the 

army.  I still have a bracelet he bought me from a 

charity shop. 

In 1945 the war was over.  My friend Doreen 

Bennett suggested we get away from the village 

and join the N.A.A.F.I. (Navy, Army, & Air Force 

Institute), an organization that catered for the 

forces. 

 

Full of excitement after a successful interview 

and passing a medical we waited patiently to see 

how far we would travel.  Our sights were set on 

getting away from the area; our hopes were 

dashed when we were instructed to go to an 

R.A.F. camp in Wymeswold, near Loughborough, 

Leicestershire, only ten miles away.  We decided 

to make the most of what was offered and found 

our way to the Air Force camp where we found 

Jessie Armson in 1940s 
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on arrival we were to be separated.  Doreen was 

sent to the women's section and I would be in the 

men's section. 

 

Mornings were spent cleaning floors etc.  The one 

I hated doing most was cleaning the cutlery with 

metal polish.  The lucky girls were the ones who 

looked after the shop with cigarettes, chocolate 

etc.  The cook was always busy baking and being 

a heavy smoker she would roll out the pastry with 

a long ash dangling from her cigarette and would 

flick it on the floor just before it landed on the 

baking table.  Her job too was to prepare meals 

for the staff; we had our own dining room.  There 

was always a fight among the girls to take a bath-

full of potatoes to the men’s cookhouse and put 

them through the electric peeler ready for the 

cook to make chips for the airmen in the 

evenings. 

 

My friend Doreen couldn't settle to life on a camp 

so went home.  I had settled and was enjoying 

myself even though it was hard work.  I had a few 

dates with the lads when it was my night off but 

no friendship was permanent until I met Eddie 

Showell.  We went out together regularly and I 

was eventually introduced to his family who lived 

in Staffordshire. 

 

Eddie had a motorbike but I 

refused to travel on it so he 

would go home on Friday 

nights then return on 

Saturday mornings to collect 

me in his father's car.  His 

parents owned a bakery and 

grocery shop.  Some week-

ends there was an event 

which needed catering for; I 

found myself helping to fill 

bread rolls and making 

sandwiches.  I was encour-

aged to learn how to ice 

cakes when Christmas drew 

near. 

Much to his parents disgust we were planning to 

marry.  Eddie was finishing his time in the Air 

Force so we were about to be separated.  I had 

decided to go home and get a job where I could 

earn more money to save for the wedding.  We 

had no money to buy a home and his parents said 

we should wait a year or two. 

 

A cousin of Eddie’s said we could rent their front 

room and a bedroom (in Staffordshire), so we 

borrowed a double bed complete with brass rails 

and knobs at the four corners from his 

grandparents.  Bed linen was on the wedding list 

and each week when I had been paid there would 

be other necessities on my shopping list.  I was 

employed as a machinist in a Leicester factory 

which necessitated catching a bus from home at 

7am and walking a mile on arrival in Leicester 

starting work at 8am.  ‘Music while you work’ was 

on the radio and was broadcast over the tannoy.  

We would all join in singing along with the music, 

mingled with the rattle of the machines it was 

certainly very noisy but we were a happy band. 

 

As the wedding day came nearer mother had 

plans to do the catering for the reception at the 

local village hall with the help of her friends.  I 

Wedding Day: Eddie Showell marries Jessie Armson 

on 20 Sep 1947 at St Wilfrid’s Church, Kibworth 
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borrowed a wedding gown as clothing coupons 

were still in force and mine were needed for my 

honeymoon outfit.  Mother managed to get two 

bridesmaids’ dresses second hand so we were all 

looking very nice as we walked down the aisle of 

St Wilfrid’s Church, Kibworth.  The sun shone on 

us through the Church window as we knelt at the 

altar on September 20th 1947. 

 

We settled down nicely in our rented rooms.  

Eddie's cousin made us feel at home and was very 

helpful in showing me the way to be an efficient 

housewife.  We had only stayed there for three 

months when Eddie’s father found a cottage we 

could rent at fifteen shillings each fortnight.  

Nothing was improved in our move as we still had 

to boil water in the copper for wash day and bath 

night.  The toilet and the water pump were up the 

garden.  We had a coal fire and there was a shed 

to store the coal.  We managed and were 

contented as it was nice to be on our own. 

 

I got busy with some empty flour sacks from the 

bakery, cutting up Eddie’s old suit and any other 

discarded clothes I could find and made a rag rug 

to put on the hearth.  Grandma came to the 

rescue with table and chairs plus a few more 

essentials, making our cottage feel quite 

comfortable. 

 

In early spring 1948 I had reason to slow down a 

little: we were expecting a new member of the 

Showell family.  A lot of my time was spent 

around the house and garden.  History was going 

to repeat itself; I would be like my mother and 

sampling the prospect of bring up a child with no 

water in the house, but then she managed and so 

would I.  For washday it was the same routine; 

one had to boil the water in the copper, naturally 

fetching the water from the pump up the yard 

first. 

 

I had a small mangle that wobbled as you turned 

the handle so had to keep my right foot on the 

base as I turned it.  It is amazing that there were 

no better facilities for me than my mother had 

twenty one years ago; the word progress means 

more today than it did in those days. 

 

Eddie’s parents were very generous and supplied 

much of the things we would need for the baby.  

My mother wanted me to go home to her, in 

Kibworth, for the birth.  Now that was a scary 

day.  When I found it was time to be on my way 

to my mother’s I managed to get a message to 

Eddie’s mother via our landlady next door, Mrs 

Williams, who was a retired district nurse.  

Mother in law phoned for a taxi to take me to my 

mother’s in Leicestershire.  The taxi duly arrived 

but in the wrong place; the driver sat outside the 

shop where mother in law lived.  He was seen 

there some time later and told he had to come to 

our house on Barton Green.  My, was Mrs 

Williams relieved; she thought she would have to 

get the local nurse in.  Anyway we set off at speed 

with me wrapped up in a blanket on the back seat 

and hoping we would make it to my mother’s 

house in time.  We did, with five minutes to 

spare.  Mrs Williams had the honours too as the 

local nurse was out on another job, she arrived 

after it was all over.  Our first child Sylvia made 

her entry on 10th of August 1948. 

 

[Jessie’s youngest sister, Margaret, remembers 

that their mother had moved to 54 Hillcrest 

Avenue in Kibworth by this time.  Mother thought 

they were fortunate now to have a ‘proper’ 

bathroom and laundry.] 

 

Mrs Williams was a big help after I returned 

home, always asking if there was anything she 

could do, and made sure Sylvia was progressing 

etc.  I am sure it had been quite an eventful 

period for her in her retirement. 

 

The Family in Staffordshire 

 

Eddie’s parents presented us with a nice pram in 

a maroon colour.  It had large wheels, was nicely 

sprung and I loved the inside base with the loose 

pads that could be lifted to place shopping or 

anything else needing to be carried.  I used to go 

to the shop for our week’s groceries and tuck 

them under there. 

 

As Sylvia grew I was able leave her and I 

occasionally helped out with the deliveries.  

Grandma baby sat and sometimes Auntie Lou 
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would come and take her for a walk in the pram.  

I remember one day as Sylvia sat out in 

grandparents’ garden she started screaming; we 

took her into the house to see what was troubling 

her and found an ant in her clothes, it had bitten 

her in quite a few places. 

 

A few years later Eddie’s parents purchased a 

property in the centre of the village, it used to be 

a builder’s premises.  They had plans to turn one 

large building into a new bakery.  Opposite was 

the same type of building which housed the 

National Fire Service engine.  Not so long after 

this the Staffordshire Fire Brigade took over, the 

building it was occupying was needed for a store 

room for the bakery so it was arranged with 

father-in-law to house the engine in what used to 

be the horses’ stable at the back of the shop 

where the original bakery stood.  Eddie’s parents 

planned to change the builder’s offices into a 

larger shop than the one we had at present which 

would be a more modern place and adjacent to 

the new bakery. 

 

Later Eddie’s parents moved into the house 

where the builder used to live.  It was on the 

opposite side of the yard to where the new shop 

would be.  While the alterations went ahead for 

the bakery and shop to be completed, Eddie and 

I moved to the old shop and bakery.  It was a treat 

for us to have a bathroom with wash basin and 

bath but we still had to go outside for the toilet.  

At least there was a tap in there to fill the bucket 

when needed.  Of course we had those pots 

jokingly called ‘jerry's under the bed’ should the 

need arise in the night.  Can you imagine me 

trying to get the contents in the bucket down the 

stairs hoping to avoid any customers seeing me 

as they came through the shop door at the 

bottom of the stairs!  There was no chance to do 

the job before opening time with a toddler to 

look after. 

 

The water system was a nightmare.  The hot 

water was pumped from a rainwater tank which 

stood outside the bakery.  Water went through 

to a tank above the bakery and it was then piped 

Jessie, holding baby Sylvia, with sister Gwen 

[at 54 Hillcrest Avenue, Kibworth] 

Uncle Bert, from Leicester, with Eddie 

Showell [at 54 Hillcrest Avenue, Kibworth] 
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through to the bathroom; a quaint system, the 

pump worked by moving the handle back and 

forth.  Now the cold water system was pumped 

by the press of an electric switch, the water 

coming from a well.  We also had hot and cold 

taps over the kitchen sink which was a treat for 

me after what we had been used to.  Having 

bakery and shop staff coming through the living 

room took some getting used to.  The store room 

to the shop was in a part of the bakery, also there 

was what should be have been a pantry.  This 

housed the butter, bacon, etc that needed to be 

kept cool.  Some foods were put down the cellar 

in the summer.  The door to that was off the living 

room proving a nuisance with a toddler running 

about. 

 

I found the old saying had come true, ‘A new 

house a new baby’.  Sylvia was four years old and 

not due to go to school for another year so I had 

my hands full. 

 

In March 1953 we had a son we named Sydney.  

He was born at home.  I phoned the district nurse 

to tell her she was needed, she replied ‘Have I got 

time to wash my hair and put my rollers in?’; my 

reply was ‘yes’ so an hour later she arrived ready 

for action.  I did have my hands full then, a kind 

customer, Mrs Welch who lived opposite the 

shop, often entertained Sylvia for a while.  She 

had a daughter just a little older than Sylvia. 

 

I shall never forget as I lay in bed after Sydney was 

born I heard Eddie’s mother talking to a customer 

and telling her she had a grandson.  The customer 

congratulated her, the reply she got from mother 

in law was ‘It’s all right for you I have got the work 

to do’.  Boy did that upset me.  She only had to 

keep her eye on the shop, the assistant was there 

and I had a lady coming in for the week to bath 

the baby and do any other chores.  So I often 

wished I had the nerve to reply to her. 

 

The shop assistant wasn’t happy having a child on 

the premises so another one was hired, a 

younger girl who proved to be a great friend.  If I 

was helping in the shop she would put Sydney in 

the high chair at a vantage point where he could 

see what was going on. 

 

We were working in a confined space as the shop 

had so much in it.  Blocks of butter, lard and 

margarine had to be cut and wrapped in 

greaseproof paper, the cheese came with a kind 

of muslin wrapped round it this took some 

peeling off, it then had to be cut and wrapped in 

portions.  A side of bacon from the Danish Bacon 

company had to be cut up, we had some 

customers who liked the gammon end, others 

liked the traditional streaky rasher.  The bacon 

slicer was hard work; no electric models in those 

days.  Sugar came in large brown paper bags and 

had to be weighed and put in blue paper bags.  

Vinegar was sold from a barrel; we had a kind of 

tankard which measured a half pint.  Customers 

brought their own bottle or a jug.  The measure 

had to be checked along with the scales by 

‘Weights and Measures’; they attended the 

village hall once a year so the customers had to 

return later if they were wanting an item that 

needed weighing.  We sold Zebo black lead polish 

for the fire grates, and Reckitt’s blue bags.  The 

purpose of these was to put them in your rinse 

water on wash day to help keep your whites 

looking nice.  Red Cardinal polish was used to 

enhance your front doorstep.  The Brooke Bond 

tea man called in his van each week; ‘Dividend’ 

tea was the favourite.  Each packet had a stamp 

on it and we had cards that the customer could 

stick the stamps on; when full we exchanged the 

card for cash. 
 

Jessie enjoyed and wrote poetry.  Her family supplied samples of her work, a few of which are included in 

this article.  They reveal her talent for perception and humour.  Here is one titled ‘Valentine’: 
 

I have my eyes on you 

As my valentine today 

I will take you out to dinner 

But you will have to pay. 
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I will always remember a rep coming in the shop 

with the first biological soap powder.  There was 

a free plastic flower to be given with each packet 

sold.  To convince me it would lather even in cold 

water the rep gave me a packet to take to the 

kitchen and add some to a bowl of water. 

 

Midway up the shelving system was a row of little 

drawers with glass knobs.  These mainly 

contained herbs and spices: there was root 

ginger, ground ginger, pickling spice, whole 

nutmegs, cinnamon, to name but a few.  

Margaret Plant the assistant detested the smell 

of essence of butterscotch.  A cupboard near the 

counter had a stock of aspirins, indigestion 

tablets etc.  The glass topped counter was a 

useful display cabinet for anything we chose to 

display, changing it most weeks. 

The old brass cash till would ring and the drawer 

would jump out as you pressed the amount on 

the cash register keys.  A few items were still on 

ration when I first went to the shop.  We had a 

rubber stamp to mark each book; some items we 

had to take out a kind of coupon.  Customers’ 

grocery orders were taken on the bread van for 

delivery.  Two vans went out each day alternating 

the area covered.  Friday was a busy day in the 

shop putting up the orders ready for delivery.  I 

can still recite the names of the customers who 

had grocery orders; we had to go through the list 

to make sure we had got them all ready for 

delivery.  Eggs seemed to be scarce at times.  

Mother in law had a large pot known as a 

‘pansion’; it was filled with eggs in a solution, 

which I’m now unable to remember the name, it 

was a preservative (Jessie’s sister recalls that this 

was ‘Isinglass’); this was sitting with other weird 

and wonderful items in the cellar. 

 

There was an outside cover to the cellar.  I 

imagine the coal was delivered through there at 

some time, but the cover was now in a 

dilapidated condition.  We had a surprise one 

morning to find a cat had got into the cellar and 

had given birth to kittens.  We also had visitors in 

the storeroom, by the bakery mice enjoying a 

packet of corn flakes.  It is beyond belief as today 

health ministers would ban such conditions. 

 

The majority of sweets were in jars: pear drops, 

mint imperials, aniseed balls.  Toffee came in a 

block complete with little hammer to break it up 

before weighing.  The splinters of toffee that 

were left on the counter were always one of the 

bonuses of the job for my endeavours.  Father in 

law paid me one shilling an hour when doing 

deliveries or working in the bake house.  I was 

also allowed to open the shop on Sunday 

afternoons and could have one shilling for every 

pound I took.  Each Sunday’s takings were 

entered in a red note book for them to check.  

Eddie’s wages were eight pounds a week in the 

first few years of our marriage.  It was some years 

before we were able to afford a holiday. 

 

Time passed by and eventually the new shop and 

bakery were open in the centre of the village.  We 

 

I’m a Countryside Cleaner 

 

Gardening has taken on a new aspect 

Completely occupied I have been 

With my latest addition in gardening tools 

A marvellous shredding machine 
 

It makes such fine wood chips 

As I feed the noisy brute 

The wood chips on garden borders 

Help stop the weeds taking root 
 

I find it’s quite therapeutic 

Watching the wood disappear 

Have to be careful with my fingers 

Or they would get damaged I fear 
 

The bags with chips filling up 

Look like a big black balloon 

Find this occupation is quite fun 

Must go and collect more wood soon 
 

The fresh air and the exercise 

Is a bonus in this occupation 

I'm glad I bought a wood shredder 

It's a marvellous innovation 
 

So now I’m a Countryside Cleaner 

Clearing the wood from under the trees 

Around the fields and the woodlands 

That have blown down in the breeze 
 

Jessie 
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were told to look for somewhere else to live as 

the old shop and bakery were to be sold.  Luckily 

one of our customers, a Mrs Wallace who lived in 

the village, was a councillor and she arranged for 

us to have a council house in St. James Road.  This 

was quite a treat for me especially, no need to do 

pumping water up before you could have a bath 

or do a weekly wash.  Thinking of water, one 

thing has always come to mind when I fill a hot 

water bottle; my mother came to stay on one 

occasion when we lived on Barton Green.  She 

brought her own hot water bottle as she was 

staying the night and when she got up the next 

morning she poured the water from her hot 

water bottle into the washing up bowl and used 

it for washing herself.  No bathroom in those 

days, only the old tin bath put by the hearth 

where it was warm by the fire.  No privacy for us 

then, at least Eddie was handy to scrub my back. 

 

 

Written by Jessie Berry 

(formerly Showell, nee Armson) 

 

 

[Kibworth History Society thanks Margaret 

Crouch, Jessie’s sister, and Sylvia Williams, 

Jessie’s daughter, for their valued assistance in 

bringing together a selection of photographs and 

poems with Jessie’s memories; March 2014] 

 

 

The Lady in the Picture 

 

 
 

She wears a white bonnet 

With frills that frame her face 

Starched to enhance the texture 

Keeping it faultlessly in place 
 

Her delicate blue shawl 

Has a kind of silver hue 

Covering her motherly shoulders 

Her eyes my attention drew 
 

To the expression on her face 

Such a kindly warm feeling 

Of motherly love exudes 

Her personality ever more revealing 
 

I will never forget that picture 

Never seen the like before 

I am pleased to have a photograph 

So that I can see her face some more 
 

Jessie 
 


