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This Looks Easy

Chapter 1

My Dad, Thomas Edward Hayes

I know very little about my dad’s family. I have been able to 
trace back some of his ancestors, and I found out that his 

grandfather, John Hayes, apparently died on stage when it 
collapsed from under him. The fall didn’t kill him, it was the 
rope tied around his neck that did him in. He was apparently 
a bit of a villain, and he was buried in Winton’s jail. This was 
the family story anyway; anybody that was hanged in the jail 
was buried in unconsecrated ground, which was inside the 
jail cemetery. His son William worked as a coal heaver and 
died of Tuberculosis, so we definitely came from the poor 
side of town!

When I was four years old, my brother Norman and I went 
to the station to meet Dad. He was a guard on the London 
Midland Railways, and he was coming off a long shift. It was 
during the Second World War, and a long shift would typically 
be 48 hours, between leaving home and coming back. It was a 
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troop train, and Dad said when he started out from Bristol, they 
were all singing and happy because they’d had a beer or two.  
The train had then been delayed by wartime activity in between 
Bristol and Birmingham, and the alcohol had worn off; men 
became bitterly cold and quieter as the time dragged on. To 
make matters worse, Dad was ill. He had been gassed during 
World War I, and he had suffered with stomach problems ever 
since.  Dad hadn’t had a proper meal. He’d only had two good 
meals in the entire 48 hours.  One was at Bristol supplied by 
the railways, and it hadn’t helped his stomach at all. 

To make matters worse there had been tobacco in the guards 
van, and Dad could smell it. He was a smoker and this was 
wartime. Rationing of tobacco was in force and the smell of 
it was driving him mad. He had been handing over parcels 
of tobacco at various stops along the way, but Lichfield was 
his home station. The tobacco was sent by runners to the 
tobacconist’s shops in the town, and my dad knew it was there 
because he had brought it from Bristol. Dad was happy to see 
us as always. He said that we would walk through the town 
because he wanted to get some tobacco. When we arrived at 
Reddington’s Tobacconists shop, Dad went inside while we 
waited; it didn’t take long before an unholy row developed 
around us. 

Reddington denied he had any tobacco or cigarettes, but Dad 
said he knew he had some, and he told him, in no uncertain 
terms, exactly what he thought of him. The argument raged 
on and grew in intensity until eventually, a special constable 
who had been attracted by the shouting, had to intervene. The 
constable ordered Reddington to sell some tobacco to my dad, 
and he was further told that if he tried to withhold rationed 
tobacco, he would be nicked for black marketing. Dad was ill, 
tired and hungry; he was also fearless, and he stood his ground 
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and received his smokes. Unfortunately, this was one of the 
last battles he would win. That was my last memory of him, 
and it was a short and sharp one I only remember just this 
fragment of it; the gaps had to be filled in for me much later 
by my brother Norman.

The next day, he was taken to the Victoria Hospital in Lichfield 
where they operated on him. They found out that he had a 
perforated malignant gastric ulcer. Tom Hayes died on January 
31, 1942. He was born on January 1, 1896. The gas had burnt 
the lining out of his stomach and he was in constant pain. 
He had served his country and become an old man before his 
time. He was 46 years old when he died, and he looked like a 
tired and gaunt old man. 

Dad did it hard, living in poverty before the war. He probably 
saw it as an adventure to take him away from it all. So it was 
no surprise he enlisted in 1914, when he wasn’t quite 18. He 
joined his brother in the West Yorkshire Regiment. His brother, 
my uncle, Joseph Henry Hayes, was killed during the battle 
of the Somme on about 2nd July 1916. They never found his 
body; I’ve looked in the history of the West Yorkshires. It’s 
pretty hard to work out when dad may have been gassed. There 
were many gas attacks, which makes it difficult to say which 
one because after a short spell in hospital and rudimentary 
assessment, many were judged fit for action and could carry 
on serving as did dad, but it killed him eventually.

Dad worked on the railways as a boy in the goods shed at 
Curzon Street, Birmingham. From there he joined the army 
and that’s how he met my mother, Clara Gavin. Mum was 
working in the munitions factory, and she had left a note 
inside an ammunition box, inviting whoever read it to write 
back to her. The British Small Arms Factory where she worked 
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made bicycles before the war. During the conflict, they made 
ammunition and light weapons. The girls in the factory would 
put their names and addresses inside the boxes of ammunition. 
So, if a soldier opened a box and found a girl’s name, he might 
write to her. That’s how my parents met. They arranged to 
meet after the armistice and were later married. 

Life from then onwards might not have been too bad for a 
time. They weren’t well off, they were pretty poor, but that 
wouldn’t have mattered, because the whole district, even the 
entire North of England was in the same boat.  When dad 
came out of the army, he was only earning a small amount 
per week, and then Mother became pregnant with the eldest 
boy Harry. She became tied to the home after that. The family 
moved from place to  place, Dad was posted by the Railways 
to Sutton Coldfield and that’s where I was born on the 18th 
of March 1937, in the county of Warwickshire.

You would be right if you guessed that Dad didn’t have a good 
life at all. He was under 18 years of age when he served in 
the trenches in France. When he came home, he started a 
family, and he had to work all hours for London Midland 
Scottish Railway. When World War II started, it put all sorts 
of privation on men like Dad, who tried to keep the railways 
running. All indications are that he did his duty stoically, and 
of course all of these things put him into the class of a hero 
to me.

When he died, I was 4 years and 9 months old. Mum would 
battle on for a further 21 months before putting my sister and 
me in the Railway Servants Orphanage. It was October 30th, 
1943. To this very day, I wish that he had lived long enough 
for me to know him. I am sure that we would have liked each 
other; everything I remember about him is good.
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Catherine Janet Clarke

J. E. Gavin, Grandad Gavin
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Above: Father,  
Thomas Edward Hayes

Above and right:  
Mother, Clara Annie Gavin.  
Born 12 January 1896, 
5 Court Lennox Street,  
Aston Manor, Birmingham, 
Warwickshire
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Left: Brother, 
Stan Hayes, 1942

Tony in the army, 
Tripoli, Libya, 1956
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