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Baby Phyllis, around 6 months of age
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Chapter 1

Humble Beginnings

I was born about 5.30pm on the 16th of May 1910 
during a thunder storm - so my dear mother told 
me. It was a Whit Monday, a holiday, and all 

the village were at the Fête in the Park. There had 
been a great panic to get the midwife in time.

I was the sixteenth child of my father; my mother 
was his second wife. He was a widower with four 
children when my mother married him. She then 
had thirteen children of her own. Four of her 
children died very young, so I grew up with four 
sisters and eight brothers. 

My earliest memories are of sitting opposite my baby 
brother in a large ‘boat like’ pram. Then another 
time, it must have been my birthday, I had been 
given a pretty pink dress by my Godmother, and I 
behaved very badly because I didn't  want to wear 
a pinafore over it for my tea! 
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One day, an older brother had been told to look 
after me. There was a small room at the end of the 
house that was our playroom, and he had me in 
a pushchair, this was rather like a deck chair on 
wheels. I must have been strapped in, and as he 
pushed me up and down the room as fast as he 
could, he told me to grab hold of the table the next 
time we went that way. I tried, but as he pulled 
back, I banged my head on the table! Of course, I 
yelled and mother came. I had a big lump on my 
forehead, and I remember mother carrying me 
out into the garden with her apron over my head 
because it was raining.

There was just over a year between my youngest 
brother and I, and we were great friends. There was 
a gap of five years between me and my next elder 
brother, and I guess that Rupert and I were a bit 
spoilt, being the youngest of such a large family. 
The older brothers were always playing jokes, and 
one day they dressed me in my brothers clothes 
and he in mine, which made mother very angry. 

When I was about four years old, I became very 
ill with an inflammation of the kidneys, and I 
was not expected to recover! I can recall being in 
my mother's bedroom, and both my mother and 
father, were there. My father was holding a glass 
of water trying to persuade me to drink. I must 
have been a a very obstinate child because I bit a 
piece out of the glass! The doctor then tried, his 
bedside manner must have been much better than 
my father’s, so I drank it for him!
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Chapter 2

School

I went to the village school as soon as I was old 
enough. I wasn't a very good scholar, but by 
the time I was twelve I managed to pass exams 

to the secondary school in Salisbury. This was the 
‘Bishop Wordsworth’ school, a mixed school, but 
boys and girls were in separate classes. 

I wasn't very happy at school. It was a long day. 
We had to catch a train at eight in the morning 
after a mile long walk. We took sandwiches for 
our dinner. Another long walk, through the town 
to get to school, and in the afternoon we had the 
walk back to the station to catch a train home at 
five o'clock. 

At this time, my father was taken ill and naturally 
the home life was disrupted. My mother spent all 
her time in my father's room and a sister looked 
after my brother and me.
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My father died the same year as I left school. 

My mother was now quite poor as all the savings 
had been spent on my father's illness. There was a 
small newspaper and tobacconist business which 
my sister had been looking after. I knew that I 
would have to find some work to do.

Family portrait, 1919 at Weybridge House, Salisbury St. Amesbury
Back row L to R: Ciss, Elsie and Kitty

Front row L to R: Phyllis, Dad, Mother and Rupert



Village Girl

7

Chapter 3

Of War and Horses

I should recall more about our family life. It is 
difficult for me to remember much about the 
older members of the family. There was about 

24 years between me and my eldest half brother, 
I never really knew him. 

Perhaps my first memory of him would have been 
when he came on a visit with his wife and three 
children. His eldest son was one year older than 
me. 

I well remember the Great War; I used to sit in the 
window and wave to the soldiers as they passed 
through our village.  Being on Salisbury Plain, we 
were surrounded by the military. 

This was a very troubled time for my mother as five 
of my brothers had to go off to war. I do remember 
Rupert and me kneeling at our mother's side to 
say our prayers and having to say a special prayer 
for our brothers.  
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We were one of the oldest families in the village 
and lived  in a large house, and most of us were 
born there.

My father was a 'carrier' which meant he drove 
his horse and van into Salisbury twice a week, 
on Tuesday and Saturday, to do shopping for all 
the people who lived in the small villages between 
Amesbury and Salisbury. 

The horse was called 'Duke' and it also had to 
work on other days when my father carried out a 
coal merchants business. 

When we children were old enough, we had to 
deliver the parcels which were brought back to 
Amesbury. We didn't like this at all, mostly because 
some houses had dogs! 

King George V, reviewing Army troops on Salisbury Plain
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I must tell a little story of one parcel. It was from  
a chemist shop in Salisbury. As we shook it, we 
knew it contained liquid and we were sorry that 
anyone had to have so much medicine! This bottle 
was delivered to the school mistress. Many years 
later, while looking through old diaries of my 
father's, I asked my mother if she knew what was 
meant by WKPM, which was a regular entry, in 
the diary? 

She told me, it stood for “What Killed Poor Mother!” 
This was the discrete way my father entered the 
order for gin, the mysterious bottle we used to 
deliver to the school mistress! 

Another sad story of those days was when I had to 
take a pound of butter to my old aunt’s house. 

It was a hot summer day. I must have been very 
happily skipping along, throwing the small parcel 
up into the air and catching it. 

Alas! It came down and split open and the butter 
spilt all down my dress. I don't remember being 
punished but I'm sure that my old aunts were very 
angry with me. 




