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Can you tell me a little bit about your family? Did you have any brothers or sisters?

No. I had a mother and we moved from Plantation Road to a big house at the top of Baker Street with my grandmother. She had a big house at the top of Baker Street, Leighton Buzzard.

And what did your mum do? Did your mother work?

Well, I can’t remember much about my mother because, of course, she died when I was so young and my father then was in the Army.

And was he away from home very much?

I was not at that time away from home very much.

Was your father away in the Army?

When he came back my mother soon died. She died when I was very young.

Do you remember how old you were?

Just over two.

So you were very young?

I was very young so, of course, I cannot remember quite a lot.

So you lived in…?

Born in Plantation Road and I lived in the top of Baker Street, which was then a big house and I think it belonged to the Council.

And that was with your grandmother?

That was with… We had separate rooms with my grandmother.

Can you remember a bit about what Leighton Buzzard was like?

Yes, it was a real pretty, rural town.

Was it a market town?

It was a market town. It had a very big market and the big market was in Market Square and at the bottom of High Street and I can remember there was big pens in the one near the Post Office that had flocks of sheep and cows and pigs. It had all animals. I can remember mostly the ‘Fat Stock Shows.’ Because they always had a Fat Stock Show and that used to be… And Mr Clough… A man named Mr Clough… Used to sell off… And I was intrigued with him and his voice when I was a little girl and I used to love hearing him.

What was it about his voice?

Well, I don’t know what it was, but something about his voice because I could never understand a word he said but he used to auction the cattle because then all the farmers used to come and that was the only day that the public houses were allowed to be open.

Do you remember what day of the week that was?

Tuesday, every Tuesday we had the cattle market and the other market. On Saturday we had another market but that was just all stores and they used to sell things by auction and it used to be terrific. It was a really lovely little market town. It really was great.

It sounds very exciting and vibrant?

It was, it was… Yes, yes… And the children used to enjoy it too.

So it was a whole family thing, was it?

It was, it was… Yes.

It sounds great.

It was lovely.

Do you remember where you went to school?

To school? Yes, I went to school… I started school when I was about just over three and that was in the Infant’s school at the end of Baker Street because there was an Infant’s school there and the British Boy’s School was next to it and I can remember being at school and we always used to have put our heads down and go to sleep in the afternoon.

How long for?

Because we were young but I never could go to sleep and several times I got told off by the teacher. She’d come round and say, “It’s about time you went to sleep.”
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And how long did you have to go to sleep for?

About an hour, you was supposed to go to sleep to refresh your memory.

And did it work?

Well, I think probably it did.

I’m sure it helped a little bit because, at that age, you’re very young, aren’t you?

Oh, we were very young, yes. And I remember there was a teacher named Mrs Beck but I can’t remember very much about her, of course. But I can remember that we had very small toilets so that we could… They taught us quite a few things.

Do you remember how long you stayed at the Infant’s school?

Well, it just used to be two schools then. The Infant’s… And you went to the Infant’s until you were seven, you went through the different classes and then, when you were seven, you went on to the other school… When you were seven years old… Which was St Andrew’s.

Near the church?

Well, St Andrew’s Church was there then and we were able to go from the school (which was in Church Street) and that was stretched out and you used to go through… You could go through a path to the church because it was a church school then.

Did you go to some of the services?

Yes, we used to go to some of the services because the church was quite important in those days, much more important than it is now.

That’s certainly a change, isn’t it?

Oh, yes.

Do you remember anything about that church because it was made of sandstone?

It was, yes. I can remember St Andrew’s Church and the school and the school had a house at the end that the head teacher used to live in. Miss Hiley was the headmistress. It really was a very good school.

Did you enjoy your days at school?

I did, yes. I enjoyed my days at school although my eyesight was not very good but they were very considerate and they always did great things to try and help me. I used to do lots of work in plasticine because that was made… I used to roll it out into little rolls and make figures on the board that was supplied to me and do my sums that way and they thought it was very clever of me to do that but they did give me every help that they could. They were very good.

When did you leave the school? How old were you when you left school?

Well, when I left school… The St Andrew’s School… You all left school at fourteen. That was the time of leaving school… Was fourteen… And when I was fourteen there was just the laundry then that used to engage people but I went for a small time to Mrs Dancer to look after her boy. She had a son and he was a lovely child but that was my job… To look after the boy.

So you were like his nanny or something like that?

Well something like that, yes but I was fourteen.

So very young again?

I was very young but I was used to a family at that time because my father had… He’d lost his wife and he’d remarried and got three children so they were my step… One daughter and two sons… So I had a stepsister and two stepbrothers.

And did you continue to live in Baker Street or had you moved?

Well, we lived in Baker Street for a short time and then, gradually, because my stepmother and her mother didn’t agree very much, so we moved somewhere else and then we moved to council houses in Broomhills Road, which then was just being built. The road even hadn’t been made but it was… Things were so different but we were not very well off.
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So did you move, sort of, on to the edge of town?

Yes, really. Yes, moved to Broomhills Road, which is in Heath Road, you know.

Looking at the map Broomhills Road is quite close to a sand quarry, Chamberlain’s Barn?

It is, yes, which used to engage quite a few men in those days.

Do you have any memory of it as a child?

As a sandpit?

Yes.

We used to go sometimes, as children, when the workers had gone. We used to go over there and play and jump down the pits that were made.

Did it have big lumps of sandstone in it?

Oh, yes. Oh yes, big lumps of sandstone.

How many of you used to go in there?

Well, quite a few children really, used to go over there. That was quite a playground really, quite a good playground. Oh, yes.

And was this with or without adult’s permission? Or didn’t people worry about it?

No, without adult’s… We used to just go there and jump down the cliffs.

An exciting place? Did any of your relatives, at the time, work in the sand industry? You mentioned that quite a lot of the men around Broomhills Road worked in Chamberlain’s Barn?

No, none of my family worked in the pits.

What did your stepmother do? Did she just look after her family?

My stepmother did just look after the family which was quite a bit to do then and she remarried then. She remarried.

Because your father died?

Yes, my father died when he was thirty-two. Yes, he died and left her a widow with three little children and me, of course.

So she had a hard…

And she did have it very hard because there was no pensions in those days and she used to see Vicar Hill at The All Saints Vicarage and, I think, he helped and she used to get ten shillings for herself and six shillings for the family and she was supposed to live on that but she used to go to work doing housework and the people that she worked for seemed to be quite nice and I can remember one lady. Her name was Mrs Tutt and so, on Saturdays, I used to go… Although I was a little child… I used to go and scrub her scullery and her front porch and I used to get threepence so that used to take me to the pictures for tuppence and I had a pennyworth of sweets, which was lovely. Oh, I felt quite rich. Yes, quite well off. Yes, that was lovely.

Before we look a little bit at your working life, do you remember as a child anything about the Leighton Buzzard Light Railway because in 1919 that came about?

Well, yes. I do remember the Light Railway. I can remember a boy who worked on the Light Railway that used to run from Double Arches to… Quite a long way… And I can remember this boy. He used to work on the Light Railway and I can remember him jumping to do the signs across the road… In Vandyke Road… To make sure the crossing was alright. And he broke his foot and he actually lost his foot and I can remember that quite well.
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Do you know his name at all?

I can’t remember his name.

And did he continue to work for the railway after that?

He did, yes. He had a special… Well, I suppose it was a special foot made for him and he still continued to work on the Light Railway and that was at the time when it ran from Double Arches right through to the other… The end pit. It was always known as a sandy town. That was about all there was really… That and the laundry for the ladies.

I was going to ask you about… Because that was your second job in a way, wasn’t it?

Well, in a way, because I used to get six shillings a week for looking after the little boy and then that was waiting for work at the laundry and then I went to the laundry and I was getting towards the end of fourteen then, of course, and I was an ironer.

What were the conditions like? Was it very hot to work…?

Oh, it was exceedingly hot. No conditions like there are now.

And did you have a certain number of clothes you had to iron?

Well, yes. Yes, they used bring bundles of things round to iron and they were big irons. Gas irons in those days and they weighed about six and a half pounds… The irons did.

So your wrists must have got tired?

Well, we got used to this sort of thing and, if we wanted to go to the toilet, there was a board with keys and we were allowed so much time in the toilet and if we were over time we would get called upon to come out.

So you would clock in and clock out?

No, no. We didn’t clock in.

What did you use the keys for?

Well, the key was to unlock the toilet door. There was six toilets altogether… Six keys… But they always knew. You asked for a key and it was booked down that you’d got it and they knew how long you… We was allowed so many minutes.

How many hours did you work a day doing that work?

Doing the laundry work we worked from eight o’clock in the morning till six at night, had an hour break for dinner.

Did you go home for lunch or did you have a packed lunch?

No, always went home for lunch then. Everybody did, yes.

Very long hours to be working at a young age?

And it was from eight till six in the evening and from eight till twelve on Saturday and we got ten shillings a week and we were very happy and content to do that.

Moving on a little bit… How and when did you meet your husband?

Well, I met my husband actually because he come to Leighton Buzzard to live with his mother because his mother and father were parted and he came, for a time, to live with his mother so I was about fifteen actually when I met him. We became very friendly through his sister, who worked at the laundry with me. And we became very friendly and then it went on from there and, when I was seventeen, he proposed and asked if I would marry him.

Was he older than you?

Yes, he was three years older than I am but he proposed to me and I didn’t even think about it. I said, “Oh yes, I think I’d love to.”

0:20:03

And where did you get married, which church?

No, it was at a registry office in Linslade, an old registry office that we got married but we didn’t have a honeymoon or anything like that. We couldn’t afford it but we just did what we could afford and I had a very happy and long marriage… Very happy and long.

Where did you move to because you moved out of Broomhills Road, didn’t you?

Yes.

Where did you move to?

We moved because his father lived with his mother in Heath and Reach, Bryant’s Row and that was where they did the cottage up for us and we moved to the cottage there.

And Bryant’s Row… The little house… Your little cottage, was that part of a terrace?

Yes, that was the terrace and there was one well for the ten houses because there was ten houses in a row. That was Bryant’s Row.

Did you have any gas and electricity? 

No, there was no gas, no electricity, nothing like that. We had candles for lights and lamps… Paraffin lamps for lights.

What about your heating?

It was a fireplace with an oven and that’s all the heating we had in those days.

Bryant’s Row houses backed onto… What sort of land did they back on to?

There was big gardens in Bryant’s Row but near there was a sandpit and the houses belonged to the man who owned the sandpit. It wasn’t Arnold, it was another man but most men then used to work in Arnold’s or Garside’s pits.

And you don’t remember the name of the man that used to own the pit behind your house?

I can’t remember just so, no.

A lady called June remembers him as Mr Ray, does that ring any bells?

I think it was, I think it did… And the houses belonged to Mr Ray. That’s right, yes. I think it was Ray and the houses belonged to him and my husband’s father was… He was a dobber as well because they called them dobbers.

Did you live in the same house as them or in the same row as them?

No, in the same row, next door to his father and his grandmother and we had one well for all the houses and we used to get the water in big bowls to use all day.

You talk of that as a very happy time?

It was a happy time because everybody was the same and we just made the most of things and we seemed far happier then than what lots of people do now. I don’t know why.

Something fairly major happened after two or three years. You’d started a family and then what happened to the house that you were living in?

The house I was living in?

Or the whole row actually.

Well, the whole row actually was taken over, got to be used for sandpits so the row of houses had to be pulled down and we were allocated a council house in…

Was it down the bottom at Reach Green?

That’s right, at Reach Green and we were allocated the houses there. Some people moved to other places but most went to the council houses there and, where we used to pay three shillings a week where they had the pits, the least we paid was seven and sixpence.

So it was a big increase?

It was a big increase but my husband actually worked on untopping and he was on piece work so he did earn slightly more than the day workers who earned thirty-six shillings and ten pence but we were fortunate enough because all he was used to was sand work, you see, and he was very good at it apparently.
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If I can just confirm with you was it Mr Ray, or whoever the quarry owner was, did he want the land…?

For sandpits.

To take the sand out of?

Yes, that’s right. Yes, he needed the land for sandpits and that is why the row of old cottages were pulled down.

And your gardens went with them?

They were huge gardens then.

How did you feel at the time?

Well, we just took it. We just did as we were told really.

Were you compensated at all? Did you have any compensation?

No, no. Oh no, we didn’t expect any. We didn’t get any. But there was a farm that used to be at the bottom of the Bryant’s Row and that carried on during the war actually.

Am I right that the farm was on the other side of the road?

That’s right, on the corner. Right on the corner where they’ve got the playgroups now go but the farm was there and that actually was there during the war because they used to serve tea to cyclists.

Did they?

Yes, it was very popular.

If we look a little bit now at Arthur’s working life and we go back into his childhood. Do remember when and where he was born?

Arthur?

Your husband.

Actually his mother looked after him until the First World War broke out and then he went to live with his father and grandmother.

Do you remember what year he was born in?

It was three years older than me.

So 1912?

Yes, it was 1912.

So he was two when he moved to his father’s and grandmother?

That’s right, yes… Nearly three.

Had his family been living in Leighton Buzzard a long time? Well, was it Heath and Reach?

No, his mother lived in Leighton Buzzard. She was a Leighton Buzzard person and she’d already been married before and her husband had deserted her so he had two stepsisters but he then, of course, lived with his grandmother when the war broke out.

And that was in Bryant’s Row, was it?

Yes, that was in Bryant’s Row so really he lived his life in Bryant’s Row.

Did any of his family, whilst he was growing up, work in the sandpits?

His family?

Yes.

His father and his uncle.

Do you remember their names?

His father’s name was Arthur.

Like his?

His uncle’s name was Harry and it was Harry who was killed in the sandpit.

What happened? It sounds terrible.

I think the sand slipped away because they didn’t have the rules they have now but the sand slipped away and it took him down and he hit the wagon that was on the line ready to be loaded. And then his brother had to go and tell his mother about it, which was very hard because she’d just lost sons in the war, so it was very hard for her. It must have been terrible but people used to take these things without any help at all.
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Do you remember which quarry it was where that… Which sandpit… Where they were both working in when that happened?

That was in the one that was at the bottom of Bryant’s Row.

Was it in Mr Ray’s?

It must have been, yes.

It wasn’t an Arnold’s pit?

No, it wasn’t an Arnold’s pit. Arnold’s had the other one.

Stone Lane, didn’t they?

Yes, Stone Lane was Arnold’s.

And Double Arches?

And Double Arches, yes. That was Arnold’s and Garside’s was opposite the other… That one.

Do you think Arthur was aware of that as a boy? You know, his uncle and…? How old would he have been?

Well, that’s all there was really, was the sandpits. It was quite usual, they were brought up to it, you see.

Do you remember where Arthur (your husband) went to school?

Arthur went to school at Heath and Reach.

And where was the school?

The school then was in Bird’s Hill, where now there’s houses built on there, of course. It was a church school and I know the headmaster was very strict, which was usual in those days. If they misbehaved in any way they were told to go and cut a stick out of the hedge and then he would smack them across the bottom.

It’s quite different now, isn’t it?

Quite different now, yes. Yes, quite different and I can remember he said… Telling me about they used to play truant quite a bit and they used to go and sit in a tree up the woods so that they could see what was going on without being at school.

To see if anybody was coming up?

And I think that was fairly general from what I can understand.

So did he leave school at fourteen as well?

He left school at fourteen and, of course, he went straight to the pits.

Now he would have been fourteen but he didn’t start working as a dobber straight away, did he?

No, oh no.

So what was he doing?

He used to… Fetch the things out to be loaded.

The skips?

The skips. He used to go up and fetch the skips and he used to see to the horses and they were   shire-horses. He loved that job.

So he would be looking after the horses? Did he have to groom them and look after their saddles and their harnesses?

I don’t really know what they had but I know he used to go and get them out.

Do you know where he got them out from? Where were their stables?

I’ve no idea. No, I’ve no idea about that.

It would be interesting to know, wouldn’t it?

But it was somewhere at the pits at Double Arches.

So Arthur went to work for Arnold’s at Double Arches?

That’s right, yes.

How long did he look after the horses and take them to their skip wagons?

I don’t really know exactly how long but he left Arnold’s then for a time because he thought he might better himself and he worked on a poultry farm for a short time.

So how old was he? Fifteen/sixteen, do you know?

When he went back to the pits? Yes, round about that.

So he didn’t stay long at the poultry farm?

Oh, no. No, not very long but, of course, the money wasn’t very much at all.

I was going to ask how much was he paid when he first started at Double Arches.

At Double Arches he was paid, I think… Because he was the youngest one and the only one at that time to be put on piecework.

So when he was being paid piecework was he still looking after the horses and the skip wagons?

No, he was loading then. He was loading.
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Do you know how old he was when he started to do the loading?

To do the loading? I don’t know exactly how old he was but I should think he was about seventeen, something like that.

And do you know why they called the men who did the shovelling ‘dobbers’? Do you know where that word came from?

No, I’ve no idea but they were all called ‘sand dobbers.’ 

I’m just wondering why?

No, I’ve no idea why but they were all dobbers.

And was that a term they… It wasn’t…?

It was general.

A general term?

A general term.

It wasn’t an insult or anything like that?

Oh no, no! Oh no. Oh no, if you was a sand dobber… And now they’ve got a place at the end of the light railway that they use his name, he is up as the main dobber.

Down at the café?

So his name…

So that’s Page’s Park Station?

It’s Page’s Park Station and there are some very old photographs of old sand dobbers as well. But Arthur Shales is the main dobber, he is the dobber.

It’s fascinating to know where the name came from because it’s such an interesting name and it’s a name that children…?

It is but I really don’t know.

Children today say, “I’m dobbing on you” meaning “I’m telling on you.” I just wonder if it came from the same word and why?

It might do but I’ve no knowledge at all about where it came from but they were always dobbers.

So he did two types of piecework, didn’t he? Can you tell us what the untopping…? What was he doing?

The untopping… He was an untopper. 

And what did that mean?

Well, that meant that they took all the soil… All the topsoil… And it was loaded and taken away and it just left the level of sand.

So to get down to the sand they had to take the soil and the clay away?

That’s right, everything off the top.

And that went in the skips?

That went in the skips and went on…

And got taken away?

There were hills made of that and the same at the top of Broomhills Road, that was the same.

How much would he have been paid for untopping?

That was piecework.

So that was per skip, was it?

Yes it would be…

Or per yard?

No, per yard. They were paid by the yard, so many yards.

And did they have a minimum number that they had to do each day?

Well, usually, yes. They used to work most weathers because of getting the money. If they didn’t do the job they didn’t get the money.

So they had to go out?

So they had to, yes.

And then he didn’t just do untopping, did he? He would then shovel… Once he’d got down to the sand…?

Oh, yes.

And was it a different…?

When they did untopping and then they did loading as well.

And did they get a different rate of pay for the loading?

For piecework, they got so much per truck.

And how many trucks did they have to…? Did they have a minimum number?

They did have a number but I don’t remember what it was.

And do you know how fast he was? How long would it take him to fill a skip wagon?

Well, I’ve no idea really but he did get a very good name.

Because you said he was a very good worker.

Yes, he got an excellent name.

So I would suspect he was quite fast?

And on the… There was a Mr Pantling I can remember and a Mr Turney. They were all pieceworkers with him… And Mr Endersby… They were pieceworkers.

Then, eventually, he… Am I right that he moved off piecework when he got a bit older and he was paid about £3 a week?

Yes, he earned about that and, by then you see, we were married and we’d got Barbara, but then I went to work at John Dickinson’s and I got a very good job there and I earned more money actually than he did.
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Going back a little bit what was life like as a dobber’s wife?

As a dobber’s wife?

Because you were managing on thirty-six shillings and (was it) eight pence a week or something?

Thirty-six shillings and ten pence.

A week?

But, fortunately for me, he was on untopping when we got married so he could pay a bit more… He was paid a bit more which was a big help because there was doctor’s bills and everything to pay in those days.

And no NHS?

No. The doctor’s charged seven and six to come out to Heath and Reach… Seven shillings and six pence… And there used to be a man that they called ‘the doctor’s man.’ And the doctor’s man used to come round and you give him what you could afford each week, which very often was about six pence so you used to accumulate really quite a doctor’s bill.

So you used to have to budget really, is what you’re saying, isn’t it?

Yes, because if you couldn’t afford one pint of milk you had half a pint.

Yes, you were saying that, a chap used to come round with his…?

He used to come round with a can and you used to go to the door with a jug and he’d put half a pint of milk in your jug and then give you a little bit extra to make sure you’d got the half a pint. Oh yes, they were very good because everybody was brought up the same in those days, you see. So it wasn’t just one or two, everybody was about the same.

The same standard of living and courtesy and things like that do you mean?

Yes.

You all felt on a level?

Yes, it seemed as if we were all on the same level.

Do you remember anything about the carter’s and the sand carrying horses and carts because there must have been a lot going down Bryant’s Lane and through Heath and Reach?

Yes there were. When we moved to Thomas Street at the back there… From the sandpit at the top of the road there used to be a railway go down to the road and tip the sand into horses and carts. Horse and carts used to be supplied.

So was it busy? Did you see a lot of horses and carts around?

Oh, yes. It was… I can remember in Bryant’s Row actually… I can never remember a vehicle at all.

So it was just purely horses and carts?

And in Thomas Street… First of all when we lived in Thomas Street it was all horses and carts, no vehicles at all.

Do you know where the horses used to take the sand from the pits?

Well, they used to be loaded into lorries for the sand to go somewhere else.

Can you describe Arthur’s working day?

Arthur’s working day?

Yes, what time would he get up?

When he worked in the pits he used to be there at six o’clock in the morning and then they’d stop half an hour in a shed and used to make their own tea, have a fire in the shed and make a cup of tea and the same with dinner. They’d have something they could heat up on a fire stove.

So he didn’t come home for his dinner?

No, no.

And what did he used to take with him?

Usually he liked shepherd’s pie but, other than that, he used to take… Because we used to have fresh bread delivered every day… He’d take a cottage loaf.

A whole cottage loaf?

A whole cottage loaf and half a pound of cheese and, fortunately, he loved cheese so, very often, he used to have bread and cheese but I always had a meal ready for him when he got home.

Did you use to make the shepherd’s pie for him?

I always made the shepherd’s pie overnight for him to take the next morning.
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Were you up early in the morning with him or did you get a bit of a…?

Well, always, during my married life I had two cups of tea in bed. Two cups of tea in bed!

In the whole of your married life?

In the whole of my married life until he was incapable, of course, but I always had two cups of tea and then I used to get up.

So he used to bring you… Each day he used to bring you…?

Each day I had two cups of tea, yes.

So you were getting up as he was going out to work, were you?

Oh yes, I’d always be up before he went to work.

What did he used to wear for work? Did he have any safety gear because they have helmets and goggles and boots and things these days?

In those days, no. In those days they just had hobnailed shoes, which there used to be a man in Bird’s Hill, named Hedges, and he used to hobnail the shoes and that was mostly the men in the pits… Had hobnail shoes then. And, of course, in those days there used to be rats and all sorts of things in the pits that are controlled now.

And you said that your husband… What did he do to his trousers, apparently to stop the rats running up them?

Well, they used to have a leather band round the bottom of the knee just in case.

So it was a serious problem?

Oh, it was, yes. Oh yes, because there was all sorts of things running about in those days, but not for very long that didn’t happen, but it did before then. It was quite a general thing but always the hobnail shoes.

Hobnail shoes, working trousers with bands underneath the knee?

And they were nearly always corduroy.

Hardwearing?

Yeah, corduroy trousers, they always had lots of corduroy.

And a working man’s jacket?

Yeah, just any jacket really.

And what did he wear on his head?

Nothing.

Nothing on his head?

Only a cap.

A cap on his head?

A cap.

So none of these safety helmets or anything like that?

No, no safety helmets or anything like that but most people used to just wear a cap to stop the sand blowing in the hair.

I should imagine that there was quite a lot of washing to do with the clothing coming back all sandy?

Well there was but really, in those days, there used to be a lot of shaking to get the sand out and reusing because we all had a copper in the corner and it was one day a week washing.

Do you remember what day of the week was your washday?

Monday was washday, Tuesday was ironing day and that was it.

I’ve heard other people say they used to take their washing in when it was a windy day because the sand would…?

Yes.

Was that your experience?

Well, not really because we were in Bryant’s Row and it was a huge garden and it was on banks and each one had a big plot and nearly all the plots had a pigsty at the end where they kept a pig.

Did you have a pig?

No, but my father-in-law did. He had a pig and Mr Downham, locally, used to come and buy the pigs so he always had fresh pork… Mr Downham. You always knew Mr Downham had fresh pork because they were allowed to do that then, which they’re not now, are they?

No, it’s very much Health and Safety conscious, aren’t we, these days?

That’s right. Yes, Mr Downham was well known for coming round and buying the pigs.

0:50:06

Did Arthur spend all of his time up in Double Arches during his sort of working life in the pits?

Oh, yes. He worked for Arnold’s till he was… He was the only one that was allowed to work after his retirement age and he was allowed to work until he was seventy. So he worked in the pits but, from the time it was retirement age, he worked in the sheds… In the drying sheds, where they used to dry the sand and the sand used to go to the Sahara.

Why did it go to the Sahara?

Because it was supposed to be… It was special sand.

They didn’t have enough sand in the Sahara?

Oh, yes. They had enough sand but it wasn’t the right sort, so they had the sand from Double Arches and that used to do something to the water… Purify the water. So that’s what used to happen in the sheds.

I was going to ask did he work as part of a gang when he went into Double Arches.

Yes, yes there was a gang.

And how many men were there?

I forget how many men there were.

You mentioned some of the people.

I know there was Mr Endersby and Mr Turney and there was quite a few in the gang but they was always in gangs, gangs of pieceworkers and gangs of other men.

Did they have a supervisor or a governor?

Well, in a way I suppose. Yes, but I can never remember… Because they always used to trust Arthur because when he went… He went in the Army, you know.

I was going to ask you about what happened in the Second World War.

Well, during the Second World War, there was him and Mr Kinner and, you know, when the bombers first come over they machine gunned the pits and the men turned the trucks to one side and dived in (fortunately) or else they were machine gunned at the beginning of the war. That’s when Vauxhall… Well, you wouldn’t remember… But Vauxhall got bombed and a lot of people got killed there. My aunt’s husband got killed there.

And where was Vauxhall’s located?

That was in Luton. But they did quite a bit of bombing and I think that’s what made my husband determined to go in the Army.

Was he in the sandpits when they were machine gunned?

Yes.

And was this… Would they be Messerschmidts or…?

They were German.

Is it Messerschmidts?

Yes, something like that. And they were gunned and I think that’s what made him determined to go in the Army, him and Mr Kinner.

How long and where did they go?

Well, I don’t know where exactly Mr Kinner went because he never come back to the pits. He went to work somewhere else. My husband was on his way to China when China fell and so, fortunately, they landed them at South Africa, which was very fortunate, but had they gone on they would have went straight in to be prisoners of war. So, from there, they went to Ceylon and he was a gunner so, of course, they defended Ceylon for so many… And he was in the Army then, in Ceylon, for three years and eight months so I never saw him for three years and eight months. Then, when he came home, I said, “What do you think you’ll do now?” He said, “Well, I’m in the Army,” and then he had notice, in the Army, that they would be going to Germany. It was me that did it. I wrote to the sandpit man and said would his job be there? 

And was this back to Arnold’s?

Yeah. So he came straightaway and he said, “We’ll be only too pleased.” So I explained to him what was happening so, straightaway, they got him straightaway out of the Army the next day.

0:55:40

Which was much better for you?

It was, yes.

Because you’d got your husband back home again.

Yes, and he did adapt nicely. Yes, he did adapt nicely and, of course, then he was there until he was seventy.

I was going to ask when he came back after the war and went to Double Arches again, did he remain working as a dobber or did he get more into the machinery or did he get into the drying sheds?

He was offered a foreman’s job which he didn’t want. No, he didn’t want power at all. He was just an ordinary dobber.

So he continued to shovel the sand?

Oh, yes. He continued in that but when he was after retirement age he was in the drying sheds and very often then, the foreman that was there then said, “You have tomorrow off.” And he said, “No, I’m not due tomorrow off.” He said, “Well, you do more work in a week than some of them do in a day so you have tomorrow off.” He was a very kind man.  He was really treated very well in the pits and he was well respected, very well respected. Of course, that was his lifetime. That was what he was used to. His father was used to it before him and all the men in Heath, you see. They were all in the sandpits, that’s about all there was but they all seemed jolly nice men.

Well, you hear of a great sort of team spirit, camaraderie?

That’s what I mean.

Looking out for each other.

Yes they did. They did seem to do that and I told you about the ‘domino dumpling,’ didn’t I?

We’ll come on to the domino dumpling because that’s very funny.

That was a very, very long time ago. 

Tell us about the domino dumpling. It’s a very funny story.

Yes, it was very funny. She got so fed up…

What was her name? Do you remember? Mrs Smith, was it?

Smith that’s it… Mrs Smith… And she got so fed up with them because all there used to be was the public houses then as enjoyment. So she got so fed up with it…

Because her husband was always down the pub?

Well, he used to go to the pub. He used to work in the pit actually, years ago. Well, that’s all there was. She used to make him dumplings to go to work and this particular day she was so fed up with it that she made a domino dumpling.

What did she normally put in the dumplings?

A Bedfordshire Clanger.

What’s a Bedfordshire Clanger?

Bedfordshire Clanger was meat one end and then jam the other so you’d got meat for your pudding and jam for your afters so that was a Bedfordshire Clanger.

And so she rolled up…?

So really she rolled up the dominoes and, when he went to have his dumpling, he’d got a domino dumpling.

He’d got a mouthful of dominoes?

He must of done. Anyway, all he did was laugh about it and laugh amongst his friends.

He saw the funny side?

He saw the funny side of it.

And did he go down less to the pub anymore?

Oh, yes. It didn’t stop him going because that’s all there was. That’s all there was. The Red Lion at Heath and, of course, that’s not there anymore.

And did you know Mrs Smith? Was she part of your…?

No, she was a lot older than me, of course. I knew her vaguely.

She sounds a character?

Oh, she was. She was quite a character, quite a village character. Funny really.

1:00:07

You mentioned that you went back to work during the war, didn’t you?

I did, yes.

And where did you go and work? Who did you go and work for? Was it Dickinson’s?

Well, I did when I left the laundry. I didn’t leave the laundry until… Because, you see, it was a reserved occupation.

You worked in the laundry during the war?

I worked in the laundry during the war because it was a reserved occupation and then, at the end of the war, I got a bit fed up really with it.

Were you ironing again?

Yes, ironing. It was all ironing so I got a part-time job at Dickinson’s.

Where were Dickinson’s? Were they in Leighton Buzzard?

In Bassett Road then. They’d got a big place… You know where the doctor’s surgery is and all the houses? That was Dickinson’s and they’d got this that they were setting on people to help with the busy period.

And they were a paper company, were they?

Yes, from Hemel Hempstead. Their headquarters were at Hemel Hempstead. I went there to work, presumably, for the next few months and, at the end of this few months, the foreman come to me and said, “Could you carry on?” So I said, “Well, I’ll consider it.” And I was the only one out of all the people that was part-time that was kept on there and then I worked there until I retired. I had a very good job there. I used to do First Aid because I took the First Aid courses. I used to do the First Aid and anything that was going wrong I used to take up with the foreman. I was representative.

You used to deal with complaints, didn’t you?

Yes, I was representative.

So were you a union representative or a worker’s representative?

Well, I belonged to the Union. I was a real keen union worker and I used to go to Dunstable to their meetings… In Dunstable… Because, at that time, we needed something totally different.

To improve the work conditions?

Yes, yes. Although Dickinson’s were very, very good. I haven’t a word of complaint about Dickinson’s and the way it was run. They were very understanding and very nice and I did get on very well at Dickinson’s and I worked there all my married life.

I think that must have been about thirty years or so, wasn’t it?

It was round about that, yes. All my married life from the time I left the laundry but, in those days, married women were not allowed to pay for a pension so when I left Dickinson’s I didn’t have a pension so I just left Dickinson’s and then I got a pension in my husband’s right because then it was ten shillings a week.

That doesn’t sound a lot actually.

No, no but then, of course, it was gradually changed. Things did change quite quickly really, after the war things changed.

So Arthur kept on as a dobber after the war and you were in employment as well.

Yes.

Was that usual for women to… At the end of the war to retain their jobs?

Yes, yes. That’s when they got Women’s Rights and it did seem as if things changed so much after Women’s Rights.

Yes, indeed. You said that Arthur retired when he was seventy?

That’s right, yes.

He worked full-time until he was sixty-five, didn’t he?

Till he was sixty-five and then, when he was sixty-five, he was put on part-time.

And was that because he just loved the job or that it was helpful financially?

Probably and I think, really and truly, he enjoyed the job and he thought it was his duty to do something.

And he was still needed, wasn’t he, at the quarry?

Oh, yes. Oh, yes, they thought very highly of him at the quarry. Very highly.

He didn’t continue to shovel the sand, did he?

He worked in the sheds when he retired. That was when the sand used to go to the Sahara.

1:05:30

I’ve brought along a poem that you wrote and I wonder…

I can’t remember all of that.

Can you remember a little bit that you can recite for us and then I might (if you’re happy) I’ll read it all the way through. It says, ‘As I grow older.’

‘As I grow older I often find memories going through my mind, are things better or are they worse…’

‘Some think progress is adverse’

‘Progress is adverse.’

If I read it all the way through and then we’ll talk a little bit about why you wrote it. The title I’ve got down here is ‘Sand Quarry Poem.’

That’s right, yes.

It starts:

As I grow older I often find memories activate my mind

Are things better or are they worse, some think progress is adverse

In days gone by when mining sand all the work was done by hand

Men with shovels every day worked very hard for little pay

They worked hard from six till five they earned enough to stay alive

They had a break to take their ease, time to eat their bread and cheese

One man I know paid with his life. He left a family and a wife

He was working with his brother who had to tell his grieving mother

The sun that scorched and wind that rages they worked or got no wages

Men I know, names I could mention worked fifty years and got no pension

Over fifty years ago tenants all left Bryant’s Row

The houses stood upon the land that was needed for Heath’s precious sand

The houses were converted to stables with gargoyles decorating gables

Yuppies would have thought them handsome. They would pay a monarch’s ransom

Bryant’s Lane came to no harm. It still maintained its country charm

The birds, the flowers, the trees gave pleasure for all to enjoy in hours of leisure

Progress has taken its toll, barbed wire goes from pole to pole

The flowers and trees stood on the land that was needed for Heath’s precious sand

I often ponder and think “How grand if no one ever needed sand.”

(Poem read by Vera and Rachel together)

That’s a lovely poem.

But it was going to Bryant’s Row that I got the shock of my life when I realised how it had gone.

How old were you when you went back up Bryant’s Lane?

I can’t remember justly but I was getting on a bit.

Because you wrote this poem… Do you remember how old you were? About seventy?

Round about that, yes. And I hadn’t been up Bryant’s Row for ages and then I went and… Oh, I got the shock of my life.

Can you say why?

Well, how it had changed.

What had changed about it?

Well, you see they’d got barbed wire down the sides for the pits and they’d made it into pits instead of lovely open fields and hedges and it was so different that it really… I just went home and just sat down and wrote it, it just come to me like that.

1:10:12

So this was in response to that shock in a way?

Yes, it was really. I just couldn’t believe it because it used to be lovely in Bryant’s… There used to be springs. You know, little springs come down and run down the sides of the… Which did become, really, old ditches but these were lovely little… The spring water was lovely.

You used to drink the spring water?

Yeah, the spring water was lovely.

Was it the same water that went into your well? It might have been.

It might have been, yes.

It’s a lovely poem but it does bring out some of the shock that you felt.

Oh, yes, yes. Oh, it did.

And some of the tragedy as well because it’s got your husband’s uncle in there.

Yes, it was very tragic.

And also the fact that men who’d worked hard didn’t necessarily get a pension.

Oh, no, no. No, some people were allowed to pay for a private pension and some weren’t.

What decided whether they did or they didn’t?

I don’t really know.

Your husband did have a pension, didn’t he?

Not a private one, no. No, he just had the old age pension.

He had his ten shillings?

And so them being important like they were, they were not allowed a private pension for the firm… With the firm… Not in those days, no. No, they just had the ordinary pension.

I mean, parts of the poem… You were shocked when you wrote the poem and, you know, the sand industry’s played a big part in your life, hasn’t it?

Oh, yes, yes. A very big…

I mean, looking back on it, do you feel…? How do you feel about…?

About the sandpits?

Yes.

Well, it was just a way of life, you see, and it was just taken as usual.

So you took it in your stride?

Oh, yes. I knew what I was marrying and then, as I say, I had my job at Dickinson’s and I got on well there and I earned more than my husband.

So you made a life for yourself?

Oh, yes. Oh, yes.

Which was good?

Oh, yes, we did.

I don’t know whether you’ve got anything else that you’d like to share but you’ve given me a wonderful account. 

Not that I can remember.

1:13:14

End of interview
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