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I. The Museum: a sketch by Charlotte Morice, c. 1840 
2. The Museum before the renovation, 1929



Preface
For 50 years the Ashwell Village Museum has enriched the life of Ashwell, a village in 
North Hertfordshire. The Museum building is an early 16th century timber-framed house, 
formerly owned by St. John’s College, Cambridge and earlier by Westminster Abbey. They 
built it as their Town House in the market place to allow rents and tithes to be collected
easily.

The local people have realised the Museum is a Fitting place to preserve the past life 
of the village and enliven the present. They have given generously many personal items, 
as well as remains found in the fields and tools and implements of trades no longer prac
tised.

On 28th November 1980 the Friends of the Ashwell Village Museum organised a 
party to celebrate the 50th Anniversary of the opening of the Museum. The hall of the 
Ashwell Primary School overflowed with friends who wanted to celebrate what was a
very special occasion.

The Chairman of the Trustees, Gurney Sheppard, chaired the evening. After messages 
of goodwill were read, the Church Choir sang and gifts were presented to the Museum 
from the Merchant Taylor’s Company and the Ashwell Field Studies Centre. The evening 
ended with a tribute to the two founders, Albert Sheldrick and John Bray, who were 
presented with mementoes acknowledging their achievement. Albert Sheldrick was also 
given a gift to commemorate his 50 years as Honorary Curator.

This was followed by six people’s memories of Ashwell in the 1920’s and 1930’s; 
they had been asked by Susan Morris to talk on specific aspects of village life. In putting 
these recollections on record we have tried to capture the special feeling of the evening. 
We have kept as close as possible to the idiom of the speakers and we present a document 
of Ashwell’s past which is both informative and amusing.

The Editors would like to thank Daphne and Janice Collins for so carefully trans
cribing the tape of the evening and typing the script; Iain Bain for his advice and assistance 
with the printing; Ian Walters for photographs; Michael Erlebach for recording the evening.

Peter Greener 
David Short

Ashwell, July 1981
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3. Sir William Gentle opening the Museum



The Founding of the Museum
After Ashwell’s first tiny museum in a greenhouse in Christy’s coal yard had closed down 
there was a short break. Then John Bray and I decided to make another attempt. In the 
meantime we had each collected a number of bits and pieces, so when in October 1927 
we opened up in a garden shed at the Red House, Silver Street, we had a small but interes
ting collection, in fact the nucleus of the present museum. We founded the Ashwell 
Museum Rambling Club. Membership was one penny per week, and one penny for the 
badge, an alloy strip with the letters A M R C punched on it. Members could join in a cycle 
visit to interesting towns and villages around or, to us much more important, join in the 
search for fossils in one of the three chalk quarries, or the sand and gravel pits, or it could 
be a field search for fragments of Roman pottery.

Percival Westell, the curator of Letchworth Museum, was interested but felt that 
there was not room for a museum so near to Letchworth. After a museum exhibition at 
Ashwell Rectory in 1928 the museum became more widely known, and our shed became 
filled to overflowing. John’s father suggested that we ask four people to form a Museum 
Committee. These were Mrs Phyllis Fordham, Mr E.O. Fordham, the Rector, the Revd. 
H.A. Griffith, and Mr W. A. Appleton. We looked at two cottages but Mr Fordham thought 
that the derelict one looking down Mill Street must be the one. The cottage was bought, 
then came the work of repair. The back end had fallen out, and the chimney was about 
to collapse. With voluntary labour the chimney was saved, and the stripping of the plaster 
begun. The Committee issued an appeal which raised £40. But we pressed on, revealing 
the oak timber frame, which had been covered with lath and plaster since about 1840. At 
this point Mrs Fordham invited to Ashwell an Ashwell Merchant Taylors’ School old boy 
who was bom at the Bushel and Strike, fought in South Africa, had been Chief Constable 
of Brighton, Mayor of Thetford and High Sheriff of Norfolk - Sir William Gentle, Kt.

After a good lunch fortified with pre-war wine from the Bury cellar, the visitor was 
taken up Mill Street, the Museum scheme explained to him, with the result that Sir 
William offered to pay for the restoration of the building and the setting up of a Museum 
Trust. On Saturday 29 November 1930 he performed the opening ceremony of what the 
Royston Crow reported as ‘A Red Letter Day for Ashwell’.

Albert Sheldrick

[9]
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The Recollections



5. The High Street, c. 1905. Days Bakery is to the right of the horse and cart



PHILIP CRUMP

My role here this evening is to try and set the scene 50 years ago as we saw it then in 
Ashwell and to act as Chairman of the discussion. I was somewhere between the tender 
age of 4 and 5, so my memory doesn’t stretch too far round about that period. If I may 
cast my mind back and try and dig deep, the Museum at that stage to me was, as Colin 
Barker in the photograph on that lovely poster that he has made shows, in a very derelict 
state, believe it or believe it not. Well it was then owned by my father, and nobody was 
living in it. But at this stage he kept in it straw and hay, for the simple reason that there 
was no such thing as deliveries by motorcar or van or this sort of thing - you had a horse 
and trap. So the hay for the horse and the straw for the lairage which were then pigs, 
sheep and bullocks which were killed in the slaughterhouse behind the butcher’s shop. 
The straw was kept in this old, dilapidated .house, which I can’t remember, and I can’t 
recall exactly, which year he bought it. But it was obviously empty, or not inhabited, 
when he bought it, so this is what it was used for at this stage.

My early memory is that it was terribly spooky in there because it was fairly well 
shuttered up, as you can see, there were no windows hardly in it at all and we, as children, 
used to play in the straw. Of course, children love playing in the straw and we used to 
dive in and out of the straw and there it was, a very old building.

Well, around about this period, along came Albert and John who approached my 
father, as Gurney said, and they bought it for £25 — I wonder what it’s wGrth today? They 
must really have known, I think, a little bit more than they revealed to my father when 
they bought it. And so, this is something about that period that I can remember and as I 
say, I wasn’t very old at the time so my memory doesn’t go very long.

Now, if I may turn to Howard and say “what was going on in the High Street and 
with the tradesmen round about this time?’’

HOWARD DAY

I think I was born in the High Street, wasn’t I Gwenda? (Gwenda Westrope: Yes you were.)
Being a year or two older than Philip, only talking about the old Museum and the 

famous straw and that, I did hear that there were some more interesting things than that 
went on in that Museum!

High Street, in the 30’s, was full of trades and crafts and all sorts of things. In fact, 
I sat down tonight and put a few things down. Apart from Philip’s father being butcher, 
there were three butchers in the village, all with slaughterhouses, so all us young people 
were brought up with killing of cattle and also cattle running away and God knows what 
round the village. It was most interesting really.

Trade in the village, I think, was probably good that time of day, because people 
didn’t have cars in the early 30’s and most people shopped in the village. Although there

[13]



were a dickens of a lot of people trying to sell stuff, and also people came in. There was, 
well, I’ll start down at the bottom. Brown’s Farm sold milk - Dixies Farm. Fordham’s, 
which was Bluegates (Mrs Fordham) delivered it of course, and also another one started 
from down this end, Sunnymead, which was Longley’s and they delivered milk. We 
delivered bread with horse and cart and motor van, fourpence a loaf, four ‘d’ not ‘p’ — 
absolute slavery. That’s small boys like me, running round with rolls for a penny a mor
ning, and the rolls were a ha’penny each, that’s four, no Five, for a (new) penny. That was 
also slavery.

Now when we came from Brown’s Farm, across the road there was a harness maker. 
Wonderful things happened there — all the harnesses for all the heavy horses of the village 
were repaired, and the ribbons and everything, it was wonderful. And then, of course, the 
Dairy and Christy’s the grocers and the drapers. And these shops then, with Christy’s and 
Westropes, were really wonderful stores, they sold everything. Across the road from there 
was Frank Christy and the Mineral Water factory, where the telephone exchange is now, 
and also a News Agents and Post Office. There was a butcher’s shop where my grand
mother lived, opposite The Crown but that was closed, I should think in the early 30’s, 
and they moved to Ventnor House, as it is now. Next door to the Rose and Crown was a 
Cobblers. Across the road, opposite The Crown, was John Bean the Blacksmith, and there 
was always heavy horses in the street being shod there every morning. And he used to get 
round there at 6.30, - that wouldn’t do for things today I should think, making noises 
like that in the village. It was wonderful really. We had cockerels crowing then too!

Of course, our family were in the middle of the village and in the 30’s they had been 
there just one hundred years. We were the only bakers in the early 30’s, but another one 
started in 1938 next to where Geoffrey Coad lives now, and he finished in the 50’s. Up to 
the early 20’s there were four bakers in Ashwell. In the 30’s there were four came in and 
also the Co-op started and so did price cutting, which gave us a bit of a headache. However, 
then we go across to Turners which started up after the last war as a garage. Bert Collis 
came, and his father I think, first with gramophones and bicycles. Henry Bonnet practised 
tailoring in Plait Hall, and if he sewed a button on, that would never come off. I think 
Kathleen Angell was grateful for that when she fell off and caught on the saddle by a 
button that hung on. That’s true.

Well, at Ventnor House there was Jack Ashwell the butcher, and then Eddie Brown, 
but then I am not quite sure when the Chemist came. Was there a chemist there before 
Russell’s? Oh yes, I know you could get methylated spirits on a Sunday morning. One 
Christmas I had a steam engine and grandfather went up and bought me some methylated 
spirits to start the steam engine on Christmas morning. All shops kept open until ten o’clock 
Saturday night and seven o’clock every night, or six in the week and did have half a day 
on Thursday, if we were lucky. But I think life was quite good really. And then across the 
road was Cook the cycle man. Oh and across the road where Sue Birch is now, that 
actually belonged to us, but there was old Picking the carpenter, who was a coffin maker, 
and was also Verger of the Church. Quite interesting. Where the Bank is now, in the early 
30’s, Mr Bonness had a shoe shop and across the road was Silas Worboys the wheelwright.

[14]



And then of course to the pubs. My mother’s father came there (Three Tuns) after 
the first world war from Henlow - Captain Bentley. He kept the pub until he retired in 
1935. Next, just past the Tuns was a cobbler’s shop, Notts, and there was another cobb
ler’s shop next to The Crown, Les Worboys. So we had three cobblers in the village, there 
was one harness maker, three blacksmiths, oh Pack’s the blacksmith and Charlie Miller at 
the top of Limekiln Lane and so it goes on. Wonderful village. You don’t know what you 
have come to, it really was.

PHILIP CRUMP: Thank you Howard. Now I’d like to call upon Mrs Wallace, who I think 
would like to go back to pre 1930.

MRS WALLACE

Well, I look around and it’s a really funny thing to feel that I am the great grandmother of 
the whole thing. I can see very few people that have been here longer than me. These are 
newcomers to me you see. Quite new. Isn’t it fun? But I did read an old philosopher said: 
“He who can enjoy the present and look back with pleasure on the past has the best of 
both worlds”, and I think there is a lot in that. So I thought for the minutes I have got, I 
would tell you what I personally remember of the village, not the usual things, my personal 
remembrances as a child and what my family did.

I start off because you have always got something — a child has, that bums itself on 
their memory, and mine started when I was very young, very young. It started in the 1914- 
1 8 war because at the back of our house was the horse yard, which held about ten horses 
and every night when I went to bed there was this lovely sound of horses munching con
tentedly, lovely. I went to bed and we looked out of the window and I said goodnight to 
the horses. I remember my mother lifting me up and doing that. And then when the 
Zeppelins came over something happened to these horses and this is what frightened me. 
Before we ever heard that a Zeppelin was near - you didn’t hear much at all and, of course, 
they shut off their engines - the horses went mad. We all knew they were coming. They 
knew when they had got miles away, and I remember my father saying “they’re coming 
over again”. The horses went absolutely mad, round and round and round the yard they 
went, and that is what frightened me. I have never forgotten these Luge animals and the 
awful noise they made when they were frightened. That is one thing I remember.

And another thing I remember being frightened of, I was not permanently frightened 
I may add, and that was a runaway horse of which probably none of you remember much, 
except Stan (Bryant). They were dreadful when you got an enormous cart-horse, with a 
cart behind it with iron wheels, suddenly taking fright. I remember sitting in our front 
room and if the noise came from up street it was somebody else’s horse and you sat back; 
but if the noise came from Newnham, it was probably our horse or Mr Ben Christy’s next 
door and then you got going. My father always told me that the most amazing miracle 
that he ever witnessed was that at the top of Newnham Hill one of his horses took fright 
with a small “shock boy”, as we called them then, who was sitting in it waiting to go up

[15]



KEY

1. Crumps. Butchers.
2. T. Dennis. Butchers.
3. Eddie Brown. Butchers.
4. Picking. Carpenter.
5. Co-Op
6. Turner’s (Pack - Blacksmith).
7. Miss Adkins. Draper later Surgery.
8. Christy’s Mineral Waters and P.O.
9. Les Worboys. Cobbler.
10. Rose and Crown.
11. J. Bean. Blacksmith.
12. Bakers.
13. Trudgell. Harness Maker later Surgery.
14. Christy’s. Grocer and Draper.
15. Collis.
16. Henry Bonnet. Tailor.
17. Chemist.
18. Cook. Cycles.
19. Mrs Fordham. Bluegates Dairy.
20. Bonness. Shoe Shop.
21. Silas Worboys. Wheelwright.
22. Notts. Cobbler’s shop.
23. Charlie Miller. Blacksmith.
24. Westrope’s. Grocer and etc.

t

1-arrow s
■

Westbury Farm

I



the row of stooks leading this horse. The thing took fright, it tore up the field, on to the 
road with this poor little wretch in the cart, down Newnham Hill, gathering speed. It 
knew where it was going and it turned into our gates at the farm, missed the gates — very 
tare, they generally had the whole thing to bits — down the yard, through another lot of 
gates and really ended up where my new house is, with the boy absolutely petrified.

Well I also remember, I never knew quite what was the cause of it, but a feeling of 
terrible sadness over the whole of our farm and in the house. It wasn’t till afterwards that 
I realised that it was because we had had orders to take our horses, rideable horses, to the 
war. They had commandeered the hunters. I remember my father going off with his hun
ter, riding his favourite hunter and leading his second one and the awful feeling, I can 
remember them now, and the men sort of seeing him go off. I was put in the ‘tub’, we 
called it, the square cart that we used to ride out in, the Governesses cart, and my mother 
followed — I went with her, because he had to deliver these horses to Biggleswade and we 
brought him back from there. I thought, of course, he’d gone straight to Passchendaele 
but he hadn’t, he’d only gone as far as Biggleswade. But that was another thing that was a 
very horrible thing that happened.

Well, I think the houses took an awful lot of work in those days. Everything was 
work you see. If you think of a big house with no light in it, no water, if you cooked, of 
course, it was a matter of shovelling on the coal. Plenty of coal, we paid fifteen shillings 
a ton if you fetched it from the station, which we did. And I remember that we seemed to 
be inundated in those days with visitors. My mother was one of a big family and they all 
thought it would be nice to come to the village, to a farmhouse where everything fell out 
of the clouds into your hand, chickens, ham, cream and butter, no matter what, you had 
no effort, they were just there. So they all arrived, generally recuperating from some ill
ness, which meant that you had to have fires in the bedroom. We used to have great excite
ment in those days because we went for a ride in this same ‘tub’, which was a square 
thing, you know. You got in a door in the back and there was a seat there and a little 
shaped seat here and a driver sat here. Of course, all these aunts sat on this seat and I, 
of course, sat on that rotten little seat up there and if you weren’t very careful and leaned 
forward you got your nose caught smartly by the reins. And that woke you up, I can tell 
you, - you didn’t do that twice! That was the great thing they all wanted to do, go for 
rides in the ‘tub’. And we trailed round the Hertfordshire lanes, there was nothing else 
much. My mother’s family were bom out by Hertford, in Great Munden, so when the 
aunts came it was a great thing to go and see the family graves as soon as they all arrived. 
We trailed up to Munden to see these wretched graves. The great packing up of hampers, 
put under the seats sort of thing, and there we went. It was a great excitement, believe it 
or not, — what the young ones will think I cannot say, but we had this lovely ride up and 
we had our lunch and came home again, having seen the graves. So everyone was satisfied.

And I think now of the noise and the speed of things. We had neither speed nor noise. 
Everything was slow and everything was quiet. And I remember a tale my father told me 
which was true and which was, I always think, very funny. He had an old horseman, who 
was a ploughman, and a young boy was sent with him to lead the horse and learn the rudi-

{
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merits of ploughing. He heard a man in the yard say to this young boy, “Oh well, you’re 
alright, old so and so, you’re out with him tomorrow, he won’t say anything, he never 
speaks”. And he also heard the next day the man say, “Well, did he speak to you, old so 
and so?” And the boy said, “Yes, he did”. The boy said, “At half past six he said ‘hitch 
up your horses’ and at half past three in the afternoon he said ‘unhitch your horses’ so he 
did speak to me”. I thought, how different now. When you go into any farm now there 
is a roaring tractor tearing along, and the row and the noise. They set down their 100 
furrow ploughs. And even when you open the tractor door there’s no peace, because 
there’s some female screaming her life out there in some modem pop, because they all 
have their transistors. And so 1 think you miss, I miss tremendously, the peace and the 
lack of noise.

I should think Ashwell as a whole is much better off than it’s ever been, everybody 
is better off. We saw quite a lot of poverty and we had no money, wherever you were, 
we had no money, but whether people are happier .... well, I’ll leave that to you.

PHILIP CRUMP: There you are, what a memory. Now I'd like to call upon Mrs Westrope 
and Dr John Moynihan to give us an impression of what the medical side was like during 
that period 50 years ago. Dr John and Mrs Westrope.

MRS WESTROPE
Well, obviously, I am not as used to public speaking as Mrs Wallace and many of these 
good people here so please forgive my nervousness, I am really petrified.

However, I came to the village from having trained in Birmingham and trained and 
worked in Watford, so imagine what this glorious village meant to me. It was absolutely 
beautiful. I arrived on a March day, brilliant sunshine, bitterly cold with the icicles 
meeting on the trees. It was heaven to me. I love the country; and I was met by dear 
Miss Cooper in an open car, no hood up, freezing, and the roads were terrible and she 
drove so slowly, remember? Terribly slowly. But we got to her lovely house, that’s 
Dixies Farm, to a beautiful meal and to meet her very gracious father Mr William Cooper, 
who, with Mrs Fordham, founded the Ashwell Nursing Association. I don’t quite know 
when that was. I was coming as the District Nurse under the Ashwell Nursing Association, 
that was under Mr Fordham and Mrs Phyllis Fordham and a Committee who were all very 
gracious to me I must say.

I was rather staggered, the roads were so bad, as you can imagine, with carts and 
horses, as compared to made up roads in Watford and Birmingham. And no water indoors 
anywhere, no street, not anywhere in the cottages, no running water indoors. There was 
one tap outside each row of houses and you had to fetch it in. You had an open black 
grate or occasionally a black range to heat it on, but there was always a copper. No street 
lights, no telephone, no means of transport. I got around on a bicycle. The district was 
Hinxworth, Caldecote, Newnham, round to Wallington, Slip End, part of Odsey and then 
down to North Fields - on a bicycle! And that was really lovely working in the houses.
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delightful, very poor, but the essence of goodness and kind- 
in the houses, was the good neighbourliness. Asbecause the people were so

ness. What I shall never forget working ...... . ttT
" as they saw my bicycle or the lights go up in the house they ran across saying, I
have got the copper on nurse, can I have your bowls to boil them?” I don’t know that 
they were boiled but never mind. And then there would be a tray of tea and they would 
bring a lamp, which was worth so much to me. Each house had one oil lamp, otherwise 
I would be working with candles. They would bring the oil lamp full, take it upstairs and 
light it and say ‘‘Got your light nurse”. Then when it was all over there was always a tap at 
the back door, “Can 1 have your washing?” And so the washing used to go out to one of
the neighbours.

All these were baby cases. All the babies were delivered in the houses, apart from 
the odd baby and I only remember one, but of course I am old and my memory’s bad, 
going to hospital but it had to be a rather serious complication. And there is my intro
duction to the Doctor in the village, who was delightful and had wonderful manners, as 
all of you who knew him know, but there was one thing he hated, that was midwifery. 
He said, “I don’t wish to be called to midwifery cases unless it is impossible for you to 
cope”. So that was a bit shattering. However, I did occasionally have to call him and one 
of the first occasions when I had to call him was when I had a premature baby in one of 
these little cottages. There were three little ones in bed and this premature baby arriving 
and the husband dead drunk in front of a fire just about out, so I tried to wake him but 
couldn’t. But again good neighbours knocked at the door and I can see this neighbour 
now, running in his nightshirt and boots all the way up the hill to fetch the Doctor, 
because there was no telephone you see. And me petrified about this poor little mum 
thinking that something might happen. However, it didn’t, and the Doctor soon dealt 
with things and we managed.

We had another baby that was a very bad instrumental delivery so the Doctor had to 
come to that one and it was a first baby, very precious. It was so cold in the house which 
was freezing, but there was a range not an open fire, so I did not quite know how to keep 
this child warm. But the mother had to be kept warm with the one and only oil stove in 
the house, so I had a brainwave. They had a great big baking tin so I lined it and put the 
baby in and popped the baby in the oven. Needless to say I had to sit there and watch and 
very tenderly put one lump on just to keep the temperature. However, the baby 
breathing very badly when the Doctor left and he said, “There is nothing more we can 
do, nurse, but I will be here before surgery in the morning”, and he was. He was so 
pleased and amazed that our little boy was really breathing, very nicely indeed thank you. 
But we did keep him in the oven the next night too. After that we took him up to his 
mother, put the oil stove there and that was alright. And that baby is still alive and he 
still calls to see me when he comes.

Well then, they were so uninformed some of these mums, which was difficult. There 
were no magazines with lovely pictures of babies being born in those days. The subject was 
a closed book - having babies, you didn’t mention it. They hated it. I started doing ante- 
natals and they thought I was dreadful. A little slip of a thing coming and looking at

was
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6. The High Street, c. 1905,
Police house (left) and Silas Worboys weather boarded wheelwright's shop beyond 

7. The High Street, c. 1905. Christy’s Post Office and Newsagent on the right



tummies, it was dreadful. But what was worse was that I was asking for a specimen of their 
urine to test it. They thought that was really the end. They didn’t think very much to me 
when I first came I assure you. However, I suppose that doing a lot of ‘midder’ with them 
helped. But they were so uninformed. 1 shall never forget that we had a baby in Hinx- 
worth, a little girl of sixteen, an unmarried mother, and born with no occiput (no bone 
to the back of its head), which meant it was just like jelly and we expected it to live a 
short time. But the baby lived to nearly the time for vaccination, which was compulsory 
in those days unless you had an exemption form from a magistrate signed by a magistrate 
within four months. Well now, this baby was alive nearly four months and this little 
mother would not get a form but insisted, in fact, on having her baby vaccinated because, 
of course, she was going to do the very best. She was a wonderful little mother and her 
parents were wonderful grandparents. However, the Doctor vaccinated the baby, and it 
died, not from the vaccination, of course, it was dying anyway. It died within, 
remember how long. Then we had great difficulty in getting any other baby vaccinated 
because, of course, they circulated that the baby had died of vaccination, so all the magis
trates were inundated with signing forms for exemption.

Then the other thing, with again lack of information. I went into a patient one day 
and she was on the kitchen table, very large, I could not possibly diagnose the position or 
anything of the baby because she was so large. However, I could not understand what she 
was doing on the kitchen table so I said, “What are you doing on the kitchen table?” She 
said, “Well, I have been told that if I jump off this table seven times a day I shall get rid of 
this baby”. She had already got nine or ten I’m not sure, so let’s be fair. She expected me 
to give her a rocket but I did nothing of the sort. I said, “Well jumping off a table won’t 
do you any harm because it’s very good exercise and it might get down a little bit of fat, 
but I assure you it will not move the baby because it’s an involuntary action”. So we left 
it at that. However, when the twins arrived she said, “You see, I did wrong, I kept jum
ping off the table and I split it in two”.

We attended for ten days, we went twice a day the first three days and then every 
day for seven days. And do you know, all the neighbours made a rota. Everything was in 
pans in those days, milk pans. They would all promise, they made the rota, one had to 
be up at five in the morning with her husband, therefore she took her early morning tea 
with bread and butter, somebody else took her breakfast, somebody else took a can of 
gruel. Gruel was the thing in those days and there was a can of soup daily from the 
Rectory. This was for the ten days. Really, the good neighbourliness and the friendliness 
was fantastic, both to the mothers and to me. And when I had babies outside, for instance, 
I had a baby in Caldecote — and I couldn’t get back because of the weather, we were just 
cut off, as you can imagine. But where the farmers were so marvellous was they gave me 
a bed, a meal and a bath, which was worth everything. They were so marvellous. Amd 
they sent me back in a horse and cart in the morning to deal with the other patients. 
Very often I was sent out by horse and cart from one village to the other because there 
was no other way of doing it, but once I walked from Ashwell to Caldecote across the 
fields behind West Point. There is a pathway there.

I can’t
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But I do want you to know how happy and contented those people were. They were 
always ready for these babies. Occasionally they weren’t, if the baby arrived at seven 
months, of course, but it was marvellous. Everything for the baby was ready, nothing 
else mattered and they were the essence of goodness and kindness and so hospitable. 
There was always a cup of tea for the nurse and my bicycle was the best kept bicycle in 
the village because the dads cleaned, oiled and pumped up the tyres while the baby was 
being born. So you see I was always alright. But it was hard work because it v/as mid
wifery, general nursing, health visiting and school work, that was my job, not only just 
the babies. But Dr Sheila allayed all the fears and superstitions about the twins, etc., 
by forming an infant welfare centre in the village. And I think that must have been mar
vellous for the nurse, because she was able to send or take her patients to the antenatal 
and her babies to be weighed properly, not held up in a sack with stilliards.

DR JOHN MOYNIHAN

Well ladies and gentlemen, I think you will sympathise with me at having to follow the 
three last speakers with their intensive personal interesting reminiscences. Well, I am a 
comparative newcomer to the Ash well district. My wife and I came to Ashwell in 1933 
which is a mere 47 years ago. We came, incidentally, because our first child was on the 
way, and we had previously both worked in London hospitals and we did not think 
London was a very good place to bring up a family. We wanted somewhere within 50 
miles of London and we wanted somewhere where they had main water and main elec
tricity and main drainage. It was not easy in those days to find somewhere with a suitable 
practice within 50 miles of London that had all these facilities. Eventually we were given 
the name of a Dr Woodforde who lived at Ashwell, Baldock, Herts. But in those days, of 
course, long, long before the instigation of the National Health Service, when a practice 
was changing hands it was highly confidential and the Doctor who was retiring did not 
like the news to get out too soon. He felt that some of his patients might go away to the 
opposition and he wanted to keep as much goodwill as possible available for the purchase 
of the practice.

However, we got the name of Ashwell, Bladock, Herts, and we knew Baldock was a 
nice country town, having motored through it, so we came out to have a look and we 
motored all round Baldock looking for a house called Ashwell. We failed to find it, 
naturally enough, so we eventually went to the police station in Baldock and said, “Can 
you tell us where Dr Woodforde lives?” and they said, “Oh yes, he lives in a village called 
Ashwell, it’s about five miles away. You go up the North Road and turn right”. Then we 
wondered. We thought, well is it worth while — well perhaps we have come so far we will 
just go and have a look. So we came along to see Ashwell and I remember very vividly 
coming down Newnham Hill. The dog roses were absolutely rampant down over the 
hedges, which are no longer in existence. We came into this delightful village and we went 
through to the end of the village where we were told the Doctor lived.

The house in those days, opposite the Springs, looked an enormous place and we
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wondered whether we could possibly undertake this responsibility. It was called ‘The 
Mount’ in those days; it has since been upgraded to ‘Ashwell House’. I was wearing 
my London professional garb of a black jacket and striped trousers, but I don’t think I 
had got my bowler hat on, actually. We approached the bottom of the garden and a head 
appeared over the hedge with a sort of net cap on with bobbles round it. This was Dr 
Woodforde’s wife and she asked me what I wanted. I told her and she said, “Oh, I thought 
you were the man from the Prudential”. That was really our first introduction to the 
village and Dr Woodforde, who turned out to be a delightful and competent doctor, who 
practiced single handed in the area from the turn of the century. We had an official 
introduction, - it was all very formal in those days. We lived at the Three Tuns, inciden
tally, whilst we were introduced to the practice, where grandfather Bentley was the 
licensee, and I used to go out with Dr Woodforde every morning.

Surgery used to be twice a day, morning and evening, every day except there was 
no evening surgery Saturday or Sunday. On Tuesday or Sunday, I beg your pardon. 
But every other day there were two surgeries a day. The waiting accommodation was, to 
say the least, primitive. There was a lobby - I don’t suppose many of you remember 
‘The Mount’ — you do, one or two of you do. But not many I think. There was an alcove 
just inside the door, which would accommodate three people sitting in close proximity 
and one or two others standing in even closer proximity, and the rest had to queue down 
the drive. We stood that for some time then eventually we updated it by renting the old 
saddlery, which was an enormous improvement because there was quite a lot of waiting 
accommodation. Eventually we moved to a property that Howard, I think, forgot to 
mention. One of the trades people, Miss Adkins, had a drapers and sort of general store, 
where the present surgery is and which since, of course, we have upgraded again.

But when we started in Ashwell I think the striking difference in practice and in 
the demands, was that surgeries were quite quiet. I mean we might have four or five 
people, six people possibly, in a very busy period, but the number of visits that we had to 
do was by present standards astronomical. I mean thirty visits a day was quite usual in 
the busy season. The other thing that was very noticeable was the seasonal fluctuation. 
During the height of summer and certainly covering the period of pea picking and potato 
picking, it was very, very quiet, and then it crept up a little bit busy up to Christmas. 
And then Boxing Day — Wham! And then we got the seasonal infections early in the 
year. The visits went up and up and up, January, February and March, and then gradually 
began to tail off again.

I remember Doctor Woodforde telling me when he was introducing me to the prac
tice, incidentally, that the introduction of the telephone had ruined general practice. It 
meant that the Doctor was far too easily available, and he was one of the first people in 
Ashwell to have a telephone. And, incidentally, I believe I am right in saying that he was 
the first man in Ashwell to have a car, it was a Model T Ford. Sometimes he used to use 
it and sometimes he used to bicycle, and even when he was introducing me to the prac
tice he used to cycle round. His memory was failing a bit at that time and I remember 
that on one occasion he had cycled up to Bygrave, left his bicycle somewhere to do a
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few visits, and walked back home. Later that day somebody came down from Bygrave 
and said, “The Doctor forgot to take his bicycle”. But in his early days, of course, if 
somebody wanted him in the night — before we had the telephone — from one of the 
outlying villages, they had to harness their own pony or horse and trap or whatever, 
come over, rouse him, get him out, get him dressed, get him into the horse and cart, take 
him out to wherever it was, let him do his job, come back again. It was all very much, 
you know. You really did need the Doctor if you had to do that.

I must say that having heard Mrs Westrope speak, I am more than ever regretful that 
I never had the pleasure and privilege of working with her as a District Nurse. I think it 
must have been like having three right hands, to have been able to work with somebody 
of that competence, and of course things are so very different now. I mean as she has 
explained to you, she was the District Nurse, she was the Midwife, she was the Health 
Visitor, she was the School Nurse. Now you have, well I have been retired so long that I 
don’t know what they call themselves now, I really don’t, but they have numbers starting 
up there and finishing down there. They have community things which I don’t understand, 
instead of ordinary nurses and the whole thing seems to have got completely — to my 
mind - out of hand. When Gwenda Westrope was on the job she knew everybody, she 
knew the families, she was in at births, she was in illness, she was probably in at deaths. 
She knew everybody concerned, whereas now you have one person coming for this and 
somebody else for that and somebody else for the other, and nobody really sees the whole 
picture.

Well when we came in 1933, there were no services like antenatal services or infant 
welfare centres. The infant welfare centre was started by Doctor Sheila, I can’t remember 
exactly when it was, just before the war I think, wasn’t it 1936? It was an enormous inno
vation and a great help and eventually she added also an antenatal service to it. And it took 
the County quite a long time to recognise this service. It was all voluntary to begin with, 
but eventually the Council Authority recognised it, very grudgingly, and took it over. And 
so it started.

Well, I really don’t think I have got anything else to say, but I am delighted to see 
so many people here. I have been trying to make out how many of them I really recog
nise. I think some of them I helped to introduce into this vale of tears, your Chairman 
for one. But, like Mrs Westrope, I feel almost like the Grand-daddy, I beg your pardon, 
it was Mrs Wallace who felt like a Grand-mummy.

PHILIP CRUMP And now we come to Ted Eversden, who would like to say what it was 
like to be at the school round about this time. He will also tell you about some of the 
old village characters.

TED EVERSDEN

Well, I think when Ashwell Museum was first opened as a museum, there were two schools 
in the village. We were very lucky to have two schools in the village. The one that we are
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part of now was the Council school and the other one was the Merchant Taylors school. 
The Council school headmistress was a Miss Hislop who had two assistants, or two assis
tant teachers I should say, and their names were Miss Annie Bray and Miss Ida Graves. 
It don’t seem that long ago that Miss Annie Bray, who used to take all the firstcomers to 
school, led all of us out into the playground one day and pointed up and said, “Look! 
Look, there it is — there it is!” And we looked up and there was the R101 airship on its 
maiden flight from Cardington. As we all know, that ended in disaster somewhere in 
France. That was October, at the beginning of October 1930.

At that time of day we came to this school for a certain time and then all went down 
to the Merchant Taylors, all the boys went to the Merchant Taylors Boys School, and the 
girls remained up here. The headmaster at the Merchant Taylors was a Mr Biles, a goatee 
beard and a temper to match it. Mr Morgan Biles his correct name was, but he was well 
known to all and sundry of us boys as ‘Dingle’. He was a great character, good school 
teacher, a very good master, very strict but also a good cricketer. He used to take us out 
into the playground, on to the hard playground - no grass court to play cricket on. He 
would make a chalk mark down and you could pitch the ball on that, and if you did, 
you could go into the garden, pick yourself a handful of gooseberries or go and find some 
good eating apples in the orchard. But if you didn’t pitch it on there, or you hit it over 
into his chicken run, into the orchard or anything, when you were batting, well then you 
were out.

Anyway, other pastimes that we used to play in the village; hide and seek, tin can 
bobby, football. Football was played on what we called ‘The Pond’ which is the piece of 
grass between the Museum and the end of Crumps’ house. Now it accommodates a big 
chestnut tree and a fence, but it was a wonderful football pitch. Crumps’ gate used to be 
one goal and a mark on the fence used to be the other. Well, you could play football 
there because there were no cars or anything to run you over. As Doctor Moynihan said, 
I think Doctor Woodforde had a car and somebody else had a car, but you could always 
miss them. And the football we used to play with, nine times out of ten, was a pig’s 
bladder blown up, that we used to get from Mr Crump’s slaughterhouse. And if the bicycle 
pump off the trade bike was available we used to use that to pump it up, or get a good vol
unteer with a good pair of lungs to blow it up for us. We played football for scores of 
times with a pig’s bladder.

Anyway, another thing I can remember as well as anything was when Ashwell used 
to have a regular feast. The Ashwell Feast. I think all the schoolchildren had three days 
holiday for this feast. There used to be the fair. The feast, fair, or whatever you like to 
call it, used to come in on the first Sunday in July from Melboum or somewhere out 
that way. I think it was Melbourn. We, as lads, used to be up and about on the Sunday 
morning and walk up to Ashwell Station or even farther to meet the big engines. These 
were the showmen’s engines which used to pull the big wagons with their brass bits and 
pieces all twiddled on the front. And I can remember there was a big engine and a small 
engine. 1 think the smaller one’s name, on the big nameplate on the front, was Lord 
Lascelles and the other one was Thunderer. They used to come down from Ashwell

[26]



}

r

8. Village children with sonic of the museum exhibits. 1948



Station with us kids a yard and a half off the big wheels, and running under the back 
trying to get a ride on the back. And they used to pull into Ashwell recreation ground 
with all pomp and circumstance. They used to put it all up on the Sunday ready for the 
Monday feast.

We used to have, I don’t know how much we used to have really, tuppence, thrup- 
pence maybe, to go to the fair but you could get a ride on the big horses for a penny and 
you used to be on there for what seemed ages. The big organ in the centre used to be 
emitting big steam jets and pumping away and playing Colonel Bogey, or whatever they 
used to play all the way round. I can see the old fellow who used to be the driver of the 
machine, his name was Charlie. He was only a short man and he used to be sitting on the 
engine and watching this thing move. And he used to be jogging like that all the time 
because this old engine used to be pumping away, driving this big roundabout.

Well, anyway, when the fair used to move away we used to go up there and look for 
the ha’pennies and pennies that had been rolled away. In fact we used to find one or two. 
But anyway the fair was gone and we used to think, well we shall soon be seeing so and 
so come from the village. There used to be an old chap his proper name I don’t know, we 
never did know. Banjo Billy we used to call him. He used to cycle into Ashwell or into 
surrounding villages. He used to come to Ashwell quite a bit. He used to come from 
Royston, and he used to have this banjo on his back. He used to wheel his bicycle up 
Christy’s Coal Yard, park it somewhere up the back there and busk his way round the 
village playing his banjo. I don’t know whether he used to sing, I believe he did hum and 
sing a few tunes. But the first dark person I ever saw, black person I ever saw, was a little 
lad he brought with him. What his name was I don’t know, but he was the first dark per
son we ever saw in the village, I think.

There were other characters that we used to recall in the village. Too many to talk 
about all of them, I think. One of them was Mr Worboys, Jack ‘Turkey’ Worboys they 
used to call him, and he was the Village Crier. He would stand at different points in the 
village and he would ring his bell and cry to tell everybody there was a whist drive on at 
so and so, there would be a dance on at so and so. And I can well remember, and this is 
the perfect truth, him standing in front of where Tommy Dennis’s shop was in the middle 
of the road and crying out, “Oyez, Oyez, Oyez, Mrs Dellar’s got a mangle for sale”. He was 
a wonderful character. He would call out down one end of the village and then again in 
front of Tommy Dennis’s, further up the village. Whether he got as far as the War Memorial 
I don’t know. I think the bell that he used to ring is in Ashwell Museum now, the actual 
bell he used to ring. But he was one of the characters of the village.

Another character I think was Arthur Worboys. Shaver we used to know him as. I 
think he could drink more pints of beer than there were days in the year at times. But he 
was a wonderful navvy, so they tell us. He used to go off perhaps to Northampton, push 
his bike all that way, or ride it a mile, have a few pints and fall off, and then walk it for 
another mile or two. But he was a character who came round the village every little while. 
He would go away for perhaps a month, perhaps two months or perhaps three, but he 
would always come back. When he had had a few jars of ale into him, he would come and
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play football with us boys, and we always let him go in goal because he used to give us a 
ha’penny every time we scored a goal.

John Picking was another one. He was the Church clock winder cum Church Ver - 
ger cum Church grave digger cum supplier of fire kindling for the village. Many a time I 
think, I remember, I have taken bundles of fire wood round for John Picking and he used 
to give me a ha’penny. And I used to go and deliver a basketful of bundles of firewood, 
which were a ha’penny a bundle, up the High Street and further up this way. He used to 
give me a treat sometimes. I used to be able to go up the Church and watch him wind the 
big handle round to wind the Church clock up. I think it was twice a week he used to have 
to go up and do that.

Wonderful memories, I think, but Phil did mention the harness maker who had the 
harness making shop down there. The one I remember, I think, Bill Trudgell. Mr Trudgell, 
wonderful old chap, always got a good word for everybody and sometimes a sweet for 
the kids if we hadn’t been and knocked his door and run away or whatever. And I always 
remember when he used to come past because I used to live right next to where the old 
dairy was, one of a pair of little old cottages there. I was only very small then I suppose, 
but he always used to have such beautiful bright shiny boots. Whether it was because 
he was a harness maker or not I don’t know, but his boots used to shine like silver. I am led 
to believe that he was the man who taught me to swear. He used to knock on the window 
as he used to go past to go and get his dinner. He used to knock on the window and say, 
“Teddy, Teddy,” and I used to climb up on the chair, look out and smile at him, and he 
used to say, “Say

He was one of the characters of Ashwell and I think we shall never forget them. 
There were many, many characters in Ashwell and I don’t think we shall ever forget them. 
And I sometimes wonder, when we think about these characters, we think of the good old 
days. Thank you.

* * * ^ # * y ’
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Postscript
The last word must be left to the two founders. In reply to words of praise for all they 
have done for the Museum they said:

ALBERT SHELDRICK

A lot has been said and written about the Museum over the past 50 years. It’s been 
mentioned even in ‘Punch’, ‘The Medical Press’, ‘The Observer’, ‘The Daily Telegraph’, 
‘The Mirror’, ‘The Sunday Mirror’, ‘The Christian Science Monitor’ and the ‘Young Far
mer’ and ‘The Listener’, to list just a few of them. Tonight it was on Anglia Television, 
it was once before, and next Wednesday BBC 1 are coming to take some shots. So much 
has been said about the Museum but not much has been said about the Friends who do all
the work.

So I would like to thank all the Friends and especially Mrs Capon who keeps the 
place shining like a new pin. 1 would also like to say I am very pleased to see Mrs Kathleen 
Watt here. Mrs Watt’s father, Mr Ernest Fordham, was the First Chairman of the Museum 
of the Trustees. It was he who suggested to John and I, he said “Mark Crump wants £30 
for that building. If I go to him I shall have to pay £30 but if you two boys go, offer him 
£25. Tell him that it could cost him more than £30, because he threatens to pull it down, 
it would cost him more than £30 to pull it down, clear the rubbish away and build a 
fence around it”, which was true in those days. But both Kenneth Crump over there and 
Philip have told me since, that they have never regretted that we bought the place, even 
at £25, because it would undoubtedly have been pulled down.

JOHN BRAY

I remember on the morning of the opening of the Museum in 1930 we had a very large 
Fire on the hearth in the chimney of the Museum and which accidentally set the whole 
chimney on Fire. I can assure you ladies and gentlemen, this is nothing to the warmth 
of the reception and the welcome which you have given both Albert and myself this 
evening. Without the support and interest over the last 50 years by you nothing like this 
would have been possible. I would like to thank you all for the encouragement we have 
received and hope that with your help the Museum will continue to give pleasure to many 
people for years to come. Thank you.
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BIOGRAPHIES

Albert Sheldrick
Bom in 1911. After attending the Ashwell Merchant Taylors’ School his working life was 
spent with the building firm of Baileys which later became Brays. He is one of the foun
ders of the Museum and has been its curator since its inception.
John Bray
Bom in 1913. He went to the Ashwell Merchant Taylors’ School in the village and then 
worked under an architect in Cambridge. He later worked for Willmotts in Hitchin 
before joining the family firm of builders in Ashwell. He was one of the founders of the 
Museum.
Phil Crump
Bom in 1926, he was one of four boys born to Mark and Eveline Crump, the Mill Street 
butchers. After leaving school in Hitchin he joined his father prior to joining the army in 
1944. After the war he returned to Ashwell to carry on the family business.
Howard Day
Bom in 1924 opposite the Rose & Crown, he is the son of Charles Leopold and Hilda Day. 
After attending the Ashwell Merchant Taylors’ School he went to work for his father. 
In 1942 he joined the Fleet Air Arm. After his demob in 1946 he returned to the bakery 
in Ashwell.
Mrs Bessie Wallace
Born in 1910, she is the only child of John and Caroline Sale of Farrows Farm. She 
married Bill Wallace in 1932, an occasion when the schools shut and the shops opened 
two hours late. They moved into Bluegates Farm. In 1978 they moved again to Sales 
Acre, a new house in the Fields of Farrows Farm.
Gwenda Westrope
Bom in 1903. Trained in Watford and Birmingham, she was district nurse in Ashwell from 
1925 to 1931, when she married Charles Westrope. After her marriage she only did 
private nursing, some of which was for Doctor John Moynihan.
Dr John Moynihan
Bom in 1905. After school in Birmingham and Medical College in London he qualified 
in 1928, becoming House Surgeon and later Surgical Registrar at the Charing Cross Hos
pital. In 1933 he took over the doctor’s practice in Ashwell, retiring in 1973.
Ted Eversden
The eldest son of Cecil and Flo Eversden he was born in 1923 in a house next to 
Digswell Manor (no longer there). He went to the Ashwell Merchant Taylors’ School. 
After leaving school he started working for the Grounds Maintenance Service of the 
County Council. He is now in charge of the Letchworth area.
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