When there was an air-raid it was announced by maroons, two or three
enormous explosions which sounded violent and made us jump out of our skins.
Sometimes we went down into our cellar, or sometimes we sat in the middle of
the ground floor of the house. My grandmother had a carpet laid in her cellar,
and an armchair placed in the middle so that she could take refuge there in the
raids.

Mrs. Constance Haggar, who lived at Forest Gate, also remembers the
air-raids. In fact she suffered badly when her office in Leadenhall Street was
bombed :

Once the Germans started coming, they came every day. They dropped a lot of
bombs on Wanstead Flats - one made a hole big enough to put a bus in. There
were lots of big guns mounted all over the Flats to shoot the German planes
down. They had a very good view of the sky from that big open space. My cousin
ran a coffee stall on the Flats for the men drilling there.

They dug a trench beside Centre Road, which runs through the middle of
Wanstead Flats. It would have been about ten feet deep, and if a raid started and
you were walking across the Flats, you could drop down in there. I was engaged
then, and one day my boyfriend and I were walking across the Flats when the
warning went, so we ran home. When we got there my mother was at the
bedroom window calling out “Connie, where are you, where are you?”” but we
got home alright. Nobody liked to be caught out in an air-raid.

Norman Russell remembers an aerial “dog-fight” :

When I was a boy I went to school at Warner College, a small private school in
The Avenue at Highams Park. Towards the end of the war the Germans made a
daylight raid on London and the principal said we were all to get under our
desks. So all the children got under their desks - except me. I crawled out on my
hands and knees, with all the shrapnel falling about, and went into the
conservatory. I looked up and I could see about 20 planes dodging about in the
sky. The Germans had been intercepted by our fighters, and even in those days
of biplanes they were having a dog-fight. The guns were blazing away, and I was
in this glasshouse watching it all. I got a terrible wigging from the principal over
that!

Towards the end of the Great War it was decided to add barrage balloons to
the defence network around London. Although it was too late to make any
significant difference, it did provide valuable experience for the Second
World War. Miss Winifred Adams remembers the barrage balloons at
Snaresbrook :
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There were three barrage balloons on Leyton Flats. One was stationed by where
the car park is on Snaresbrook Road now, west of the Eagle pond; another one
was at the back of the Green Man, and the third was half way between those two.
We called them “‘pigs™ because they were sausage shaped with ears. Sometimes
when they were down they’d let the gas out and it did make a stink! They were
moored to the ground on a mound which was the same shape as the balloon, but

[ don’t think they ever actually rested on the ground. They would just sway in the
wind, and then once they were let up into the sky they were controlled by the air
currents. There were soldiers to man them, lodging at Buxton House. They
could let the balloons up and bring them down with winches, and then the three
balloons were linked together with chains. They made a sort of net which the
German aircraft couldn’t get through. There were numbers of barrage balloons
linked together like that in various places round London so that it made a sort of
“lace-curtain” effect. The German crews couldn’t see the chains between the
balloons and their propellers could get caught up. That was the theory, but I
don’t think it ever happened, much to our disappointment.

By this time food shortages were becoming acute and life was very hard for
many people. Mrs. Betty Russell adds the following passage to her husband’s
contributions :

I don’t suppose many people who didn’t live through the 1914 - 1918 war realise
how short food was. You couldn’t get things like potatoes, they were an absolute
luxury, but it was not until right near the end of the war that they brought in
rationing. For several years you couldn’t get sweets, and you’d have to queue,
maybe for a quarter of a mile, for things like jam. And then when it was nearly
your turn, you'd find the last lot had gone, and you’d have to walk home with
nothing.

The soldiers in the trenches got such terrible money, it was a real struggle for
their families in England to live. Mothers couldn’t afford to give their children
proper food to cat. Often you’d see boys and girls with a hunk of bread and
dripping in their hands at midday - that was their dinner. Soup would be made
with just dripping, salt and pepper mixed together with boiling water. You
couldn’t get much else sometimes.

My mother managed by letting the top of the house to a man who was a
manager at the munitions factory. He did alright! His wife used to boast to my
mother that she was giving her children filleted haddock with poached eggs for
their tea, while my poor mother was struggling. After the war that man came and
begged from my father because his job had folded and he was on his beam-ends.
He had spent as he earned and now had nothing left.

But eventually hostilities were ended on 11th November 1918. Mrs. Dora
Punchard from Pynest Green, remembers that day :

During the Great War I went into a factory to do war work. Everybody had to
do something. My sister was a cook somewhere but she had to come and work at
the factory too, making cartridges. She and I were sent to Twickenham for six
months training to use a lathe, because they were short of lathe workers at our
factory. We were there when the armistice was signed and peace was declared
and I remember the parson getting on the fire-engine outside the Town Hall and
singing “Oh God, our help in ages past”.

As soon as the war was over, they came round with a pack of cards, giving
everyone their notice - but not me, though I don’t know why. I was no favourite
of the foreman. I left when I was married.
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Grand Houses - the Beginning of the Decline

During the Great War many of the “gentry” found their staff drastically
reduced, with maids going to help as nurses, or to work in the factories, and
men going off to fight. They were probably grateful for any help which could
be recruited.

Mrs. Bessie Marshall was born in 1909 and came with her family from
Bristol to the Hawkwood estate in 1916, when her father was taken on as a
gardener there until the end of the war :

Hawkwood House was built on the slopes of Yardley Hill, near Chingford. [
never went into the house, but my brother did as he fetched the Sunday papers,
and he said it was beautiful. Sydney Cooper had died before we were there, but
his widow and their son Harold lived in the house. They had quite a few servants,
and a coachman, a gardener and a gardener’s boy, and a cowman to look after
their three cows.

The gardens had huge lawns at the back of the house (a donkey was used to
pull the mower) and a lake. Mr. Harold Cooper liked skating on the lake and
apparently he used to write his name in the ice as he skated. My dad, being the
gardener, used to go down at the end of the day and cover it over with water so
that it was all fresh for him to skate again the next day.

Every week Mrs. Cooper and Mr. Harold Cooper used to go in the carriage-
and-pair to Essex Hall to visit the two Miss Coopers there. They were Mrs.
Cooper’s sisters-in-law, and sometimes they came to stay at Hawkwood House.
At the time we were there Hawkwood Lodge was the home of the coachman. It
was at the end of the big drive and his wife used to have to come out and open the
gates whenever the carriage wanted to go through. The road (it was Davis Lane
then, now it’s Yardley Lane) didn’t stop at the lodge then, but veered to the left
and our cottage was much further up, near the forest. We were a good way from
the main house, to the north.

Our cottage had six rooms with a magnificent marble fireplace in the front
room, then there was a kitchen, a scullery and three bedrooms upstairs. There
was another room used as a wash-house. We had no water on tap in those days,
but there was a reservoir in the grounds of the mansion where the rain drained
off the hills, and that’s where we got our water. There was a pump to take the
water to the big house, but my dad used to wheel a tank down for us. We also had
a huge tank to collect the rain water off the roof of our house. Being out in the
country, the water was clean enough to wash in, but to get clear drinking water
we strained it through charcoal. When my mother did the washing she had a fire
in the wash-house to heat the water. There was a stone fireplace with the copper
built over it to use for washing the clothes. When she’d finished, she had to bale
the water out. It’s funny - there was such a performance over doing the washing,
but there were no facilities for bathing ourselves. We just had to put a bath-tubin
front of the fire!

As I'said, our cottage was right at the end of Davis Lane, and then the forest
started. There was a stream in the valley and sometimes we’d see one or two deer
come down the hill and up the other side. Then there were foxes and plenty of
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grass snakes, slithering through the grass. On the other side of the stream was
Dellars Farm. Sometimes families would come over from Chingford Plain, over
towards Yardley Hill, and picnic there because Dellars Farm used to provide
them with tea. We kiddies used to go out on a Monday to see if we could find any
money that they had dropped.

We had a long garden at the front of our house with beautiful apple trees and
that. We had come from the country and when the picnickers used to come out
and see all our fruit trees, my mother would sell them four William pears for a
penny. No wonder they flocked - when we came to live in Walthamstow and saw
the prices on the stalls...!

We didn’t need to play in the forest because we had the fields of the estate to
play in. Our cottage field was a mass of buttercups and the picnickers used to
come in and pick them. By the time they went home the flowers were all sad, but
they’d still pick bunches and bunches. We didn’t like playing in that field much
because it was very damp. We preferred to play in the big field, but we weren’t
allowed to play at harvest-time because the grass was so high we would have
flattened it down before hay-making. They used the hay for feeding the carriage
horses etc. At one part of the year they allowed Sopers to put their cows on there.

Copped Hall, near Epping, had the most magnificent gardens with
apparently some 25 gardeners before the Great War. The owner, Ernest
Wythes, also lost many of his staff during the war, and several girls were
taken on to help in the gardens, among them Miss Nora Deery, the keeper’s
daughter :
I worked for two and a half years as a gardener at Copped Hall, doing
greenhouse work, the kitchen garden, the flower garden, right through under
tuition from Mr. Bullock, the head gardener. There were about six of us girls. I
used to go back and forth on my bicycle each day, but the others lived in the
bothy near the walled kitchen garden. Sometimes I'd find the bothy all shut up
when I got there, and I'd have to get them up, or Mr. Bullock would have been
after them! Apparently Mrs. Wythes thought the world of her girl gardeners, but
we didn’t know that at the time. We very seldom spoke to members of the family,
everything was done through Mr. Bullock.

There was one occasion when I did though, and I've never forgotten it. One of
the greenhouses had some really beautiful carnations and malmaisons growing
and Mr. Bullock asked me to “‘guard” them while he was away for the day. He
said if Mrs. Wythes comes down with her secateurs, she mustn’t cut them. She
wants them specially for some occasion, so if she takes them now, she can’t have
them later. Away he went and I prayed all day that she wouldn’t appear, but
when it got to the afternoon I saw her coming with her secateurs, making for the
greenhouses. So I sidled up to the door and tapped on it to make her look
around. I said ‘““Please excuse me, but Mr. Bullock, I think, is going to do
something special with the carnations. He told me to remind you about it,
madam”. “Oh,” she said, ““That’s all right”’ and off she went. And I had worried
all day over nothing.

Really the Wythes family were very nice to us. The three daughters were a
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T e G B y
Copped Hall. The formal gardens viewed from the first floor terrace, 1910.

Reproduced by kind permission of “Country Life™

little older than I was, but we didn’t see anything of them. They spent the winter
up in town. Twice a week Mr. Bullock used to go round the violet frames and
pick the flowers, pack them in straw baskets along with the vegetables, and take
them to Epping. They went by train to the Wythes’ house in Berkeley Square.
The family spent the winter in town and the summer down here. We never went
into the house, but we did take things up for the kitchens, and there was always a
lovely smell of cakes cooking whenever we went to the back door. The
housekeeper would always beam at us and give us something to eat.

Sadly, all the members of the Wythes family have now passed on, but a
glimpse of life inside the house has been provided by Lady Phyllis MacRae,
who stayed there as a child :
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I stayed at Copped Hall for a fancy dress party, probably at Christmas 1907,
when [ would have been seven, and I think I went to lunch there once in 1912 and
again the next year. My uncle and aunt were not great “child lovers™ and we were
quickly relegated to the schoolroom where a rather strict governess, called Miss
Street, warned us continually not to make a noise or wander about the house.
We only went for a short walk in the garden, and again were not allowed to leave
the paths or go where we wanted. When the three Wythes daughters stayed with
us at Ickworth they thoroughly enjoyed themselves as we were much more
“free” than they were. As the girls grew up they were more companionable to
their parents, and life was delightful at 40 Berkeley Square, where I stayed very
often. Both the older girls did war work from 1915 until the end of the war. Asa
child my aunt and uncle were rather remote, but I became very fond of them
when I grew older.

However, life at Copped Hall came to an abrupt halt in 1917, when the
mansion caught fire. Miss Deery has vivid memories of that day, 5th May :
It was a terribly cold, blustery Sunday. I wasn’t on duty that day, but around
I1a.m. one of the local policemen came and told me they had had word through
that Copped Hall was on fire, so I pedalled off away to help. The wind was
blowing, which was fatal for the fire, of course. Everybody who was not on duty
turned up to see what we could do. We had a pump which was man-handled with
a bar on each side of a cylinder, and three people on each side pumped it up and
down. It was connected to the small lake right by the house, and we emptied that.

By and by some fire engines came, and the salvage engine from London that
works for the insurance business, and they had water and that helped to put it
out. Some of the helpers were sent to the library to try and save the valuable
books and heirlooms, but they lost a lot of stuff in the lower rooms as the fire
spread down from the top of the house where it had started.

Mrs. Wythes, bless her, was doing her best to feed people and give
refreshment to those who were helping with the fire. I've never seen anybody
work so hard in all my life, out on the back lawns with urns of tea and cut
sandwiches.

Another grand mansion in the district was Hill Hall, near Theydon Garnon,
which became the home of Charles Hunter and his family. Mrs. Hunter was a
renowned hostess in Edwardian times and her lavish hospitality continued
when they came to live at Hill Hall in 1909. Mrs. Edith Purkiss remembers
Hill Hall after the Great War, although her story starts long before that, in
Shropshire :
I was born in 1898 at the lodge of Stanley Hall at Astley Abbots where my father
was stud-groom for Lord Berners. The gardener’s daughter and I used to go into
the Hall and see the tables laid, and see the gentry, so I decided I wanted to
become a lady’s maid. I left school when I was 14 and started work in Bridgnorth
from 8 a.m. to 8 p.m. learning dressmaking for 18d. a week (7%2p.). I thought I
would stand a better chance of becoming a lady’s maid if I could do
dressmaking. However, my mother died in 1918, and Lord Berners died too, so
my father got a job at Hill Hall and I came to Theydon Mount to keep house for
him.
Hill Hall was the home of Mrs. Hunter, who was the sister of Dame Ethel
Smyth, the composer. Mr. Hunter had died, and their daughter had lost her
husband, so she lived with her mother and the three grandchildren. It was Miss
Elizabeth who was a great one for hunting, so they had about four horses which
were looked after by my father and a boy. Mrs. Hunter used to entertain a lot,
and she had all the nobility. Then, they had a special butler down from London
as well as the usual butler, footman and hallboy; and then there was the
housekeeper, the kitchen maid, the scullery maid and the lady’s maid. I helped

out once or twice when they were very busy.
Eventually Mrs. Hunter had to leave Hill Hall as she couldn’t keep it going,

and went to live in London, in Gloucester Square. The Hunters had come from
the north and their money was in coal, so she was affected by the coal strikes.
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When the estate was sold my father got a job with a young officer in Lincolnshire
for a while, and then went to the Rothschilds at Tring. He used to ride out with
Miss Miriam (later Dame Miriam) when she went hunting. He had to take the
horses on the train while she went to the meet by car, and then he rode in touch
with her on the hunt, in case anything happened. He had the sandwiches in a
silver box and a flask for her on the saddle of his horse. I was married by this
time, so my husband and I came to live at Theydon Bois.

The Natural Playground

Although there was bombing in Leyton and Walthamstow during the Great

War the Loughton area did not suffer in this way, and many of the children

continued their games, unaffected by the war. Mrs. Winifred Studd

remembers playing in the forest :
My brother and sister and I played without fear in the forest, climbing trees and
playing ball games, also having picnics. Towards the autumn we would gather
wood from the forest for our winter fires. We used to go up the hillside on a
Saturday morning while our mother was cooking, collecting the wood on the
ground for a couple of hours. We had a barrow to collect the wood in, with four
wheels. We knew we must not take any living wood, only what was lying on the
ground, so it was best to go after a windy night. We would also go and pick
blackberries and wild apples to make jelly for winter teas.

Mrs. Barbara Scrutton remembers collecting sweet chestnuts from the forest:
I was born in 1909 and my father was Bosworth, the butcher who had a shop by
the King’s Head in Loughton, where we lived. My father had the fields by the
brook (now covered by Brooklyn Avenue) and I remember taking the cans of tea
over to the haymakers in the summer.

I often walked in the forest with my father when I was young. I remember
looking at badger setts, and seeing badgers playing by the stream down from
Loughton Camp quite early one morning, around 1916. We used to gather sweet
chestnuts in the autumn, from Strawberry Hill or near Broadstrood. You had to
get out early before someone else collected them, and it was best just after a frost
- that brought the best ones down. We would skin them and eat them raw, or
take them home and roast them.

When I was older I walked my dogs every day up to High Beach, Upshire,
Copped Hall and then across to Bell Common and Ambresbury Banks. I seldom
saw many people, but there were often deer and also red squirrels, I remember.

Cliff Ambrose, who was bornin 1910, also remembers seeing the deer, which
numbered well over 100 in the period 1915 - 1925
My brother and I wanted to photograph the deer and we saw them many times,
groups of 20 or 30 or so, but they were too fleet of foot for us. We didn’t
understand about getting down wind of them. There wasn’t the traffic then, so
they were safer. We often saw them at High Beach, or Fairmead Bottom or near

the deershelter.
In the summer we used to go up to the gravels at Strawberry Hill and swim
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