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Introduction

	 

	 

	I was delighted to make more friends than I lost with the publication of Outraged of Tunbridge Wells, where I compiled for the first time choice letters of complaints from the era of Agatha Christie and P.G. Wodehouse from the Tunbridge Wells Advertiser. It seemed that the only people up in arms about it were, in fact, well… from Tunbridge Wells. A Mrs P. Benson protested vehemently on Amazon that I had put ‘another nail in the coffin of good old fashioned British decency and fair play.’ Curious to discover in what way I might have pleased P. Benson more, I had a peak at her other reviews. I was not a little crestfallen to discover that a top favourite (five stars) of the outraged Tunbridgewellian was a Koolpak to soothe ‘those swollen knuckles after giving hubby a good thrashing for leaving the toilet seat raised.’ My book, relegated to the company of Zimmer frames (‘A potential death trap’, one star as well) had even failed the club-my-husband-over-the-head test. On the other hand, perhaps I myself had come off lightly.

	I was, therefore, a little surprised when my publisher asked me to compile yet another collection of letters on the very British art of complaining. I suspect this might well have had something to do with the appreciative book reviews and radio interviews that Outraged of Tunbridge Wells attracted, and their thinking that these outweighed the offense the book had caused.

	Having a carefully-crafted moan has had a long and distinguished history in Britain—arguably one of almost a millennium. It is well understood that taxes and death are the two certainties of life. While death is largely not much fun, we Brits understood from early on that taxation has a small edge on death in that it comes hand-in-hand with an inalienable right to splutter, rail, and rant about anything and everything when that hard-earned cash is being misappropriated. The fact that it should come with such a right, at any rate, has been one of the main drivers of British history. The principle found an early expression in Magna Carta from where it has grown spectacularly successfully to become the democratic side of the tax coin in Britain.

	The expression ‘disgusted of Tunbridge Wells’ is therefore as quintessentially British as Magna Carta. Nowhere is the connection between taxpaying and complaining more intimate than at home. The Tunbridgewellians paid taxes like everyone in Britain, and rather a lot in their estimation, and sat at home with little else to do but consider the daily filth they were subjected to. They had the time to let their rage come to the boil very effectively.

	In this book I seek out the letter writers who, while they did not themselves live in Tunbridge Wells necessarily, were definitely ‘of Tunbridge Wells’ when they wrote to their local newspaper. There are a few familiar names that fans of Outraged may recognise. The fanatic M. E. Welldon—for whom sin, smut and Armageddon loomed everywhere in peaceful Tunbridge Wells—turns out to have written letters to other papers, too, and remained as keen to warn their readers about the wrath of god. A new star is Colonel C. Pulley who precipitated a lively debate on hem lines for young girls and gave the ‘Fascisti’ his somewhat reluctant thumbs up before his death in 1925.

	What all these writers have in common is an urgent desire to make crystal clear what they think is wrong rather than just give vent to the vehemence of their emotions. Before the internet turned complaining into a channel of snarkiness, trolling and vicious shouting, Britain had the subtle skill of invective down to an art after centuries of getting on top of their pesky royals. Despite the sometimes serious subject matter, things are usually treated in a light-hearted manner – indeed, with a proper British insouciance. That is, a mixture of a stiff upper lip and a lower one quivering with a suppressed chuckle.

	‘Permit me, through your valuable Journal’ begins one letter, as many do, worrying that they are trespassing too much on the paper’s space. Yet these self-effacing openings soon give way to prolific amounts of roaring with grievous complaints. Contrary to the humble words, trespassing on as much of the paper as possible was exactly what was on the minds of the letter writers. It is their neigh sacred rescue duty to ‘endeavour to rouse our local governors from the state of helpless lethargy into which they seem to have fallen,’ or by extension other public events or nuisance created by their neighbours and not checked by the authorities.

	Short sentences slam down with precision. For example, one writer responding to a letter by a working mother who argues against the foundation of a charitable retreat for cats — as World War I is raging in the background — declares that what she ‘didn’t know on the subject [of cats] wasn’t worth knowing.’ She sweetly continues her letter to agree that there is merit in a crèche for working mothers. Instantly, however, in the next line the letter turns personal, as she explains that her agreement is induced by ‘the spectacle of numbers of young children … left outside public houses while their working mothers are drinking.’ Without outright condemnation, the author has remained well-mannered, while taking no hostages as she has made cats seem perhaps rather deserving after all.

	The letters written during the two World Wars are of particular interest. While the world is in flames about them, the sturdy letter writers continue to air their paltry grumbles. They come thick and fast the beginning of World War I until paper shortages and censorship limit their scope. Paper rations and other restrictions also curtail the complaints in World War II, though some gems still get through.

	During World War I, one Tonbridge woman wrote in on the serious problem of Tunbridge Wells’ men being ‘few in proportion to the population have come forward at this moment of life and death’ while another railed against ‘the superfluity of trees in the roads, shutting out air, light and sunshine’, and a third queries why there is no Channel Tunnel as this would surely have clinched the war already. During World War II, closing cinemas on the Sabbath would save the Empire, while rancour is expressed about ‘weeds growing without restriction in neighbouring gardens and allotments.’ These peeves did not let up despite being in the first line of attack from the Germans as all these letter writers wrote in to the Kent & Sussex Chronicle (covering the Tunbridge Wells area), the Dover Express, the Folkestone, Hythe, Sandgate and Cheriton Herald, the Kentish Chronicle, the Kentish Gazette, the Maidstone Telegraph, the West Kent Guardian, the Whitstable and Herne Bay Herald and the Kent Messenger, the Kent newspapers from which the letters in this volume are taken.

	These letters are also postcards from the past, giving us a fascinating glimpse into the lives of ordinary people, most of whom are now long dead. This is the fabric of real life, not the tailored cloth you get in the history books. It is not only the heart-felt sarcasm and pomposity but also this that makes them enjoyable, and enjoyable to read again and again. Through them we obliquely see the Great Depression, the growth of labour movement, the onset of the Suffragettes, the emergence of Fascism and the hardship of the World Wars.

	Ultimately, we recognise ourselves in these writers. Even in the twenty-first century, Britain is still a large country dotted with many small towns. Long may there be outrage!

	 


Sheer Ineptitude

	 

	 

	 

	UNSEATED

	SIR — I do not agree that in most things the wishes of more recent residents are well considered in Tunbridge Wells. Several letters of mine have appeared requesting seats upon one or both sides of Mount Pleasant road. Three summers have come and gone since, but seats are conspicuous by their absence.

	J. G. POVEY

	Kent & Sussex Courier

	September 21, 1923

	 

	***

	 

	KEY INCOMPETENCE

	SIR — It is somewhat surprising that the fire-engines are so very badly managed. This morning, it was about half-an-hour before the key to the engine-house could be found. Together with time lost in providing horses (as was the case to-day), they generally arrive too late to be of any service, the premises being destroyed before they arrived.

	A CONSTANT READER

	Gravesend and Milton Express

	April 25, 1835

	 

	 

	 

	TAD SOP

	SIR — There is no truth in the assertion [above], that half an hour elapsed before the keys of the engine-house could be found. They were never lost; and it may be some satisfaction to your correspondent to be informed that it is next to impossible that any delay should ever occur, there being no less than nine keys of the engine-house, one in possession of the foreman of the engine, and each fireman—the other two in my possession.

	The first intimation I had of the fire was from Mr Mace, who immediately, at my request, took the trouble of riding to the house of the foreman of the engine. It wanted five minutes to one when Mr Mace gave me the alarm, and the engine was started at ten minutes past one. Unfortunately, the post-horses were all out, and we were sent two pair of odd horses with two stable hands. One of the horses fell, soon after leaving town, and the fire engine proceeded with three only. After passing Southfleet Church, through the awkwardness of the man who rode the fore-horse (though warned of the danger by the foreman) the carriage of the engine came in contact with a post and the pole was broken. As soon as the horses could be disengaged from the carriage, it was driven to the fire, by the firemen. It was our misfortune, and not our fault.

	R. TADMAN

	Gravesend and Milton Express

	May 2, 1835

	 

	***

	 

	 

	MUCK CENTRAL

	SIR — ‘He that doeth nothing, doeth ill’: so I will endeavour to rouse our local governors from the state of helpless lethargy into which they seem to have fallen. Surely our parochial officers must be little blessed with any acute perceptions in the senses of sight and smell, or they could not suffer the disgracefully filthy state in which some of the streets of Greenwich have recently been, longer to continue. A short time since public attention was directed through your columns to the grievances caused by pigs wandering at large. The same evil however, still continues. In addition, mud has been raked into heaps and left (to dry I suppose) for a week or more before taken away. We have the washings of Blackheath, the filth so nicely swept and cleaned from our aristocratic neighbours in Stockwell-street, the drainings of London-street, all concentrated in Church-street.

	GNAT

	West Kent Guardian

	October 21, 1843

	 

	 

	 

	STENCH LOOKERS

	SIR — Permit me, through your valuable Journal, to direct attention to a circumstance which I think highly important to the Inhabitants of Woolwich: I mean the unpleasant smell arising from certain drains in the immediate vicinity of King-street, William-street and others. That in King-street is really beyond endurance. When I and a few other parishioners complained of it we were told it should ‘be looked to;’ it was accordingly ‘looked to,’ or rather ‘looked at,’ but nothing else was done.

	OBSERVER

	West Kent Guardian

	April 21, 1844

	 

	 

	 

	ETON FOOLS

	SIR — I was surprised to see in your Journal a letter signed ‘Disciplinarian,’ respecting the headmaster at the King’s School. Yes, that gentleman was perfectly right by persons who are not opposed to corporal punishment. But it was not flogging that was at first objected to, but the punishment of an innocent lad.

	Disciplinarian contradicts himself in a great portion of his letter. What on earth does it matter to the inhabitants of Canterbury what is done at the great school at Eton? If that argument was correct, just because they were a school of simpletons (I don’t say they are), Disciplinarian would have the scholars of the King’s School the same.

	[The subject of corporal punishment having been we think sufficiently discussed, we must beg to decline inserting any further communications.—Ed.]

	JAMES AYERS

	Kentish Chronicle

	October 22, 1859

	 

	 

	 

	TOWN-HALL COUP

	SIR — On entering the Guildhall today, and making my way to the accustomed standing-place of the burgesses, I was told by town sergeant Davey that I must not go in. I then attempted to open the opposite door when the hall-keeper, Mr Biggs, said, ‘You cannot go in, Sir.’ 

	I said I would go in, it was a common hall and as I was a burgess no order could prevent me from entering while there was room. I dared the officials and walked in, Mr Biggs and Inspector Spratt following. The inspector put his hand on me and said, ‘Mr Carter, you cannot remain.’ I replied, ‘I protest against your removing me; mind, if you do it, it shall be by force.’ I then enquired of the hall-keeper by whose authority I and my fellow citizens were refused to occupy that part of the hall, which from time immemorial they had had an undoubted right to? He said, ‘By order of the Mayor, Mr Carter.’ I then replied, ‘Remain I will, and I protest in the name of my fellow citizens, against any such order,’ daring the officials to remove me. I was then allowed to remain.

	S. CARTER

	Kentish Chronicle

	November 16, 1861

	 

	 

	 

	PITCH-BLACK TOSSERS

	SIR — Will you permit me to draw attention to a long-standing and most intolerable nuisance. I allude to the assembling on the Sabbath of a number of the lowest blackguards in the town on the towing path of the River Medway, near the barrack pier, playing ‘pitch and toss,’ and insulting every respectable female that passes.

	J.S.

	Maidstone Telegraph

	November 21, 1863

	 

	 

	 

	STREETLIGHTGATE

	SIR — Having made an application to the Town Council for permission to build an ornamental entrance from the path on Dane John to be lighted at night by two lamps, I hear today my request has been refused, in consequence of which, as I cannot carry out the plan I intended, I am compelled to abandon the project. The members of the Council would have been wiser, in my opinion, to have permitted the improvement, as by their refusal the public lose the benefit of the extra rates and taxes, and the protection of two additional lamps.

	CHARLES GOULDEN

	Kentish Chronicle

	January 7, 1865

	 

	 

	 

	CRIME MAGNETS

	SIR — A paragraph appeared in last week’s Journal, stating that the inhabitants of Herne Bay were dissatisfied that no magistrate had yet been selected for the town. We beg to inform you, in order that the public shall not thereby be misled, that we find the opinion of the town to be, and without exception, that no magistrate is necessary or required. It has never been so entirely free from vagrancy, drunkenness, or any other misdemeanour. Strange as it may be and appear, it has even been less so, since we ceased to have any magistrate.

	THOMAS BAILEY, ALEX. WETHERELL

	Whitstable Times and Herne Bay Herald

	July 12, 1873

	 

	 

	GAS WORK FILTH

	SIR — I am constrained to call your attention to a most abominable nuisance in this place. Those residing or staying here are constantly annoyed by a very filthy and unhealthy smell proceeding, and I should fancy, arising from the Gas Works. I have heard people complain the drainage was bad, when generally the sole cause of complaint has been what I state. The Town Commissioners should at once see into the matter.

	PRO BONO PUBLICO

	Whitstable Times and Herne Bay Herald

	October 3, 1874

	 

	 

	 

	BELL BAIT

	SIR — Can any of your readers inform me what steps should be taken to prevent the intolerable nuisance which is caused by boys and girls ringing the street door bells of tradesmen on Sundays? My own bell was rung unnecessarily no less than sixteen times last Sunday. Where are the police that the behaviour of these young people is not better looked after?

	DISTURBED

	Whitstable Times and Herne Bay Herald

	January 5, 1889

	 

	 

	 

	RUINATION ENGINES

	SIR — Cannot something be done to prevent some, at least, of the traction engines going up the Parade? This morning we had four before 8 am and yesterday we had them all day long. Then we had the steam roller in the other street close by. In the midst of the Season it is too bad, and of course prevents those staying who have come to ‘old time’ Dover. Last and previous week we had steam rollers every day. Surely this work could be done in the autumn or winter. It is hurtful to lodging house keepers and ruination to Dover.
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