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INTRODUCTION



On a cold, thoroughly miserable afternoon in January 2014, still in my scarf and woolly hat, zipped up in my warm coat, I was rooting around in the lots for sale at an auction saleroom in a Dorset seaside town. The wind off Lyme Bay rattled the windows. It felt colder indoors than outdoors.


In auction salerooms you’ll often hear people say, ‘If only it could talk’, in reference to some ancient, rustic chair or a pretty brooch that may have been a lover’s gift. Occasionally, a little bit of research can reveal the past lives of such objects but, for the most part, furniture and jewellery, like china, bronze and glass, tend to be rather aloof. They regard their past as a private matter. It is in the dark spaces beneath the tables, where the battered cardboard boxes are, that there is gossip to be heard. Here are the lower social classes of the saleroom – the ‘mixed lots’, the ‘miscellaneous items’ and the ‘ephemera’. Here are bundles of letters tied up with string, old notebooks and diaries, and dog-eared documents that were once of the very greatest importance. These things are really nothing but a story.


After about half an hour, just when I was beginning to wish I had stayed home where it was warm, I picked up from such a box an old folder, clearly some decades old. It contained maybe 100 typewritten sheets held together in small batches by rusted staples. The paper was rather tatty and discoloured and the uneven lines suggested that the typewriter’s best days were already behind it when the typescript was made, but the top sheet of the bundle carried an intriguing title, though one which gave little away: Chip of the Mendips. As my cold, numbed fingers turned the pages, the document was revealed to be a memoir of some kind, written by an elderly man recalling his rural childhood and adolescence. It looked interesting. By the end of the sale the next day, it belonged to me.


That evening I sat down to read the memoir; the bare bones of it are easily summarised. It was written anonymously and described the life of a boy growing up in a village in the Mendip Hills in Somerset in the late nineteenth century. It began with the writer’s first day of school at the age of 5. Just after his twelfth birthday, his schooldays came to end and he immediately went into service as a pageboy at the ‘big house’ nearby. At 16, with the help of the kindly lady of the house who wanted to encourage him into a trade, he took up a station staff apprenticeship with the Great Western Railway (GWR). Initially he worked as a ‘lad porter’ at a village station and later he was transferred to the ‘great city’ of Bristol to gain more experience.


When the writer turned 18 in 1892, his job with the GWR was confirmed as permanent. On that same day, to his great relief, he was transferred from Bristol back to a country station, at which point the memoir ended. However, the memoirist assured the reader that he went on to become a successful railwayman – his entire working life was to be spent with the GWR.


The typescript itself was undated, but piecing together the clues it was possible to work out that the memoir was written sometime between 1954 and 1956, when the author was in his early 80s. He wrote it by hand in a notebook and it was typed up by a friend or relative; one leaf of the original handwritten version had survived and was loose inside the folder.


Of course, the immediate challenge was to identify the memoirist, but that presented a puzzle. The writer names himself just twice in the 40,000 words of text, on both occasions reporting other people speaking to him or about him. The first time he refers to himself only by the forename ‘Alfred’; the second time – in reference to his surname – only by the initial ‘P’. The places where he lived, went to school and worked are all given fictitious names (this little deceit, incidentally, dawning on me only after a frustrating hour poring over increasingly large-scale maps, first of the Mendip Hills and then of the whole of Somerset).


Because the place names were invented, there was of course the possibility that ‘Alfred’ and/or the surname ‘P’ were also fabrications. It could easily have been that the memoirist would prove impossible ever to identify, in which case this book could not have been written. On page eighty-four of the typescript, however, there was a crucial number: 15718. This number was the secret code in this spy story, the co-ordinates on the pirate’s treasure map, the combination to the safe holding the stolen documents. It was the writer’s GWR staff number, the number that appeared on his wage slip every week for forty-five years, the number that might give him a name.


The staff records of the GWR going back to the middle of the nineteenth century are stored at The National Archives in Kew and can be searched online. The records are not filed sequentially by staff number, so the only way to find our man was to look up – with fingers crossed that Alfred was his real name – every individual ‘Alfred’ who started work with the GWR in the later 1880s or early 1890s (it was possible to roughly estimate this time period from other information in the memoir). After I had ploughed through the first four- or five-dozen ghosts of Victorian engine drivers, signalmen, porters, booking clerks, fitters and coachbuilders named Alfred, the number in the right-hand column of the staff records suddenly matched the number in the notebook on my desk. There, blinking in the spotlight after more than a century shut flat in the GWR staff ledger, was the author of the memoir: Alfred James Plumley.


A quick cross reference to the 1881 census records soon found the very same Alfred James Plumley, then a ‘scholar’ aged 6, the son of a coachman, living in Lower Langford, a village – as expected – in the Mendip region of Somerset. Our story had a beginning.
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This book then takes a stroll through Alfred’s life from the day he started school in 1879 to the day in 1892 when he became officially and permanently, in his own words, ‘a uniformed servant of the mighty GWR’.


For someone whose schooling was, by his own account, no more than rudimentary, Alfred’s memoir is extremely well written. His prose style is certainly simple – at times almost conversational – but always expressive and engaging. He describes village life vividly and the Mendip landscape with great affection. His memories are full of human interest and, 130 years on, the historical detail is fascinating.


Alfred’s approach to telling his story was to string together those experiences and incidents from his childhood and adolescence that were still memorable to him sixty years later. In other words, the memoir is essentially a series of short tales or anecdotes that had lived on in Alfred’s mind – as, indeed, similar experiences stay sharply focused in all our minds. On a superficial level these experiences are ‘ordinary’, that is to say childhood and adolescence were for Alfred much the same as they are for most of the rest of us. Some good things happened to him, some funny things happened, some sad things happened; however, it is this very ordinariness that makes the memoir compelling. Somehow, in the simplicity of his storytelling, Alfred manages to touch the universal nature of these types of experience and their place in individual memory. Despite the huge cultural and material differences between then and now, it is remarkable how familiar Alfred’s experiences seem. But then, one’s first day at school is one’s first day at school, whether it happened thirty years ago or 130 years ago. Family life is family life and friends are friends. Having a laugh with your workmates is no different in the twenty-first century from how it was in the nineteenth. That dreadful day when everything went so badly wrong is the same now as then.
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Alfred must, I think, have been a contented man in the ninth decade of his life. He looks back to his childhood and early working experiences with great pleasure and satisfaction. For Alfred, the past is a good place. His family is happy and loving – his mother is kind, his father is hard working and respected in the village. Somerset’s summer skies are always blue and its winter landscape glitters white with frost. The Mendip Hills are endlessly beautiful and the tumbling streams are crystal clear. His pals at school are boisterous and fun-loving, like small boys should be. When he goes to work at the big house, the cheerful maids treat him like their favoured little brother and the butler turns out to have a Jeeves-esque range of endearing hidden talents. When his GWR apprenticeship calls for him to move away from home, his landlady is motherly and his stationmaster proves to be a wise and benevolent man.


Nevertheless, the general sunniness of Alfred’s memories does not mean that he shies away from reality. Hard times are never far away. His grandfather and grandmother have lived the latter part of their adult lives staving off the threat of the workhouse and one summer’s day an appalling tragedy befalls a neighbouring family. Although most of the people in Alfred’s story are decent, straightforward folk, he also recognises that there are bad people in the world as well as good. Indeed, we meet one of the former type almost immediately in the looming form of ‘Schoolmaster’ and his ‘dreaded stick’.


Alfred’s own experiences are not always easy. Childhood comes to a juddering halt when he turns 12 and, in exchange for an annual wage of £3 plus meals, he must immediately begin working morning ’till night, seven days a week as a servant at the home of one of the two local ‘squires’. Four years later, a tough, physical environment awaits him when, still no more than a boy, he moves on to join the railway.


Alfred rarely seems deterred, however. His hardworking adolescence was, of course, no different from that of other lads around him – and easier than some – but from our twenty-first-century perspective we can only be surprised at the equanimity with which he describes the demands and privations of these boyhood years. If anything, the nature of his employment seems to inspire a sense of identity and belonging and he feels loyalty and some affection towards the wealthy family for whom he works as a servant. Later, when he moves on to the GWR, he quickly begins to see himself as a small but valuable part in a great and admirable enterprise. He adores the GWR’s great locomotives with their gleaming paint and polished brass and he loves the majestic way the tracks sweep across the countryside from London to Bristol and beyond.
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So far, I have tried to give a sense of the entertainment value of the memoir, but its qualities go further than that. It is engaging because of the light it shines on the forgotten detail of nineteenth-century life. It describes a rural school from the point of view of a child and ‘downstairs’ life at the home of the local squire from the point of view of the lad at the bottom of the pecking order. It recalls an age of deference to, in Alfred’s words, ‘the Quality’. For Alfred, son of a servant and destined to begin his own working life as a servant, this idea of innate difference between the social classes is imbued with an absolute sense of permanence. Yet, as we now know, unquestioned deference of this kind would begin to dissolve before Alfred even reached middle age.


The memoir also describes a rural life that had remained unchanged for generations but which was now sliced through by that most modern of developments – and one of the leading characters in Alfred’s story – the national railway system. By the time Alfred was born the railway was well on the way to putting more or less everywhere in reach of more or less everywhere else. The villages of the Mendips may have been, like much of the rest of the West Country, remote from London and the thriving industrial cities of the Midlands and the North where the majority now lived, but they were no longer cut off (even tiny Langford, which had no station during Alfred’s childhood, was to gain one in 1901).


Alfred’s memories of the GWR have a similar sense of inviting us to rub off the dust and peer in through the leaded glass. There exists an extensive literature on the history of railways in Britain, but Alfred’s story is not about technical developments in locomotives and rolling stock, nor is it about audacious civil-engineering projects. Alfred draws our attention to something much more modest – the relationship between the railway and the day-to-day life of rural communities. The memoir suggests that by the late nineteenth century, railway stations had settled into place in the countryside without any drama, like a prosperous but considerate uncle slipping quietly into a family party so as not to upstage the host. In Alfred’s memoir, these small centres of activity, busy with produce and packages as well as passengers, are seen to have become as much a part of the fabric of village life as the church, the school and the pub.


Alfred himself was taken away from the old life by the railway but he remained a West Country working man, and the presence of that authentic and under-represented voice in the memoir is the final reason in my list of reasons why the memoir deserves to be made more widely available. There is no way of knowing whether Alfred intended his memoir for public consumption. His fictionalising of the names of people and places suggests that that he may, perhaps, have hoped that it had the potential to be published; if so, I am delighted to have helped bring that about for him – albeit sixty years after his death. But even if it was never intended for eyes other than those of his friends and family, I am confident the memoir merits a wider audience and I hope Alfred would be pleased.
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Apart from correcting a couple of dozen typing errors and the small number of spelling mistakes that were present, I have interfered with Alfred’s original text in only two ways. The first is that I have amended the punctuation where necessary to improve the readability; in particular, Alfred had a slight tendency to write long sentences linked with several ‘ands’. Where that was the case I have split the long sentence into two or three shorter ones. The second change that I have made is rather more complicated and I explain it in the following paragraphs. Other than these two tweaks to the mechanics of the memoir, every word and every sentence you read are precisely as Alfred originally wrote them.


As I mentioned at the outset, the memoir was written anonymously. As well as hiding his own identity, Alfred also keeps from the reader the real names of almost all the other people about whom he writes. This doesn’t matter quite so much in the second half of the memoir once Alfred has left home to work for the GWR, but it is of more consequence in the first half, where people and the connections between them are a fundamental part of the story. Apart from referring to his father by name a couple of times, Alfred uses no names at all for his own family, choosing instead to say ‘my brother’, ‘my sister’, ‘my grandfather’ and so on. He also refrains from naming the wealthy families for whom he and his father worked. For these people, he again prefers generic terms such as ‘the squire’, ‘my lady’, ‘my lady’s mother’. At no point, either, does he identify the grand houses in which they lived.


Clearly this was all a conscious decision on Alfred’s part. He wanted to tell his story but, at the same time, he wanted to respect the privacy of his family and to exercise discretion in relation to the local gentry who formed such an important part of childhood experience. Once I had identified Alfred, I was able to use the family history resources that are now available online (census records, birth, marriage and death registrations and so on) to put together the details of his family. That was fairly easy. It took rather longer to identify the two land-owning local families around whom Alfred’s early family story revolves. Luckily, Alfred had mentioned some physical details of the houses that I was able to check against old photographs. Also helpful were a handful of observations about the blood relationships between the families. Once I had confidently put names to the families concerned, I was able to use the public record to assemble the complete picture. Wealthy families like those in Alfred’s story tend to be much more thoroughly documented than working-class families like his own.


Incidentally, Alfred’s deep-rooted respect for the rural aristocracy does not blind him to their failings and foibles. There is an entertaining sprinkling of frankness in his storytelling. No family secrets are given away and no scandals are exposed but Alfred feels justified in forming an opinion. He does not hesitate roundly to disparage one particular individual who, on the evidence of her imperious behaviour, seems thoroughly to deserve it.


Beyond the land-owning gentry, I was occasionally able to identify other people in the story by using public records. To take one example, I was able to track down the rather splendid name of Alfred’s first stationmaster at the GWR, one Emanuel Day. Once these various ‘characters’ had their real names, it seemed to make sense, just here and there and where it felt appropriate, to insert those names into the text instead of sticking with the impersonal nouns used by Alfred. This has, I think, given a pleasing sense of identity to the people concerned and made the text read more naturally. Whenever you read a full name (i.e. forename and surname together) it will, in all but two or three cases, have been inserted into the text by me. Very occasionally, Alfred himself uses a full name but in only one of those cases have I been able to verify that as a real name. That example, Alfred’s friend Will Came who goes off to join the army, is noted in the endnotes.


For similar reasons to those above, I have also used the real names of the two large houses and restored the real names of the villages whose names Alfred had fictionalised. This latter was very easy to do, since Alfred’s made-up names turned out to be unmistakeable near-approximations of the real names. To take, as an example, the two that appear most frequently, Alfred had replaced Langford with ‘Linford’ and Burrington with ‘Brinton’. From Alfred’s GWR work records and the 1891 census record, I was also able to identify the village of Worle to which he moved in order to take up his new job at the local station. Every place name that appears in the book is now a real name and in every case has been inserted into Alfred’s original sentences by me.


On a broader scale, I have, in a number of places, moved sections of the text around. In the original, Alfred sometimes writes about something just when he is reminded of it by something else. For example, just after he has described his first visit to Bristol as a small boy, he goes on to describe the outing to the Bristol pantomime paid for by ‘my lady’ for the staff of the big house. This leads him on to a description of the later and rather ill-fated visit he and his pal, Sam, made to Bristol Docks. This way of writing works perfectly well in the conversational style of the memoir but would, I think, have seemed illogical at times in this book. In the particular example given above, as in other similar cases, I have taken the incidents concerned and placed them chronologically. In order to make the memoir fit within the space constraints of the book, it has also been necessary to edit the memoir down to around three-quarters of its original size.


I have had lots of help in finding photographs to accompany the text. The local history societies in both of the villages that feature in the book have been enthusiastic in their support for my project, as have the two most important archives of material relating to the GWR. My gratitude is properly expressed on the acknowledgements page but inevitably, even with this expert help, it has not been possible on every occasion to find relevant photographs from the exact period of Alfred’s memoir. I’ve been pleased with the range of photographs that people were able to turn up for me and I have always used the photographs nearest in time to the period of the memoir. Most photographs are from within twenty-five years or so of the period of the memoir but in some cases – for example the photographs of Worle Station – the only photographs available are from some decades later. Where a photograph is from a different period, it is explained in the caption.


The photographic Holy Grail would, of course, have been a picture of Alfred himself but, despite my trying several different routes, I was not able to track one down. This is undoubtedly a disappointment but, on the plus side, it does mean that you, like me, have the pleasure of being able to conjure up an Alfred Plumley entirely to your own specifications. One tiny but tangible connection to the real Alfred did come my way during the writing of this book. The pleasing coincidence by which that happened is described in the epilogue.
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So what has been my own contribution, apart from the editing of Alfred’s memoir and the research to identify the real people and places involved?


Well, I could see that there were a number of places in the memoir where it would helpful to add short sections explaining the historical context for events that happen. A small but typical example of this occurs quite early in the book when Alfred describes the arrangements for his schooling. It is useful, I think, to understand that Alfred’s parents had to pay a small weekly fee because fully state-funded schooling was not yet established in Britain. Similarly, it is interesting to know that when Alfred was aged 6 or 7, compulsory school attendance (up to the age of 12) was introduced nationwide for the first time. In other words, Alfred happened to be a small boy during the precise years that education provision in Britain first took the form that it still has today. These historical changes undoubtedly had a bearing on the life chances that later came Alfred’s way, including, probably, his ability in old age to write a memoir.


In addition to this contextual information, I have occasionally added short linking paragraphs as Alfred moves from one part of the memoir to another. My contributions to the text of chapters 1, 2 and 3, where Alfred’s memoirs are laid out, can be clearly identified by use of a lighter text and a dotted line. This method of differentiating my words from Alfred’s will enable you to skip the background information, if you wish.


My other contribution has been to add explanatory endnotes in relation to those obscure words and long-forgotten details of everyday life that turn up in all vernacular writing. These notes are at the end of the book along with references to the source of some of the historical information I have added. I have tried to make these endnotes as entertaining as possible and I hope they will enhance your enjoyment of the book. In the later part of the book I have also aimed to pay due respect to the epic undertaking that was the GWR by sketching in enough detail to interest those who know little about nineteenth-century railways without patronising those who already know a lot.


I have tried to make my own contributions unobtrusive. My intention in adding them at all – if I can enter into the spirit of the thing by ending this introduction with a railway analogy – has been only to make sure that the timetables are correct, the announcements audible and that there is a smartly uniformed chap on the platform to point you in the right direction. In other words, I have tried to create the simplest possible framework for the greatest enjoyment of Alfred’s original words. I hope you have a pleasant journey.




FAMILY AND CIRCUMSTANCES,


1879


Alfred


Alfred Plumley was born on 6 July 1874. His memoir begins in 1879 when he is 5 years old. He lives with his father, mother and two brothers in the village of Lower Langford, Somerset.


Lower Langford


Lower Langford is situated on the western edge of the picturesque Mendip Hills, 12 miles south of Bristol and 10 miles east of Weston-super-Mare. The area is rural and the landscape is hilly, with limestone outcrops, caves and gorges. The area was (and remains) relatively sparsely populated, with most people living in small villages. The largest town in the western Mendips, Cheddar, still has a population of fewer than 6,000. At the end of the nineteenth century, the period that Alfred recalls in his memoir, most working people in Lower Langford and the surrounding villages worked in agriculture, lead mining, quarrying or, like the Plumley family, were in service.


Freddy and Mary Plumley


At the opening of the memoir, Alfred’s father, Charles Frederick Plumley (known as Freddy), is 33. Freddy was born and brought up in the nearby village of Burrington. Alfred’s mother, Mary, is a year older than her husband. Mary may have been Welsh, since Alfred tells us she was raised in an orphanage in Swansea, both of her parents having died when she was a little girl.


Edward, William and Kate Plumley


Alfred’s older brother, Edward, is aged 8 when the memoir opens. Alfred’s younger brother, Ernest William (known by his middle name), is not yet a year old. Alfred’s sister, Catherine (known as Kate), will be born when Alfred is 9, in 1883. Birth records for the locality suggest that Freddy and Mary may have had four other children between 1870 and 1877, all of whom died in their first year of life. None of these babies is mentioned in Alfred’s memoir.


Charles and Ann Plumley


Alfred’s paternal grandparents, Charles and Ann Plumley, live in the neighbouring village of Upper Langford. Earlier in life, Charles had worked as an agricultural labourer but a serious accident involving an overturned cart had left him disabled. He and Ann have since lived in very poor circumstances.


Langford Court and the lodge cottage


The Plumley family lives in the lodge cottage belonging to Langford Court. Langford Court is a substantial seventeenth-century manor house surrounded by parkland and estate. Rent-free residence at the lodge is a benefit of Freddy’s job. He works as coachman to the owner of Langford Court, Evan Henry Llewellyn. Langford Court still exists. It remains a private residence.


‘Squire’, his family and his household


Evan Llewellyn is referred to in Alfred’s memoir simply as ‘Squire’. In 1879 Evan is 33 years old. He gives his occupation in the 1881 census as Justice of the Peace. During the course of the memoir he will be elected as Conservative MP for North Somerset (he is also, incidentally, great-grandfather to the former prime minster, David Cameron). Evan lives with his wife Mary and their six young children (their seventh and final child will be born subsequently). Mary Llewellyn was born locally and is a member of the Somers family, an established family of local landowners. In 1881, Langford Court has a resident household staff of eight plus a number of other servants and outdoor staff who live out.


Work and status


The lodge where the Plumley family lives functions as the gatehouse to Langford Court. In addition to keeping house and caring for her young family, Mary Plumley is expected, in Alfred’s words, ‘always to be at home and on the alert to open the big iron gates to allow the squire or any of his visitors to ride or drive through’. Because the position of coachman to the squire is an important one, the Plumley family is relatively well off by local standards. Freddy Plumley earns 18s a week, which makes him, as Mary proudly reminds the children from time to time, ‘about the best paid man in the village’.1
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Langford Court, Lower Langford, Somerset, home of ‘Squire’ (Evan Henry Llewellyn). The Plumley family lived in the gatehouse to Langford Court. Langford Court still stands and is largely unchanged in appearance, but the gatehouse was demolished many years ago and it was not possible to find a photograph of it. (Post 1890, Stan Croker Collection)
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