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About the Author


Harry was a descendant of the Lott family who, for 200 years, had farmed at the Valley Farm and Willy Lott’s Cottage in Flatford, made famous by Constable’s paintings. In 1890 his father left farming and invested in a foundry business, Lott & Walne, in Dorchester where Harry attended Dorchester Grammar School and won a scholarship to study Engineering at the Central Technical College in London.


He first saw Canada on an Atlantic cable laying expedition in 1905 and emigrated there in 1907, where he worked as an inspector on the construction of bridges and hydro-electric schemes in five provinces, living in Montreal, Toronto and Winnipeg and in construction camps in the back-woods.


He returned to England in 1914 to join up for WWI and served in the trenches with the Royal Sussex Pioneer Regiment. He was promoted to the rank of Major after the battles of the Somme and Passchendaele where he was wounded. He was transferred to the Royal Engineers and, after the clearance of the battlefields in 1919, he was posted to the British Army of Occupation in Mesopotamia where he was appointed Lieutenant Colonel in charge of Mechanical & Electrical Services in Baghdad and Basra.


Harry returned to England on the Empress of Canada’s first Round-the-World cruise in 1924 and joined Balfour Beatty Co. Ltd. in London for whom he worked as a consulting engineer until he retired aged 72 in 1955.


In the 1920’s and 30’s he carried out surveys for hydro-electric schemes for the East African Power and Lighting Company in Kenya, and undertook assignments in India and Nigeria as well as another round-the-world trip beginning with a journey to China on the Trans-Siberian Railway to submit a bid for the Shanghai Municipal Electricity Department.


His memoirs describe a remarkable life full of adventure and good luck. He did not marry until he was 59 and had a son Brian, who has edited these memoirs, adding some historical background and other items of interest from the diaries which Harry kept from 1900 until he died in 1975 aged 91.
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These memoirs were originally written, or rather typed using an old-fashioned Smith-Corona typewriter, by my father, Harry Lott during his retirement from the late 1950’s until a year before he died aged 91 in May 1975. He had kept daily diaries from 1900 until a week or so before he died, as well as numerous personal papers, photographs, menus, cuttings, reports, and letters. These provided source material for the several volumes of memoirs he wrote covering his first 50 years, up to the mid-1930’s, when he considered that the ‘colourful’ years of his life had come to an end. By then he had become frustrated that his company, Balfour Beatty, no longer sent him on interesting overseas assignments but instead kept him office bound in London, using his extensive international experience and engineering judgement to evaluate and comment on the various new projects and business opportunities which came their way.


Having essentially completed his memoirs he asked a writer and journalist, Peter Ford, for his opinion on their suitability for publication. Peter thought that they were full of interest and suggested that they would benefit from the inclusion of more personal comments on the various individuals mentioned and that some links to current events of the day would add context. As a consequence my father added many inserts into the text and extra pages of anecdotes and detail wherever he could, with the result that, without the benefit of a word processor, the memoirs became even more like a scrap-book which no-one would ever read.


I inherited his memoirs, 75 years of his diaries and a filing cabinet full of his papers, photograph albums and other memorabilia. Whilst sorting through all these documents for archiving or disposal I decided to edit his memoirs, put them on a word processor and prepare them for publication in the hope that they may be of interest to future generations. During this process I added some extra material from my father’s diaries and personal papers and I also inserted some historical background details in places, however, the majority of the content is exactly as he wrote it.


In preparing these memoirs for publication I decided to split them into five separate volumes, each dealing with a different chapter of my father’s life. All five parts, if published together, would result in a book of a size which would put off most readers. If edited to remove many of the details, then each part would be of less interest to anyone reading it as a historical document. I can imagine my children, grand-children and possibly their descendants being interested in picking up a particular volume on, say, Canada, Mesopotamia or World War I and reading that, whilst not being prepared to tackle all five volumes at any one time.


The second reason is that, outside the family, each volume has potentially a quite different readership. Some readers or historical researchers may be interested in one or two of the volumes but not in all of them. The following summary of the contents of each volume provides an over view of the memoirs as a whole and enables readers to determine their interest or otherwise in the other volumes.


My father was an engineer, an officer and always a gentleman. He had a remarkable life and an interesting and varied international career in engineering during the first 30 years of the 20th Century. After 59 years of independence as a bachelor, he married my mother in 1942 and, in his last three decades, was a wise and wonderful father to me, despite being 60 years my senior. This work is my tribute to him. It has been a real pleasure re-living his experiences, researching stories of the people he met, the places he visited and the engineering history he describes. I hope that it will be of some interest and inspiration to my family, his descendants, and future generations of engineers.


J Brian Lott OBE


London, 2020
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The Colourful Life of an Engineer


Volume1


A Victorian Childhood and College Life in Edwardian London


(1883-1907)




Introduction


This first volume of my memoirs starts with my family roots in Flatford where my ancestors farmed for 200 years and owned the Valley Farm and Willy Lott’s Cottage, made famous by John Constable in his painting of the Haywain. Memories of my childhood at Ashen House in Essex and visits to my grandparents, John Lott at Wenham Place and Charles Giblin at Ridgewell Hall, lead onto a section on life and society in the East Anglian farming villages where I grew up in the late 19th century.


Following the agricultural depression of the 1880s my father left farming and moved to Dorchester in 1890 where he invested in a partnership in an iron foundry business, Lott & Walne, which he thought would be more profitable than farming. So my schooldays were spent at Dorchester Grammar school and my interest in nature developed on field trips in the area with my school friend (later Dr) Cyril Day who became a noted naturalist. I was also musical and, like my sisters, was taught to play the piano at an early age. This led to my appointment at the age of 15 as organist at our local church, Fordington St George, a position I held until soon after Queen Victoria died in 1901 when I obtained a scholarship to study Engineering at the Central Technical College in London – later to become part of London University.


After a very frugal three years in digs and at college in London, at a time when many new and exciting engineering developments were taking place, I was employed for a short time as a private tutor to Cyril Skinner who was working for a place to study engineering at Cambridge where, later, he designed the Skinner monoplane in his spare time.


My first real engineering job was with a consulting engineering firm which sent me on the Atlantic cable laying expedition in 1905. During that trip, whilst our ship was being repaired in Halifax, Nova Scotia, I made a brief visit to Quebec City, Montreal, Toronto and Niagara Falls and fell in love with Canada. It was a young country and I decided that I would return, but before doing so thought that I should obtain some more practical experience as an electrical engineer. So I joined Marshalls of Gainsborough where my brother Charles had been working and spent 18 months in their workshops. It was hard work but stood me in good stead when I was looking for my first job in Canada. Having obtained my father’s permission to emigrate, I left Liverpool on the SS Victorian in July 1907 and my experiences in Canada are the subject of Volume 2.


Harry C. Lott




A Victorian Childhood and College Life in Edwardian London


(1883 - 1907)


East Anglian Roots


Having spent many hours, over a period of about 45 years, searching parish registers and documents in libraries and County record offices, I have discovered that for over 300 years, our middle class family were almost all engaged in farming, owning and renting small farms in the agricultural villages of East Anglia.


In 1973, at the age of 90, I finalised my work of tracing the pedigree of our family and combined the various branches on a single sheet. This shows over 60 names of my ancestors; very few for the number of generations, as I limited my researches generally to the male lines. The lines go back to seven men, all unrelated, who were born in the 1600’s. Much of the basic information on the family tree came from a manuscript book written two years before he died by my great-great-grandfather, John Lott No.2 (1758-1827), the first Lott family genealogist. He lived at the Valley Farm, Flatford, and was the elder brother of Willy Lott.


However, one of my ancestors was not a farmer. His will of 1721 describes him as a “clouthier”. Perhaps he was originally of Flemish stock, for he lived at Dedham where immigrants from Flanders had settled to weave the local wool. But he was small fry compared with the clouthiers who, out of their riches made in the weaving industry, had built some of the finest parish churches in East Anglia.


John Lott No.2 appears to have been quite well-off, probably assisted by income from properties inherited by his wife Sarah (Durrant) when her father died. Not only was he interested in the family genealogy, but he also kept a detailed Journal and Farm Accounts from 1808 until he died in 1827. He had taken over the tenancy of the Valley Farm at Flatford on his father’s death in 1802 and in 1810 had purchased a moiety in the property for £2,000 from Sir Richard Hughes, his landlord, to whom he had lent money when Sir Richard was in financial difficulty. The Valley Farm had been the Lott family home since English Lott moved there in 1715. John and Sarah educated their sons John Lott No.3 (my great-grandfather), Stephen, William, Thomas, and Henry privately, both John and Stephen spending some time as boarders at a school in Hadleigh.


My great-grandfather John Lott No.3 also seems to have married well and he and his wife Mary Ann (Girling) had a large family of 13 children born between 1820 and 1846. There were seven girls and six boys, John Lott No.4, my grandfather, being the eldest boy. All of them were brought up in the Valley Farm which must have been seriously over-crowded when they were all at home. Three of the children, Stephen Durrant, William, and Ellen emigrated to Australia in 1849 and they were followed by their brother Henry in 1862. Ann married William Rufus Bentall who bought Flatford Mill, just across the road from the Valley Farm, and became the miller there.


The eldest girl, Mary Ann, my grandfather Lott’s elder sister, married Charles Giblin, in 1866 as his second wife after his first wife Charlotte had died. Probably as a result of their connection, Charles and Charlotte’s second daughter, Marian Ellen Giblin, met and married Mary Ann’s nephew, my father, John Green Lott, in 1874. Thus Charles Giblin became my maternal grandfather as well as being my great uncle.


John and Mary Ann lived and farmed at the Valley Farm until they both died within months of each other in 1878, five years before I was born.
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The Valley Farm at Flatford - the Lott family home since 1715
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My Great-Grandparents John Lott No.3 (1795-1878) and


Mary Ann (née Girling) (1798-1878)


My Grandparents: John Lott No.4 & Sarah Green


My grandfather, John Lott No.4 (1822-1901) married Sarah Green in 1848. They farmed at Little Clacton until 1863 when they moved to Wenham Place farm, which they rented from the Ansells, Sarah’s mother’s family.


I remember visiting them at Wenham Place where my grandfather had a long building in which barley was turned into malt for beer. Beer seems to have been generally home brewed, not only by the farmer but also by his men, and a certain quantity of malt was part of their pay for work in the harvest fields.




[image: image]





John Lott No.4 (1822-1901)
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Sarah Lott (née Green) (1829-1900)




[image: image]





The Place, Great Wenham


I knew my grandfather well, because of long visits to Great Wenham as a boy, before he and his wife died in 1900/1. He was well known for miles around and respected for his uprightness, his kindness and his good humour.


For many years he was churchwarden of Great Wenham church. A wealthy rector, David Constable Whalley, nephew of the artist John Constable, had had an electric clock installed in the church tower during his incumbency from 1842 to 1860. It was probably one of the first churches to have such a mechanism, invented by Alexander Bain, whose little booklet on “Electric Clocks”, published in 1852, I eventually sold in 1974 for £7.55! The electric clock sometimes stopped working and my grandfather noticed that this always occurred during spells of dry weather. So he waited until rain was about to come, and then volunteered to make it go - and of course he succeeded, because the electric current was generated by two copper and zinc plates buried in the ground at the foot of the tower which only required moisture in the soil or the charcoal between them to produce a current.
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Great Wenham Church


Whalley also paid for the beautifully toned 3-manual organ at the west end of the church. He intended to endow it, but he collapsed in church during a service and died before altering his will. As the village could not afford to pay for an organist, my grandfather arranged for two of his three daughters to take organ lessons; the younger one, Agnes became an Associate of the Royal College of Organists. I remember, at the beginning of this century, accompanying my aunt Agnes to a RCO reception and we were introduced to Sir Frederick Bridge, the organist, who asked if we were related to his great friend Edwin Lott, but we said ‘no’, although we knew him as a musician and composer. Incidentally, some years ago there was a J.B. Lott who was organist of Lichfield Cathedral and a well-known local personality.
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