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      Dedicated to Eve, Irene, Betty, and Rosemary for generously sharing their stories about working in an elegant ladies department store during a bygone era when courtesy and first-rate customer service was expected from all shop girls – especially at Heyworth’s Fashions, Cambridge 

       

      Also in memory of two extraordinary men, George and Herbert Heyworth, who elegantly attired so many women in Cambridge and beyond 
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      This is a story that begins a hundred years ago. Or perhaps even before then, going back several generations to a family whose roots are found in the thriving cotton industry of Edwardian Lancashire. Although his forefathers may have made their living at the loom, George Heyworth – born towards the end of the nineteenth century – had greater ambitions. It is his story, and the story of the women who worked for him, that fills the pages of this book.

      George Heyworth left behind the noisy and dangerous mills which deafened many workers and, within only a few years, became proprietor of an elegant department store in Cambridge. G. A. Heyworth and Co. was, for many years, a Cambridge landmark – thriving under the ownership of George and, later, his son, Herbert. 

      None of this success would have been possible without the women who worked at Heyworth’s – the ‘shop girls’. Dressed demurely in dark skirts and a crisp white shirts, they served their customers with the utmost deference and courtesy – the kind of service that many shoppers yearn for today. Yet beneath the surface of their immaculate and reserved appearance lay the fascinating lives which form the basis of this book.

      These women were the backbone of G. A. Heyworth and Co, which counted the Marchioness of Cambridge, related by marriage to the royal family, among its distinguished customers. But those were days when people kept their private lives to themselves, and the shop girls and their inner lives would have been as invisible and inconsequential to a society lady as a servant ‘below stairs’. 

      While many people are familiar with Selfridges and Harrods, John Lewis and Fenwicks, it is unlikely they will have heard of Heyworth’s, which closed its doors in 1965. Even in Cambridge very few people remember it. But for the women who worked there, the memories are vivid.

      I had never heard of Heyworth’s, it closed long before I moved to Cambridge. My husband, Stephen, was a buyer at another popular Cambridge department store, Eaden Lilley, now sadly closed as well. After watching the wonderful television adaptation of Lindy Woodhead’s book Shopping, Seduction and Mr Selfridge, I began to wonder what stories I might unearth in a lesser known department store. I did some digging and came across a former Eaden Lilley employee, Eve Collis (Gray). She told me that prior to Eaden Lilley, she had worked at Heyworth’s, starting there in 1944 as a fourteen-year-old. As we spoke, I realised that perhaps Heyworth’s forgotten story was one worth telling. Eve put me in touch with other another Heyworth girl, Betty Hume (Lipscombe), who in turn put me in touch with Irene Dean (Fiander) which set the ball rolling. Their stories form the backbone of this book.

      Sadly, there are no surviving members of the Heyworth family to keep this stylish store’s memory alive. Writing about it has been like bringing a ghost back to life. And I never expected that in the course of my research, I would unravel a closely guarded Hayworth family secret…

       

      George Alfred Heyworth was the eldest of five children, born in 1887 to George and Mary Alice Heyworth, both cotton weavers. His grandfather John Heyworth (1820–1886) was a cotton manufacturer, and his paternal great grandfather John Heyworth (born 1798) was a warehouseman, while his maternal great grandfather Richard Lord (born 1797) was a power loom weaver. 

      It was a hard life in the mills. The hours were long; 6 a.m. to 6 p.m. during the week and 6 a.m. to 12.30 p.m. on Saturdays. The average wage for a weaver in north-east Lancashire in 1908 was between 23s 8d and 24s a week, £1.18 to £1.20 in today’s currency. They were expected to run several looms at the same time, changing the weft in the shuttles, looking out for flaws in the cloth and so on. Weaving sheds were incredibly noisy and, at times, dangerous places.

      George’s first job in 1901, aged fourteen, was as an office boy in a mill. He stayed there for ten years. It was not a hard physical job like weaving, the job his ancestors had done for more than a century. George wasn’t the only one of the Heyworth children to seek out professional employment, away from the loom. His sister May sought to better herself by becoming a schoolmistress, and his brother Herbert became a postman, before he was killed in action in 1916, aged just twenty-five. Only George’s youngest brother James kept up the family tradition and became a ‘tenter’, an assistant to a weaver. George’s infant sister Sarah died aged two. 

       

      In 1911, George moved south, securing an apprenticeship as a draper’s assistant for Herbert James Hinds in Luton, Bedfordshire. At the time Luton had a thriving hat industry and was recognised as the centre of ladies hat production in the country. Heyworth’s department store was later known for its bespoke millinery department, a service which distinguished the store from its rivals. Perhaps it was George’s early experiences in Luton which led to this unique feature in his own store.

      It is not known exactly when George moved to Cambridge, but the town (it did not become a city until 1951) was enjoying tremendous growth and prosperity as its boundaries expanded to take in more land from outlying areas. The ambitious young man may have been attracted by the business opportunities the booming town offered at that time.  

      In her book Drapery Stores, Claire Masset describes the first half of the twentieth century as ‘the golden age of the department store’, which is attributed to ‘developments in window-dressing, advertising and retailing, combined with rapid changes in fashion, the emergence of new products and an ever increasing spending power’. We can imagine George Heyworth avidly following all this exciting news and making his own plans. He was a fast worker – by 1914 he was running a thriving business in Burleigh Street, Cambridge. It spanned three premises at numbers 8, 9 and 10 at the East Road end of the street. G. A. Heyworth & Co Milliners, Ladies Complete Outfitters, Drapers and a provider of Specialist Baby wear was boldly painted across the top of the premises.  

      Once George had settled in at Burleigh Street, the time was right to marry his sweetheart from back home, Elizabeth Ann Ashworth. Elizabeth was one of six children and her family also had a cotton weaving background; her father, Richard Ashworth, was a worsted weaver, and his father before him was a calico printer. They were married on 1 June 1914, and lived above their store in Burleigh Street. 

      Like the more famous Mr Selfridge, George was a prolific advertiser and promoter of his store. The Cambridge Chronicle and University Journal, for example, published eleven photographs of his well stocked premises in the broadsheet newspaper: All Depts. Abloom with New Things, the advertisement read, Everything New in Ladies and Children’s Wear and Home Requirements.  Astonishingly, one caption boasted that their millinery department ‘now displays over 1,000 exclusive new hats, trimmed, semi-trimmed and untrimmed’.

       

      A year after George and Elizabeth married, their son, Herbert George, was born on 2 August 1915. While the nation’s young men were signing up to support the Great War, business continued pretty much as usual for the new shop keeper. George Heyworth does not seem to have had an active role in WWI. His war records show that he enlisted in 1917 when he was twenty-nine years and ten months. He was described as a ‘very capable driver’ and ‘very reliable man’ with a ‘clean’ conduct sheet. His military history sheet seems quite bare and does not show that he went to the front.

      After fourteen years of trading in Burleigh Street, George Heyworth made a decision which transformed the future success of his store. He decided to move to one of the most prominent and affluent shopping areas in the centre of Cambridge. His new store was based at 53 and 54 Sidney Street and was leased for twenty-one years, trading as G. A. Heyworth & Co. The plush new premises offered two floors for shop display, a third floor for storage, living accommodation and a workroom, and a basement for further storage and dispatch.

      Heyworth’s was now positioned shoulder-to-shoulder with its rival stores, Joshua Taylor and Eaden Lilley, and could enjoy vastly increased footfall. It was a stone’s throw from the bustling market place and close to the colleges. 

      I like to think that George Heyworth’s decision to move had been influenced by Gordon Selfridge, who had links with Cambridge. The American-born entrepreneur had visited the flourishing university town in the mid-1920s, having been booked as the star speaker at a summer school held by the Drapers’ Chamber of Commerce. George was still trading from Burleigh Street during Mr Selfridge’s visit, and it seems unlikely George would have passed up the opportunity to hear Selfridge speak.

      Lindy Woodhead refers to this visit in her fabulous book, Shopping, Seduction & Mr Selfridge, describing how Mr Selfridge spoke about ‘new methods of merchandising, display and window dressing’. 

      The move to Sidney Street resulted in Heyworth’s selling more select and exclusive fashions. Gone was the bed linen and towels of the previous store, instead George Heyworth’s sights were set on trading as an upmarket ladies department store and millinery, selling beautiful clothes and hats to the well-to-do college wives who were now right on their doorstep. 

      Heyworth’s was such an exclusive store that many of the shop girls featured in the book said they had never set foot inside it before their  interview as their mother could not afford to shop there. 

      George Heyworth soon established himself as a pillar of the business community. He joined Cambridge Rotary Club in 1929 and was elected as President in 1952. When he was congratulated on his election by his predecessor, Mr A. H. Chapman, it was noted that ‘there are few men who can be relied on with greater certainty to shed grace, kindness and hospitality on your meetings’. It is believed he was also a member of Cambridge Freemasons.

      George’s son Herbert, an only child, was educated privately at Bishop’s Stortford College, in Hertfordshire, thirty miles from Cambridge. He went on to join the family business and was groomed to take over from his father. When war intervened and Herbert joined the Royal Artillery in Cambridge on 29 August 1939, aged twenty-four. He described his trade on the application form as ‘general manager of a drapery store’. He joined the Light Anti-Aircraft Battery. Little is known about Herbert’s war service, but we do know is that during this time, he met and fell in love with a pretty member of the Auxiliary Territorial Army, Canadian-born Pamela Coyle. 

      Pamela joined the ATS in Ditchling, Sussex, working as a short hand typist and became a 2nd Sublatern ATS Officer. She was posted to the Isle of Wight, which is where the couple most likely met. Thrown together through their war work, their romance blossomed and they married on 30 April 1942 in the Church of the Sacred Heart, in Hove, Sussex. Unfortunately, the marriage was short lived. For unknown reasons, less than two years after their marriage, Herbert left Pamela, who was then pregnant with their child.  He was discharged from the Army on 6 January 1944 and returned alone to his parents’ home in Cambridge. His discharge papers describe him as ‘honest, sober and hardworking’. Meanwhile, Pamela remained in Hove following her discharge from the Army. She gave birth to their son, Paul John, in the Sussex town on 13 March 1944, just weeks after Herbert had walked out on her. 

      Back in Cambridge, Herbert picked up his old life. He returned to his former position at Heyworth’s where he was regarded as an aloof and authoritative figure by many of his employees. But he had a different side to his nature too and was a caring and generous boss to the staff he favoured. No one knew about the wife and son he had left in Hove.

      A veil of secrecy surrounds the reason for the break-up of the Herbert and Pamela’s marriage, a secret which they both took to their graves. Herbert never once saw his son or made contact with him.

      By extraordinary coincidence, both Herbert and Pamela remarried their new partners on exactly the same day – 10 April 1948. At the same time that Herbert became the new husband of Marjorie Bass, Pamela was tying the knot with Stanley Robert ‘Bob’ Hales, a mechanical engineer in Hove Register Officer.  

      The widowed Mrs Bass, a tall, striking woman, had been married to Lt. Eric Bass, a law don at Christ’s College, who was presumed to have died in 1943 while a prisoner in Japanese hands. She had one son, Nigel, who was ten years old when his mother remarried. Nigel, who became a cardiologist and now lives in New Zealand, recalls Herbert providing support to his mother after the war when his father did not return from the Far East. 

      Herbert and Marjorie remained devoted to each other throughout their marriage. They had an affluent lifestyle and friends describe Marjorie as always being exquisitely dressed, wrapped in expensive fur coats in the winter. She was said to be a wonderful hostess with a great sense of humour.

      One friend who went to their parties at their ‘palatial’ Spanish-styled home in Fen Ditton was Betty Lloyd and her husband Oswold. ‘Herbert always seemed so terribly proud of Marjorie and they laughed a lot,’ recalled Betty. ‘She was always good fun and was very refined, more so than Bert.’

      Describing their unique and lavish home, Betty says, ‘It was incredibly big and people were keen to go there to have drinks just to see how nice it was. They had big Spanish pots around the place which they probably brought back from Spain where Herbert had a villa in Llafranc on the Costa Brava. It was an absolutely lovely place and had a wide verandah with arches and tried to look as Spanish as possible.’

      The year after his marriage to Marjorie, Herbert relinquished all paternal rights to his young son Paul. An application was submitted to the Supreme Court of Judicature on 16 February 1949 by Bob and Pamela Hales, of Bitterne, Southampton, seeking an order for Paul Hales, aged five, to be officially adopted by Stanley Robert Hales and for his surname to be changed to Hales. The consent of his father Herbert was given to the court on 28 February 1949. The order was granted, and Paul grew up believing that Bob Hales was his real father. He remembers there being a distance between them, with his mother asking him to go to his bedroom to play or do his homework when Bob returned home from work so he could rest and have his meal undisturbed. There was no close father–son bond, although Bob was a very fair man and made sure Paul did not go without. Paul remembers being a happy child during his formative years. He bears no bad feeling against Herbert for his abandonment. His belief is that George and Elizabeth Heyworth did not consider Pamela good enough for their only son, despite their own humble beginnings.

      On Paul’s twenty-first birthday, his step-father told him that he was adopted. Bob thought that now he was ‘officially a man’, he should be told the truth about his background – or, at least, part of it. It would be another four years before Paul discovered the true identify of his biological father. He had become engaged was planning to marry in a Roman Catholic church. Paul needed to provide proof that he had been baptized in order for the wedding to go ahead. It was on his baptism certificate that he discovered the name of his biological father: Herbert George Heyworth. This was a major revelation, but, in many ways, he was still none the wiser; his mother refused to talk about Herbert, simply saying ‘it’s all in the past now’.

      Paul accepted her reluctance to discuss it and put it to the back of his mind. It was only when my researcher’s path led her directly to Paul’s sister-in-law Margaret Moores, who was accessing the same genealogy websites, that he was able to get in touch with me and learn about his biological father for the first time.

      I sent Margaret a photograph of Herbert with his wife Marjorie and his father George and mother Elizabeth to show Paul. It was the first time Paul had ever seen a photograph of his father and grandparents. 

      After receiving the photograph, Paul phoned me. He wanted to learn as much as possible about his father’s life, and we agreed to meet. When we did, Paul pored over all the information and photographs which had been lent to me by Heyworth shop girls, and I told him what I had learnt of his father. He shared all the information he had gathered too. It was intensely emotional and, at times, Paul’s was close to tears as he took in all the information that had been withheld from him throughout his life.

      Paul later met some of the shop girls at a lunch in Cambridge and thoroughly enjoyed learning more about his father. He only wishes his mother had told him about Herbert, as of course he would have liked the opportunity to have tried to contact him. He feels he missed out on knowing his father.

      Paul’s career path couldn’t have been more different to the life which Herbert and George pursued. Paul spent twenty-two years in the Royal Navy followed by two years on contract with the Omani Navy. He then became a Facilities Manager working for Body Shop International and Rentokil Initial until he retired. 

       

      Further insights into Herbert Heyworth have been provided by Bryan Saddington, the son of Heyworth’s carpenter and handyman, Ron Saddington whose family he befriended. It is bittersweet to hear about the fondness Herbert had for Bryan, who was one month older than Paul. While Paul’s twenty-first birthday was memorable for the revelation about his birth father, Herbert made Bryan’s a day he would never forget.

      Bryan, a fireman, remembers it well. He was celebrating at the Red Lion in Whittlesford with his fiancé, Pat, his parents and sister Janice, and a couple of close friends. They had feasted on prawn cocktail, steak and chips and black forest gateaux. Suddenly, a smiling waiter walked towards their table carrying a tray of out-of-season strawberries. The waiter announced, ‘Mr Heyworth thought you might like these. He had them shipped in for you specially.’ 

      Bryan was amazed at this unexpected act of generosity from his father’s boss. It was an extraordinary gesture of affection towards the Saddington family and must have cost Herbert a fortune. It was particularly impressive as, unlike today, nobody then ever ate strawberries in spring.

      Herbert and Marjorie spent a lot of time with the Saddingtons, even staying the night at theirs on occasion. Bryan reflects, ‘They liked my mum’s cooking, they liked the homeliness and sometimes I think it was nice for them to step off their pedestal and come back into a different world, and I genuinely think they enjoyed doing that with my mum and dad.’

       

      In the course of researching this book I have spoken to many fascinating people whose stories have helped make Heyworth’s come alive. People, like former employee Joan Darling, have made Heyworth’s history so vivid and colourful. When Joan was planning her wedding in 1956, she was able to use her staff discount to buy two beautiful outfits from Heyworth’s – an elegant charcoal grey suit for the ceremony, and a chic black suit for going away. I was thrilled to discover that Joan’s daughter, Helen, still had the black suit and was kind enough to bring it along when we met. She told me that she also wore it as her own going-away outfit when she was married in 1990.

      The suit is made from pure worsted wool, with a velvet collar. The jacket has a nipped in waist, shoulder pads and silver buttons and the skirt is a flattering mid-calf length. Above the Alexon label is a Heyworth’s Fashions label – the name embroidered in dark red swirling letters. I could really feel the quality in the fabric, and even though the suit is now nearly sixty years old it looks as good as new.

      Another shop girl who remembers the magnificent wedding dresses on sale at Heyworth’s sold was Gillian Payton (Garner). Gillian joined the store straight from Cambridge College of Arts & Technology at the beginning of the 1960s with hopes of becoming a window dresser. But because they didn’t have a vacancy for this at the time, the hopeful eighteen-year-old was offered a job in the fashion showroom. Keen to make a good impression on her first day, the new junior stepped forward to serve customers when they walked into the department and earned quite a bit of commission, unaware that she was jumping her turn could only serve if the first and second sales assistants were busy; it could have been a scene straight from the television series, Are You Being Served? 

      A short while later Gillian was transferred to the department where Heyworth’s sold designer wedding dresses and exquisite ball gowns. It was her particular job to brush them down regularly to ensure they were immaculate. The bridal gowns were slashed to only £1 in Heyworth’s legendary sales, resulting in lengthy queues from bargain seeking brides-to-be. Before too long, Gillian was able to transfer again – this time to her dream job in the window-dressing department.  Like all the women interviewed for this book, Gillian’s memories have been invaluable in recreating Heyworth’s history on these pages.

       

      As well as meeting many wonderful Heyworth shop girls, I was very fortunate to meet Sandy Tothill, the daughter of Herbert Heyworth’s best friend, Richard Tothill, who ran Great Chesterford Country Club. Sandy believes the two men met in Cambridge in the 1930s and struck up a close friendship. They frequently visited Spain together, a country they both loved and spent many holidays together in their Mediterranean villas. 

      The Tothills, Sandy included, often joined Herbert on his extravagant flights to Paris. In Sandy’s words, ‘People go to Brighton for the day; we went to Paris.’ And always in great style, flying in privately chartered planes from Marshall’s Airport in Cambridge which Herbert generously paid for.

      Sandy was also able to provide a tantalising suggestion of the pain Herbert felt about his divorced and estrangement from his son, Paul. She recalls a story her father told her, about a drive he and Herbert took through Brighton. Herbert suddenly burst into tears as they passed a church. ‘Bert told my father that’s where he had married.’ She believes this was the first time he had been to Brighton since his divorce and he seemed unable to hide his emotions. 

      Around 1956, Herbert and Richard Tothill opened a Spanish-themed café called El Patio in Sidney Street, a few yards from Heyworth’s. It was an overnight sensation – the first café in Cambridge selling frothy coffee made by a hissing Gaggia machine and serving continental food. It was hugely popular with students, and became a hang-out for musicians and intellectuals.

       

      As the grey Cambridge sky filled with the loud explosive crackling sound of fireworks, a riot of bright fizzy colours on 5 November, 1965, Heyworth’s closed its doors for the very last time. Herbert Heyworth kept his promise to find new jobs for his staff. At a farewell party, he was moist eyed as he thanked them for their loyalty and support to him and his father over so many years. He presented watches to long serving staff who had worked for the family business for twenty-five years or more. The recipients were children’s wear buyer Mary Ryder; corsetry buyer Jean Pryor; office manager Jim Clarke; Douglas Dumper, the window display manager; Ron Sadler, from dispatch; and Herbert’s dear and trusted friend, Ron Saddington.

       

      Herbert died suddenly of a heart attack in Jersey in 1969. He was only fifty-three. After his death Marjorie continued to live in Jersey.  Three years later she married Dan Morley, of Poole, Dorset. She was sixty-two and he was seventy-three and they lived in Bournemouth. Marjorie died in 2003 aged ninety-four. 

       

      Paul’s mother Pamela and his adoptive father, Stanley Hales, were divorced in July 1980. Pamela died in July 2004 aged eighty-four.

       

      Paul Hales is the nicest man you could meet. He now lives in County Durham with his wife Patricia. They moved there from the Worthing area with their eldest daughter Katie and son-in-law James as the family wanted to be close to their youngest daughter Sarah, husband Sean, and, most importantly their granddaughter, Phoebe.  

       

      This story began a hundred years ago, and to end it, I visited Sidney Street to see what now stands in the place of G. A. Heyworth and Co. Having been home to a number of different businesses since Heyworth’s time, the large premises are currently divided between branches of Trailfinders, Ryman stationers and Office Angels. El Patio’s now forms part of a Sainsbury store.

       

      Heyworth’s rival independent stores, Joshua Taylor and Eaden Lilley, have also long-since closed their doors. In their place also stand some of today’s common high-street stores: Superdrug, W.H. Smiths and TK Maxx, to name but a few. It is a sign of the times, and makes me all the more glad that I found Eve and stumbled across the Heyworth’s story. I hope it will live on for another hundred years.

       

      Ellee Seymour

      June 2014
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          Eve is pictured third from left on the back row, next to the children’s wear buyer, Elsie Stubbings, in the lovely hat. They were on a Heyworth staff outing to Marlow, Buckinghamshire

        

      

       

       

      ‘We normally only take on grammar-school girls, but I’d like to offer you a junior’s job. We’ll give you a trial in our children’s department.’

      The words were music to the ears of the shy fourteen-year-old being interviewed by George Heyworth. Eve looked across at her mother, Gertrude, who had done most of the talking while her daughter sat quietly, responding with a brief ‘yes’ or ‘no’ to any questions.

      ‘I normally only pay fifteen shillings a week, but I’ll start you off with a pound a week,’ he added, smiling at them both.

      Eve thought she was being offered extra money because he felt sorry for her mother. Gertrude had told him about the hardships she faced as a widow and the man sitting opposite her listened with a sympathetic expression on his face.

      ‘I brought up seven children on my own after their father died, and I’ve never had trouble from any of them,’ she said.

      Mrs Gray was dressed smartly and wore her best hat. She spoke in a very matter-of-fact way about her life; she wasn’t seeking sympathy for the struggles she’d endured.

      Mr Heyworth turned to look at Eve, a picture of innocence in her red school beret and a smart blue-grey coat. She smiled back at him, delighted with the generous pay and the chance of being a junior shop girl in such a smart shop.

      ‘Thank you, Mr Heyworth. When would you like me to start?’

      ‘How about next week?’

      ‘Yes, of course,’ she replied eagerly.

      Eve had immediately warmed to the grey-haired, fatherly figure who was to be her boss. He was softly spoken and had a kind face.

      ‘He’s such a lovely man – he seems so kind,’ she told her mother as they left the store.

      It was the first time that Eve or her mother had ever set foot inside Heyworth’s; the clothes on sale were far out of their price range. Eve wondered what it would be like working there with its posh customers.

      The job offer was a huge relief for Eve and she counted her blessings that the visit to Heyworth’s had proved successful. It was the last name on a list of three shops offering positions for school leavers which her teacher considered suitable for her.

      The first name on her list was Joshua Taylor’s, a large department store opposite Heyworth’s. It also sold top-quality ladies’ clothing and was a rival to Heyworth’s. It had begun trading in Cambridge in 1860, but had opened its first store fourteen miles away in 1810 in the cathedral city of Ely. Joshua Taylor’s had established a library in the store and had advertised for an assistant to look after its precious archive. As Eve had helped out in her school library, her teacher thought she would suit this post, but Eve quickly dismissed the idea. Although she’d liked school, she didn’t feel she was very clever, and told her mum, ‘It’s not for me, I’ll be bored working in their library.’

      They walked around the corner to the second shop on her list, a ladies’ underwear store called Etam in Market Street. Eve’s heart skipped a beat when she took one look inside the door, overcome with dread. She stared at the sales assistants wearing long, black old-fashioned dresses and knew this was no place for her – the women looked like relics from the Edwardian era and Eve shuddered at the thought of working there. She was so sure of its unsuitability that she fled without even stepping inside to enquire about the vacancy they had on offer.

      ‘I’m sorry, Mum, but I can’t work there. It looks dead. I wouldn’t be happy working with those old ladies. Let’s see what Heyworth’s is like.’

      Gertrude wanted her daughter to be happy and could understand her reluctance to work with the old ladies at Etam, but she hoped their next stop would prove to be third time lucky for her youngest daughter. Heyworth’s was a couple of minutes’ walk away. Although Eve had never set foot in Heyworth’s before, she immediately felt at home there and was relieved to have finally found somewhere to work where she felt she would be happy.

      One question troubled Eve. ‘What will I wear? I don’t have anything smart enough.’

      Eve knew Gertrude couldn’t afford to spend very much, as every penny she had was budgeted carefully to pay the bills. Eve and her mother never went out shopping together, but for this special occasion Gertrude was happy to make an exception. They walked together to Frost’s, in Norfolk Street, to buy a suitable dress for Eve’s new job.

      The final choice left Eve feeling disappointed – the dress her mother chose for her was not to her liking. It was a black long-sleeved woollen dress with a high sweetheart neckline. As she looked at her reflection in the mirror, she felt it made her look frumpy, far older than her age. But, as an obedient daughter, Eve never considered openly questioning her mother’s choice of dress for her.

      ‘It should keep you warm in the winter. You’ll get used to it,’ said Gertrude reassuringly.

      Other girls from her school were starting new jobs too, working at Chivers’ jam factory in Histon, a village just outside Cambridge, or at Pye’s factory in Cambridge, where telescopes and height-finders were made for war planes. Some schoolgirls found jobs in offices, on the local telephone network switchboard, or, like Eve, in shops.

       

      Eve was born in the Fenland village of Littleport, near Ely, and the family later moved to Darwin Drive in Cambridge, where her father William found work as a butcher. Her three sisters were called Peggy, Beryl and Marjorie, and her brothers were Bill, Ron and Derek. Eve was second youngest, and the youngest girl, with Derek being the baby of the family.

      They were never well off, but Eve’s hard-working father liked to give treats to his young family when he could and each Friday he brought sweets home for them after work. Unfortunately, poor health and heart trouble forced William to give up his job, but he soon found part-time kitchen work at Jesus College, part of the University of Cambridge.

      When Eve was six, William’s health unexpectedly took a turn for the worse when he developed a fever and had difficulty breathing. An ambulance was called. The last time Eve saw her father, he was being carried out of their house on a stretcher on his way to hospital. All the neighbours gathered round to watch.

      ‘I’ll be back,’ he called out to his wife and family, waving as he was being carried away.

      They never saw him alive again; William returned home in a coffin. He died of pneumonia aged forty, leaving Gertrude widowed with seven children to feed and clothe. Eve was only six years old and baby Derek only six months.

      William’s coffin was brought to the house, where it lay on the black leather sofa in the front room. All the children leaned over to kiss him on the forehead and pay their last respects. Eve shuddered as she felt the iciness of his marble-like skin against her lips.

      Following the loss of the family breadwinner, Eve’s mother, who was ten years older than William, scrimped and saved and miraculously made ends meet to feed and clothe her children, making sure they had all the essentials.

      When Eve’s shoe soles became thin, her thrifty mother carried out her own repairs to save money. She used a cast-iron shoe-form, a cobbler’s last – which many families kept in their shed – that William had bought to hammer on new leather soles. If she didn’t have any leather, she fitted the shoes with cardboard insoles to make them last longer until they were either repaired or replaced.

      Despite her hard work looking after the family and home, Eve’s mother always took pride in her appearance and everyone told her how smart she was. She liked to wear a hat like the best-dressed women. At home she always wore a long apron, the kind that wrapped around the waist and tied up at the front. In the afternoon she swapped her long apron for a little pinafore apron with a frill.

      She cooked delicious traditional dishes, and Eve’s favourite meals were liver and bacon or pork with sliced potatoes and gravy. She also loved her mum’s scrummy steamed puddings. On Sundays they tucked into a roast dinner, and the rest of the day revolved around church. Eve wasn’t allowed to knit or sew, the family treated Sunday as a day of rest, just as the Bible instructed. From the age of seven, Eve went to Sunday school every Sunday afternoon at the United Reformed Church, and then as a teenager she went to church in the morning and to a church youth group in the evening as well.

      Eve knew little about her parents’ lives. She knew her mother came from Banbury, but she had no idea how she had met her father, who came from Luton – it was never talked about.

      She knew nothing about her mother’s childhood and family, and it was several years before she realised her mother had lots of brothers and sisters. One of her uncles, whom she had never met before and knew nothing of, suddenly surprised Eve and her three sisters after their father had died by sending them each a pair of black leather boots for the winter. They had buttons down the side and the generous gift was much appreciated by all the girls. Eve could only think that he felt sorry for them, and they all thought how kind their mystery uncle was, knowing their mother could not have afforded to buy them. There was no spare money for extras, any luxury items or holidays.

      Eve’s mother was a proud woman who never showed her feelings or complained about her lot. She seemed unable to show affection to her children or to tell them she loved them; she never gave them hugs or cuddles, and sometimes turned her cheek the other way when Eve went to kiss her. When she was older, Eve would wonder what might have happened in Gertrude’s childhood to make her unable to show her feelings.

      Christmas Day was a big day for Eve and her brothers and sisters, and even though the family didn’t have much money, they always woke to find their stockings were filled with an orange, an apple and some nuts. The seven children were also given three board games – one of them being shuffleboard – to share between them, and they spent many happy hours playing them on dark winter nights.

      A year or two after Eve’s father died, Eve was given a special present that surpassed all others – a beautiful doll’s house. Every room was fitted with miniature furniture and she adored playing with it. She never found out who sent it, and her mother remained close-lipped on the subject.

      The family later moved to a large rented house in Victoria Road, Cambridge. Gertrude took in a lodger to help make ends meet, and Eve’s older sisters all paid their way too. Eve loved the new house, and spent her summer holidays playing in a nearby park, taking picnics of jam sandwiches and home-made lemonade. She would spend the whole day there, playing hide and seek, skipping and tag with her younger brother Derek, and friends from Sunday school.

      Eve loved swimming and it was fortunate that Jesus Green Pool, Cambridge’s biggest pool, if not the biggest lido in the country at 300 feet long, was only around the corner from her home. The sight of the glistening water on a hot summer afternoon was exhilarating, and hearing the sound of splashing and everyone having fun made it an irresistible attraction. Swimming was tremendous fun for Eve and her brother Derek, and they were the only children in their family who could swim, having been taught at school. They went as often as their mother could afford to give them the penny each to get in.

      Unlike most of the other girls at her school, Eve didn’t wear a uniform, as her mother couldn’t afford to buy one. When Eve took up dressmaking in needlework class, she was able to wear school colours for the first time by making a red and white gingham skirt and blouse, and wore a smart red beret to complete her uniform. It made her feel really good to be able to dress like most other girls in her school for the first time and very proud that she had made something for herself to wear.

      She often felt deeply embarrassed during school cookery lessons. If her mother couldn’t afford to buy the ingredients she needed, Eve had no choice but to watch her classmates prepare delicious food, smelling the wonderful aroma of a cake, fruit pie or a savoury dish, while she washed up.

      Bedtime was scary for Eve. She shared an iron-framed double bed in the attic with sisters Beryl, six years older than her, and Marjorie, three years her senior. Being younger than her sisters, Eve had to go to bed first. And because she was the youngest, she slept in the middle, which she didn’t like, as she was squashed up. But at least it was the warmest place on cold nights when they cuddled up to keep warm. The winter nights were sometimes so cold that icicles formed inside the bedroom window, which Eve and her sisters would pick off and suck.

      It was an old house full of creaking sounds, which made Eve’s hair stand on end. As she lay in bed scared and alone, waiting for her sisters to come up, she heard strange sounds and her imagination ran riot, terrified in case it was the bogeyman.

      ‘Who’s that coming up the stairs?’ she wondered, trembling under the blanket, and waiting for her door to open.

       

      Eve was nine when the war started. She was petrified of the air raids – the sound of the warning siren made her shake like a leaf. Sometimes the siren went off once a week, sometimes twice a night.

      When Eve’s mother heard the shrieking sound of the siren, she would call out urgently to her children, ‘Quick, quick, get down into the pantry.’

      The pantry was located under stone steps in the basement and provided an ideal secure hideaway and makeshift air-raid shelter. Eve would obediently follow her mother down the steps into the basement, eager to escape the unbearable noise.

      The pantry had thick concrete walls and Eve sat there in the dark, her hands pressed against her ears to block out the terrifying sound of heavy aircraft overhead.

      The raids happened mostly at night, but sometimes in the day too, and Eve would quickly dress when she heard the sirens, ready in case she needed to leave the house. With one brother, Bill, away in the army and another, Ron, in the navy, and with her sisters at work, Eve cuddled up in the dark pantry with her younger brother Derek if it was a daytime warning. Sometimes they stayed hidden in the pantry for an hour, sometimes longer. They stayed there until the all-clear siren, and then Eve eagerly rushed up the steps in search of daylight.

      ‘I hate it here. I hate being down in this basement,’ she told her mother after one lengthy raid.

      ‘We’ve got no choice. This is the safest place for us,’ Gertrude replied.

      ‘I know, but I’m scared, and I hate those sounds.’

      Back in 1940, when Eve was ten, the whole of Cambridge, and particularly Eve’s neighbourhood, were shocked by a terrible aeroplane crash in Histon Road, just around the corner from her home in Victoria Road and close to the park where Eve used to play.

      Tragically, it had been caused by an RAF bomber returning from a raid on the Continent, which crashed into the terraced houses, killing three elderly women.

      Eve joined her friends to see the aftermath and terrible destruction. There were mountainous piles of rubble where the homes had once stood, and the women’s personal belongings were scattered on the ground with their smashed furniture.

      And the war was still raging when Eve left school. Her young life was about to move into a new direction and she counted the days till she could start work as a junior shop girl at Heyworth’s.

       

      ‘See you lunchtime, Mum,’ Eve called out cheerily to Gertrude as she walked out of her house.

      She was due to arrive at Heyworth’s at 8.45 a.m. sharp and was keen to be there on time on her first day.

      Her mother, with her pinny tied up neatly around her waist, nodded as Eve left and wished her well.

      Eve walked briskly into the town with her sister. Marjorie worked at Eaden Lilley’s, a rival store opposite Heyworth’s. It was regarded as more of a family department store, however, and not quite as upmarket. Marjorie had started at Eaden Lilley straight after school as a junior in the gloves, scarves and accessories department, and loved her job there. The two sisters walked across Jesus Green and arrived at their respective stores after fifteen minutes or so.

      As they parted company, Marjorie wished Eve well on her first day. Eve stood and looked at Heyworth’s. She felt shy and a little nervous as she entered through its staff entrance in Market Passage. It felt strange to be opening a staff door, no longer being a schoolchild, but a junior on her first day at work.

      Eve wasn’t sure where to go, but she soon spotted a group of young shop girls who had also just arrived. She asked them coyly, ‘I’m new – where should I hang up my coat?’

      ‘Just follow me, I’ll show you,’ replied one of the girls with a bright friendly smile that instantly put Eve at ease.

      Eve followed her to the basement, where she was allocated an empty locker, number 25. Eve removed her coat and looked around. She noticed that all the sales girls wore smart black skirts and a white blouse and looked very neat.

      She suddenly felt very self-conscious, wearing her frumpy black dress that she felt made her look almost as dowdy as the old ladies who worked at Etam. She also wore smart new black shoes and girlish white ankle socks, as she didn’t yet have stockings.

      The shop was long and narrow, and the children’s and babies’ clothes were on the left side of the store as customers entered through the front door. An archway led to the accessories department, which stocked the latest gloves and scarves. Lingerie and hosiery were sold on the ground floor too, while gowns, dresses, coats and suits were in the fashion showroom upstairs. Eve had no idea about fashion and clothes, but she could tell by glancing at the stock and the price tags that Heyworth’s was a place where well-to-do customers shopped.

      Eve was taken to meet the childrenswear buyer, Elsie Stubbings, who was to be her immediate boss. She was a friendly-looking dark-haired woman in her late fifties or early sixties, and had smiling eyes.

      ‘I’m Miss Stubbings, I’m in charge of this department. You must be the new junior,’ she said warmly.

      Eve nodded, beginning to feel more at ease by the woman’s friendly manner and smile.

      ‘Let me introduce you to the other girls. Miss Gray, this is Miss Hulyer, she is the first sales girl. Her real name is Mrs Smith, but as there is already a Mrs Smith in the store, we are calling her by her maiden name, Miss Hulyer.’

      Miss Hulyer was a senior sales assistant in her fifties, and gave Eve a welcoming smile.

      ‘And this is Mrs Dumper, one of our part-time sales assistants. Her husband also works here, as our window-display manager.’

      Mrs Dumper seemed more aloof than the other shop girls; she had a superior air about her, and nodded briefly at Eve.

      Mrs Dumper worked with another part-time senior sales assistant, Mary Ryder. Mrs Ryder had a young son and was able to leave work early in the afternoon to collect him from the school gate.

      Eve was not the only junior; there was also Beryl Carter, who was seventeen, and Joan Beeby, fifteen, and an evacuee from Twickenham who had been sent to stay with a relative in Sturton Street, Cambridge.

      Miss Stubbings handed Eve a soft brush and explained her duties. ‘Mr Heyworth likes all the garments to be brushed and kept dust-free. Come and watch me carefully – this is how we brush them.’

      Eve followed Miss Stubbings to a rail of children’s woollen coats in vibrant red, blue, dark green and black. The sleeves were folded inside the cuffs. The coats had sleek black velvet collars and a nipped-in waist with a skirt that flared out. They were exquisite, the kind of coats young aristocrats wore; they were not the sort Eve’s mother could have afforded for her children. Eve felt the softness of the fabric as she held the coat in her hand, ready to brush it.

      ‘Here, you have a go,’ said Miss Stubbings, after she had finished demonstrating the task, handing the brush to Eve.

      Eve gently lifted the velvet collars and brushed off any dust. She went along the rail doing the same with each of the coats.

      ‘Is that okay? Have I done it right?’ asked Eve.

      ‘That’s perfect, they’re fit for a prince!’

      Eve also vacuumed and dusted the department and cleaned the glass counter until it sparkled. She had to start at the bottom and had much to learn before she could sell to customers.

      ‘I don’t mind at all,’ Eve told her mother when she went home for lunch and told her about the chores she had to do. ‘I like it there, I really do, and everyone is so friendly. It is tiring, though, standing on the wooden floor all day. My poor feet do ache so. I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to it.’

      It was agreed that Eve would give her mum 17 shillings and sixpence each week towards her keep and keep the remaining half-crown for herself. She didn’t mind at all; what she had left was more than enough for what she might want to buy for herself.

      The six eldest children were all at work, but they returned home at lunchtime to have their hot meal of the day. It was eaten in different shifts to fit around their different lunch breaks, starting from midday. Eve always arrived home last, leaving Heyworth’s at 1.15 p.m., and would tuck into liver and bacon or sausage and mash, followed by pudding, her favourite being spotted dick or steamed pudding.

      When Eve returned to Heyworth’s after lunch, she clocked in using what looked like an antiquated contraption that should be in a museum. The huge black clock, a yard in diameter, had one big brass handle in the middle. Around the edge were holes with numbers forming the clock face, and Eve had to swing the arm around twice and press the numbers to indicate the hour and minute at which she was clocking in.

      Eve looked forward to being able to sell to customers, especially as the shop girls were paid a penny in the pound commission for every item they sold. But she knew she had to wait her turn in the pecking order. The senior sales girls had priority, starting with Miss Stubbings, and then second sales and third sales, so there was rarely a chance for juniors like Eve to sell and earn commission, as there were so many others in front of her.

      ‘Your turn will come soon enough,’ Miss Stubbings told Eve reassuringly. ‘For now, you have to tidy up and put away all the garments the senior sales girls take out to show customers.’

      The senior shop girls, keen to make as much commission as possible, worked very quickly, moving swiftly from one customer to another, bringing out different stock to show customers, and then leaving them out on the counter for Eve to tidy up afterwards. Eve never complained, and neatly folded it all, placing everything back in the wooden drawers in the glass counter or display cabinets, which had a lovely curved edge.

      One of the department’s popular lines were exquisite hand-made smocked dresses and romper suits, which were specially made to order by Miss Stubbings’ sister Hilda. Her craftsmanship and embroidery was greatly admired and much sought-after by Heyworth’s upmarket customers. Hilda worked hard to keep up with demand, even though the outfits cost 19 shillings – the equivalent of almost a week of Eve’s pay.

      The smocking was done on soft cream fabric that would be warm against the baby’s skin, and the cross-stitching was in blue for a boy and pink for a girl. Smocking was very popular, and some dresses for children, such as the Lindsay Maid dresses, had deep smocking from the waist up to the top of the chest.

      Eve loved to feel the softness and quality of the Diyella and Viyella baby clothing and the fleeced lining of the popular Chilproof vests, which were much in demand during the winter for children with chesty coughs. The vests were in short supply during the war, when wool was hard to get hold of – being needed to make uniforms for servicemen – so when they became available again, Heyworth’s made sure they went to the most loyal customers first.

      ‘Please only take orders for account customers for the vests, and as soon as they come in, they will be given priority,’ Miss Stubbings instructed the sales girls.

      Mr Heyworth often walked around the departments and had very firm views about how staff should behave at work: he liked to see them being busy at all times and not standing idle.

      ‘I should tell you that Mr Heyworth does not tolerate slouching from his sales girls – keep busy or you’ll be in trouble,’ Miss Stubbings warned Eve when she started at Heyworth’s.

      George Heyworth was able to keep a close watch on the children’s department through a large mirror fixed inside his office door. If he left his door ajar, he could see a reflection of exactly what Eve and the others were doing. This meant he could keep one eye on his paperwork and one eye on them, to make sure they weren’t standing around wasting time. But the girls could also see his reflection in their own department’s mirrors, which alerted them if he was on a walkabout and about to return to his office through their department.

      Eve observed the gracious way in which George Heyworth welcomed customers, the politeness and courtesy he bestowed on them.

      ‘Here, let me help you,’ said Mr Heyworth, always the perfect gentleman, rushing to open the door for an elderly customer or a mother struggling with a pram.

      ‘Can I offer you a seat?’ he asked, leading them in and pointing to one of the chairs placed against the counter for their comfort.

      Eve noticed that whenever Mr Heyworth entered or left the store, he always nodded and smiled, and acknowledged whoever was passing by, exchanging brief pleasantries, like, ‘Good day to you,’ or, ‘What a fine day it is.’ He was always polite to the shop girls too, and this made Eve like him as a kindly boss.

      Around this time she was suffering from a recurring ache on the right side of her body, which made her feel sick and giddy. She had become very thin and pale, and Miss Stubbings noticed her walking around holding on to her side. She asked Eve what was wrong.

      ‘I don’t know what’s come over me. I feel breathless and sick,’ Eve told her boss, pausing for breath.

      Miss Stubbings looked at Eve’s pallor and the way she was standing bent over to one side; she could see she was not well. ‘You must go and see a doctor straight away. A young girl like you shouldn’t be feeling like this, it’s not right. You may have appendicitis.’

      Miss Stubbings always had a caring and protective way towards the shop girls, which Eve appreciated.

      ‘I don’t know whether it’s appendicitis,’ she replied. ‘I’m certainly not eating anything to make it worse. I just don’t know why I feel so poorly.’

      George Heyworth heard about Eve’s discomfort and offered some reassuring words. ‘You don’t need to worry about that. The doctors told me years ago that I had appendicitis, and I never had it out.’

      Eve hoped he would prove to be right, but as the sharp pains and giddiness continued, she knew she could ignore it no longer, and took Miss Stubbings’ advice to see her doctor. An X-ray resulted in an unexpected diagnosis. It was not appendicitis after all.

      ‘You have a floating kidney,’ the doctor told her.

      Eve was stunned. ‘What does that mean? I’ve never heard of it before.’

      ‘I’m afraid your kidney drops down into the pelvis and it’s something you’ll have to live with,’ he replied. ‘We need to stop the kidney moving about and this can be done by wearing a special corset,’ he added. ‘It can be very successful.’

      Eve was appalled. Because she was so thin, there was no spare flesh on her to pull in with a corset, and now she was being told she would have to be trussed up like a chicken on medical grounds. A flesh-coloured corset with bone stays was specially made for her to ensure it was the right fit and would pull in and support the floating kidney. It had laces at the back and reminded Eve of the undergarments that her grandmother might have worn in the olden days.

      ‘Ugh, it’s so ugly,’ she said, looking at herself in the mirror, trying it on for the first time. She didn’t like it one bit, but knew she had no choice. She clipped up the hooks at the side, having first tied up the laces to make sure it fitted tightly to hold her kidney in place.

      Eve wore the corset every day until she put on sufficient weight to support the floating kidney unaided. She noticed that the discomfort worsened when she bent down to help fasten up the buttons on a child’s coat. The worst of the pain stopped after a few years, though she continued to feel a nagging ache from time to time.

      Eve also became fond of Miss Stubbings and the way she cared for the well-being of the girls under her charge. She was only too willing to repay Miss Stubbings’ kindness by doing whatever was asked of her, and didn’t mind running errands on her behalf. This included dropping off packages for Miss Stubbings’ parents at their home in Chesterton Road, but Eve’s mother didn’t feel too happy about this.

      ‘I thought you were there to be a shop assistant, not to run errands,’ said Gertrude.

      ‘I only changed some library books for her. I don’t mind at all, and she’s so kind to me. And I don’t mind taking things to her parents – they’re lovely people.’

      It wasn’t just Miss Stubbings who sent Eve on errands; Mr Heyworth did too. She always did as she was asked and never questioned the reason why she was doing something.

      ‘Miss Gray, I have a package here for you to deliver. Could you please take it this afternoon,’ he asked the junior.

      Eve took hold of the parcel, which was wrapped neatly in brown paper. She had no idea what it contained, and she didn’t recognise the name written on it. The address she had been given was an almshouse in King Street, just a short walk from the store. When she arrived, she handed the package over to the tiny grey-haired lady who answered the door.

      Eve later discovered that the woman used to be Mr Heyworth’s housekeeper. Perhaps it had been her birthday, or maybe it was a gesture of goodwill from her former boss for a once-valued and trusted helper.

      After working in Heyworth’s for two years, the day that Eve had been looking forward to finally arrived. She was at last allowed to serve customers.

      ‘You’ve come on very well,’ said Miss Stubbings. ‘We are very impressed with your dedication, hard work and loyalty. It’s now time for you to sell to customers.’

      ‘Thank you, Miss Stubbings. I’m really looking forward to it,’ Eve replied, delighted that they were showing such faith in her. She had spent two years watching and learning from the senior shop girls, and she knew she was up to the task. She couldn’t wait to start. She was familiar with the regular customers, including the snooty ones with haughty airs. These women preferred to be served by Miss Stubbings, rather than by one of the other shop girls.

      ‘Look, it’s Mrs Handley, the one with the posh voice,’ one of the assistants whispered, alerting other shop girls when this particular customer’s distinctive voice was heard in their department.

      ‘Good morning, Mrs Handley, how are you today? How can I help you?’ Miss Stubbings would ask. She was always very charming to all customers.

      Eve dreaded having to serve posh customers. She felt uncomfortable in their presence and wished they could all be lovely, like Mrs Calder, the doctor’s wife.

      ‘She never looks down on you, and always speaks to you nicely,’ Eve told Miss Stubbings. ‘I wish all our customers were as nice.’

      The shop girls were given personal account books to keep a record of their sales. They wrote down each item in the book and, after the final figure had been double-checked, it was placed in the cash cup with the payment and any war coupons, and sent to the cashier, who sat in a glass-windowed booth on the shop floor.

      The prices were clearly set out. Children’s coats cost seven coupons, and a smart coat with leggings, which had buttons up the side of the legs and a matching peaked cap, was ten coupons. A set of mittens and bootees cost half a coupon.

      Watching the cash cup whizz around the store was great fun for children. They loved watching it soaring above their heads, darting off like a missile. They couldn’t take their eyes off the canister as it sped upwards and around the corner, and then finally arrived at the cash desk, where the money and coupons would be taken out, and then returned to the assistant with a receipt.
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