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              One day I started chatting with a sailor home on leave from the Far East. What did we talk about? Food, of course.1


            


          


        


      


    


  




  




  

    

      

        

          

            

              Curious how ‘het up’ everyone gets over food . . . Food really hits the tender spot.




              Kathleen Hey, 3 September 1941
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    Dewsbury Moor, 1938. Kathleen Hey’s brother-in-law’s shop was situated on Heckmondwike Road, opposite the junction with Staincliffe Road.
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  Introduction




  One feature of any good diary is that the reader is never sure what will come next. Life is often unpredictable; a person may be taken by surprise; incidents and revelations

  suddenly crop up, unexpectedly. One day’s writing may be focused on public events, the next day on a personal worry or a memorable conversation, the day after that on shopping, prices, and

  material hardships. The diarist may, out of the blue and for whatever reason, disclose a feeling or attitude that she discloses nowhere else. Kathleen Hey’s diary is very much of this sort:

  novel testimony appears again and again, new issues capture her attention, or perhaps old issues are re-evaluated. At the same time, though, there are matters of commonplace routine –

  spending most of one’s hours under one roof, living with and hearing from the same people day after day, and navigating the predictable rhythms of the normal working week. For Kathleen, these

  rhythms were closely associated with assisting in a grocery shop in a working-class neighbourhood on the outskirts of Dewsbury, West Yorkshire. Work made up for her much of life (and most

  people’s lives in West Yorkshire), and she wrote about it a lot, from various points of view, including those of her customers. Play was less prominent, but she sometimes wrote about that

  too. Wartime events in distant places were occasionally much discussed, at other times barely mentioned at all.




  Kathleen Hey wrote her diary for Mass Observation, the social research organisation that had been launched in 1937 with a mission to help produce ‘a science of ourselves’. Kathleen

  did not reveal her reasons for taking on this volunteer work. We can only surmise that she felt a degree of commitment to MO’s function as an agency of social investigation, and its desire to

  learn as much as possible about the everyday lives of Britons during this extraordinary period of the nation’s history. We do know that she found social history appealing, for in August 1943

  she was reading the Penguin edition of Elie Halévy’s A History of the English People and said that ‘I like this immensely because the author is matter of fact, does not

  air his opinions, his language is simple and “graspable”, and social history is much more fascinating than the old Kings and Queens and Battles and Dates kind. Have found nothing to

  dislike about it yet.’2




  Diaries were valued by the leaders of Mass Observation – and we assume by most of those who volunteered to write for it – as an important tool for recording individual and social

  experiences. Diaries were a means of capturing the moment – perhaps an incident outside a shop, or reactions to war news, or behaviour on a bus, or an overheard conversation, or feelings

  (say) of exasperation, prejudice, or disgust. Diaries documented people’s thoughts and feelings in all their confusion and uncertainty, without the wisdom of hindsight. Diaries gave

  ‘ordinary’ individuals a voice, or at least put these voices on record, and these Observers’ voices – some 480 of them during 1939–1945 – were thought to

  contribute to a sort of social anthropology of contemporary Britain. It is virtually certain, too, that most Mass Observers felt that their writing would lead, in some small way, to a better

  understanding of the beliefs and behaviour of the modern society that they inhabited.3




  One final point by way of setting the stage. In our opinion it is best to avoid characterising a diary in a particular way – as (say) personal or detached, as opinionated or clinically

  observational. This is partly because, whatever its dominant leanings, a strong diary is so often multifaceted: serious sometimes, at other times jokey; calmly analytical in one entry, ill-tempered

  in another; serene one day, anxious a day or two later; at one moment bored or depleted, at another keen and energised. Moods alter, perceptions vary, new circumstances prompt changed sentiments.

  In other words, diaries commonly reflect the rather messy manner in which most people live their lives. Some diaries are indeed rather repetitive and mechanistic, but Kathleen Hey’s diary

  decidedly is not, and this is one of many reasons that it is worth reading and enjoying.




  Kathleen Hey was born on 17 March 1906, the youngest of four children. In 1911, when she was five years old, her siblings were aged nineteen, seventeen, and thirteen. Their

  parents, Arthur Hey and Clara Parker, had married in 1889. He was then twenty-four and a painter in Dewsbury; Clara was twenty-three, living then in Heckmondwike but with recent roots in

  Northamptonshire, where her father was a boot and shoe maker. In 1911 the Hey family of six people was living at 17 Cambridge Street in Heckmondwike in the West Riding of Yorkshire. The

  town’s population was around 9,000 – there were more women than men: the former were very prominent as woollen workers – and its major industries were the manufacture of woollen

  blankets and carpets. There is no evidence that the Hey family had any direct connections with the woollen trade. Kathleen’s father, Arthur, aged forty-six at that time, was listed in the

  census as a house painter – ‘master house painter’ on Kathleen’s birth certificate. When his elder daughter, Margaret, and surviving son, Ben Rudolph, were married in 1926

  and 1927 respectively, he was said to be a ‘Musical Director’.4 Many years later, in 1959, Clara Hey’s death certificate recorded

  her late husband’s occupation in the 1930s as ‘Manager (painting department) retired’.




  Regrettably, beyond these bare facts, we know almost nothing about Kathleen’s life before the 1940s. This is mainly because, unlike most other writers for MO, she rarely reminisces, or

  speaks of past events, or places people who appear in the diary in any sort of historical context. Other diarists occasionally connect an incident in the present with some past experiences, or are

  reminded that day of something that happened years ago, and write about it. Kathleen does not do this. She never mentions her school days or what she did after leaving school, probably in 1920, at

  the age of fourteen. Given her command of English, as witnessed by this diary, she must have read a lot and been sensitive to good writing, but we have no information concerning the elements of her

  self-education. She says nothing about the jobs she held in her later teens and twenties. She reveals no details about significant events, whether happy or sad, in her family’s history. We

  know that she had relatives in Northamptonshire, but we can say little more about her family connections, for she almost never provides any background. An ‘Auntie’ appears from time to

  time in the diary, but is otherwise without identity (and it is possible that there were two aunts living nearby). The interwar past is largely absent from her writing, though we believe that up to

  1941 she always (or almost always) lived in that part of West Yorkshire that encompassed Heckmondwike, Liversedge, Mirfield, Wakefield and Dewsbury – that is, the region west and south of

  Leeds. Her diary is remarkably present-centred; it is concerned almost entirely with her life and the lives of others in wartime. Occasionally, in dealing with wartime diarists, a surviving

  relative is available to answer questions for which there are no documentary sources, but for Kathleen Hey this is not the case.




  During most of the Second World War, Kathleen lived on the outskirts of Dewsbury, an industrial town a few miles south-west of Leeds. On 30 July 1941, then aged thirty-five and unmarried, she

  wrote the following ‘Details’ as a preface to her Mass Observation diary, which she had actually started to write twelve days earlier.




  

    

      

        

          I help my brother-in-law, B., in his grocer’s and general shop. Our household consists of my brother-in-law, my sister, who does the housework, my mother, who does

          the cooking and helps generally, and myself. The shop, which stands in a good position at the edge of a large housing estate (chiefly slum clearance), was in a poor state and very dirty

          when we took it over six months ago, but we have doubled the trade and expect to have a great increase in registered customers this re-registration period [for rations]. Our customers are

          all ‘working class’ and most of them wear shawls on their heads and do not use soap too often but they are not as poor as they seem and do not mind what they spend on food if

          they can get it. There are many Irish, a few Scotch and a handful of Italians.5 A good many women go out to work leaving their children in

          care of neighbours – that is, to be fed by the neighbours. Otherwise, they run the streets when they are not at school. Our shop faces the road, with the housing estate behind and

          below in a hollow, and overlooks the church, a field and the trees of the park. Buses pass the door between Dewsbury and Bradford.


        


      


    


  




  This grocery shop, the setting for much of Kathleen’s diary, was at 37 Heckmondwike Road, Dewsbury Moor, where the family also lived.6 Dewsbury Moor is on the north-western edge of Dewsbury. Its predominantly working-class character is indicated by what one sees on detailed Ordnance Survey maps from the 1930s:

  a woollen mill on each side of Heckmondwike Road slightly up from the grocery shop, and a little further north-west a substantial chemical works. Large sewage works were sited between two sets of

  rail tracks going into Heckmondwike. There was still a lot of open land in Dewsbury Moor and between it and Heckmondwike. The housing estate Kathleen refers to was built in the later 1930s and has

  Becket (now Beckett) Crescent as one of its main arteries. St John’s Church is to the north-east, across the field she mentions, and a few hundred yards to the east is Crow Nest Park, the

  principal open public space in the Dewsbury region. The shop on Heckmondwike Road, opposite the junction with Staincliffe Road, is about a mile and a half by road from the centre of Dewsbury, a

  town of some 50,000 people that then specialised in manufacturing heavy woollen goods.




  A grocery shop – the focal point of Kathleen’s wartime existence – was intimately involved in selling rationed goods, as her diary richly documents. Rationing was a major

  commitment, involving all sorts of complications, and was not embarked on lightly. As the still major authority on the subject has remarked, ‘only foods possessing certain qualifications

  might be admitted to a rationing scheme. They must, to avoid overloading the mechanism, be necessities; they must preferably be nonperishable, to avoid the problems of sale off-the-ration; they

  must be in regular demand, and be capable of even supply, week by week; and the variation in demand for them as between individuals must not be so wide as to make a uniform ration

  inappropriate.’7 (Thus, for example, cigarettes, which were heavily used by some people and not at all by others, were not formally rationed.

  Actual availability, however, was not ensured.) By the time Kathleen began her diary, almost two years after the start of the war, several basic commodities were rationed, consumers had to be

  registered for these goods with a particular retailer, price controls were applied to other items, supplies of some items were unpredictable, and lots of paperwork had to be done to keep the system

  going.




  As Kathleen’s diary makes clear, shopkeepers did not lead an easy life, though she was well aware that others, especially those living elsewhere, had to struggle a lot more. Her writing is

  testimony to both the virtual universality of certain wartime constraints and the very selective impact of others, including those related to property damage and sudden death from enemy bombing. If

  most people in Dewsbury routinely faced the necessity for hard labour, they saw almost nothing of German aerial attacks, though others who did sometimes found themselves evacuated to Dewsbury and

  billeted in the region. Each British town experienced war differently. Kathleen’s diary testifies both to matters that were distinctive to where she lived and to practices and

  concerns that would have been standard fare throughout Britain – notably rationing and the provisioning of food. Beyond these merits, her writing is also wide-ranging, thoughtful, often

  acerbic, and sometimes amusing. She was no sentimentalist.
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    No photograph of the shop as it was in Kathleen’s day has been found. This Dewsbury tobacconist’s, however, photographed in 1920, typifies the strongly

    working-class character of the town.


    Photograph © Kirklees Image Archive


  




  Notes on Editing




  In Kathleen’s diary, as in many other MO diaries, private individuals are not named, even the members of her immediate family. This practice was designed to help preserve

  the anonymity that diarists were then promised – and which has been relaxed only in recent years. As a consequence, Kathleen’s diary is full of people identified as ‘Mr C.’,

  ‘Mrs D.’, ‘M. G.’, and the like, most of whom are untraceable. Here are those people who feature prominently in the diary that we can name:




  

    

      

        Margaret (Preston), sister, aged 48 in 1941




        Bert (Preston), brother-in-law, aged 53 in 1941




        Ben Rudolph Hey, brother, aged 43/44 in 1941, lives in Heckmondwike




        Zillah Hey, sister-in-law, aged 43/44 in 1941, lives in Heckmondwike




        Mr Hobbs, landlord and next-door neighbour, at 35 Heckmondwike Road




        Mrs Hobbs, his wife, and owner of a furrier shop in Dewsbury




        Henry Hill, neighbour, at 33 Heckmondwike Road, a bus inspector




        Bella Hill, his wife, and a friend of Kathleen




        Alice, a cousin of Kathleen from Northamptonshire




        Amy and Edna Naylor, unmarried sisters of Zillah; they live in Hull


      


    


  




  We have reproduced everything that Kathleen wrote in her diary up to September 1944. Nothing has been omitted. Then, in the final chapter, covering October 1944 through August

  1945, we present selections that highlight what we think are her most interesting observations from these last months of the war. We have also drawn on some of Kathleen’s responses to Mass

  Observation’s (usually) monthly questionnaires, known as Directives. Some of these passages are integrated into the text of her diary, others are placed in footnotes or paragraphs of

  editorial commentary. In all these cases this non-diary MO evidence is clearly identified by the letters ‘DR’ (Directive Response) with the relevant date. We use square brackets

  occasionally to supply a missing word or a few pertinent facts, commonly of identification, and a modest number of footnotes for longer explanations and elaborations. Other than a few minor

  corrections, Kathleen’s sometimes idiosyncratic grammar has not been altered. As editors we play bit parts only. The diarist’s voice is always centre stage.




  





  PART ONE




  1941–1942




  





  1




  Work, War, and Relaxation




  July–September 1941




  Friday, 18 July




  A hectic day. Bert could not return from Blackpool until the late afternoon as the early bus was taken off without warning. Of course everyone came for their rations at once.

  Margaret did her best but had to keep asking prices and then I had to see that she gave people their rations as they liked them – that is, some prefer all marge instead of fat, and some

  (particularly the odious Mrs J.) had already had most of theirs during the week in driblets. We keep a record of this on a piece of card and woe betide us if we lose it! What arguments whether they

  have had all their sugar or whether it was a quarter or half [pound] of marge yesterday, and so on. Oh, Lord Woolton [Minister of Food]! Could you be in our shoes for a single day! How much wiser

  you would be. These people were coming with their new [ration] books and expecting them to be attended to there and then so they could take them to the butcher. This [is] impossible so I asked them

  to give the butcher first turn and let me have them for the weekend. I rang up for potatoes but their van had broken down. H. went down with the car after dinner but it was too late, potatoes had

  gone, although he nabbed a basket of tomatoes which Margaret weighed into half pounds and we reserved them for registered and ‘best’ customers. (A ‘best’ customer is not

  necessarily registered but spends a good deal of money and, more important, is no trouble to serve.) Mrs J. kicked up a fuss because the extra sugar ration was not yet available. She said she would

  go to the Food Office. I said I wished she would and then perhaps our wholesalers would get a move on.




  The Food Controller and the newspapers proclaim these things to the world, and then when the machinery goes wrong the poor shopkeeper is the buffer as usual. We are three weeks overdue with that

  extra sugar-for-jam ration, and I am tired of trying to convince people we have not used it all ourselves, that we are not keeping it for spite, and that we have already ‘seen about it’

  several times. It is just the same with eggs. The press proclaimed last week three eggs per head. We had 184 for 107 registered [customers] and do not know if that is a fortnight’s or a

  week’s supply. This fortnightly delivery business is trying when you have been used to two or three calls per week from the wholesaler. Who can gauge a fortnight’s needs ahead in a shop

  of this kind?




  Bert arrived at 5.30. We were both pretty well in by that time but carried on until closing time, 8 o’clock. After supper we ‘did the books’ and everything was satisfactory,

  barring a discrepancy of 4s in the cash, but Bert said that was near enough.




  Saturday, 19 July




  Today has been a little quieter but not much, but considerably easier with Bert at home. He took the car down for potatoes and had to go to the siding for them. Only one bag. We

  rationed them two pounds per customer. The peas went well at 4½d per lb. The kiddies kept us busy as we had a few sweets. We continue to keep them for the children as much as possible (not

  allowing anyone more than 2 oz) and it is our pride we make halfpennies when no other shop on the Moor will make pennies. Sometimes there is only two for a halfpenny if the sweets are large and

  dear. (Six pence per quarter [pound] seems to be the rule. I think it abominable the way cheap confectionary has risen in price. We have sold stones at 2d per gram.)8 When we get sweets in word goes round like wild fire that ‘Preston’s have some spice’, and then we have a riot. Most of the children pass the shop on

  their way to both the Catholic and the C. of E. schools. Then for half an hour I feel like a harassed mother bird with an unusually large brood clamouring to be fed. We do not ‘bag’

  sweets now unless they are very sticky or the children are very small. Bags are too dear. I believe we are the only folk on the Moor to wrap up bread. I often meet women with an armful of bread and

  teacakes. Of course no one thinks of taking a basket. A few may use a paper carrier and the holding capacity and strength of these useful articles as demonstrated by our customers make me take my

  hat off to our paper makers. But usually they are content to carry things in their hands and can bestow all kinds of bulky and awkward parcels about their anatomy like a conjuror.




  Later. After closing at 7.30 went over to Mirfield to see how Ma was enjoying her holiday. Mr D. had plenty to say about Lord Woolton. He said he was the ruination of this country and

  was making everyone into thieves and liars and made a mess of everything he undertook. They are definitely giving up the retail egg business and have told all their customers so. They will merely

  keep the eggs to be collected. Mr D. said he had never given his customers a bad egg in twenty years and he was not going to have any old eggs out of a pool for them now. At first he said he would

  chuck up altogether but he has £200 laid out in hen houses and could get nothing for them at this present day. So he is carrying on with the few he has left, 200, instead of 2,000. Mrs D.

  rages because they told her she shouldn’t have her own eggs but must be rationed like everyone else. ‘I’ll show the davals,’ she says and gave us an egg each (three) to

  bring home. Also redcurrants, raspberries and three boxes of matches because I wrote during the week we were without. (We have since had some in but I did not throw her kindness in her face by

  telling her that. Margaret is ‘keeping them squat’ from Bert.) Mr D. talks about keeping a milking goat and rearing a few calves. They will manage alright. They both get the pension now

  and the apples and raspberries pay the rates.




  Sunday, 20 July




  Went for a run to Wakefield to see the old shop [at 9 Townley Road] and then to the country just outside for an hour or two. We marked a spot for blackberries in the autumn, at

  Walton. No one would dream we were only two miles from Wakefield. A farmer’s wife came past while we were sitting reading the Sunday papers in the car. She was very indignant because some

  youngsters had been trampling in the corn and had left a gate open, and said they should not be allowed to roam about unwatched, it was not playing the game – [said] in such a vexed tone that

  we guessed she thought we were the ‘owners’ of the unruly ones. But I think our hearty agreement with her convinced her otherwise. It is too bad. People would not dream of roaming round

  a woollen mill or walking through the Council Offices leaving every door open, and yet they have no compunction in interfering with and damaging the farmer’s land, which after all is his

  workroom and means of livelihood.




  Home to tea just in time to catch the Fs and other young ruffians stealing Mr T.’s peas out of his front garden and the poor old man watching them helplessly from the window because he

  cannot move without help. G. scooted them and said the best cure was cayenne pepper sprinkled on the peas. I was once recommended cayenne to keep dogs out of the shop doorway (no use) but never

  heard it recommended for the purpose of protecting growing peas. To Ben and Zillah’s [in Heckmondwike] after tea. Zillah’s sisters not coming [from Hull] after all as E.’s office

  has been blitzed and A., being a school teacher, is liable for duty after a bad raid. Their letter was sent before the latest and worst blitz on Hull so maybe they won’t have saved their

  furniture after all. Their intention was to take the best bits out of the bungalow at Aldboro’ and dispose of the rest and leave Hull for good until after the war, just going in every day to

  work.9 Ben has a week’s holiday next week. They are undecided whether to spend it at home, [or] go to Blackpool or Aldboro’ or

  Keswick.




  While we were at Wakefield this morning young B. came in resplendent in his new uniform, about seven sizes too big. He says he is having a bayonet next week and then in the next breath said his

  company were dismissed from the Home Guard because they didn’t like and wouldn’t obey the sergeant. I was puzzled how he got his uniform if he was officially not in the Home Guard any

  longer. Aggie told a good story of a friend of hers who was so engrossed in deep conversation with a friend in the market she didn’t notice she was being enveloped in a queue and was suddenly

  bustled along in spite of her protests that she wanted to come out, until on the crest of the wave she saw it was a strawberry queue, whereupon she ‘caird quiet’ [fell silent],

  as we say here, and obtained a basket with no bother at all. There have been riots and rows galore in Dewsbury Market. I would not be a greengrocer at present. Stalls are turned over and the police

  have to be summoned.




  Monday, 21 July




  As it is [the annual] Dewsbury Feast holiday and we now have no bread ever on Mondays, Bert said we may as well have the half day. We went to Leeds as he wanted some things from

  Abe (a Jew he deals with) that he cannot get elsewhere – tinned meat, and fruit and matches, and salmon. But the shop was not open. We spent some time outside and I was amused at the

  fashions. The Jews all dress well (or should we say flashily) and no matter how shapeless they are (and they are all shapeless after 20 or so) like the latest fashion. I notice they have a

  particular taste for high heels, not following the prevailing fashion for flat heels and rubber soles.




  Listening now to the wireless. A ridiculous song (?) called ‘I wish I could fish like Annie can fish’. These words also compose most of the song. Speaking of fish, we are done out of

  our Monday evening supper as the fish and chip shop people have no potatoes and so have gone off to Morecambe. Now Ronnie Waldmann is conducting his puzzle corner. How that man does gabble! The

  wireless is a very mixed blessing. (1. Flights of the Bumble Bee. 2. Curly Headed Bobby. 3. ——. 4. Someday I’ll Find You. 5. British Grenadiers.) Just discovered we have

  some new green candles on the mantel shelf. Margaret says they have been there days. I say that cannot be because I have dusted the shelf every day this week. Margaret says she always knew

  I went about in a fog. I feel rather hurt at this unkind remark and retort that at any rate it wasn’t I who put the clock in the pantry and took the pickles upstairs. (Guessed four out of

  five tunes correctly.)




  Tuesday, 22 July




  Have now completed and sorted counterfoils for the Food Office. The last day for registering was Saturday and the counterfoils should have been in to the Food Office today. We

  have 35 families registered. Out of these 18 people live alone or in lodgings. Thirteen families registered for every rationed thing. Several new people registered for everything save eggs, which

  they cannot change at present. Two registered part of family for everything and others registered all family for several things. We have Sugar 74 counterfoils, Butter 80 counterfoils, Bacon 80

  counterfoils, Cheese 84 counterfoils – last time we had Butter 72, Bacon 50, Cheese 78, Sugar 69 – which will be a good increase when the two large families who have not yet brought in

  their books are added. One didn’t fill up books. (Did not notice this when presented or should have given it back.) I offered to fill [in] for one (a very busy widow with several children and

  goes out to work). Two filled in with pencil. Seven came and asked advice how to fill in. Nearly everyone studied the huge chart Bert made and hung up telling them just what to do – and what

  not to do, such as fill [in] our name because we have rubber stamp. Two I made complete their job in the shop. (Both males.) Two given back to complete. About six gave in their books

  confidently without saying ‘Will you look and see if they’re done right?’ Three new [people] thought they could have rations on handing books in. Many seemed to get tired or were

  interrupted when filling in their books for I had to finish off a good many counterfoils already begun. They had no system in filling up and hopped from one counterfoil to another, leaving bits

  undone here and there, but surprisingly few had left out their identity number although many omitted the ration book number. At least four old customers had to be nagged at to get in their books.

  And at least twenty said ‘It is a business, isn’t it? I wish it were all over.’ This last sentence is said at least once every day by someone, generally a woman and generally

  after discussing food.




  Bert has painted the V sign on the shop door. Two people have asked what it meant. Mr G. complains that his allotment has been stripped of peas and his young carrots torn up, Mrs M. that her

  onions have been rifled, and all the exhibition peas have been pinched from the sidewalks in the park where flowers used to grow. The police only laugh if complaints are made.




  Wednesday, 23 July




  Took in counterfoils to Food Office today. There are still a few families to come in. The first time I have ever seen the Food Office with no one in.




  We spent the half day in the country, taking lobster paste sandwiches and tea and cake. Margaret manages a cake every week as three out of the four of us forgo sugar. She has also made jam, five

  pounds strawberry, four raspberry and red-currant, two gooseberry, and we have the extra sugar ration yet to come. Until tomorrow we are without sugar, bacon and marge in the shop. What a good

  thing most of our customers take their rations weekly and not daily. Our great day for dealing out rations is Friday, although some, especially the pensioners, come on a Thursday. Why this is so I

  don’t know because Old Age pension is paid on a Friday. Our week gradually works up [to a] crescendo, starting quietly on Monday, increasing in tempo on Tuesday, retards Wednesday,

  accelerando Thursday, furioso Friday, diminuendo from Saturday morning to a quiet finale Saturday evening. Our hours are – 8 o’clock prompt start in a morning, close 7 p.m. Monday and

  Tuesday, 1 p.m. Wednesday, 8 p.m. Thursday and Friday and 7.30 p.m. Saturday. We are always busier in afternoons than mornings, a contrast from our old Wakefield shop where morning was the busiest

  period.




  The reason we are short of rationed goods this week is because we have supplied a good many soldiers’ rations for which we detach coupons and send them in monthly to the Food Office but we

  only get a permit for replacement every two months. We have two wholesalers, who deliver fortnightly, one from Leeds, one from Wakefield. From one we get butter and marge and fat, and sugar and

  bacon, from the other the rest of the rationed goods. Of course from each [we get] all else they can let us have. This week we are promised tinned milk, casserole steak and raisins. We shall see!

  We have had these promises before. When we do get a windfall we have to hide goods skilfully behind show cards and camouflage them generally. Sometimes we have to wait until a certain

  ‘line’ accumulates, tinned milk, for instance, generally delivered in dozens. It would not do to supply some and not others of our ‘registereds’ when they all live in one

  another’s pocket, so to speak, and are eager to compare notes about ‘the shop’. Mr D. says Lord Woolton is turning us into a nation of thieves and liars. Conditions are certainly

  making accomplished liars of all shopkeepers. I now look people firmly in the eye and say ‘No, we have no cigarettes left. Isn’t [it] a business not having enough to go round?’

  well aware that in the drawer I am leaning against there are ‘thousands’. As for biscuits and chocolate! I begin to recognise certain people and what they are after and open my mouth to

  say ‘No, sorry’ before they are well inside the door. Sometimes they merely request an inoffensive loaf or bag of salt, after all, and I have to gulp down the ‘tarradiddle’

  [fib]. Children are the worst. They know when the vans come and tear off home to report.




  We have had trouble with the yeast lately, and of course with the customers. It went into a strange dark sticky mess. We put it down to the very hot weather but now the yeast man says it was an

  experiment of the Government’s, which didn’t come off. Thousands of bags were spoiled. Yeast is now to be made in the old way, and our customers will be soothed. But we get no

  recompense for what we had to throw away. Bert says another muddle by the Government. Everything they touch, why don’t they leave things alone, etc. etc. Bert thinks these rules and

  regulations are all made to harass the poor grocer. He thinks they should have grocers at the Food Office. ‘What do t’upper class know about it?’ He says it’s wicked the

  money that’s wasted controlling this, subsidising that. At first when things began to be scarce he went up to the wholesalers every week and had awful rows because he said he wasn’t

  getting his share. When the coupons had to be cut from the ration books and counted it was purgatory every month getting them counted and balanced up with stock. We had rows and rows. We started

  after tea on Sunday evening and were at it, three of us, until 11 and 12 and in the end got in such a tuck we didn’t know what we were doing. This was really unnecessary because if the Food

  Office have the number of your customers they have a check on what you should be supplied with. The present system is much easier, but it would be better if people had to take so much butter, marge

  and fat instead of being allowed to choose marge in place of butter and fat.




  Thursday, 24 July




  Today we have received nine more [ration] books, one just discovered and brought in apologetically, five that were promised for today – the woman goes out to work and the

  children young – and three were brought in casually with no apology and a shrug of the shoulders when I said they should have been in last Saturday. We have at last got all our extra sugar.

  Most have taken it gleefully but a few said they could not afford to pay for it all at once. Miss G. C. said she would have a feast. She would put all the lot on the table and have spoonsful in her

  tea. She went off in high feather with a cake and a tin of baked beans. We have no jam to start the new rationing period. There’s another daft idea of the Government’s. They have

  decided to allow jam every four weeks instead of every calendar month as printed in the ration books. There will be endless difficulty and arguments here. Also the ration books start with July. Our

  customers have already had their July ration of jam on the old books. We have only one bag of potatoes for the weekend. The last one contained 5 pounds of soil, out of 8 stone; out of a box of

  tomatoes charged and marked 12 pounds we could only weigh 20 half pounds for customers; and the peas had a huge stone planted in the middle that couldn’t have got there by accident. Had an

  argument with Bert that he should charge more for the tinned soups and paste that came in this week to make up for these losses, pointing out that our customers have benefits that people in

  Dewsbury are queuing daily for, and that when they are controlled he will get little at [sic] them. In the end he saw the point but feared he would not get rid of them before August 4th.

  But there is no danger of that. The wholesalers have mysteriously found a good many things they have hitherto denied having, and are pleased, nay eager, for us to have them. They are anxious to

  disgorge of course before price control. We have only one tin of biscuits (sweet) and some crackers (from Jacobs) this week. Auntie says she stood half an hour in the Co-op for a quarter pound of

  biscuits. She is glad she is finishing there and coming to us. Mrs H. reports that things are just as bad to get at Scarboro’ as anywhere else. She thought she was going to ‘milk and

  honey’ I think. Everywhere is closed and they cannot go on to the Marine Drive or the Beach [access to which was blocked off with barbed wire].




  Today is the day Petulengro [astrologer in the Sunday Chronicle] prophesied dire things for Hitler. Heard of nothing happening yet but perhaps tomorrow . . . Have always had faith in P.

  in spite of many disappointments, since he foretold danger to Queen Mary and that same week her car overturned [she suffered minor injuries in a collision on 23 May 1939].




  Friday, 25 July




  The sugar delay has lost us a family of nine for the new rationing year. The Rs are going elsewhere. But we shall abundantly make it up with new customers.




  Mr D. called from Wakefield on the off chance of picking something up but it didn’t come off. He said he had been lucky at Manchester and got 2 lbs butter. At another place 7 lbs dates

  because the man said there was not enough to go round his customers. Mr D. said there were only three registered at Marks & Spencer last period for jam, and therefore they did not bother with

  it. He said that at Wakefield Rag Day this year [a charity event for the Clayton Hospital] 1,000 people were catered for and only 300 turned up to tea. They sold what stuff they could, guessing at

  the weights because they had no scales, and many people paid for 1 lb tomatoes only to find they had barely ¾ lb. Miss P. back from Manchester reports she could get anything at

  Lewis’s. She brought back 2 tins milk and 2 tins fruit. This news of course brought poor Lord Woolton back again into the conversation. He, it was said, is the head of [David] Lewis’s

  [department store in Leeds] so of course they have plenty of stuff. ‘He’s making some brass.’ Then was reaped up the story told us by a woman that her sister had paid 1s 10d for

  pilchards at the Leeds branch the week before they were controlled. At this time we were selling the same kind at 1s per tin. Mr S. joined in the talk to the effect that where he had been in London

  the Woolworths’ window was full of treacle and placarded ‘Ration here for jam, sugar, butter, marge and fat’. Mr D. said Wakefield’s Woolworths sold cat flowers. All were

  against these stores cutting in into other lines, Bert of course being particularly bitter.




  Mr D. grieved because he could not ‘pick up’ any petrol anywhere. He has used his August coupons and next week is on holiday. Says he has had no difficulty up to now but cannot raise

  a drop. Advised Bert to try for extra for the business. Bert says [he] tried before at Wakefield but [it] didn’t come off and anyway he has done alright up to now as he has friends here and

  there on Government work who can spare a drop. But he talks of putting the car up this winter. Abe will have to join up, so he will have no need to go to Leeds (to the Jews). He went today and got

  salmon for ourselves and salad cream. For the shop tinned vegetables and Ovaltine and Horlicks that the wholesalers dole out in quarter dozens, pilchards and sardines and 2 gross matches.




  Margaret and I have got rooms at Blackpool for a day or two the week after next. Was not going away but feel cannot stick another’s winter’s blackout without a change. This has been

  a trying year, with removal and rationing and one thing and another. Shall have to see if N. C. [a relative from Northamptonshire] will help Bert for a day or two. That’s the worst of a shop.

  You can’t lock the door and leave it, but must make arrangements for its welfare in your absence like leaving livestock. Resolved to have no encumbrances when I am an old maid living

  alone.




  Saturday, 26 July




  Have taken in to Food Office last counterfoils I hope. We have now registered 39 families – 84 sugar, 90 butter, 62 bacon, 94 cheese counterfoils. Have made a complete new

  register with a page for each family so that we can enter any ‘extras’ with date, such as tinned milk, salmon etc. Tinned milk seems to be the one thing they all crave for. Many of them

  I think have never had a regular milk man but used that sickly dollop, no doubt straight from the tin, and thus saved both sugar and milk. Now of course they seek it more than ever to supplement

  their sugar rations. One old Irish lady – she is a perfect pest – asking for tinned milk every week, always seizes the tin and kisses it fervently when one is forthcoming. I see I shall

  have to look out for my ‘odd’ folk as I call the ones who live by themselves. Bert says they are not worth bothering about, their rations are all bits and bats, which annoys me because

  I think all regular customers, spending much or little, should be equally considered. After all there should be more in business than handing goods over the counter and getting the money

  for them. If customers are loyal to you, you should be as generous as possible to them. But Bert, as I often remind him, sees no further than the end of his nose.




  Bert read out tonight that we are to have a million cases of salmon from Canada. Margaret says she wonders how many we shall get, and how many will be Lewis’s. Sarcasm!




  Sunday, 27 July




  We picnicked today at Cawthorne by the roadside and had a calm happy four hours. Delighted to see at close quarters a squirrel. We lay discussing our next move, for we are

  agreed in not wishing to settle at Dewsbury Moor. Bert says if we could get a little shop in a quiet street at Blackpool like that opposite Mrs G.’s and took in about four people for B &

  B we should be alright, and in the winter and slack season our time would be our own. It would be funny if we did sometime go to Blackpool for both Margaret and I have vowed we

  wouldn’t go near, even for a holiday. Well, here we are, booked for a holiday there at any rate. More permanent moves must wait until after the war. What a lot of people think it will be over

  before Xmas. Am afraid I am not so sanguine.




  Called at Mirfield to see if Ma was ready to come home. She was not. Mr D. is rampageous about his eggs. They brought him grade B for the last week with his customers and he didn’t find

  out until too late, so don’t know what he would have said. He said enough, according to Ma. I believe she learnt several new terms. Mr D. was a coachman before he was a busman. He had cooled

  down to calling them ‘snotty-nosed swindlers’ when we called. He said he would have thrown the b——s (new word for eggs) at them if he’d known they were second grade.

  Mrs D. says it’s surprising how many ‘cracked’ ones she finds when packing for collection. Cracked of course are not accepted.




  Noticed when riding a car – most Vs [for victory] are done with chalk on gateposts and walls. The most popular dogs seem to be black Scotties. About one in four led dogs are that kind.

  Women do not adapt their faces to suit the perky hats that are prevalent this season. They should – or wear a plain one. A heavy, perplexed expression does not match a disc of straw and a

  yard of veiling.




  Aunt L. went last week to see Great Aunt S., who is recovering from a severe attack of bronchitis and who, at 92, is preparing to live as strenuously as ever. She told me 10 years ago she would

  live to 100 and she will, too, if she has set her mind on it. Up to quite recently she wrote articles for the Manchester Guardian. During the last war she wrote poetry and sold copies for

  charity, making a considerable sum by this means. Not bad for a woman who has had no schooling. She lives now by herself and isn’t too grateful when kindly neighbours look in to see how she

  is. ‘It’s alright, but I’ve no time for gossip. I want to get on with my work. I’ve a lot of writing to do.’




  There seems to be a good deal of fuss about the strong measures against Japan [the ‘freezing’ of Japanese assets in the USA and Britain]. Why weren’t these taken years ago?




  Monday, 28 July




  Ben and Zillah are not going away after all. Ben says he will be glad of the chance to meet [i.e., experience] his own home. They have lived there 14 months and he has had no

  leisure, working seven days a week until seven at night [in a munitions works]. They have heard from Hull [where Zillah was from]. Amy [a sister] wrote to say Zillah need not hope to see 13 of

  Franklin Street [the family home] any more. They had hoped to get their furniture away this week, but when Edna [another sister] went in the day after the blitz the police fetched her out as an

  unexploded bomb lay in the terrace behind.




  And now the Daily Mail has started an astrologer [‘Archidamus’]. Shows what sells newspapers. Or the type of people who read newspapers. Must admit I read the forecasts

  myself and have great fun comparing them. Petulengro usually threatens me with accidents, through sharp instruments, or road accidents, or burns. (He has not yet said a fall from an aeroplane or a

  tossing by a mad bull. If only these prophets would be more explicit, and more original.) This week I am gratified to see that only males should guard against accidents to hands and arms, though I

  am to take things easily and not be rash and extravagant. [Edward] Lindoe [astrologer in the People] gives misunderstandings on Monday but difficulties overcome by Wednesday.10




  Mrs M. has had visitors from Scotland. She says they were ‘clammed’ [i.e., starved] and did nothing but eat when they were here. She says they have bread and margarine every day to

  all meals, and ham and meat at the weekend, and a pound of biscuits once a month. That Clydeside gets it awful and there are hundreds buried under the ruins.




  Brooke Bond’s [a major tea brand] man says he has a friend in London with a wife and one child working who get all their meals in cafes during the week and only have to make their rations

  spin out for the weekend. He says the friend was quite indignant when Brooke Bond’s remonstrated with him and said they could not manage otherwise. Brooke Bond’s says there is something

  wrong with a system that allows a clerical worker to do this and manual workers going short. He also said it was funny how certain large stores were coming out into lines they had never approached

  before, and having plenty of commodities others were short of. He said, too, that it was no good the Government deciding now to rescind the prohibition which disallows shopkeepers to have

  less than 25 registered because the people will have gone elsewhere, the custom is lost, and it is no use telling the shopkeepers to go on munitions because in most cases they are elderly and

  incapable of such arduous work.




  Wednesday, 30 July




  Spent the afternoon on Heath Common where soldiers were practising trick motor-cycling, riding on one another’s shoulders, between obstacles and being pulled in little

  trucks. H. and B. were with us. We had lemon cheese made from the four little lemons A. had given Margaret. There was no one else on the Common. H. has succeeded in getting us tickets for a bus for

  Blackpool on the 11th and a return for me for the Sunday. Margaret said she would not go by train from Thornhill at 8.15 in the morning. I think we are neither of us keen after the fearsome stories

  in the press but if we get there Mrs J. will board us (we hope) and we also hope the room will not be required for soldiers. One traveller said he would not go away on any account, another that he

  would and blow Hitler – he was called up in December and meant to have his holiday. Mr L. said Mr Churchill’s speech was curious. Did he mean invasion here or in France when he warned

  us to be ready?11 Russia had done far better than anyone had hoped. Miss P. says her sister in Somerset thinks we shan’t have to blackout

  this winter – all will be over. Miss P. says she can hardly believe that. I said if that was the case Hitler would have won, and she went out exclaiming ‘We mustn’t allow

  that’ with her hands above her head.
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