An Oral History interview with Mrs Betty ‘Apple’ APPLEBY

Interviewed by Roger Kitchen (with Lucy Ashworth) ON 2ND March 2005
Can you tell me when you were born?

1918.

Where were you born?

Up the road. Up Efflinch Lane.

As near as that?

Yes, I’m a Bartonian.

Tell me a little bit about your mum and dad.
Well, my dad came… His parents were farmers but he didn’t like farming. All he wanted to do was go on the railways so he did. My mother… Well, she just come from an ordinary family and they lived in Barton all their lives. Well, after my mother got married but my dad, more or less, lived in Barton all the time. 

What was his job on the railway?

He was a District Inspector. But he started at Wychnor, which was a huge siding. Three railways came there. This is the 1920’s. LMS, London Midland and Scottish, Old Midland Railway and Great Western Railway and that’s where all the wagons were sorted out to go to the various places. And he was sixteen when he started and he was sort of… The lowest job you could have, he was number taking. And he was on the railway from when he was sixteen till sixty-five.

How many were there in your family?
Only me.

Just you?

Yeah. 

And growing… What was your earliest memory of Barton?
Going to school. You passed this little school, that was the only school and we lived right… A mile higher up the Efflinch, you see? And it was boys, girls and headmaster and a headmistress. We covered an area… Some of the children walked five miles a day to come to school. We covered Wychnor, Dunstall, Upper Barton Gate, which is two miles away and the rest of the village… And up the Efflinch, which were nearly all railwaymen that worked at Wychnor. Yeah, yeah… And the only day that I could go home for me dinner was Pancake Day because we had half a day. 

So you had…

Had to take sandwiches.

There were no cooked school lunches then?

Oh, no. No… My mother never knew but we used to swap sandwiches, didn’t we? 

Was it always the same sandwiches then, from home?

Well, more… Yes, you know. Yeah, if somebody would have a piece of fruitcake and I’d have a piece of jam sandwich… Sponge sandwich and, one girl in particular, her name was Kathy and she’d say, “I’ll swap you, Betty.” And I like fruitcake so we did a swap.

What was school like for you?

I enjoyed it. You got the cane. We’d got a very strict headmistress. No, I enjoyed school. It was one of my happiest times.

What was your favourite lesson?

I loved… Still do… History. I loved history and, sort of living here, is quite an historical village.

In terms of like going out and about, where did you play as a kid?

In the road. In the road. This road, as you see it now, it goes for a mile and a half towards… You come on the A38, going to Litchfield. This… There’s a public house and two houses. There wasn’t another house for a mile and that was a row of cottages, White’s Row. And both sides of this road was oak trees, elm… It was pitch black in the winter and there was no tarmac. It was stones for the horses and everybody’s cows went up the road to the field. Now, well… Enough said… Yes, yeah.
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You played in the road because, obviously, there weren’t many cars.
That’s right, obviously. And we put a… We’d say, “It’s your turn, Jack.” George or whoever was playing… “To watch out for the Bobby.” ‘Cause you could see him coming round the corner and, “He’s coming.” So you went into somebody’s house till he’d gone by. 

Why would… Would he tell you off… The Policeman?

Well, he would, yes. He’d tell you off for playing in the road, as though there was no traffic but you shouldn’t play in the road. Now, I know… We could go for miles, playing fox and hounds, tin can lurky… Leaving trails, you know? You could across to Coton, over Walton Bridge… Do you know where Walton Bridge is? Yes… And… Or you could go to Wychnor. You know, for miles round. 
And you would?

We did.

How old would you be when you were doing that kind of thing?

About eight or nine. There’d be several of… You know? The children from up the Efflinch, you see? We’d decide and we’d have a bag, most like with jam sandwiches in and, if it was summer, you had a bottle of lemonade. I mean, even in the winter you had lemonade ‘cause you didn’t have thermos flasks and that. And we’d be gone all day and no need to worry. No need to worry at all.  But now you daren’t let them through the front gate.

So, you look back on that childhood in sort of…

As happier times than what my little great-grandchildren are having. I know, they’re growing up in a different environment but things were slower and… This is interesting. You’ve come up the A38, haven’t you? It was commonly called The Turnpike. We always knew it as The Turnpike. Single, not double track. It’s a Roman road, the old Ryknild Street and, on a Sunday morning, we used to say, “Let’s go and watch the trotting races.” The public house is down now to make the other 38 roads but from, watch used to be the Fletcher Bacon… The Inn… To Wychnor Coaching House, is a perfectly straight mile and there were Jerryson’s(?), the fruiterers in Burton and some of their friends had these horses with the little carts at the... Do you know what I mean? And they’d have trotting races on a Sunday morning.

Was there any betting on it or anything?
Oh, yeah (laughs). Oh, yeah. It was really illegal but they must have had somebody to look for the Policeman. Yes, yeah.

And it used to attract families to go and watch it then?

Oh, yes, yes. 

Did you… With your mum and dad, particularly on a Sunday did you…?

Walk miles and even my family. My husband and myself went every Sunday for a walk and everybody else would be walking. You don’t see a soul now. 

When it was your mum and dad, where did you used to go on your Sunday walks?

Well, we’d got lots of bridle paths. You could go to Wychnor, across the bridle path or footpath. You could go to Dunstall, through the Radhurst (?), which is a bridle path, you know? You’d got glorious walks. You needn’t touch the road. The walks are still there because they can’t do away with them but nobody uses them.

When you’d go on this walk would it be… Would you encounter lots of other families?

Oh, yes. You’d be saying, “Hello, Mrs Brown.” You know, sort of thing. Oh, yes. They’d be all out… Yes.

When you went with your husband was it on the same walks or different ones?

Well, no. The same walks to Dunstall, Wychnor… Yes. 
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OK, so you’re growing up and you come to leave school. What are your choices in terms of employment in those days?

I wanted to be a vet but my father was only a workingman and, in other words, they just couldn’t afford it. So I said, “Right, I’m going to be a nurse.” So I started my nursing career at fifteen, had no brothers or sisters. Knew there were such things as men and women and that’s where it ended. And I went to the Isolation Hospital in Burton and it was a sanatorium as well. And I was there till 1941 and then I went to Birmingham to do me training at Selly Oak, which has been pulled down. Then I did me midwifery at The Sorrento, which has been pulled down. Then, like thousands more at the end of the war, I got married. 

So you were quite old when you got married?

Well, yes… Owing to the war. George was abroad seven years.

Were you courting before?

Oh, God, yes. Yes, yeah.

Let’s just come back to this time in the sanatorium… We’re talking like 1933… Was this sanatorium… Was this because there was TB then?

Oh, God. It was rife. And I said to the sister, “We’ve got one male ward and two female wards.” And that got the better of me and I thought, “I’ll ask sister. She’ll tell me.” She was a very nice person. And I said, “Sister, why have we got one male ward and two female?” So, you paid a penny a week into the doctor’s club in those days. She said, “Well, the dad… The male… He’s the worker so he’s got to have the doctor. The children, they’re your children so they’ve got to have the doctor.” But when it come to mum, and this is perfectly true, the penny had ran out so she didn’t bother having a doctor until she was incurable. It was terrible.

There was a lot of death there?

Oh, yes. Yeah, oh yes. And the other thing on the isolation side of it… They died with scarlet fever, they died with diphth…

Diphtheria?

Yeah, terrible. You know what I say? If these mothers, that don’t believe in injections, could see one child die with diphth, they’d never quaver. It’s… They choke to death.

I want to go one step back from that to finding you here. You wanted to be a vet, you wanted to be a nurse. These are kind of caring things. Where did you get that idea from?

Well, I don’t know really. I’d always been like looking after things. Looking after pets and looking after little children and that sort of thing. And my father’s mother, my gran, she was that sort of person. I know this sounds, perhaps, horrible but if they lived at Hanbury, which is a village, they were farmers and if somebody was ill… “Oh, fetch Mary Genders, she’ll sit up with them.” “She’ll look after the baby.” You know, and I wonder if it was from there. But, of course, she’d be one hundred and twenty-eight now. I mean, nursing wasn’t up to much in her day.

She played a role?

She did actually.

Did she do things like lay out… Midwifery and all that kind of thing?

Oh, yes, yeah. I didn’t say that in case… Yes, everybody was laid out by Mary and she delivered nearly everybody in Hanbury. And they never had any deaths from childbirth fever. I’m not saying it just because it was me granny but she was… What shall I say? She did something and it was done properly, if you know what I mean. And she lived to be ninety-nine and ten months. 

Well, just reward.

Yeah, it was, wasn’t it really? Yeah.

I mean I’ve heard stories about people… This kind of the midwife and the person who laid out the…

Yes, that’s right, yeah. Well, my gran was… Did that.

Your mum didn’t do that?

No, no. No, it was me dad’s mother. 
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I am fascinated about this stuff to do with your life as a nurse but I’ve got to kind of drag you back because we’re supposed to be talking about your life around this place. How did you meet your husband?

Well, now I’ll tell ya! I was up at the Borough. George was a painter for Burton Corporation… Painter and decorator. So, you’ll be amazed at this. My father was fuming. We got talking, you know? “Would you like to go to the pictures?” Sort of thing… Because he was painting one of the wards, you see? Yeah, right. Well, that went on for about a month. “Matron wants to see you, Nurse Genders.” My name was Genders. “Oh, right.” So, you went and put a clean apron on and we went with great trepidation to the matron’s office. “Nurse.” “Yes, matron.” “I hear you’re going out with a common workman.” I went home and told my dad. He went… Oh, he was fuming. And you weren’t allowed… Now, this happened in gentleman’s service everywhere… We weren’t… We did it mind you… We weren’t allowed or that’s what the rules and regulations were… We weren’t… We shouldn’t be seen with the domestic staff. We shouldn’t go anywhere… “You’re a nurse. They’re domestics.” But we did do. I mean, you arranged to meet them out of sight of the hospital. But that was what it was like. 

So your husband lived in Burton?

Yes, he did.

And, after the war, he comes… He’s off doing service during the war?

Yes, yeah.

He comes back, you get married?

Get married, yeah.

Why did you decide to live in Barton rather than Burton?

You couldn’t get a house. There was no houses before the war, only a little village. We’ve got five estates now and two council estates. So, we couldn’t get a house so we went and lived in… All me family were born in Anglesey Road. Then my mother became ill with malignant growth and this house came empty and George and I said, “Look, nobody to look after your mum but you, you know?” And we came here in 1955.

And you were living in Anglesey Road? 

That’s right.

Is that elsewhere in Barton, is it?

No, Burton.

It was in Burton? You’d started in Burton?

Yeah, and we’ve been here ever since and my parents lived at the end house along this road. 

So, you come and live… You’re back in Barton and you’d been out on your travels. You’d been away for like twenty years or so?

That’s right. 

It’s post-war… When you came back what changes were there? Was it very much as it was when you were a kid?

Very much as it was when I was a child. The building didn’t… Although these houses were put up, yeah… No, I’m wrong. These houses were put up in 1933 but no more were built and then, of course, after the war we had the building explosion where they were building everywhere. I mean, I’ve got a photo I can show you, taken from the top of the church tower. That’s Barton taken from the top of the church tower. All those are fields all round there, as you can see, and they’re all built on. That’s Holland Park. I forget what that is and then we’ve got all the others sort of around the village. But, up until the… What? ’50, ‘60’s… It was much the same. The same sort of village. I mean, don’t get me wrong. I’m all for the workingman’s child having his own home sort of thing but what… There’s an estate lower down the Efflinch, where we had eighty houses built and they were all people that had been bombed out of Birmingham. Yes.
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Quite a contrast for them to come from Birmingham?

Well, absolutely. Yes, yeah. 

And how did you take… You and other Bartonians…

Well, I’m mean I’m a happy go… Some of them… Well, you know? Sort of thing… I got on with them very well. But, no… Let’s be honest. The villagers weren’t very keen. Some of them, some of them. 

And then you got kind of invaded in the sixties, didn’t you?

Yes, we did. Yes, you see? Was the houses… Well, we got five estates. But now, there’s no more room for any more houses. Now, lower down the Efflinch, it’s green band… Green belt and the farmer has it… All the fields… But it’ll be… I don’t know quite what’ll happen here when the farmer retires. I’m not ever so well up on green belt ground. Can they sort of claim it?

They can always change rules, can’t they?

They can, yeah.

So, you’re in this house and you’re having a family… How many children did you have?

Three.

Three children?

They were all born in Anglesey Road.

So they came here as young kids?

Yes, yeah.

I want to now start on the chickens. How did that all start?

Well, that started with they had three banties and, when the chap… We had the builders… The blokes that move you, you know? We’d got a rabbit hutch, we’d got a chicken thing. The goldfish went in the dolly tub in case the water splashed out. The canaries went in… Because it was December… So they stopped with the driver. These are all coming from Burton. And he said, “I won’t be able to put the tail board up, missus.” You know? “Because I’ve got to get the banties on the back.” And here we come, here we arrived. 

So you already had the banties?

Oh, yes. We had them in…

In Anglesey Road?

Yeah, and how we came to have them… There was an old lady over the road and I used… She lived alone and I used to go… And she always used to say, “Bring the childers across for a cup of tea.” And she’d got some banties and, one day, she said, “Ask yer man if you can have a chicken.” “Oh,” I thought. “Here we go.” So she give them each a chicken. Roger had a cockerel, silky cockerel. Rachel had Peggy, a little old English Game, who lived to be twelve and Ruth had a Heinz variety. So they come to Barton and then, of course, as the family grew up I thought I’d like some fowls. So, I takes Roger to the dentist. Well, he’d gone in… This is 1958… He’d gone in to see the dentist and you know how they have these Country Life and all that on the table? And I picked one up, was looking through it and I thought, “My God. Me granny had some of them. They’re faverolles.” And it was an article written by the secretary of the Faverolle club. So I wrote to him and finished up buying two cocks and a hen. And that’s how it all…

Two cocks and a hen?

No, two hens and a cock.

I was going to say ‘Poor hen.’

Poor hen! Yeah, I was thinking that. In 1958… And they were bantams. Now like I say, over the years, me and other people have got all these five other colours going.

Are these all people in this neighbourhood?

Oh, God, no. All over the British Isles. Well, not Ireland… Yeah, Great Britain if you like. I’ve had birds go to Ireland. 

Really?

Yes… And Scotland.
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So when did you… You started with these three?

Yeah.

And you started breeding them?

That’s right.

Were you, at that point, interested in… What was I going to say? Almost like the idea of showing and that?

Well, I didn’t… I don’t believe in buying birds in and… I got…You know my greatest pleasure was breeding my own and seeing what come out of the shows. So, it took me four years because I bought another cockerel of a different… Still a faverolle… But another bloodline and, by the end of four years, I’d got them up to show standard. Now, we went to the old… In Birmingham… Bingley Hall, which was in the middle of the town believe it or not… To this show. I went with the old chap who was the secretary and, in those days, the friendly British Rail would take your birds anywhere. And the chap had come and I’d ring the station and I’d say, “I’ve got two baskets to go to Edinburgh.” “Right-o, Mrs Appleby.” And the chap’d come… The railway carter. I’d say, “There they are.” “Right.” And they’d be on the road to Edinburgh, all over England… Cornwall… And he’d bring them back. And it was more or less the same chap every time and he’d come back and he’d say, “You’ve got some cards.” Show cards, you know? “You’ve done well.” Then, of course, that was the end of me showing… When the British Rail refused to have ‘em. Till Rachel got married and Phil, that’s her husband, I got him interested. And then he… We went in the car, you see, after that. But, I mean, we couldn’t do all these out of the way shows.

So these shows in Cornwall and Edinburgh, you wouldn’t necessarily go there? You’d just…

Oh, no. You sent your birds. 
Sent your birds?

Yeah, and they were looked after by the stewards, you see?

And the other things is how did you know… You say it took your four years to get them up to show standard. How did you know they were show standard?

By the type. By… I mean, it’s no good… As you see with Sally she’s got a long back like that. That’s one of the… You’ve got to have type before you start adding feathered legs, beards, five toes, fluffy tails. If you haven’t got type you might as well forget it. You can add the adornments after you’ve got the type. Now, if you noticed, she’s long backed. She’s what we call ‘cloddy.’ She’s deep and the other point… She’s got a nice rounded breast like that. Not a… What we call a ‘cut away breast.’ You got rid of all those because they just breed it back. So, you’d get type. And, like I say, it took me two or three years to get a good muff… That’s a beard, you know? And, I was saying, we went to Birmingham and we hadn’t even got a class for faverolles. We had to show in ‘any other variety.’ They were that sort of… But now… I’ll show you. We have got… At the last club show… If I can find it. We penned… This is it, look… The Federation Championship show, held at Stafford, Saturday/Sunday 18th of May… This is the Cruft’s of the poultry world. And we had ducks, turkeys, geese and poultry. We had… Wait a minute… Classes. Right, we had… This is taking this… We had five hundred and sixty-four classes. Now you only wanted five birds in a class so multiply that by five. When we get there your… You can’t hear what with cocks crowing and everything like that and it was our club show…

As well? Within in it.

Within this, yes. We always have it at the Fed. And… Wait a minute… It must come under faverolles, would it?

You’d have to see… Would it be under ‘farm fayre’?

Yeah, most likely… Faverolles.  Yeah, look here. Those are all little classes we had. Yeah, British Faverolle Society. We had Class 462 up to 4781… No…

47886?

Yeah, and those were all favs. Different colours look? You’d got large birds… Salmon cocks, salmon hen, salmon cockerels, salmon pullet, no black male, black female and any other colour male and any other colour female. Now that was in the large birds and then here, you’d got salmon cocks, salmon hen, salmon cockerel, salmon pullet, white male, white female, black male, black female, blue male, blue female, ermine male, ermine female, buff male, buff female, cuckoo male, cuckoo female. And these we’ve created

32mins

You say we… When you met the… When you made contact with that chap, who was the secretary of the faverolles… How many breeders of faverolles were there in the country at that time?

At that time? About twelve. 

Twelve?

Yeah.
And when you… I just want to go back a bit because you were saying about you’ve got to get the type. Was it by going along to the show and that secretary saying, “Look…”

What to look for? Definitely. I went to several shows. The little local shows… Well, not little local shows… And he’d say, “Look, Mrs Appleby, that’s what you don’t want. Look at that. That’s got a cut away breast.” And you’d learn from that.

And you were… So you started off with your four. You have your first lot of eggs?

That’s right, yeah.

Where did you get rid of the non…?

To… Well, Rachel and Phil had ‘em. Me daughter… Because they’d got a little smallholding and they sort of let them go to… That were no good… They sort of distributed round the farms in those days. 

And then you would actually kind of exchange ones with other members of the club, would you?
Well, that’s right. If you wanted some new blood but you didn’t have too much new blood. You had a cockerel… I’ll show you. You had a cockerel about every four years. Oh, Sally’s started laying again. Last year she laid eighty-one eggs.

And she started on February 14th?

Yes.

St Valentine’s Day.

Yeah, oh my God! Yes, she’s laid three since then. I must put them down, yes.

And how old is she?

Five, six this year.

That’s pretty good, isn’t it?

It is really, although when I think of Little Peggy… Lived to be twelve. 

She wasn’t still laying eggs though, was she? 

Oh, no. Oh, God no. No, but this ‘Notes on Breeding’ book, 1967. Males throw, colour, comb, fancy points, muffs, leg feather and fifth toe. Because she’s got five toes against all the others having four. Females throw, size, type… To increase size use females F1… Just for one year and for plumage use F1 females but only for one year. 
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You’re doing quite detailed genetics here, aren’t you?

Oh, I am really, yes. Yeah… And this is what I enjoy more than showing. Or did do but now I’m getting Darren… He’s had… The birds have been given up three years because I couldn’t manage them. Well, I had to go in hospital so I’m getting him now… He’s put some eggs in the incubator. This is the first year. It’s three years since he had them. One lot are gonna be quite good. I’ve said nothing to him, he must sort it out. See what happens but one lot aren’t going to be so good because he’s mated the wrong cock with ‘em. So, he’ll see his mistake, hopefully… Well, he will because one… He’ll get 25% the ?, you see? But I thought, well, if I tell him not to do it that’s not really helping him, is it?

So Darren is someone… This is a younger person who you’ve enthused really?

Oh, yes, yes. 

And he lives locally, does he?

He lives at Melbourne, so it’s not all that far away. 

How did you meet him? Through a show, was it?

No, he rang me up because he comes from Lincolnshire. Skegness is in Lincolnshire, in’t it? He lived just outside Lincolnshire. They had a small… They didn’t have a small… What do you call it where you grow bulbs and everything?

A market garden?

A market garden. Yes, that’s right. His parents had a market garden. Now, he rang me up and I’d not got any stock, that was right. So I said, “Ring me up next year.” And he did do and he had a trio and he said, “I see you’ve got some Blacks. Large Blacks.” I said, “Yes.” This was in the seventies and I said, “Yeah.” He said… I said, “No, I’ve not go them perfected yet. I’m not selling them because they are not what I consider good enough for sale.” But, over the years, he’s gone in for… He likes Blacks. 

And in the end… A few years ago you actually almost, if you like, handed over what you still had left, did you?

That’s right. I said… Yes, yes… Because I had to go in hospital. It was an emergency really and we used to have chickens in the… Well, you can see there’s bags of corn in there now… Chickens in the front room.

What, in pens?

Well, I had two huge glass tanks and they were in for the first week of their lives. 

So you had an incubator in there?

Oh, yes. I had an incubator, yeah.

So how many were you incubating a year normally? How many eggs were you incubating?

Oh, about a hundred. And, you see, you’ve got to breed a lot, get rid… Well, cull a lot in other words. I just ? and send them to David’s and Phil’s. Breed a lot, cull a lot and be very careful what you… In the males in particular… What you use. You must keep a pedigree of the males, more so than the females. 

And, so at its height, how many chickens were there in your garden?

Well, I can tell you and I never had one complaint. All… I must have had them twenty… Yeah, must have done… Twenty years. At the… In all… You know, back end when the cockerels were maturing, I’ve had twenty-five cockerels on the back there.
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So that means you would probably have had another fifty hens?

Hens, yeah. All the back and all this side I had another… There’s two sheds still left… But I had another big shed in the middle, which is gone, Phil had it and then, all the back, was smaller units for a trio or a cock and five hens, you see? 

So are you next door to a home for the deaf or something?

They used to… No. You know, I’d go to the side gate here. Wasn’t always locked in those days and I’d go to the side… You see, everybody had fowls and this sort of thing, you know?

Yeah, but not twenty-five cockerels.

No, but they never complained. Never complained and there’d be cabbage, you know? Lettuce and… “Did you see the cabbage I threw over, Apple?” “Yes, thank you very much.” Yeah.

Yes, so they were all helping?

They were… Yeah.

And on the wall there you’ve got all of these rosettes and, presumably, you must be, now historically, a highly respected member of the British Faverolle…?

Well, you can say… Yeah, I mean, I finished judging about ten years ago and, apparently, it’s got worse because I didn’t hold with it. I weren’t popular with everybody. 

What was the problem?

Because, when I was judging… You have a cockerel off me… This is what happened… And in the dog world, more so. “You have one of my cockerels and I’ll see your birds right.” You know? “At the show where I’m judging.” And I didn’t believe in that, you know? That’s not fair.

But the other thing… The other… I mean, never mind the shenanigans bit… But the other thing you were saying, through this inter-breeding you, in a sense… There are weaknesses bred into it. You were saying about Sally being nearly blind.

Yes.

What are the other things… I mean, how do you get over that kind of thing because there must be other weaknesses that do…?

Well, yeah. Knock knee, ‘cow hocked’, in other words. The knees go together like and spread the feet out and you can get diarrhoea and this sort of thing and you get the cocks as haven’t got a proper clarion call, if you know what I mean. So, of course, if they’re at the show crowing and the judge hears that, he thinks, “Well, that really would be better in the stew pot not here.” Sort of thing. ‘Cause one year, I shall always remember this… And I’d gone with Phil and a young lad, who is now fifty, and I got to know John when he was fourteen. He lives at Hunmanby… Well, he still does. He’s married with grandchildren… And he always says, “Apple, you helped me more than anybody.” And we was at a big show and I said, “John, I don’t believe this.” And what had… I said, “It shouldn’t have a card at all.” Because at these big shows you go up to seven, you know? First, second, third, fourth, highly commended, very highly commended and all that rigmarole. I said, “Look at its feet.” And he said, “Oh, Apple. It’s what you call ‘duck-toed.’” Instead of its fifth toe being like that (like Sally) it was like that.

Close together?

And this had got a second prize. 

You think there might have been a…?

Well, absolutely. 

You never think about this. It’s like sort of another world, you know, isn’t it? It’s like all the underhand stuff?

Well, yeah. It isn’t, perhaps, so bad now but some of the… Especially in the Old English Game… The cockers, you know? Oh, they were dab hands at it. You know, pulling a feather out here and pushing one in there. Dyeing that feather that colour and…

Why particularly the Old English Game?

Well, there’s always… It’s always had a big following. Because the Romans brought the Old English Game over, you know? So, there’s… I mean, especially up north. There’s a… I’m not running anybody down, don’t get me wrong but nearly every miner had some game birds and a greyhound. You know what I mean?

So there was a bit of, maybe, using them for other purposes than shows?

That’s right, yeah. 

Well, yours wouldn’t do very well in a cock fight, would they?

They’re still done up The Peak.

Really, that still goes on, does it?

And dog fighting. It’s wicked, isn’t it? And we’ve had… Now then, I’m not prejudiced, I’m not racist but we’ve had to stop because of security… The first couple of years it was terrible. Men went for the birds and they’d gone. It was the Asians. It’s their national game… Not the Asians… It’s Pakistanis. And they’d come round and, before you could say, “Bob’s your uncle,” it had gone. 
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What other… You were faverolles… You had other interesting breeds as well. 

Oh, gosh. Yes… I had Croad Langshans, which are Chinese. They are a big bird like Sally but whereas Sally’s back’s like that, theirs is just like that.

Like a curve?

A V more or less. Yes, I had Croad Langshans… Because me gran had some of them and she called them ‘Shanghai’s’ They were called Shanghai’s in the twenties. And I also had this lad’s Russian Orloffs for a while. And I had La Fleche and Crevecoeur, which are two French breeds and the combs are like that. Forget about them, the combs are just two spikes like that. 

I know the ones, yeah.

Well, those are La Fleche. And Crevecoeurs are the same but they’ve got a top knot as well.

And you said you had the Transylvanian as well?

And I had the Transylvanian Naked Necks. I didn’t have them for long. For one thing the cocks were… I don’t know why… But I never… I didn’t feel safe with the cocks. I used to say to the grandchildren, “You’re not to go in that pen, only with gran.” They were very sort of vicious if you didn’t watch them.

And you had those, if you like, just for pleasure? You didn’t actually… You didn’t show them?

That’s right. I never showed them. No, no, no. And I had Jersey Giants, which the cocks make fourteen pound. They are American. 

You were saying about culling and so on. Did you ever…?

Oh no, no. 

You never killed any?

No, no. My son, Roger, who is now fifty-three said, “Mother, you’re a hypocrite.” And we laugh about this… And I’ll say, “Go on, Rog. Tell me.” “You say you won’t kill yours but don’t forget that bird from Tesco’s had a life.” Which is true, in’t it? 

And you were having to get rid of a lot of chickens… Let’s be honest about it.

Oh, yes… I was. Well, we sent them to David’s.

You had your execution… Your SAS sort of thing.

That’s right. Yeah. But, like I say, Phil and David took these… Well, I know Phil had them.

Well, I was going to say, you’re not imagining there are thousands of…

Oh, God. No. I know what happened to them. So, that was it. Darren has to now, you see? Yeah.

Anything you want to ask about chicken breeding before I move on?

Lucy: 
She’s very quiet.

Oh, they’re a very quiet and docile breed.

Lucy:
She’s not made a sound…

No.

Lucy:
Until she’s just started eating.

Now, she laid yesterday so she won’t lay today and, when she lays… Wants to lay… She’s ‘caaw, caaw, caaw.’ And I say, “She’s gone into labour.” And she’ll do that about twenty minutes and then she’d go ‘Uuugh.’ And it’s there. 

Where does she lay?

Anywhere.

She’s not got a favourite place?

Oh no. 

How long has she been living in?

More or less since I can’t get about. About three years. She goes out in the summer when we can have the back door open but she… You know, I don’t let her mix with them outside.

So what was it that led to her living in the house? Why did you decide?

Well me getting more or more… Less mobile in other words… And I’d got a cock in those days. Leo, went back last week. We’ve got some chickens due off at this weekend off these girls here. And he used to pester her and I thought, “I’m not having this.” So I brought her in.
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When you had seventy-five chickens in the garden, did they all have names?

Oh, no. No, some… The boys more so than the girls. Oh God, no, no. No, run out of names.

But this Leo… How long…?

Leo, he’s three so he is at his best. He is… He’s Jake’s son. Jake that went to Marseilles. It’s his son. 

Tell the story… How did Jake end up in Marseilles?

Well, the French people came… They rang Darren and they said… Because there’s not as many breeders in France as what there is in England now. And they said, “Do you know anybody that’s got any Black blood because we’re getting interbred.” So he said, “I’ll have to ask Mrs Appleby.” And I said, “No, they’re not having him. They can borrow him.” So they fetched him and brought him back.

How long was he over there for?

He went June to about the end of August, yeah. 

Is it complicated to sort of move live fowl about?

Not as bad now as it was. Not as bad now as it was. And, of course, it’s quite easy to have a couple of eggs in your pockets. I mean, years ago, he’d have had to gone in quarantine. 

Really?

Oh, yeah. But now… But there’s this awful thing, in’t there? In the Far East. Don’t bear thinking about. 

People will get into panic about it, won’t they?

Well, they will. You see, the newspapers will help ‘em. Yes, yeah.

Let’s leave the chickens for a moment. Growing up in Barton and you’ve seen kind of changes and so on… What have been the biggest changes, for you, that you’ve seen in that time?

Well, the housing, of course. The housing… We’ve now got three schools. Mind you, the John Taylor, which is Comprehensive, is it?

Why are you going like that for? Why are you making that funny face at me?

Well, isn’t it something between what used to be a Grammar school and…

They don’t have Grammar…

They can go till they’re nineteen and some of the lads are quite big lads, yeah. Because a friend of mine, who I used to go showing with, her grandson… The live down the road… Thomas… He stopped… Well, he’s training to be a doctor and he was at the John Taylor until he was nineteen. Now, he’s at Nottingham University. But don’t… It depends on… I know this is perhaps the wrong thing to say… If you’re not academic they don’t advise you to stop on sort of thing, you know? But it covers Walton, Wychnor, Rangemore, Dunstall, Yoxall. It’s a big catchment area.

Are there any particular stories or superstitions or anything like that around Barton? Any particular stories that you grew up with as a kid? Ghost stories or whatever?

No, not really. Not that I know… No. ‘Cause I’ve written… Wait a minute, where’s your… Because I thought… My memory and me aren’t the best of pals. No, we’ve not…

The polo and the cricket field?

That’s right and now are houses. Now the polo… When I… In the 1920’s, after the First World War, we had Major Generals, Admirals… Not so much Air Force… We’d got a lot of big houses then in Barton. You were either up there or down there sort of thing. And they played polo and the cricket field was next to them. Now, it is a housing estate. Now I haven’t put anything there, look.
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And what have you got down here? The local customs or ceremonies?

That’s right. Now, The Statutes Fair is at Burton actually but everybody goes and it is one of those things that was down in King John’s book. They cannot stop it. They’ve tried umpteen times, especially now, with all the houses and… But it’s held in Burton.

When is it held?

On the last… The first Monday in September. Now, in the old days, as you go into Burton… You perhaps haven’t noticed. You go under a railway bridge and that is Branston Road and, in the old days, like… I mean, when they… They weren’t allowed to go past that bridge on a Sunday because it’s always held on a Monday. They weren’t allowed to go past that bridge till after the people had come out of church and then they could go and start putting the hurdy-gurdys up and what have you.

So this was a big event for you then, coming…?

Oh, God… You had half a day from school to go to The Statute. The rides were tuppence. Now, they’re one pound something. You know, and you had a booth with the fat lady in and all this sort of thing. And gingerbread and brandy snap and… Oh, it were lovely. Yes, yeah.

How did you get there?

You had to go on the train. Now you’ve come over… You know where the train… There were no buses. There were no buses to Barton when I was a child. You walked to the station, which is a good mile. Well, Barton Turns… The other side, Barton Turns. Yeah, hail, rain or shine… You walked.

When you went you say you had a half day at school… Did you go with your family or…?

Oh, yes. You went with your family. Well, what we used to do… It was like when the ladies went shopping on a Saturday. You’d say to some, “Are you going shopping, Mrs Brown?” “Yes, on Saturday.” “Are you going shopping…?” “Yeah.” And you’d say, “Well, we’ll go on the two o’clock train.” Because you must remember there were no streetlights, no nothing and it was a very lonely mile. So, you all went together and come back together as a crowd.  And then the buses started, about 1927. 

Your first Statute Fair… You were, like a…?

Oh, God. Yes. I was about… I was on me dad’s shoulders. I can remember that. Yes, I can remember him taking me round and I had a coconut. Oh, God… I can remember that. Yeah. Now you’ve got here what games did you play. Now, I’ve remarked on going… You could make a paper chase to last five mile ‘cause you had somebody with a bag of paper and they kept dropping a bit, you see? It was like Fox and Hounds. He left a trail so you were… You know, you could go as far as that.

And you would run that, would you?

Well, run or walk or what have you. 

And you as kids would do it? That wouldn’t be like a school activity?

Oh, no. You did this on your own. Yeah, and then you played cricket in the street and watched for the Policeman, yeah. Now I don’t know whether this is irrelevant but you know Branston’s Pickles? It was originated just up the road. Did you not know that?

No. What do you mean ‘just up the road.’?

At Branston, the next little village. 

So, who apparently originated… 

Crosse and Blackwell’s had a huge factory in Branston, which is now something to do with the Army or something or other. But, this again, was the 1920’s. If you didn’t work in the brewery, you worked at Crosse and Blackwell’s. And they created Branston… So, you can say now you’ve sort of been past the factory where Branston Pickle was originated.

It’s funny, when you were saying earlier that The Statute Fair was held near Branston Road and I was thinking, “Oh, I wonder…”

Yeah.

And that’s it?

Yeah.
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And, finally, you’ve ticked this thing her… What about The National Forest? What do you think of it?

Well, I’m all for it. We’ve chopped down… Well, I’m a great nature lover for one thing. Birds and wildlife because we’re just decimating it, aren’t we? And I say the day we overcome nature we shall go up with a bang. We’re trying hard. And like here… I mean, there were trees up both sides of the road and on the main road. You see, now it’s all factories. Well, in the good old days when they had the trotting races, there was a tarmac… Strip of tarmac like that, stones in the middle and a strip of tarmac. The two strips of tarmac were for the few cars and the stones up the road were for the horses, you see? And that was the main road. You can’t imagine it anymore, can you?

And you think the forest, in a way, is…?

Is helpful. Very helpful for bird life, for country scenery… Yes, I think it’s a great job.

Is there anything you want to say? I’ve got one more question. Is there anything you want to ask?

Lucy:
I’d like to go back to the chickens. Will you just have Sally on her own or will you ever have another one?

Oh, no, no. And, I know this is morbid… If I go on Cloud Nine before Sally… Sally’s going with me because she’d never adapt to anywhere else. She knows all the movements, she knows where her water is. She knows where food is, she knows the garden and it wouldn’t… It’d be cruel. Plus the fact she’s six.

That’s quite an age.

Yeah, yeah.

Again this might sound morbid but this ties in with my last question in a way. Are you going to be buried… Are you going to be buried or burnt?

Well, I’ve got cancer so it’s as simple as that. So, I’m going to be cremated.

And this is the final question really because, in all of this place, you say about the lovely countryside… Of all the places round here is there a place that’s special to you… That you’d like to say to people, “I’d like my ashes here?”

Yes, down the fields where we used to walk and it is now a big marina, which comes off the canal. In my… When I used to take the dogs, we used to go down the fields and now it’s two big marinas. What do you call them? Where you can… The barges off the canal can stop the night and that sort of thing.

Is it nice?

It is nice but I like the fields. I mean, yes… It’s very nice.

But in terms of scattering your ashes, there’s still some feel of the place when you…?

That’s right, yeah. Yeah, yeah.
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