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My mother was born on the 23rd July 1922 while the family were living at 59 Wellgate, Rotherham. 
I really do not know very much about her early life because she did not speak about it very much, 
other than to talk about my grandfather, who she loved dearly. 

By the time she was ten, they were living at 
Wickersley. Mum described this as a happy time, and 
she was as she put it “something of a tomboy” enjoying 
climbing trees in Wickesley woods which were close 
by. 

I guess the family must have had tribulations in that 
grandfather was described as a Newspaper Branch 
Office Manager on my mother’s birth certificate, 
which was a reasonably responsible job. By 1939 
however, he is listed as a Colliery Storekeeper. I can 
only assume that the depression of the 30’s must 
have led to the newspaper job going. I have not 
identified a death certificate, but my guess is that he 
probably died about 1940. 

She described him as a lovely kind hearted man, who 
was fascinated by the early radios, and told me how 

he made a crystal set and would tinker away for hours at 

Page !2

James Edgar Walker, my maternal 
grandfather.

Edith May Walker, my maternal 
grandmother.

Mum outside the house in Wickesley
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this sort of thing. She often said that he and I would have got on like a house on fire. My Dad 
confirmed this description, although I don’t think he got to know him well. He did once say that in 
his opinion he “died to get away from Edith May” which was uncharacteristically harsh on his part! 
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Photographs of my mother as a girl.
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He had been a sharpshooter in the first world war, and my mum said that he taught her how to strip 
down a Browning Automatic Rifle, and she had never forgotten and could do it on the spot if asked. 
I never saw any evidence though in my time. 

There are some photographs of her as a girl, although the family did not seem to be great takers of 
pictures. Most of the ones which have survived being other relatives, and probably inherited or 
given to them. Many of these pictures are of quite unknown people. I did try to get her to identify 
them when she was older, but often in such sessions she would end up getting tearful and I would 
have to abandon the process. I did get some noted though, and I have used this knowledge 
throughout this memoir as best as I can. 

She spoke about being fascinated by amateur dramatics 
as a girl, and I think she always was a little star struck. 
Her generation were weaned on the movies, and I 
always thought that something of the dissatisfaction she 
had about how life had turned out for her and dad came 
from comparing her own life with the Hollywood 
dream, and being disappointed with her own lot. I may 
be wrong, but I do think she saw life at times through 
tinted spectacles.  

There are a few photographs of her in theatrical 
productions, so she certainly did take part in 
productions, although I do not know who they 
were with. She never continued with this, and I 
guess this would have been unlikely, as my 
dad, although interested in such things in an 
abstract way, was very private and quiet, and I 
could not imagine him getting on at all with 
theatrical types in the flesh! I suspect that 
Mum may have been rather frustrated by this 
lack of an outlet for her theatrical talent. 
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My mother in amateur dramatic 
productions.



Another Casket of Lives

She was an attractive girl, and I don’t think she 
would have been short of admirers. I dare 
say that the theatricals played a part in this. 

She had a very steady boyfriend before my 
dad and I believe they were engaged for a 
time. His name was Eddie Altofft, and he 
was known to both mum and dad.  

After mum & dad were engaged, and my 
dad was away in the RAF, he wrote to her 
in response to what must have been a letter 
of hers complaining of the length of their 
engagement, saying that although he didn’t 
want it  he would understand if she wished 
to  resume this. 

He later married, and I believe that mum was 
friendly with his wife in later years. They lived 
near the hospital in Rotherham. 

I guess after mum & dad married and settled in 
Wath, life settled down into a more routine 
existance. After the telephone exchange went 
automatic, she had a number of jobs, including 
collecting insurance, (which she hated.) She 
used to tell me about the curious people she had 
to visit, including the mother of Brian Blessed 
(who later  became famous as a large and loud 
actor.) She lived in a squalid terrace in Bolton-
on Dearne, and her usual greeting in a high 
pitched voice was “Does tha want a Banana?” 

Page !5

Eddie Altofft
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They were always hard up and she 
kept a diary once in 1962, about 
the time that the ICI job was under 
threat, and which records job 
applications, and frantic re-
decorating, which I guess must 
have been to get through the 
whole house before the job 
finished. She also mentions the 
difficulties of her mother’s 
demanding ways and dreary 
nights out with Ken & Averil 
and people they had nothing in 
common with, at ghastly loud 
pubs, which they both hated and 
probably could ill-afford. 

This diary finished later in the year 
when the job location shifted. It is an 
interesting sample slice of life, at a 
time when I can recall the events but 
from another perspective as a youth. 

After she was a telephonist at ICI, 
she was transferred to an office near 
Doncaster, which was inconvenient 
to get to. Eventually she moved to 
manage the telephone and telex at 
British Wagon in Moorgate in 
Rotherham, and was there whilst I 
was in my first year at Leeds School 
of Art. 

She was sent on training for a few 
days to leeds and I showed her some 
of the student pubs (the more 
salubrious ones) in her lunch breaks. 
She also re-visited her wartime practice 
of fiddling the trunk dialing to get telephone conversations with me at pre-designated phone boxes.  

Eventually British Wagon closed, but by that time she was close to retirement. 

After my father died, she did not make new friends and tended to live a rather solitary life other 
than contact with her sister’s family. As you know the story from here on I will not go into great 
detail. 

After Ken died, and Averil was reduced in circumstances they became rather mutually dependant. 
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My grandmother with Mrs Hudson, a friend, 
and my father’s first car”EEVie”
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Eventually she had the opportunity to buy her house from the council. She was advised by Graham, 
cousin Annes husband who had been some kind of accountant with the Coal Board until he was 
made redundant.  Mum believed that he had bought the house on her behalf, on condition that she 
left it to him after her death. This would have been quite illegal, as only council tenants had the 
right to buy under the terms of the legislation. She saw herself as his tenant therefore and the 
agreement as she understood it, was that this would enable her to continue living there with no 
significant increase in the rent which she would continue to pay.  Having a ‘private house’ had 
always been an unrealised ambition of hers, and this seemed to be the nearest she would get to it. 
She grumbled furiously though over the years about how little he did to care for the property. Averil 
and her family became aware of the money which mum had inherited from Marjorie Gath, in some 
respects the roles were reversed. 

A few years later, about ten years before she died my mother had a stroke and was paralysed down 
her left side. Whilst she was in hospital, I was staying in the house, and on one of the first nights I 
visited, Graham was there also. He offered me a lift back and suddenly and extraordinarily during 
the journey, blurted out that he had in fact not bought the house and had not even had to act as 
guarantor for the mortgage as the price of the house was so low, a result of the long period of 
mother’s tenancy. I can only assume that he must have thought I would be going through the family 
papers and would find this out. Nothing could have been further from the truth! 

About a year or more later I was visiting, and she launched into a tirade about how Graham was 
doing nothing about repairs which were necessary to the guttering and that as her landlord, he 
should be getting it organised. I pointed out that in his defence, he was not actually her landlord, 
and that she was mistaken. I told her what he had told me. She was extremely surprised, and 
insisted that we go through the papers then and there, and subsequently took independent advice 
about this. She did not like having been misled, and changed her will accordingly. Being knowingly 
the owner of her own home gave her immense satisfaction in her final years, although she 
constantly fretted and boasted to me about the investments she had made from Marjories legacy. 

The stroke restricted her life greatly, but her immense determination not to be beaten by it really 
brought out the best in her. Each night with only one working hand the curlers would go in, and 
what she could do with a stapler and blu-tack was very inventive indeed. We asked her to consider 
moving into sheltered housing nearer to us but she rejected tis out of hand saying that all her 
memories were in the house. She wanted to stay there and we agreed that we would do all we could 
to maintain this. 

We got her a trolley table which sat in front of her armchair, and this and the television became her 
world. We also managed to arrange for a chairlift and an electric wheelchair to give her some 
mobility. She used it to get to the local shop and post office, but I do not think that she used it as 
often as she might, out of vanity. Over the years she became increasingly reclusive and frail. She 
said to me, a couple of months before she died, “It’s not much of a life is it, looking out from here at 
wet roofs.” 

Her last six months were increasingly difficult, and her behaviour became more eccentric. I 
arranged a care package for her but she sacked them all after a couple of weeks. Time was running 
out and a move into care was looking inevitable, despite her utter rejection of the possibility.  I was 
just getting on the train to go over to South Yorkshire to see her for a couple of days with her 
Christmas presents when Briony (out of breath) caught me, and told me that Rose, Gillys mum, had 
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been taken seriously ill and had been rushed off to hospital (but no-one as yet knew where), and 
was not expected to last more than a few hours. I phoned my mum and explained things and we 
agreed to keep her informed and that I would get over to her as soon as possible when we knew a 
little more about the situation over here with Rose. This turned out to be the start of a grim (and as it 
transpired, a prolonged) period of daily trips down to the hospital in Lancaster, hoping for a change 
in Rose’s condition. 

The following day my mother died suddenly of a coronary attack early on the 22nd of December 
2007, at home as she had wished, but alone. I was later told by a neighbour of my mums that the 
same evening, Averil and family were seen by a neighbour, in the house with all the lights on, going 
through the wardrobes and cupboards, this would have been whilst I was in transit to the hospital in 
Lancaster, and before the police had managed to contact me with the news of her death. 

The next few months were awful, and there is much more I could say about the whole business, but 
perhaps it is best to be brief. We had the post mortem to collect after the new year, when the 
Rotherham office opened again after the Christmas & new year holiday, and thereby the death 
certificate. Then the funeral. Her house was locked up and we couldn’t clear it until Rose was 
declared stable, which in the event took several weeks of daily visits to & from Lancaster. At some 
point during this time, someone carefully pressed a flannel into the bathroom sink plug and 
overflow, and left a tap running, subsequently the whole kitchen ceiling collapsed and the kitchen 
area below was flooded and wrecked. 

When we were eventually able to get across to start the depressing job of clearing the house, we 
arrived at twilight to discover the awful smell of weeks of damp and flooding, and no electricity 
safe to use. We took rooms in a nearby pub whilst we did the job, and started the lengthy task of 
repairing the damage and getting an estate agent on to the sale of the house. Meanwhile, the 
banking system had collapsed with the ‘credit crunch’ and it took a couple of years to sell it. My 
mother’s dream of a nest egg had turned out to have been laid by an albatross! I realised later that I 
had never even been offered her ashes after the cremation.
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