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Can we just start with your name?

Bets... What? Now?  

What was your maiden name and what’s your name now?

I was Betsy Lillian Nettleton.   I married the first time and I was Betsy Lillian Fletcher.  And now I’m Betsy Lillian Stanley.

And when were you born Betsy?

1926.  April 2nd.  I’m the same age as the Queen!
(laughing) They don’t make such a fuss of your birthday, I’m sure!
Oh, I don’t know!  My family does! (laughing)

Can you tell me a little bit about um, your memories about being evacuated?

Well, it started off on the 1st September 1939.  We were told to report at school - it was a Friday - with our cases, our gas masks and be prepared to be evacuated.  So we all turned up at school with our little cases, our labels and our gas masks.  And we… The school was at Surrey Lane South, which was at the Latchmere, in London. I don’t know how far it is from.... um, senior moment.... 
From the station?

Yes, um, it’s a big station in London.  Battersea.... Clapham Junction!   
So if you tell me that again...?

Yeah, we, um... we had to crocodile from the Latchmere, down to Clapham Junction.  And we got on a train. We didn’t know where we were going.  And after an hour or two hours - it seemed like forever - we stopped at this station and we all got out and it turned out to be Petersfield in Hampshire.  So we all crocodiled again and we went all ‘round the town and people came out their houses and said, ‘Oh we’ll have that little girl’ - it was an all girls school.  ‘I’ll have that little girl’ or ‘I’ll take those two.’  And me and my friend, we were still there at the end!  I thought nobody wants us!  

Anyway, an old couple - a Mr and Mrs Boniface - they were very, very nice but too old to be bothered with children - they must have been in their eighties.  But they took us and we slept together in the back room. I mean, it was just a country cottage really.  It’s all been pulled down since.  And I can’t remember the name of my friend, ‘cause she went home at Christmas and didn’t come back, so.... 
But while we were at Mr and Mrs Boniface’s, they were church people.  He was a Church Sidesman so although we had to go to school with the church – at the Church as a school.  And we were in church on the 3rd September when the vicar got up in the pulpit and said, ‘We are at war with Germany.’  And to this day, I could tell you what seat I was sitting in in St Peters Church. One of my friends started screaming - her father was in the navy and I think she thought he was dead already!  Poor girl.  Never mind. 
Um, so while we were at Boniface’s - Mr and Mrs Boniface’s - he had an awful limp and you know what kids are like - we used to walk beside him, you know…!  I think I still do it!  (laughing)  We made friends with a local farmer’s son and we went up the farm.  Of course there was chickens.  Mrs Boniface wasn’t very pleased ‘cause we brought chicken fleas home in the bed (laugh).  Didn’t hurt anybody.  We used to go scrumping -  naughty!  And um,  we had a dug out up there. It was fun, we really enjoyed ourselves.   

And as for the lessons - ‘cause there was only the local little school so we had to share it and the locals weren’t very pleased -  not the kids.  And we used to go all ‘round the town. We had a lesson in the one of the council offices, we went somewhere else and had another lesson, we went to the Chapel schoolroom and had another lesson.  You know, we sort of spent more time walking ‘round than we did learning, I think! 
Anyway, before Christmas, the Bonifaces were ‘Oh we can’t cope with these girls’.   ‘They’re, you know.... not that they’re not nice little girls, we just can’t cope.’ So we went up the Causeway - I can’t remember the name of the road where they lived but we went up the Causeway.  And we were billeted on a Mr and Mrs Hall who were in their thirties, I suppose. He was in the bank and she was just a housewife.  And Christmas we went home and my friend didn’t come back. And she stayed back in London. So I came back on my own and they moved me into the smaller bedroom which was nice - they did it out for me and got furniture.  
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So kind - they treated me like a younger sister. 
‘Course we used to laugh ‘cause he called...she called him Brucie and he called her Ollie - Ollie Mistletoe!  Bless him.  But they were so nice.  And we used to have... she... one of them played the piano - we used to sing ‘round the piano and we had social evenings with the family.   And she took me... they took for weekends on the bus, down to Southsea where her mother lived. And it was just like an... younger sister I suppose.

Then he was called up and went in the navy so that meant another move. We had what they called a halfway house, they had a matron in charge, a lovely lady and you went there while you were waiting for a new billet. Well while this was all going on in 1941, I was confirmed in St Peter’s church and I’ve got that somewhere. But… we’d acquired a big house which was called Hilton House, The Spain? Petersfield and, I brought my school reports and they’ve got all that on. (You’ve got photocopies of those) So then I was billeted and my friend went somewhere else, my best friend, I’m still friends with her, Eve. She went to somebody in a little bungalow and I went to a house up Tillmore Road - 8 Tillmore Road. It was right beside the railway and the engines used to come round and down the bottom of the garden.  If I just hopped over the fence the library was there and I spent a lot of time in the library - I loved reading.  And they were Mr and Miss Boniface and they were church people.  And the vicar used to come to tea on Sundays.

Another Boniface?

Not Boniface – Barnes. Barnes.  Mr and Mrs Barnes - Mr and Miss and she was a retired Matron of Edale School in Hampshire.  She knew all about children.  And she was - they were - so kind.  Old Mr Boniface taught me the song ‘My Grandfather’s Clock was too tall for the shelf!’ (laughing)
Can you remember that? Can you sing it to me?
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Oh yes of course I could.
Go on then.

(Singing)


My grandfather’s clock was too tall for the shelf,
So it stood ninety years on the floor. 

It was taller by half, than the old man himself,
Though it weighed not a penny weight more.

It was born on the morn of the day that he was born, 

And was always his pleasure and pride. 

But it stopped, short, never to go again,
When the old man died! 

(laughing) And it goes on… 
(Singing)
Ninety years without slumbering,
Tick tock, tick tock. 

(laughing)  He taught me that!  And, ur....  They were so kind, they were.  I went back and stopped with them for a holiday after I’d left school. 
But as I say, we had Hilton House. There was no baths as such in the houses, so Hilton House had a bath.  So once a week, in turn, us girls took our stuff and went and had a bath at school. And we’d got this great big garden and we’d dug it up in patches - each classroom had a patch to dig.  And the photograph you’ve got is my class holding lettuces, carrots and stuff.  Our ‘Dig for Victory’.  So that’s where the dig for victory came in!  

And we... our schoolteacher, Miss Grice, she went with us - was evacuated with us - went all through school with us.  And I think I left school mid 1942 to go back to London. But I loved it - I didn’t want to leave school. My Dad said, ‘Well you don’t have to.’ I said ‘Dad, I’m the oldest girl in the school - I’ve got to leave!’  (laughing)
When you.. let’s go right the way back.  When that thing came - you were having to go off , um...  First of all, what....  was there anything special that you put in your case to take with you?


Well, not that I can remember.  Clothes - I mean clothes naturally - toiletries. I can remember taking anything particular. I might have took my mother’s - my own mother’s, who died when I was six - I’ve got a perfume bottle that was hers and I seem to have had that all my life. That went in the army with me so it’s on the cards that I took it with me. But I can’t really swear to that.

So you were actually... been brought up by your Dad were you?

Well yes and a series of - I don’t know what they’re called - 
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carers in those days.  And then he met - when I was about sixteen - he met this lady, ‘cause he was in the army and she became my stepmother. 

But this was long afterwards?

Long after. Yeah, long after.
And what was.... did Dad come with you to the school?


Oh no. He was in the army.

So who took you along to the school?
Well we went to school, as if we were going to school - on the tram.  And then the whole school went.  And the teachers went with us.  None of our...no parents went.  We just....
No-one to see you off?

No, no, no, no. No, none of us. We... that wasn’t  encouraged.

And when you went off, I mean….

‘Cause we were thirteen then, you see.  We weren’t little children.   We were quite, sort of, capable of looking after ourselves.  Yeah.
And this ‘dig for victory’ thing, um, did you have, um, you know, was it, if you like, were there lessons about it?

Oh, no, no, no. We just went out in the garden and our teacher was with us. I’ve got a photograph of that but I tried to take it out and it had got one of those ‘films’ over it, you know - those albums - and it was lifting the top so I left it. I thought, I can’t...  I shall destroy it if I try and lift it so I left it there.  But, uh...

Oh no, we just, as far as I can remember, we just went out and dug a patch and sowed our seeds and hoed and weeded and.... (laughing).  And mostly lettuces and we used to take them home and have them for supper. I can remember that!  With bread and butter. It was a Cos type lettuce.  If you chopped them up with vinegar and sugar they were delicious. I mean I couldn’t do it now because I’m not allowed sugar but...  and I can’t take vinegar anymore either!  But I can remember as a child - a schoolgirl - especially when I got to Mr and Mrs...Miss Barnes, I used to have them for me supper - I used to take them home! But, yeah...! I can’t remember a lot about it but I can remember it happening, you know?
Okay.  Well you were saying.... lets look at this picture – the picture here – where is it?  The concert party.

Oh yes, these ones.  Well, this is Petersfield.



Oh right, I can see.  Yes.

The church was this side. That’s the church where I was confirmed. 

Yes, I just want this picture, here.  This one here.  Tell me about this picture.
Well, I think we were doing a Will Hay sketch.  I’m not sure on that, but I was a dunce.   Very well casted!  His name was Burt, his name was Edgar.  I can’t remember their names and I don’t think – no, they’re not on the back. But that was one of the sketches we did.

So what was.... tell me a little bit of background?  What... how did you get in this? What is it all about?

Well, when I left school, my stepmother worked in... well it was something to do with the war department - in a section of Landis and Gyr which was at Gypsy Corner in Acton.  And she got me a job in the offices.  I was shorthand typist, telephonist.  And Rene – where’s Rene, she’s on one of them?  Rene Cutler. She was one of the girls in the typing pool, where I was.  
And we had music while you work, right?   So you’re typing away and you’re singing.   And she said to me, ‘Betty you’ve got a lovely voice over there. Why don’t you join our concert party?’ I thought, ooh no, I couldn’t do that, you know?  But I did.  And this is how it all came about and we used to put on concerts. This is in the works canteen. We used to... they covered the sinks and the units with these boards and we did, you know...?  And we did about two concerts a year, as far as I can remember.  And we used to do singing, sketches...  I did a couple of solos – solo songs. I sung ‘Somewhere over the Rainbow’ and ‘Waltzing in the Clouds’. If you can remember either of them - you must remember!?
Sing me again the second one.  I know Somewhere over the Rainbow. 
‘Course you do.’

What was the other one?


A Dianna Durbin song.  ‘Waltzing in the Clouds.’

Don’t know it.  How does it go?

(Singing)


I was a mortal, with feet on the ground,

Where I was standing, with people around,
Lovely music, started somewhere,

And I started, floating on air.

Into a dreamland, I wandered afar,

I saw you smile and I reached for a star,

Could it happen, would it happen,
I only I know here we are.
Waltzing, waltzing, high in the clouds,
Only you and I in the clouds.

Over the moonbeam, we’ll stroll away,
While the world below seems to roll away.


And we’ll go waltzing, waltzing high in the clouds,
Only you and I in the clouds,
No one will hear when you call me your dear one,
While waltzing, waltzing, high in the clouds.

Waltzing high, you and I, waltzing in the clouds.
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Do you know I’ve never heard that.  It’s fantastic!

A Dianna Durbin song from, I think it’s from, ‘So many men and a Girl’ or something?  It’s an old wartime film.

Oh, right.  So you were... someone was accompanying you on the piano?

Oh yes, yes.  Yes, we had piano and the boy I was courting at the time was on drums.   And we had somebody on concertina.  Oh yes, we had our own little band.

And did you... you said you did it in the Works canteen?  Did you go out and do it anywhere else?

Yes, we took it, one show... you’ve got that as well on your...

Copied, uh....
Copied the programme. We took it to Roehampton Limb Hospital.  You know, where the men were, that lost their limbs in the War?  And there I sang ‘Long Ago and Far Away’. That’s another old wartime one.  Yeah.  Yeah.
Brilliant. Fantastic. Now, the other thing is, you’ve got a picture here of the ATS, haven’t you?

Yes.  Do you want to have a look at those though?  Look you’ll see, there’s me.  I forget what with...

The second left?

Yes.   We were lopsided.  I don’t know why.   I don’t know what we were singing there.   There’s me, I don’t know...
So that’s second on the right?  Now this is... these are...




These are all the concert parties.

Oh, but you’re dressed in uniform for this one?

No we’re not.

This one here, you are.

Oh yes.  I don’t know where we got the uniforms from!  Probably borrowed it from the Home Guard. We made these out of blackout material and ric-rac braid. We made them.
And what year are we talking about?

This must have been ’43. ‘43, ‘44.  And then this one - I know what we were singing here.  ‘Coming in on a Wing and a Prayer’. 
And is that you at the end?

That’s me at the back there.
At the back.  Oh yes, second right.  Wow.  Quite a group of you then?

Oh lord, yes, this is the full compliment – company - there.  I did know who they all were at one time.  But you forget, don’t you? I remember Rene.

That’s your best friend on the left is it?  
Well no, she was the one that made me join!  (laughing)  I can’t call her a best friend!  She made me join!   No, I quite enjoyed it.  I quite enjoyed it, yes, so.... That’s them.   And then I got...  then, ‘cause your Karen – was is Karen on Sunday?  She asked me what we did for entertainment, while – when – after I’d left for being evacuated.  I mean, while we were evacuated, we used to go blackberring, hazelnuts, primrose, violets - everything in season. We’d walk for miles up the Butser.   Not Wardown - you weren’t allowed on there.  And the Shoulder of Mutton. Or the South Downs - we used to walk for miles.

I was going to say to you, ‘cause I’ve heard stories about people... when you came out - I know you were that little bit older,  but the... you know, having lived in a kind of a - an inner London area – and out you go, into the middle of the fields.  What was the biggest surprise?


Cows.  Cows! (laughing)   They chased us. We ran like merry hell.  I think we beat ‘em to the style!  But, looking back on it, we’d been picking clover and I’d never seen clover so big before and since. I mean, great big heads they were and we’d been... and I reckon they were after the clover, not us. But ooh, we did run!  But that was the biggest surprise of my life but I loved it.  I loved it.  I really loved Petersfield.  I mean, we used to go to the pictures there but you had to be chaperoned.  We went as a school one matinee to see the Mikado with Kenny Baker in it. I can remember that.  I’ve loved it ever since.
Did the kids - the local kids, the teenage kids - take the mickey out of you at all? Was there any hostility?

I can’t… there was one boy – one boy. I can’t remember anybody else. But one boy used to... when I lived up at the Causeway – ‘cause I was on me own - I used to walk home, and he’d ride his bike beside me and I’d always had a rather prominent nose. He used to call me ‘Long nose stinging nettles’! Because my name was Nettleton, you see?  And I tried to ignore him and I tried not 
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to get upset and it had been going on for a little while – if he could catch up with me, he could.  And one day I simply turned round to him and I said, ‘Yes, my name is Nettleton, I have got a long nose.  So what?’  Do you know, from that day on, he couldn’t have been nicer.  Because I turned ‘round and confronted him with it and he taught me how to ride a bike.

That was his method of seduction.  That was his chat up line!
Oh was it?! Oh!  Well I didn’t realise that at the time.  I was only fourteen!  He taught me to ride a bike. He’s the only one that I can... I can’t remember his name.  I mean the others were all quite....  I even went out with one of the locals. I shouldn’t have done!   We had to hide round corners.  You didn’t dare let the schoolteachers know. But Miss Barnes was very good, she said ‘I’ll chaperone you to the pictures,’ she said. ‘But I’ll walk quite a way behind you. ’ (laughing) 

Brilliant.  What I want to do, ‘cause I’m conscious of the fact that we’ve got to get.. only got half an hour.   So what I wanted to do, was to get you to tell me, you were telling me about the ATS. How old were you when you joined the ATS?


Um, I went in in early 1945.  So what would I have been? Eighteen, nineteen?  Coming nineteen.  



Coming up nineteen.  Yes.

I was nineteen in the April, yes.  So that’s me there. (photograph)

On the right.

That’s Cynthia.  That’s Christine, that’s me and that’s Cynthia, but I can’t remember them.  But I had a lot more, but my grandaughter took ‘em to school for a project and they never came back.  They got lost.

So what do you do at the ATS?

Well, we went to Pontefract first, we went - from Liverpool Street up to Pontefract.  And we did our six weeks basic training, which is square bashing, inoculations... They all fainted around me and I thought ‘what they doing’ ‘cause I never faint, touch wood – never have.
And um, and they had us... because the War was coming to an end, they had us scrape…. We were in the barracks at Pontefract and they had us scraping all the blackout tape off the windows - to keep your arms going.  And they were all going, ‘Uurggh’ and going to bed. This idiot don’t faint so...! . 
Anyway, we did our square bashing, we went through the gas chamber.  Um, what else did we do?  Oh, we had to clean the latrines, naturally.  And then after that we were posted down to Camberley in Surrey to a school that they’d taken over. Court Wallace it was called and… oh, before that, at Pontefract you did an aptitude test.  What did you want to do?  Well, I was sick of being in an office. I said ‘ooh, I’d like to be a driver’. ‘Right we’ll give you an aptitude test’. 
So you go in this room - lovely. They gave me a box of Meccano! And they said build whatever it was, with Meccano. Well, I’d done it in about – I dunno - five minutes.  My brother always had Meccano for Christmas!  (laughing)  And I liked it better than dolls. So I went in the army and, as I say, we went down to Camberley for our driving instruction. And it...  the Queen had been there, the intake before. You know you see her looking in a…. Well, that was me, in the next intake - looking in the engine and learning to drive.  And she came back to us and spoke to us and had a chat with us all, inspected us on the parade ground. Lovely lady - I’ve loved her ever since!  And, well, she is the same age as me.

Then, after that, I forget how long we were there - probably only six weeks - so all crash courses.  You had to drive in the dark and, of course, there was no lights, no headlights, nothing.  But I like driving in the dark.  

And we used to go home at weekends and hitch a lift up to Cockfosters and then get on the tube because we lived in Acton. While I was at home, before the army, we used to go dancing, swimming, I did first aid - St Johns.  Three cinemas that we visited every week.  There was a little place at the back of one of the pubs where they did shows, and went there. We went biking out to Box Hill.  We were ever so active.  We weren’t like the kids today, sitting at computers. We used to sing ‘round the piano in the front parlour - always singing. Drawing -I think you took some of me drawings off that we used to do.  
Anyway, get back to the army.  We went to, um, Shropshire, from there - Craven Arms.  We took over Craven House.  Now, when I 
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went back a few years ago, my husband  - well we were caravanning - Craven House didn’t exist. I said it must have done!  All my letters used to be delivered there. It had got an animal cemetery in the grounds.  I think it’s a hotel now - they just couldn’t... they changed the name I expect. Anyway, we on a VRD, which was Stretton - Church Stretton bypass.

What’s VRD?


Vehicle Reserve Depot. Where all the reserve vehicles were.  You had to maintain them and then you went - took them - in convoy to one docks or the other for shipping abroad.  I mean, we used to take them to Glasgow, Tilbury - or one of the London docks - and Liverpool. They were the main three from where we were. 
Well, when they wanted to reopen the bypass, we moved into Attingham Hall - the grounds of Attingham Hall.  And we lived in the servants quarters up the top. And we had a big vehicles reserve depot there and we used to go off there. We had a canteen where we used to play bingo and sing along and there was - in Church Stretton itself - there was a St Dunstans and the... a lot of the Airforce boys were there - they were blind. And terribly burnt.  And they had a big hall in Attingham House which they opened, and us girls went along and we took these boys and danced with them and spoke to them.  I don’t think I shall ever forget. 
There was one lad, he was absolutely burnt - his ears were all chewed away and his face was, you know?  And he pulled this photograph out of his pocket.  Hansom-ist lad you ever wished to see with this beautiful girl beside him.  Now, did she stay with him - I often wondered.  Could she stand it? You don’t know, do you?  

And, of course, when the War ended, I ended up at Bardney in Lincolnshire, where I take the major home, ‘cause he was being demobbed - you know, standard utility truck and it was 1947 - winter. Do you remember?! 

I was only one then.

There was deep snow, up to your eyeballs, and, um, he took me home with home with him - I took him home - and his wife gave me a meal and I think that was somewhere at Castle Bromwich. From there with no signs, and the snow banked high, I had to find my way back to Lincolnshire!  I don’t know how I got there! To this day I cannot think how I got there. That’s a miracle.

I want to end with - it’s got down here, you’ve got a VE Day memory?  What’s your memory of VE Day?

Well, I was home on leave.  We lived in Paddington then - Aucknall Road, off the Harrow Road.  The boy I was courting was in Africa. I was a bit down in the dumps and lonely.  How you can be lonely in a crowd, I don’t know, but you can.  And my mother – stepmother - and father had gone off to some do with his army thing. I thought, well, I’d take meself up to London. Well, you see them all gawping, waiting for Winnie and the Queen and the Princesses and the King to come out on the balcony?!  You must have seen all those. I’m in there somewhere - screaming and hollering, but as lonely as can be. I’ve never felt so lonely in all my life.  All those people and you’re lonely. Because you’ve got nobody of your own to hang onto. I thought that was sad, you know?  I got over it!
Did you feel....?  What was the feelings that you had?


Oh, I mean, it was jubilation, really.  I mean it was all over, wasn’t it?  We were being de-mobbed and we were.... you know, it was a lovely feeling.  It was all over.  I mean, people were hugging and kissing complete strangers, dancing around in circles.  But they weren’t yours. But, it was... I don’t know, I can’t explain it.  It was a wonderful feeling to think all those people, and they were all climbing up the lampposts - trying to get a better view of everything! 

I can just about remember feeling a bit lonely.  With all those folks, how can you be lonely? You can though.  You can be lonely in a crowd.  But we all came through safe, so I mean we got through the bombing.   I mean we used to home every holiday - into the blitz, down into the shelter.  Knock-out.  I mean my brother in law was killed at Dunkirk, so... We had our share, but, um.... It was a good war really, you know what I mean?  I enjoyed it.

It’s a strange thing to say, that.
Yeah, I enjoyed it - you did.   Well, I think that people were… you were all in the same boat and everybody helped everybody and they were all... I don’t know.  And in the army – well, you were mates weren’t you?  And at school, we were all mates.  

And my best friend at school – Eve – ‘course I haven’t got that photograph.  I lost track of her at sixteen when we both left school.  And I heard about her during the years, ‘cause I knew...  my sister in law and my brother lived in the same house as her sister in Battersea.  And about four or five years ago, my sister in law said, ‘Isn’t it sad, Eve’s son’s emigrating to Australia - he’s married an Australian girl.’ I said, ‘Eve! Do you know where Eve is?’   Yes, she said, ‘She’s at Merrow, near Guildford.’  I said ‘ooh...!’  

Anyway, she wrote to me - screeds of it - and I wrote back and, for the last three years, we’ve taken a holiday down there. Ted’s cousin lives down that way and my cousin lives at Midhurst so I left.. lived with during the interim war, like.  And we’ve been to see Eve, so it’s been wonderful to catch up.  
But it was – oh, I must tell you this – when we... we were in this big house in Acton with me Mum at the top and Granny Berry, then you came down, there was Uncle Jack and Aunt Lil.  Then there was Gran Willis and then there was Vera and me.  We all lived in the same house and we thought we’d try to smoke. 
It was funny, my step-mother said, ‘I’ll come ice skating with you girls today – tonight - shall I?’   We used to go down... they were all going to bed in the underground shelters.   And we went to Queens Rink and Richmond Rink.  She came with us and she said - in the interval, had a cup of tea and whatever was going - ‘Would you like a cigarette, you girls?’  And we said ‘We don’t smoke Aunt Bet, we don’t smoke.’ ‘Well what are all those dog ends on Uncle Jack’s greenhouse roof?’  We’d been throwing them out the window!   Mind you, we only went puff, puff - we didn’t smoke really!  I never smoked from that day to this and I’m glad I don’t.  Terrible, smoking’s terrible. 
Okay, well I must finish now.

Yes, you must.
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END OF INTERVIEW  
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