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Another Casket of Lives

William Arthur Hodkinson 

William Arthur Hodkinson was born on Friday the 16th of July1915,and spent the first years of his 
life at 27 Richmond Grove, Chorlton, South Manchester. It would have looked very different in 
1915. 

My Grandmother was Sarah Ann Hodkinson. 

My Grandfather, Edward Arthur 
Hodkinson was listed in the 
1901 census,aged 20, as a Bath 
Attendant. It is a short walk 
westwards along Richmond 
Grove to Manchester’s Victoria 
Baths where it is most likely he 
worked. 

Victoria Baths is a Grade II* 
listed building, situated on the 
edges of the Longsight, 
Ardwick and Rusholme areas of 
Manchester, in northwest 
England. 

It was designed by the City Surveyor T. de Courcy Meade and his assistant Arthur Davies and the 
work supervised by Henry Price the newly appointed city architect and opened in 1906 by the 
Manchester Corporation. For 86 years the Baths provided both essential and leisure facilities. 
Private baths and a laundry were housed there along with three swimming pools and a Turkish bath.  

There were two children in the family, my father (always known as Bill) and his brother Edward 
(always known as Ted) They were very close as children and grew up to be the best of friends. As 
Ted was the elder, he came first and Bill wore Ted’s old clothes and it was Ted who had the benefit 
of piano lessons, which came in very useful in later life as a school teacher after the second world 
war, and as church organist at the church at the top of Bent Lathes Avenue in Rotherham where he 
lived. My mother rather resented this and though that my Dad had the thin end of the stick, but I 
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never heard a word of complaint from him and he and Ted 
remained the closest of friends and brothers until my dad died 
in 1979. 

My father attended school at South Grove, where according to 
the 1901 Census his Grandmother, Florence lived, along with 
his father, (before his marriage) his uncle Edward and also 
resident was Anne G Young a Boarder, who was a  
dressmaker, (born Scotland), and not far from the Baths 
where his father worked. 

His best friend there was a boy named ‘Fatty” Oliphant, 
probably on account of his surname and the silent film star 
Fatty Arbuckle of the day.  

He was I believe, a boy scout and his whistle is still around 
to show for it. He suffered all his life from bronchial asthma, 
and claimed that his condition improved somewhat when he 
started smoking! I suspect this might have been an excuse, 

but who am I to say! 
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At some point, my Grandfather became a chiropodist, and whilst father was still at junior school he 
moved the family to Rotherham, where he practised as a chiropodist at a gentleman’s club in 
Moorgate in the town, living at 268 Badsley Moor Lane, where my grandmother still lived when I 
knew her before her death about 1954. 

My father then attended East Dene Junior School, which he remembered as being rather rough. He 
recalled one occasion in which he was in a classroom which was separated by a partition from the 
next class, when the headmaster crashed through the partition, having been punched by a pupil! 

When my father left school at 
the age of 15, he worked in 
Burton’s the Tailors in 
Rotherham, and took evening 
classes in tailoring with the 
intention of eventually 
becoming a Tailor. A certificate 
from the City of Sheffield 
Education Committee, 
Cathedral Evening School 1935 
shows him attaining Year one 
tailors cutting (trousers & vest)  
1st Class. Another for 1936 
shows Year two tailors cutting 
1st class. 

He spoke of the dreary and 
demeaning nature of the job, 
with such tasks as cleaning up 
dog dirt from the shop steps.  
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Bill, Ted and a group of friends.Grandmother 2nd left at the 
back and Bill & Ted’s auntie Ethel 2nd left, middle row.
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As a young man, he was very smartly dressed, and was a keen tennis player.My mother had seen 
him about town and regarded him as quite a catch, especially as he was seven years older than she 
was. 

She told me that she was thrilled when he stepped up to her and said “Pray, what is your name?” 
and they arranged their first date. They used to meet beneath Mason’s Clock, the large clock above 
Mason’s the Jewellers in Rotherham which was a meeting place for couples in those days. 

When the second world war broke out in 1939, he was promised his job at Burton’s back upon his 
return from the forces. This however turned out not to be the case, and like many there was no job 
waiting on his return. 

Bill and Ted were conscripted, and joined the 
Royal Air Force. My father reached the rank 
of Flight Sergeant, whilst Ted was a corporal. 
Neither of them ever spoke much about their 
time in the forces,  other than the odd 
anecdote about characters and amusing 
incidents on the various camps to which they 
were posted. 

Bill learned to drive in the RAF, and once 
told of travelling back from Inverarey in 
Scotland for New Year Leave, and how he 
was so cold, he could scarcely move when 
he arrived! 

My mother kept a number of letters from 
him, written between 1943 and his demob in 
1946. They largely deal with how much he 
is missing her and I am not at all surprised 
that she kept them.  

I could not bring myself to read them until 
September 2009, about two years after her 
death. In a strange way it was like hearing 
Dad again. 

They make very tender reading, sprinkled 
with his sense of humour and bits of 
wisdom and advice. 

They largely come from camps in Norfolk and the south of England. and latterly mention how he 
became classed as unfit to serve overseas, following skin troubles which affected him during his 
time in France in 1944. The M.O. saying he really should not have been sent in the first place. 
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Bill and Ted, with Grandmother in the back garden at 
268 Badsley Moor Lane.
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Left:  The Mermaid Inn, Rye. Just the 
sort of ‘olde worlde pub’ that 
represented an ideal england to my 
Dad. This was a postcard he brought 
back and which remained in the photo 
box. 

Below: Airforce recognition training 
course, Isle of Man.
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Despite disliking forces life, he like most of his generation deplored the way things had gone in 
Germany, and was very patriotic. He loved the image of England as romantic paradise, full of ‘olde 
worlde charm’. To my father, the war was based upon a very clear moral necessity. He wrote the 
following poem during 1941. 

The War Years 
W. A. Hodkinson 1941 

The British Air Force growing strong 
flies out to meet the foe. 
To live or die, to right the wrong and avarice oerthrow. 
The engines throb, pulsating note in rhythm sweeps the sky, 
and like a tigress at its throat 
the wild invader dies. 

With exhaust spitting smoke and flame 
his guns all gushing lead 
he flies to earn a heroes name 
to live when they are dead. 
In morning mist and evening dusk, 
like ghostly arrows they 
as from a taught bow sped 
that none shall tell us stay. 

It's not for valour that they fly, 
or ribbons at their breast. 
It's for a cause that's just and true 
they fight and do their best. 
So every day that passes by 
brings retribution near, 
to those who our decree defy, 
to take all we hold dear. 

He's flying now toward the sun, 
his silvered wings expand, 
and turning with a low pitched hum, 
the touch of skilfull hand 
he soars above till lost from sight 
and suddenly appears, 
and diving low in shining light 
he casts aside all fear. 

Sitting firmly in his seat 
he looks above and below 
and wipes from face the engines heat, 
the days been long and slow. 
When all at once with eye so keen 
he sees to left a plane 
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and on his oily countenance 
a grim smile can be seen. 
His guns again are spitting lead 
till in a drunken reel, 
the enemy drops earthward, dead 
with flame from victims seal. 

So may we thank our airforce, 
for all that they have done, 
to rid the world of tyrannies 
and see the battle won. 
Their names will live forever 
and in the mists of time 
they will shine like stars in heaven 
and be forever thine. 

His best friend from those years was a man called 
Jack Wren who came from St Neots, Huntingdon. 
Dad described him as a pleasant man who drank 
wine rather than beer (my Dad’s passion). They kept 
in touch, and I remember it being an event when a 
christmas card arrived from him. They were always 
printed with their address, which seemed very 
impressive at the time! He had a butchers business I 
believe, and about 1970, after my Mum and Dad had 
been visiting us while we were living in London they 
dropped in on the Wrens to break the drive back. 
This was the sort of impetuous thing my dad would 
sometimes do. They evidently had a very warm 
welcome, and the surprise visit was a success, but 
very soon afterwards they had a letter telling them 
that the Wren’s son and his wife had been tragically 
killed in a terrible road accident later the same day. 
My Dad could never bring himself to see them again 
in case it would bring back memories of the 
accident. He felt that in some way they would be 
always associated with the death of the Wren’s son 
and daughter.  

It has to be said that Dad did seem to have bad luck in some respects, and so often good things, like 
revisiting an old friend, would turn out to become a poisoned chalice. 

He mentioned being stationed at Little Rissington, in Gloucestershire. Royal Air Force Station Little 
Rissington officially opened in 1938, comprising the domestic site and a grass airfield. During 
1942, three asphalt runways were laid. Extra land was added to accommodate Sites A to E. Later in 
the war, the main runway 05/23 was extended northerly (later to become the main runway for 
instrument landings), 09/27 and 14/32 were extended easterly and south-easterly respectively. 
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Bill with his wartime friend, Jack Wren.



Another Casket of Lives

Up to 1945 the station accommodated No. 6 Service Flying Training School and No. 8 Maintenance 
Unit. No. 8 Maintenance Unit was originally designated No. 8 Aircraft Storage Unit (ASU), 
however as the Second World War increased its momentum, so did the number of aircraft being 
stored. During the mid-1940s dispersal areas began openly storing aircraft, that had arrived straight 

from the manufacture. Due to security concerns, the level of 
security protection stepped up during the war, including the 
Station's own fighter force of several Spitfires. Later in the war, 
various satellite airfields were used to spread out the increased 
number of aircraft. 

His Service and Release Book detais are: Sgt W. A. Hodkinson 
10110108 Class A release 7.3. 46. 
Served 13/07/40 to 10.1.46.  56 days leave commencing the day 
following the date of departure from the dispersal centre. He is 
described by his Wing Commander as "conscientious NCO who 
has carried out his duties in an exemplary manner." It also 
describes him as Sergeant Gunner. Overseas service: France 10 
July 1944 - September 1944. height five feet six and a half 
inches. 

It is difficult to pin my mother down during the war. Although 
born at 59 Wellgate she spoke of living at Wickerlsey as a girl, 
just a little further out of town, the next suburb up from Brecks, 
where her Auntie Millie and Uncle Phil lived. I assume that after 
her father died that the family must have been in changed 
circumstances, and a letter to her from my dad in 1943 is 

addressed to 3 Collegiate Terrace, 19 Moorgate Rotherham, and another two addressed to 10 Mabel 
street, Wellgate, Rotherham, in 1944. There are also a couple of letters, from Bill in August 1944 
addressed to her at the Womens Land Army Hostel, Whalton Nr Morpeth, Newcastle upon Tyne, 
where she seems to have worked harvesting in the women’s land army. 

Mother was a telephonist in Rotherham during the war and she told of the tricks she could pull by 
calling exchange by exchange down the country to a call box near where Dad was stationed on the 
south coast, for long chats on local rate. In one of the letters from Norfolk he warns her to take care 
to avoid getting into trouble as “this is a secret place”  and she should not really have had the 
number. 

They would have to hold on quietly if they heard clicks on the line and sometimes were cut off, 
which was most upsetting. He says often how he would be in a depressed state until next they 
spoke, particularly if they had a disagreement on the phone. In one letter he gives her a telling off 
for being unpleasant on the phone. They were hard up and far apart, and a long engagement clearly 
got on mother’s nerves. She had broken off a relationship with a man called Eddie Altofft who they 
both knew, and in one letter Dad say’s that although he did not want this to happen, he would 
understand if she wanted to resume this. 

There is an invoice for two persons, full board for six days at 12/6d per day. £7.10.00. dated May 
2nd 1944. Mrs Nellist. Mother mentioned a Mrs Nellist as a pleasant landlady. It looks as though 
with his overseas posting coming closer, they managed to spend one of his brief leave periods 
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My mother as a girl, outside 
her home in Wickersley, 
Rotherham.
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together. You can understand them wanting to do this as on January 22nd the Anzio offensive 
started, and the battle of Monte Cassino bagan in March. Clearly, things were developing fast in the 
course of the war and there must have been worries about what he would be facing.  

The letters imply that they effectively ‘took their vows’ 
during this break and he reminds her of wheat they said 
“in that little church.” although it is hard to put a clear 
date to most of this as he didn’t date the letters and few 
of the postmarks are clear enough to read. 

My father only briefly spoke of being in Europe later 
on, but generally dismissed his time as “six years of 
my life stolen from me.”  

My father was a sensitive man and I am not surprised 
that he found life in the forces very distasteful, 
nevertheless, he must have been good to have been 
ranked in charge of a flight of men.  

He was in a convalescent hospital for a time, and I 
gather that it took a while for him to get back on his 
feet.  When he was demobbed, he was in a poor state of 
health., and had lost some of his hair due to erysipelas. 
In these two pictures of him taken with me as a toddler 
at Cleethorpes in about 1948 you can see how patchy 
his hair is as it was growing back.  

He suffered from skin problems periodically 
throughout life, probably related to the asthma and was 
prescribed hydrocortisone for this. For the asthma he 
had a sinister looking inhaler with a rubber bulb and 
glass tube into which he pored a small quantity of liquid 
from a green bottle, ribbed to signify that it was poison. 
I was occasionally given a shot of this when I was 
wheezy too! 

When I was a very small boy, and we were still living at 
the telephone exchange in Wath-upon-Dearne, I 
remember exploring in the attic beneath the roof, a 
dusty place with missing floorboards and a strange 
ghostly atmosphere, and finding his uniform, dumped in 
a heap on the floor where it must have been thrown 
when he took it off for the last time. He was always 
careful with his clothes, and the way they were just 
thrown down has always struck me as being something 
of a statement of how he regarded that part of his life as 
being over. I still have his cap badge, swagger stick and 
stripes. 
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My father and Mother married on the 26th April, 1945 in Rotherham Parish Church, after he was 
demobilised, and  I was born on 29th June, 1946 at Listerdale Maternity Home Wickersley, 
Rotherham. 

The first family home was a place called Rose Cottage, Dalton Parva, Nr Swinton and Rotherham. 
It had no electricity and was evidently very dilapidated. Buckets had to be placed around to catch 
leaks each time it rained. 

My father’s  job at Burton’s the 
Tailors was not retained for him after 
all and at the time of my birth he was 
working as a Salesman/Collector. 

My mother had been a switchboard 
operator during the war, in 
Rotherham. The Rotherham exchange 
switched to automatic in December 
1947, and she was invited to a 
farewell gathering of telephonists 
from 3.15 to 5pm. on the 3rd of 
December.  This probably led to them 
moving in to the telephone exchange 
in Wath-upon-Dearne, where my 
maternal grandmother Edith May 
Walker was night caretaker.  
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Harvey Walker, Edith May Walker, Ted, Averil Walker, Dad, Mother,  
Phil Matthews, Grandmother and Eileen Moxon

Fitzwilliam Street, Wath upon Dearne. The telephone 
exchange is no. 13, towards the top on the right.
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Mother worked on the switchboard during the day. 

Eventually, in 1950 or 1951 they got a new council house, number 102 Campsall Field Road, Wath-
upon-Dearne, on the new estate just then being built. It was one of the first of the houses to have 
been built.  

With a young family, my father soon opted for job security and managed to get a clerical job with 
the Ministry of Pensions and National Insurance at Goldthorpe, although it was never really an ideal 
job for a creative man (which he was) and paid poorly,  
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Mother, Father and myself about 1946-7

Mother, on the switchboard at Fitzwilliam Street, about 1947-1950.
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In July 1951 he became ‘established’ in the job, which meant that he had job security, something 
which I remember him being very glad about at the time. This fixed his and the family routine until 
he eventually retired. 

Occasionally he had to do Saturday duties at the labour exchange on a rota basis, and he absolutely 
hated it. He did not like the way the labour exchanges were designed to be unpleasant and the whole 
atmosphere ministerial and severe. Eventually these requirements stopped and he was very relieved 
at that.  As a small boy I remember going with him to the Goldthorpe office on the occasional 
Saturday when he had to work, (I suppose because my Mother was also on a saturday duty) and 
drawing furiously on the paper pads there, and taking the dumb waiter as a lift from the ground 
floor to the upstairs office. 

On one occasion he was in the office manning the counter where people would go to claim and 
receive their sickness or invalidity benefit. Being an intensive coal mining area, there was a lot of 
that. On this occasion, a large and formidable woman came in, strode up to the counter, fixed him 
straight in the eye and placed a baby down on the blotter, saying “Nah then. Thee feed it!” and 
strode out. It seemed there had been some reduction in her husband’s benefit! 

Another job he disliked intensely was ‘sick visiting’. This, thankfully for him was a very occasional 
duty in which he had to call in at the homes of people receiving benefit to verify that they were still 
unfit for work. Mostly this was a reasonably social call, although he thought it was intrusive. On 
one occasion though, he told us how he had been to visit one coal face worker who had been injured 
in a fall of coal on his shift and had a broken arm which was not mending well. When he arrived, he 
knocked on the door, which was open, and had no reply as there were knocking noises coming from 
the next room. He popped his head round to call out and found the man he had called to see in the 
process of knocking out a large fire surround with a cold chisel and lump hammer, with his sling 
dangling over his shoulder. He evidently suggested gently, that perhaps it was time that this man 
paid a visit to his doctor to see if the injury was now getting better. 

One day he was on his way as 
usual to work on his pushbike, 
and was stopped by a policeman 
at the bottom of our hill for not 
actually stopping before 
crossing the road. Evidently the 
‘Slow, Major Road Ahead’ sign 
had just been changed to ‘Halt, 
Major Road Ahead.’ He was 
duly summonsed and then fined 
for breaking the law. 

Dad retired early with poor 
health due to heart problems, 
about a year before he died on 
the 7th May 1979 in 
Mexborough Montague 
Hospital.  It snowed on that day. 
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A press photograph of Dad, at a local art exhibition.
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During the winter before he died, he had been on a daily regime of going down to my 
grandmother’s bungalow as she was declining in health, to light the fire and see that she was ok. My 
uncle Ken evidently refused to help out, and one day in a period of bitter cold and thick snow this 
proved too much for him and he was taken in to hospital following a heart attack. We were told 
after a while that he was making a good recovery, and that he would be discharged in a couple of 
days to convalesce at home, provided he had a bed downstairs.  

I returned home and a day or so later my uncle Ted phoned to tell me that he had died in hospital 
suddenly as a result of a clot. Having just relaxed to a degree, after the very tense period of his time 
in hospital, This was a great shock. 

At the funeral the arrangements were taken over by my Auntie Averil and I remember it as being 
quite unlike the sort of thing he would have preferred. The coffin was brought to the house and 
opened for all to pay their respects, (a Brammar custom rather than ours) and I recalled vividly 
Dad’s words when his mother died, that I “should remember her as she was” and how it was wrong 
to focus upon the dead. I resolved to avoid seeing him for this reason but before it was closed up 
again, some old relative asked to be helped to it, and the job fell to me, so I was compromised into it 
after all. For weeks I could only see in my mind the thing in the coffin and not my Dad.  

Eventually I set out to make a drawing of him to try and break the spell but however hard I tried the 
drawing looked lifeless and bleak. I put it away face down at the bottom of a drawer in my studio, 
and the bad visions stopped. It was as though I had exorcised them! The drawing is still there to this 
day, and I occasionally come across it, but it has no bad effect because it did it’s job. 

This is the photograph I used as a starting pint for that drawing. A good memory of a kind, good, 
patient man to end with. He was a role model for me and I hope that I have managed to continue his 
spirit in my own life. I can’t really say more than that.
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