Edward Gill – A Wartime Evacuee returns to Norton in Hales
The sad death of Edward Gill’s brother, Sydney Gill, on 19 November 2010 resulted in Edward paying a return visit to Norton in Hales on Saturday 27 November 2010.  Sydney, 77, was one of the five brothers who arrived in our village with their two sisters from the Ardwick district of Manchester on 1 September 1939 as Evacuees.  Edward’s first account of their time in our village was recalled in his much loved book “Dear Mam and Dad”.  Edward subsequently wrote “Another World 1930 – 1960 – A Personal Memoir” and “The Evacuees”, amongst other works.  See the ‘Village History’ page and then ‘Recollection of past times’ for Edward’s story on this website.
Sydney died suddenly of a heart attack and Edward says “Out of the seven of us that came to Norton in Hales only my sister Edith and I are left”.  The day after Sydney’s funeral in Heywood, Manchester, Edward spent a wintry day with us, recalling times past and meeting old friends again.
Coincidentally, the North Staffordshire Hunt was meeting at Bellaport Farm, now the home of Philip and Sarah Smith and their grown up children Adam and Faye.  It was to Bellaport Farm that the boys were first housed on 1 September 1939 when Mr Tom Swire was the tenant farmer.  “What a coincidence and what an opportunity – the hounds meeting at Bellaport” wrote Edward when learning of the Meet.  “I should be delighted to attend.  It is 71 years last September that I attended my first cub hunting in Bellaport Woods when Jack Atkinson was Huntsman and Sid Littleworth was Whipper-in.  Miss Harrison (of Maer Hall) was of course Master.  Now there’s a bit of history which is recorded in my book “Another World”.  How my brother Ken would have loved it”.
Saturday 27 November came in the middle of an extremely cold spell and the ground was too hard for horses because of a severe frost.  Nevertheless, the Hunt met on foot at Bellaport Farm and Edward loved it.  At eleven o’clock the hounds moved off on their trail and Edward, 81 in January 2011, followed them across the fields with great enthusiasm.  He’d enjoyed meeting the current Joint Master Mrs Anne Hartley, former Masters John Howle and Mark Allman, and he was made most welcome.  After an hour or so Edward returned to the farm and was invited for lunch by Philip and Sarah Smith and to his delight sat at the kitchen table looking out across the garden and fields to the same view he had first enjoyed 71 years earlier.  He was given a tour of the house and visited the bedroom, now converted into a bathroom, he and his brothers had slept in from 1 September 1939 and he looked out across the farm yard as he had as a small nine-year old long ago, in wonder and awe.
There was much conversation and recollection of past times helping on the farm all those years ago in a world which was so different from what the boys had been used to in inner Manchester.  Philip and Sarah’s children Adam and Faye and their partners Sian and Matt were fascinated by Edward’s stories and out came an old photograph album of far off days for Edward to identify some of the characters.  Edward delighted in remembering all their adventures as children on the farm.

After calling in to say ‘Hello’ to old friends in Forge Lane, Mary Keay and Douglas and Mavis Chelmick, Doug and Edward were choirboys at St Chad’s Church during the early years of the last war, we visited Betton Church Residence and were shown around by Mark and Nikki.  Edward was thrilled to see for himself the careful and sympathetic restoration of the church at which the boys worshipped after they moved to Betton from Bellaport.  And to round off a memorable day Edward proudly rang the church bell for the eldest brother, Albert, followed by himself, Edward, then Kenny, Sydney, Violet, Raymond and Edith, then mam and dad and Mrs Bourne, who was the church organist for many years and who died, aged 106.
On his return home to his village near Cardiff, Edward wrote, “I really enjoyed my visit; the snow added to the wintry charm.  How wonderful it was to see the hounds at Bellaport Farm after seventy one years.  It was so kind of Philip and Sarah to offer us lunch in the way they did, and for me to sit down at an almost identical table on the very same spot that I occupied those many years ago.  And how extraordinary that I should have the opportunity to go up the same stairs I climbed to go to bed in the bedroom over the dairy on our very first night at Bellaport on the 1 September 1939.  It was only a few days ago that I wondered if the stairs were still there; now I know they are.  My brothers would have loved it…….I must say a brief word about Betton Chapel.  They are lovely people who have done a magnificent job.  It really was quite wonderful to ring the bell for my brothers and for Mrs Bourne; she would have loved it.  Thank you”.
