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100 years since the start of the Great War
War was declared Tuesday 4th August 1914 when Britain’s ultimatum to Germany expired
and this centenary has been commemorated in many ways during the last few weeks and
months. Many local events have been included in a booklet available from libraries etc. which
can be seen at www.redbridge.gov.uk/ww1centenary
Our Society is taking part in an Open Day at the Ilford Memorial Gardens on Saturday 2nd
August. We hope to get this newsletter out to you before then.
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Steven Day (at keyboard), Vivyan Ellacott, Loraine Porter, Reg Wheeler, Vikki Lyons & John Gadd

who put on a memorable entertainment at the Ilford Hospital Chapel under the title ‘Keep the
Home Fires Burning’ on Saturday 14 June. The 70 minute programme was described as “a
selection of poems, songs and parodies from the years of the first world war”.
About 30 years ago I did some oral history interviews and I recorded Mrs Constance Haggar
(born 1897) from Forest Gate who remembered the day war was declared:
I remember the First War started on a Bank Holiday weekend. I don’t know where my
mother and I had been, but we were near Goodmayes Station, where the railway line
comes parallel with the road, and as we were walking along we could see all the trains
going down to the coast, loaded with men who were joining up.
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Miss Winifred Adams from Snaresbrook recalled:
I was nine when the Great War started, and I remember it clearly because my father had
promised to take us to the Zoo on the Bank Holiday Monday, but we couldn’t go. We
didn’t understand what a war was, and my father didn’t get many days off work to take us
out. He did volunteer to go into the army, but he was very short, and in the end he got a job
in the munitions. He had to close our (sweet and grocery) shop in College Place because he
could no longer get the supplies.
The war didn’t affect us much at first, except that everything closed down so there was
nowhere to go out at night. Even the scout group packed up because the scout master went
away to fight. We did notice it when we began to get short of food. We couldn’t get
potatoes, although there were plenty of swedes, but you had to line up for them. As well as
potatoes, meat, greens and eggs were all scarce and there wasn’t much sugar either, so you
just had to go and queue up for it. They wouldn’t serve children though, as it wouldn’t
have been fair on those families who didn’t have lots of children to join the queue. The
shop keepers tried to be fair, but the government didn’t bring in rationing until the very end
of the war, when things were really bad.
Extracts from Keepers, Cockneys and Kitchen Maids Edited by Georgina Green (1987)

As Jeremy Paxman said in his series about Britain’s Great War “Once it started there was no
turning back and no stopping it. This, more than any other event, made modern Britain. It left
us a more equal and democratic country.”
Look out for details of Redbridge Museum’s First World War exhibition, in November.

Listed Buildings in Ilford: Ilford 1914 – 1918 War memorial
MEMORIAL GARDENS WAR MEMORIAL,
Listed Grade: II
Date first listed: 25-Apr-1995
Unveiled 1922 to commemorate the soldiers
from Ilford who died in the 1914-1918 war.
Stone obelisk surmounted by a cross on tall
stone plinth raised on three steps. Bronze lifesize figure of a soldier on the south side of the
obelisk by Newbury Abbot Trent. Paid for by
public subscription and unveiled 22 November
by H.R.H. Princess Louise, Duchess of Argyll.
An identical copy of the figure by the sculptor
Newbury Trent (1885-1953) can be found at
Tredegar, Gwent (1924).

Ilford War Memorial and, behind, the Ilford War Memorial Hall, Eastern Avenue
The land for the Memorial Gardens was purchased in the early 1920s from the proceeds of a
public appeal launched at the end of the First World War to provide a fitting memorial for the
1,159 Ilford men killed in that conflict. The Hall is also listed Grade II and will be featured in
a later newsletter.
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Society News
A MESSAGE FROM OUR CHAIRMAN
I want to thank everyone for all their thoughts, best wishes, cards and of course taking
over whilst I’ve been away.
I’d been getting pains for a while but being suddenly taken into Whipps Cross Hospital
(they wouldn’t let me go home) and transferred to Barts for a bypass op’ was still a bit of
a shock. I was only in for five days and now I’m up and about and most importantly driving
and giving talks.
I want to thank Roger for taking on the ‘Shops’ talk at short notice, Janet and all the
committee for supporting him, which shows we have some good internal organising
strength. This is the first of our special summer talks for which we received a grant from
Vision and proves we can mount successful events in Redbridge plus our regular varied
historical programmes- both for members and the general public.
Best of Health to everyone
Jef Page, 22 June 2014

Spreading the Word
Recruiting new members is important to the society and to achieve that, people have to know
that we exist! Committee members visit a number of fairs during the year to raise our profile.
In April, we attend the Chadwell Heath Local History Fair which is my favourite. It is run by
a society who just love the area that they live in. There is a big collection of photographs of
old Chadwell Heath including a fascinating panorama of the High Road showing how the
shops have changed over the years. History and home-made cakes throughout the day, what
could be better!
The May Fair at Valentines Mansion is probably our most high profile event held in one of
Redbridge’s most prestigious buildings. This fair is not exclusively devoted to history and
celebrates many different interests and crafts. We get a lot of former residents of the borough
visiting our stall and they have been able to give us valuable information about old Ilford and
have identified people in group photos in Jef’s collection of local history books.
In early June this year, I represented the society at a new event, ‘Fun in the Park’, a primarily
Christian festival organised by Holy Trinity, Barkingside. I didn’t do a great trade but I did
have a unique experience. It was on the day of the Trooping the Colour and we were directly
under the flight path to Buckingham Place so we saw the whole flypast swoop overhead.
Whatever one’s feelings about the armed forces, it is an awesome sight and I defy anyone to
watch a spitfire barrelling through the sky without feeling a bit tearful.
In August, we will slip over the border into Barking and Dagenham to Valance House Local
and Family History Fair (this year on Saturday 30th August 11.00am to 4.00pm). This is a
charming museum and well worth a visit, do come along. We will also be representing the
society at a one-off event at the Ilford War Memorial Gardens (near Newbury Park Station)
on Saturday 2nd August 1pm – 4pm. This is being organised by Redbridge Museum and your
support would be very welcome.
Janet Seward, 16 July 2014
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Retail Therapy: Ilford’s shops from Edwardian times to today
A talk by Roger Backhouse on
Monday 14 July 2014 at the
Ilford Hospital Chapel
This talk was put on at rather
short notice, thanks to funding
by Redbridge Vision, and it
was a tremendous evening.
The talk was excellent- which
we now expect as standard
from Roger.
According to the figures we
had an audience of 86, our
largest attendance in years - it
was standing room only! There were over 50 visitors so we hope some of them took our new
programme leaflet and may come along to more meetings in the autumn.
Jane Leighton of Vision enjoyed the talk and asked if we always have this large an audience!
It shows that our committee has some real strength. Many thanks to Roger, and to Douglas
Sweet (former owner and manager of Fairheads) who also spoke.
Jef Page, 15 July 2014

Streets in Ilford
At the meeting of the Society in March 2014 Bernard
George, one of our founder members, showed me some
papers he had kept for over 25 years. These gave details of
the streets in Ilford which were listed in 1899, and those
which had been built between 1920 and 1974, by year. It
does not appear that this has been published before so Janet
Seward scanned the originals to make a facsimile copy. This
was typed up by me and checked by Carol Franklin. We
now have available a typed list of these streets in one
alphabetical sequence with the date. There is also a list by
date showing which streets were occupied in each year.
Now we hope to add in details of the streets built between
1900 – 1920 and, eventually, after 1975. The Local Studies
Library has a number of resources which can help with this
and the staff have agreed we may continue this at the
Library. Carol Franklin and Martin Fairhurst hope to carry
out this work, but exactly how they will tackle this has yet
to be a discussed.
Thank you Bernard for compiling the 1920-74 lists, and also thanks to Nigel Roche who
compiled the list of all the streets in 1899 from Directories.
Georgina Green, 16 July 2014
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Don’t Scrap it! Ilford rated Randell highly.
Keeping a diary or a scrapbook is a very positive act. Many of us keep personal photos, letters
and mementos of family and friends but few of us actually cut out articles from newspapers as
keeping them is far more difficult. We’ve got better things to do, they go mouldy, they can
take up a lot of space etc.
Redbridge Information & Heritage Team has a delightful crumbling scrapbook, boxed up now
for better security, put together by Thomas H Randell (1876-1943). It contains articles cut
from the Ilford Recorder and other newspapers, including photos of the Mayor at Ilford Town
Hall, Thomas’s World War I identity and exemption cards, obituaries, quintuplets on the
front page of the Toronto Daily Star 1936, and sports results at South Park School. The
scrapbook was donated to the library by Mrs Turner of Netley Road Ilford in 1985 and has
laid there ever since, a little known or used resource.
The scrapbook began when The League News and Sports Chronicle for Wednesday 20
January 1904 (priced ½d), published a really good and long front page article about local
athletics and Ilford Football Club with biographies of the players, and in particular ‘Mr
“Secretary” Thomas H Randell, Athlete, Footballer, Organiser’. Annoyingly Thomas cut the
newspaper names and dates off every clipping he kept making dating and finding them
extremely difficult. It’s an eclectic collection naturally covering his own interests and those
he knew and worked with, mainly men.
Athletics was very important to Thomas and he won over 100 prizes as a successful sprinter
and he was twice Essex 100 yards champion. A good footballer, only injury cut short his
playing career and he was Secretary of Ilford FC from 1902-06 and later became a club Vice
President. He helped acquire their new Newbury Park ground at Lynn Road after the Ilford
Sports Club ground in Wellesley Road was sold for development. Naturally he kept the
special edition four-page broadsheet proudly featuring his photo and that of the team, and so
began his scrapbook.
Randell was dubbed ‘an Original’ by later newspapers: one of the small group of seven Ilford
council officials who ran the council’s affairs after the village finally separated from Barking
in 1888. In 1891, at the young age of 15, he was appointed a clerk to the Local Board, then
Cashier, and after a few months became an assistant to Town Clerk J W Benton (Benton Road
Ilford is named after him). Thomas left school to take the job and for the rest of his working
life he served Ilford until he retired in 1937 after 45 years unbroken of service. He rose to
become Treasurer: effectively the rates collector.
He saw Ilford grow from a rustic village to a modern suburb going through massive changes
and two World Wars. In 1891 the population was only 10,900 and the Council raised £60,000
a year from the rates; by 1935 the population had soared to 131,000 and the council collected
£1.5million. The first hand-written register of voters numbered only 700. When Randell took
over there were only 2,500 but by 1936 when he was Ilford’s Deputy Returning Officer with
our own MP 110,000 were enfranchised.
Thomas kept nothing from his school days and at first I thought he’d gone to school locally
but this is unlikely. He did keep the obituary of Alfred Diggens, Ilford County High School’s
long-serving headmaster from 1906-36 so I’m sure he knew him. Tom told readers that he
was born in Romford, learnt to walk in Scotland and went to school in Ilford College
(scholarship or privately paid for by his parents?) whose football team he captained. He
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certainly must have had a superior education to get the job he did. Unfortunately we don’t
have the school registers nor the Ilford Board Minutes of 1891 to confirm his appointment nor
any references the College must have provided. As he played football he would have known
many Ilford FC players and council officials before he got his job.
His large family were essentially a west country one living in West Coker, Somerset, but
c.1860s the family moved across the country to the Bell Inn, Rainham, Essex and at some
point before the 1890s the census address is given as the Hound Inn, The Grey, Ilford.
One letter he kept was written by Percy ‘Daddy’ Wright which was printed in the Ilford
Recorder. Wright worked at Ilford Post Office before emigrating to Canada in 1900 and his
letter asked if any of his old friends from 1880-1900 remembered him and the ‘rustic old
village’. It’s a terrific letter: nostalgic, evocative of a bygone age. Possibly Randell knew
Wright but that’s unclear but they had the same memories of Ilford. Randell’s scrapbook and
Wright’s letter are Ilford’s social history.
From 1905 Randell was Clerk to the trustees of Ilford’s charities. Every Christmas they
distributed 10/- (50p) each to the deserving poor, their ‘Christmas box’. He was very proud of
this and there are photos from the Recorder of elderly pensioners in 1936 and ‘37, some of
whom were over 90. The money (which must have been invested to yield a yearly return) had
been largely donated through the wills of James Hayes, Alfred North and Jane Philpott who
had died in 1887. Hayes lived at Clayhall and left £10 to be distributed to six deserving poor
Ilfordians at Christmas.
James Heffer recalled selling water taken from the 1897 Broadway Jubilee water pump from
his donkey and water cart at three pails a 1d (the result of inflation: a decade earlier it had
been four pails a penny). James Pickett took water from the pump (did they need licenses?)
for the new laundry in Ley Street. That pump soon ran dry.
T R Perry (aged 75) told the Recorder that in 1914 the Recruiting Officer refused to take him
as he was too old at 55. Perry told him he could stop a bullet as well as any young man. He
had started work as a boy of eight in the brickfields (at Ilford?), 1 had no living relatives and
he’d known Alfred North. The 10/- would buy him a Christmas present of ½ crowns-worth
(2/6d) of tobacco for his pipe.
In 1915 the Athletes Volunteer Force, part of the 5th Battalion, Essex Volunteer Regiment,
trained at Theydon Bois and Ongar woods. I presume that Randell would have liked to have
been with them and probably knew many of the men as he kept some of their memorabilia.
By 1916 Randell was successful and his salary had risen to £240 p a. Thomas could have been
conscripted during World War I but fortunately was granted a “certificate of exemption on the
grounds of his indispensability” His job as Ilford’s Cashier seems a poor reason - or did he
just know the right people? He kept his exemption card which no doubt he kept at home. How
many others in Ilford were exempted, and why, is a subject worthy of research.
Thomas kept the exemption notice next to a Recorder article recording the death of J G
Gowan.2 Captain John ‘Jack’ Grave Gowan was part of the force that landed at Suvla Bay,
Gallipoli, with the 4th Battalion, Essex Regiment and was killed in action in August 1915. A
good shot, he had been promoted from lieutenant to captain and had been Ilford District
1

See pages 8 – 10. If he did work at Ilford maybe he was present when the mammal remains were discovered.

2

Jef has written an article about Captain John Gowan which we hope will appear in the December newsletter.
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Council’s Chief Accountant and Treasurer since 1911: in effect Randell’s pre-war boss. It
seemed very poignant that he kept his exemption notice alongside Gowan’s notice of death.
Gowan resigned his job to go and fight; Randell didn’t. Over 10,000 Ilford men joined up but
1,159 never returned. After the war in 1921 Thomas salary as Treasurer had doubled to £435,
he was living with his family in Oakfield Road and he was one of Ilford council’s highest
paid officials.
Randell kept articles and obituaries about Joe Pates (1858-1939) Ilford’s Grand Old Man and
Parish Clerk for 60 years, E J Braund, the Porter family who had ran the furniture shop on the
corner of the High Road and The Broadway: Alf and his brothers Edgar and Ernie all played
football for Ilford FC; and councilors Dixon, Denis Golding, Lee and Aubrey Hunt.
Researching Ilford between the wars 1920-40 I’ve searched for evidence of local Fascist
politics. On the surface there isn’t any except for one sentence in George Caunt’s book
“Ilford’s Yesterdays”. For reasons that are unclear Randell kept a small selection of British
Union of Fascist leaflets: “Vote for Hunt - for your local councilor”: fortunately he didn’t get
in. It’s the only evidence there is in Ilford aside from the newspapers but it isn’t clear if
Randell was for or against Hunt whom he may have known.
He did keep a leaflet about British involvement in the 1936 Spanish Civil War, no doubt
because he was in Spain on holiday when the war started. Travelling around Madrid and
Granada with his wife, they had to make a 36-hour uncomfortable train ride dash to freedom
in Paris to escape. He wasn’t impressed by the Spanish, telling the Recorder “the men never
seem to do any work. All day long they lounge around with their hands in their pockets”.
In 1937 Randell organized the Ilford Coronation tea attended by an invited audience all over
70 years old. 400 turned up, some of whom were gatecrashers only in their 60s! All were
accommodated. Joe Allen, 92, the oldest present, and his wife arrived. He had been a
submarine diver in his youth and was involved in the building of the Victoria Embankment,
begun in 1864 and opened in 1869. He and his lodger James Capel worked for Ilford UDC as
electricians on the new offices in the Town Hall. Both were present when it opened in 1901.
One of the men that Wright knew was Henry Richard ‘Rooney’ Hallows who was a council
tram driver for 33 years and obviously well known around the town. Sadly he collapsed and
died suddenly in 1935 and his large family attended the funeral along with Randell, his wife
Florence and 400 other mourners including men from the tramways department. There were
wreaths from the Plough in Ilford, Post Office FC and many others.
Other figures who appear in the scrapbook are: Captain Spencer who with Professor Baldwin
made balloon ascents in 1912 and Baldwin made a parachute jump onto Adams field opposite
the General Havelock pub (I’ve never been able to find a report on this performance- a
parachute jump before World War 1?); and Dr Percy Drought, Ilford’s divisional police
surgeon, who conducted the post-mortem in the Thompson-Bywaters murder. He found blood
on Frederick Bywaters’ coat which led to his conviction and Edith Thompson’s and his
executions in 1922; and Lieutenant Frederick C Weaver who like Gowan died in a foreign
field. Randell kept a risqué clipping from the Recorder of five pretty young ladies doing the
‘Can-can’ with their petticoats up to their eyes (are any of them his three daughters - did he
approve?); photos of the flooded River Roding in Ilford, shoppers complaining about the high
shop prices; the 1919 Council strike when the rates offices were left empty; the Elderberriesa local grandfathers club in Seven Kings (was he a member?), and a sharp caricature of
councilor Everett.
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The scrapbook ends (I’ve only mentioned a small selection) around 1941 with the Recorder
rounder-ups of the years 1940 and 1941. No doubt age and another war were taking their toll.
As the war started he returned to work for the council on the home front helping out as a Food
Office Assistant and on National Registration matters. He died suddenly on 21 September
1943 after holidaying in Scotland with his wife aged 67. He is buried at Holy Trinity church
cemetery Barkingside. It was a small wartime family funeral attended by his wife Florence
and their three daughters Lilly, Florrie and Gladys, and just a few of the council’s staff.
“Postscript” writing “The News Behind the News” (30 September 1943) said that Tommy
was a repository of facts and figures and that he “held detailed notebooks recording the
extraordinary family tangles that came to his notice. If ever the contents are disclosed they
will provide an amazing story of life in a big suburb”. Did the notebooks disappear or go into
an archive? That same week at the next full council meeting, Alderman Mayor G J Wetton,
led a minute’s silence in of Thomas’s honour and memory.
This is the first time I’ve built up a biography from just a scrapbook and in turn, it led onto a
full article on Percy Wright and a short one on Jack Gowan. If you keep a scrapbook or old
photographs of family members or friends, holiday snaps etc, put the names, date and location
on the back of the photo and date and name the newspaper from which the clipping came, and
if you don’t want the photos or scrapbook offer them to the library.
This scrapbook records part of Ilford’s social history and many of the residents lived long
lives and for the majority it was a good, relatively peaceful and healthy place to work and live
in. The local council job that Thomas Randell took at 15 in 1891 served him and Ilford more
than satisfactorily for 50 years.
This is updated from an article which first appeared in the Ilford Historical Society
Newsletter in 1998.
Thanks to Ian Dowling and all of the Redbridge Information & Heritage Team for their help
with the scrapbook and providing Recorder microfilm, various news cuttings and references
and Madeleine Janes for Census information.
© Jef Page, 27 May 2014

Mammoth Remains discovered in Ilford
I should think all our members are aware that many pre-historic animal bones (from about
210,000 years ago) were found in Ilford in the nineteenth century. The major finds were made
150 years ago and plans are in hand for a big commemorate event on 20 & 21 September,
in Ilford Town Centre. This should impart much needed local Natural Sciences information
to visitors and inspire a sense of local pride. Full details will be available at our September
meeting and should be in the local press.
The 1864 discovery is still the only complete mammoth skull to have been found in Britain.
If you would like to read about the man who facilitated passing the remains of this
magnificent mammoth skull to the British Museum, see the excellent publication
Sir Antonio Brady (1811 – 1881) Civil servant, fossil collector and philanthropist of West
Ham, Essex by William H George (1999). Sir Antonio Brady was knighted in 1870 in
recognition of his 40 years in the Civil Service at the Admiralty. However he is better
remembered today as an enthusiastic geologist, scientist and collector of fossils.
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150 years ago...
The year 1864 is generally celebrated as
when the most important mammoth remains
were discovered in Ilford. Some of these
are on display as a major attraction at the
natural History Museum.
They have told me “The mammoth cranium
shown as exhibit M26543 (see photo) was
discovered in 1864 in Uphall Pit in Ilford.
We have a large amount of material from
Ilford in the collections including other
mammoth specimens as well as aurochs,
bison, horse, several species of deer, rhino
and lion.”
This was the major discovery, but not the
first.
170 years ago...
As long ago as 1844, Dr Richard Payne
Cotton made a study of fossil mammalian
remains at Ilford. He concluded “the
animals lived and died near the spot which
encloses their remains.” These fossils were
found while workmen were digging clay for the manufacture of bricks for the Great Eastern
Railway, then in course of construction. The owner of the field was a Mr. Thomas Curtis of
Stratford, who was a neighbour of Sir Antonio Brady, then in his early thirties. It appears his
interest in the fossils started around this time.
(See IHS newsletter no.113, December 2013 page 11 for information about the brickworks
owned by Curtis off Ley Street in 1847.)
190 years ago...
In 1824, the skeleton of a mammoth
was found in England at Ilford, near
Bow, in Essex. It was said to be of
the same species as those which had
previously been found in Siberia, and
all over Europe. The discovery was
made at the 16-ft depth of a large
quarry of clay being excavated for
making bricks. A large tusk, several
of the largest leg bones, many ribs
and vertebrae were found along with
the smaller bones of the feet and tail.
The owner of the brickfield was not
named, but John Gibson of Stratford
collected the bones and invited Prof
Buckland and Mr Clift to help him.

The Times, Saturday May 08, 1824. page 3, column F
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John Gibson was a chemist by profession who took a very great interest in pre-historic fossils.
John Gibson (1778 – 1840) manufacturing chemist and collector of Pleistocene fossils from
Kirkdale Cave, Yorkshire and Ilford, Essex by William H George (1998) is a summary of his
life, his family and his work based on the author’s own research. Gibson was the first person
to recognize and identify fossilized bones and tusks which he traced to a cave in a Yorkshire
quarry in the autumn of 1821. He collected and preserved a large collection of these
Pleistocene fossils which received considerable attention from London scientists. Some of his
collection from Kirkdale Cave was presented to the Geological Society in 1822 and to the
British Museum in 1823. It is no surprise that he was involved in the discovery and attempted
recovery of the remains found at Ilford in 1824.
Dr Richard Payne Cotton (1820 – 1877) Physician and collector of Ilford Fossils by William
H George (2000) tells us a great deal about the man who discovered the Ilford remains in
1844. He left his collection to the Geological Museum. It is now stored by the British
Geological Survey at Keyworth, Notts, where it is referred to as the Cotton Collection.
Where were all these bones found?
The notes on page 9 show that many of the remains found in 1844 were in brickfields being
worked by Thomas Curtis. Having done more work on the 1847 Barking Tithe Award, I have
been able identify who owned and who occupied each plot of land in the whole Ilford area,
and which plots were being used as brickfields. I have passed this information on to Wilson
Chowdhry, Bill George and Redbridge Museum Officer Gerard Greene who are particularly
interested in the mammoth remains. I am very grateful to Bill George for sending me copies
of his books on John Gibson and Dr Richard Payne Cotton which I had not seen before.
From my own research with the tithe map I feel fairly confident that the discoveries in 1824
and 1844 were made in the area to the north and south of the railway, between the High Road
and Ley Street, but to the east of Havelock Street, as illustrated in the Dec. 2013 newsletter.
Bill George’s book on Dr Richard Payne Cotton mentions on page 12 that the 1844 remains
were found in “Mr Curtis’s brick field on the north of the London Road and another of Mr
Kilverston’s pit to the west of Ilford Lane.” I had transcribed some entries in the award as
being occupied by Henry Hilvington, so this is clearly the area mentioned. This was in the
vicinity of present day Nigel Mews and Kenneth Avenue, west of Ilford Lane.
© Georgina Green, 17 July 2014

From the Museum: Mammalian remains
Redbridge Museum has on display a long-term loan
from the Natural History Museum of the pre-historic
mammalian remains discovered in Uphall, alongside a
computer interactive programme which provides more
information and a quiz popular with younger visitors.
Another Museum display, cunningly ‘hidden’ in
bookshelves around the Central Library, is a
mammoth bone discovered in excavations in the mid1980s at Richmond Road when Winston Way was being constructed.
Redbridge Museum is currently working to develop a funding bid to create an exciting new
project with local schools and an exhibition next summer about ‘Ice Age Ilford’.
Ilford Historical Society Newsletter, No.115 August 2014
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John Logie Baird and Ilford
Ilford has a significant place in television history through the Plessey works where the first
production television sets were made. It’s also been claimed that the television pioneer John
Logie Baird carried out experimental work at the factory. This article examines this claim,
Baird’s successes and where Plessey’s significance in television development really lay.
Born and educated in Scotland, Baird demonstrated in 1924 the world’s first form of
television at his home in Hastings. This was remarkable as he was working virtually alone and
with very limited funding.
Baird continued development and sought heavyweight backing and funding with
demonstrations in 1925 at Selfridges and the Royal Institution attracting much attention. He
sold shares in the Baird Television Company attracting backing from various investors to
raise money for development. In 1929 there were regular television broadcasts to a handful of
people from the Baird television station in Long Acre, Covent Garden.
Televisors (as Baird called his television sets) were made by Plessey in 1930 and 1931 for the
first true television broadcasts, though reaching fewer than 1000 viewers.
Baird’s work at Plessey: the case for.
Ian Dowling says that after Plessey closed he visited the factory site and was informed that
John Logie Baird had carried out experimental work there.3 This is also mentioned by the late
Dr Graham Winbolt in his forward to a collection of Baird photographs 4.
Graham Winbolt describes how in 1989 he was “invited to view the historical collection of
artefacts and documents put together by the Plessey Company in their headquarters at
Vicarage Lane, Ilford. This visit had been arranged by Michael Aplin and John McGowan,
the former being the then Exhibitions Executive and the latter the Strategy Director. Plessey
was then in the process of a successful acquisition bid by GEC and Siemens and it was an
emotional experience touring the deserted offices and factory...”
Dr Winbolt was presented with the residual artefacts and paperwork with a view to their
preservation. “Amongst the books was a rather worn old bound volume with the words “ A
PICTORIAL RECORD OF TELEVISION DEVELOPMENT” printed in gold leaf upon its
badly frayed spine and inside was an extraordinary collection of photographs illustrating the
early experimental television work of John Logie Baird”.
He further stated “Baird had done some of his work in a hut on the flat roof of one of the
buildings on the Plessey site, and the company had also been responsible for the manufacture
of kits for the original Baird televisor in 1929” and noted Plessey also made complete
television receivers for the Baird system in 1931/32.
There is no indication of the source of the volume. Pictures relate to Baird, his equipment,
making TV programmes or early pictures from TV and not to the Plessey company or works.
It could have been a presentation copy, perhaps given by the Baird Television Company (or
even Baird himself) to Plessey.
3
4

Ian Dowling- conversation December 2013
Forward by Dr Graham Winbolt John Logie Baird: a pictorial record of television development 1924-1938 (Kelly
Publications 2001. - note this is still in print, do not be fooled into paying fancy E Bay prices. A copy has
been donated to Local Studies Library)
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The case against
Other than those references there is little information about any Baird role with Plessey. R.W.
Burns’ authoritative account British Television: the formative years,5 though giving a detailed
account of Baird’s life and work, says nothing about any involvement with Plessey. Nor does
his later Television: an international history of the formative years. 6 The definitive Baird
biography 7 says nothing about makers of production televisors in 1930, a curious omission.
Plessey is only mentioned in connection with a 1946 television set designed by Baird.
Although something of a public relations work, and not a detailed history, Barry Ritchie’s
Into the Sunrise: a history of Plessey 8 mentions the Plessey role in producing early television
sets, but again says nothing about any Baird work at the factory.
Probably the most comprehensive Plessey history by Keith Trace also makes no reference to
any Baird experiments at the Plessey works, though devoting six pages to the Baird TV
system and its manufacture by Plessey. 9 Baird maintained his major laboratory and
“showroom” in premises in Long Acre, later moving to the Crystal Palace, so he probably had
no need of another research base.

A Baird televisor - made by
Plessey circa 1930-31. Note the
circular housing hid the rotating
Nipkow disc.
(Efforts to locate the copyright
holder have not so far proved
successful.)

What was Baird’s system?
Baird’s was an electromechanical system, using a device known as a Nipkow disc having a
spiral of holes, and from 1932 using a mirror drum, for the key task of scanning the moving
image. He used a 30 line system for the picture broadcast and projected on the television via a
neon lamp. (For comparison the BBC used a 405 line system throughout the 1950s so Baird’s
image was less distinct.)
5

R.W. Burns. British Television: the formative years. Institute of Electrical Engineers.1986 (IEE History of
Technology Vol 7)
6
R.W. Burns. Television: an international history of the formative years (Institute of Electrical Engineers. 1998
IEE History of Technology Vol 22)
7
Anthony Kamm and Malcolm Baird. John Logie Baird: a life. National Museums of Scotland Publishing. 2002.
Malcolm Baird was John Logie Baird’s son.
8
Into the sunrise: a history of Plessey 1917-1987. James and James. 1989 (Sourced in Local Studies Library,
Ilford Central Library)
9
Dr Keith Trace BA MA PhD. First draft of A history of the Plessey Company Ltd. No date. Marked “For
restricted company circulation only.” (Sourced in Local Studies Library, Ilford Central Library)
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It was relatively crude, but it worked and Baird overcame many technical obstacles that well
funded commercial laboratories did not. Baird could have used a better system using more
lines but the BBC would not make the necessary broadcast frequencies available.
Unfortunately the BBC was very much against the Baird TV system but eventually
transmitted its first experimental TV programme on 30th September 1929, though the general
public could not purchase a receiver until March 1930. BBC transmitters broadcast television
programmes using the 30-line Baird system from 1929 to 1932 on the medium wave. Pictures
were picked up across Britain and Europe.
From 1932 to 1935 the BBC then produced
programmes in their Portland Place studio. In
November 1936 the BBC began alternating
improved Baird 240-line transmissions using a
cumbersome intermediate film system with the
EMI / Marconi electronic scanning system (405
lines) in ultra short wave broadcasts from
Alexandra Palace. By this time Baird had been
elbowed out of the company that bore his name
The trial was to last 6 months but the BBC ceased
broadcasts with the Baird system in February 1937.
It was simply not as good as the electronic system
though surviving records show programme quality
was surprisingly good.
Alexandra Palace TV mast used in the 1936 broadcasts.
(photo Roger Backhouse 18 January 2014)

Plessey’s contract
Plessey did not market radios under their own
name but manufactured on behalf of others, notably
making the “Defiant” range for the Cooperative
Group. Plessey had precision engineering techniques available to make most parts needed for
a radio, though not radio valves. Other firms made radios but Plessey were dynamic in
seeking this type of work and could make production lines available.
It is strange that Baird biographies and television histories do not refer to contracts with
Plessey for televisions. They would have been significant in the television world even if small
compared to Plessey’s other output of radios and electrical / electronic equipment.
However, Keith Trace says that the Baird Company originally planned to licence radio
manufacturers to build sets under the Baird patents but no licences were issued. Baird was
unable to persuade other manufacturers that tooling up would be worthwhile. Instead Baird
turned to Plessey and arranged for televisors to be produced on a “contract shop” basis.
Plessey received an initial order for 2,500 televisors in late 1929 and the first was offered for
sale in February 1930. Trace suggests that this was seen as good publicity for Plessey even if
there was little profit in it but in any case the nature of the contract was that the Baird
company would bear any losses. The televisor required precision production engineering
notably making the disc holes which had to be exactly placed and also making the “phonic
wheel” synchronising mechanism.
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As well as Plessey making complete television receivers Trace adds that the firm also
produced a kit of parts of the televisor which was sold in London stores for 16 guineas (£16
80p) as well as a mains radio receiver for use with the televisor. Keen amateurs made their
own receivers using these kits sold to the public through the Baird Company.
The Baird “Junior” kit cost £7 12s 6d (£7 63p) to include the motor and synchronizing gear
(the most expensive part) and the Baird “Senior” kit at £12 12s (£12 60p) also including a
lens and electrical controls. This was rather less than the 16 guineas quoted by Trace.
Presumably all parts were made by Plessey but the Baird company advert gives no details.
This television set produced an image only 2 by 4 inches (5 x 10 cms), - described as “a tiny
flickering picture flushed a neon pink...”. “The first were put on sale [in 1930] for 25 guineas
each (£26 25p). A year later less than 500 had been sold, in spite of larger claims.”10
However, Peter Smith thinks that around 1000 were made - he has seen an original televisor
with serial number 842 and has made a replica televisor. 11
The Science Museum holds several original televisors, and there are others held by the
National Museum of Scotland, York Castle Museum, Hastings Museum and the Bradford
based National Media Museum. An original televisor sold at auction in 2011 for £18,000.
After the introduction of the mirror drum scanning technique in 1932 the new receivers were
made by Bush Radio. Baird had a financial link with Gaumont British which in turn linked
with Bush. This gave a far better image which was thrown on a screen instead of seen
through a lens and was larger (9 by 4 inches / 23 x 10 cms) and no pink tint. The Daily
Express sold kits in 1934, the maker was presumably Bush Radio. There is a replica of one of
these kits at Amberley Museum near Arundel made by Peter Smith and others, used in 2003
in a 75th anniversary recreation of Baird’s first transatlantic TV transmission.
Post War
Plessey did not return to making televisions until 1938 and then on a small scale. In 1946
they made parts for a one-off “Grosvenor” television for Baird, the largest set made up to that
date, providing the chassis, radiogram and cabinet. The sealed off cathode ray tube was the
largest ever made with a screen size 22 by 17 inches (56 x 43 cms), reportedly giving a good
picture.12 It was assembled at Baird’s workshop in Crescent Wood Road, Sydenham. The
“Grosvenor” was used at the Savoy Hotel to show the Victory Parade in June 1946.
Failure?
It is tempting to see Baird as a glorious failure. Yet he succeeded with television when others,
better resourced, failed, and he was the first to transmit television pictures and to send TV
pictures across the Atlantic. He developed colour TV, 3D TV, “Noctovision” (infrared
television pictures), two way television and large screen TV. To top this he invented an early
video recording system called “Phonovision” 13 and an ultra fast facsimile system.
10

Barry Ritchie: Into the sunrise: a history of Plessey 1917 to 1987.
Peter Smith - telephone conversation 30th December 2013
12
Kamm and Baird pages 353-354
13
Recordings made using Baird’s Phonovision system have been restored by Donald F. McLean - see his book
Restoring Baird’s image. Institute of Electrical Engineering 2000. They show early TV programmes had
surprisingly high production standards.
11
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These were remarkable achievements though sadly almost all early records were destroyed
when his laboratory was burnt out in the Crystal Palace fire of 1936, a major setback for
Baird. However, he continued inventing and adapted to electronic TV systems - even
proposing a 1000 line colour TV system after the Second World War. Sadly, this was not
adopted or high definition TV would have appeared in homes from the 1940s instead of the
1990s.
Baird’s television legacy is maintained by the Narrow-bandwidth Television Association
whose members restore early television equipment and make replicas. 14 One of their
members, Peter Smith, suggests Baird might have had space at Ilford’s Plessey works to
evaluate sets. 15 Otherwise we have no information on the exact link between Baird and
Plessey. Ilford seems unlikely to have been a research base for Baird though it is possible he
visited the factory.
Iain Baird, John Logie Baird’s grandson and Associate Curator at the National Media
Museum Bradford, says “I agree that my grandfather’s involvement with Plessey was centred
around the 1930-32 Televisor and the Junior and Senior kits. I suspect he or someone senior
in the company left the [Winbolt] album as a gift”.
He adds “It can be argued that the first television receiver factory was actually 133 Long
Acre, where the first line of Baird Televisors (A, B, and C) were made. Production numbers
of the first line of sets were extremely low. SMG collections have one Model B, and two
Model C Televisors. It appears that no model A Televisors have survived.”
This does not detract from Plessey’s role in television development. The Long Acre premises
made only short runs, whereas Plessey made the world’s first production television sets when
other firms showed scant interest. This in turn encouraged public interest in a rapidly
developing technology.
More recently Baird was used as a brand name for televisions made in Bradford and leased by
Radio Rentals. They had
no connection with the
original company.
Plessey’s factory is now
completely demolished
with housing on the site.
There is no hint that this
once made Ilford a
national electronics
manufacturing centre.
Whatever else, Plessey’s
Ilford works deserves
commemoration as the site
of the world’s first
television production line.
© Roger Backhouse,
30 January 2014
14
15

Vicarage Lane front of Plessey factory shortly before demolition
(photo Roger Backhouse c.1992)

Website www.nbtv.org
Peter Smith - telephone conversation 30th December 2013
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ADDITIONAL TALKS
Thursday 4th September 2014, 2pm at Fullwell Cross Library, High Street, Barkingside.
The Art of War. Paintings of World War I by Jef Page, IHS Chairman.
Supported by Redbridge Vision. Admission £1.50
Tuesday 23rd September 2014 at 7.30pm at Valentines Mansion, Emerson Road, Ilford
That’s Entertainment by Vivyan Ellacott
Supported by Redbridge Vision. Admission £2.00 (IHS members £1.00)
Saturday 4th October 2014, 2pm at Wanstead Library, Spratt Hall Rd, E.11.
Edith Cavell (1865-1915) made the ultimate sacrifice. ‘Isn’t Patriotism Enough?’
by Jef Page, IHS Chairman. Supported by Redbridge Vision.
IHS REGULAR PROGRAMME
Our regular monthly meetings are held at Ilford Hospital Chapel, The Broadway, Ilford Hill,
Ilford, IG1 2AT from 7.30 – 9.30 pm. Visitors welcome, £2 per meeting.
8th September 2014 Ilford in the Great War- Over Here & Over There.
by John Barfoot, author of “Essex Airmen 1910-1918”
13th October 2014 ‘Bloody Foreigners’ or Welcome Visitors?: migrants to Ilford.
by Roger Backhouse.
10th November 2014 When Minahan met Mary- sex, sleaze & scandal in 1880s London.
Author Bridget O’Donnell talks about her excellent book “Inspector Minahan Makes a Stand
- the missing girls of England”.
8th December 2014 The Story of Harrison Gibson: Ilford’s famous High Road furniture
store. by Janet Plimmer, followed by our Christmas Social evening with Mince Pies & Quiz.
12th January 2015 Fairlop Plain Times.
David Martin reveals Fairlop Plain’s heritage: from the Ice Age & the RAF in two World
Wars, to the Olympic flame being rowed across Fairlop Lake in 2012.
9th February 2015 Explorers and Traders: The Essex Connections.
by Georgina Green, Vice President, IHS.
9th March 2015 A Child in Wartime: evacuation, the bombing of Coventry, the Blitz &
Doodlebugs. Canon John B Barnes’s personal memories.
13th April 2015
7pm Annual General Meeting, followed by The Saxon Kingdom of Essex.
From merchants & warriors, to kings & priests; a rich tapestry of over 600 years.
by William Tyler.
11th May 2015 Dreams of the Ideal: The Corporation of London’s Development at Ilford.
Stephen Smith reveals the successful 1920s housing development between Perth Road &
Gants Hill with emphasis on gardens & landscape.
The next newsletter will be available at our December meeting, or from the editor (details
on page 1) after 8th December.
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