FIFTH GOSPEL NUMBER ELEVEN

APRIL 2012.

St Cuthbert’s celebrated its cenentary not so long ago.  The church has been a landmark in Rye Park for over a hundred years.  Controversy has never been far away.  Now, arguments rage over local residents parking their cars in the church car park.  Pity those arguments can’t be about where to put all the Rye Park residents as they flood into church to be welcomed and befriended.  Now, we worry about health and safety, keeping children safe after services and whilst they are still on church premises. I wonder if Minty Fuller or Rusty Bishop got as hot under the collar about that in their 1930s boxing and youth club as we do now. Life changes, of course, and we can never stand still.  But the older I get, the more I am convinced that moving forward is not always about making progress.  The trouble is, in 2012, the ability to stand still and listen is declining.  So much is lost when you can’t hear things around you for the noise of just moving and making progress.  My Mum used to love watching birds in the sky, floating on thermals often for hours, and she’d say “oh, if only we could do that for a while each day – how much happier we’d be and how much kinder to each other”.  The logic doesn’t quite follow, but I’m sure you know what I mean.

Anyway, enough of this sentimental indulgence and on with the Gospel reading for today.  Cyril asks a very good question in his latest piece to me.  “Why are some churches full, so full that people have to queue up to get in?”  I have no answer, except to say I have queued up to go to church once, in Kampala, Uganda, and I wished I hadn’t.  A long story, not for now, but I don’t believe a full church is always a good church.  Jesus saw that too, I think, when he said “when two or three are gathered in my name, there will I be also”.  The late American Christian writer, Mike Yaconelli, always admitted that he was the Pastor of the slowest growing church in the whole of America, and he wouldn’t have it any different.  He knew each and every one of his flock and like the shepherd in the Bible, went hunting for that one who didn’t turn up on a Sunday when normally they would.  Can you do that with a congregation of five hundred?  I don’t know, but I suspect not as easily or as sincerely.

There we are, I’ve started again.  Must be the day outside – dull, miserable, boring, beige – making me think about higher things.

Mr Wyndal, his wife and two daughters walk from Hertford Road to attend St Cuthbert’s, perhaps in the late 1930s, early 1940s.  He is a good gardener and supplies beautiful vegetables for the Harvest Festival.  He runs a bowling game at the Garden Fetes, and provides a joint of ham for the winners. Mr Richard Cook is in the choir, where he stays for 72 years man and boy, he edits the church magazine, reads lessons and is a church warden.  Mr Ted Flack is also in the choir, reads lessons and is a church warden.  Before them, Mr Claydon is the treasurer, a job that Paul Scarborough does for us so well today.  The Malyon family contribute a lot to church activities and polish all the woodwork regularly at spring-cleaning time.  Mrs Codman steps in to play the organ if no-one else is available.

A choir boy – his name has escaped Cyril – leaves school and gets a job at the sewerage farm nearby.  He can’t get much more because he suffers from epilepsy. He is fifteen or sixteen when he falls into a vat of sewerage and is killed.  Cyril thinks of that boy often – dying so young, but in his short life, he plays his part in singing praises and joining in the church worship.

Olive Jackson’s younger brother, probably about eighteen years old when he is killed at the D-Day landings.  Douglas Cowler, killed when a German bomb hits the Regent Cinema in Waltham Cross early in the war.  Good Rye Park people – kind-hearted, helpful, caring folk.

Reverend G Kenyon – of whom we have spoken before – comes to take up his ministry at St Cuthbert’s from a job in a factory.  He introduces baptism during services, electronic church bells, a statue of Mary in the Lady Chapel, and more reverence during services.  He also starts a Church Completion Fund, ensures every fighting person from the church during the Second World War receives a New Testament.  He introduces the English Hymnal instead of the Ancient and Modern hymn book – so he leaves quite a legacy.  Several people also leave because of all the change.  Do times change?  

National news in the 17th century in Rye Park – although not as you would recognise it, even in the 1930s.  Guy Fawkes is found out in his plot to blow up the Houses of Parliament.  Local schemers Rumbold and Walton are found guilty, but still have streets named after them when the Rye Park community is built much later.  Another Rye Park man becomes famous when he is born on the same day the Titanic sinks, and is christened Titanic Turner in its memory.  In 1938, a lovers’ tiff in the Old Highway, very close to where Ellen Mansfield lives [she of the magnificent singing voice, and late of this parish], results in two shootings and death.  Along the Old Highway, into Rye Road every morning, you see a stream of men walking to the station in their bowler hats, rolled umbrellas and a daily paper, going to catch the “workmen’s train” to London  At this time, the fare is 1/11d return – in our money that is nine pence.

Cyril goes up to London with his family, taking sandwiches for a walk around the sights, then stopping off in a Lyons Corner House cafe in Oxford Street for a cuppa served by a Nippy Waitress [I kid you not, that is what they are called, even the slower ones.  John Griffiths would appreciate the advertising potential of this sobriquet!].

And so it goes on.  Life in Rye Park has its particular rhythm based around commuter trains, shopping, take-aways, social clubs.  Life goes on for much the same reasons.  St Cuthbert’s remains in Whitley Road, the source of so many stories, so much happiness, so many tears – yet unbowed by its place in history, ever eager and rather innocently looking forward to its next dawn, its next adventure.

FIFTH GOSPEL NUMBER 10

APRIL 2012.

PCC meeting last night – we learned that a vicar is coming for interview on Friday for the vacancy at St Cuthbert’s.  We don’t know his name, but according to John Griffiths, our Lay Reader, he is “different”.  Having learned to trust John implicitly a long time ago, I am more than happy to go with a “different” person.  After all, Jesus was sort of different, eh?  People say they should be able to notice the “difference” being a Christian makes in someone’s life. That’s what I love so much about our local “Young Life” youth project – its “different” and because of that, it makes our kids different.  You can see it, you can touch it and you can hear it.  All in the way they talk to each other, hug each other, laugh a lot.  Yeah, “difference” is good!

Gospel Number 9 had me walking along the Old Highway of the 1930s, being introduced to “front-room” shops along Whitley Road and Rye Road.  Number 10 is continuing the walk to see what we find.

We are at the corner of the Old Highway, where it enters Rye Road.  Here is Ison’s, the cycle shop, where young Steve Ison takes up the sport of motorcycle racing.  He does well, but is sadly killed on a journey to Southend-on-Sea, putting an end to a promising career.  One of the mysteries of our faith – why do good people die young?

Over the road is Mr Hitchin’s the coal merchant, with his horse and cart.  Next door, a sweet shop, and on the other corner, Mr Hitchin’s shoe shop.  Nearby, another sweet shop and a general store.

Turning towards the river, past where the Rye House pub now provides comfort for the folk of Rye Park, there are buildings owned by Nissen.  Nissen is the last word in special buildings, sheds, huts, cabins, etc.  Many a school in 2012 still has a Nissen hut somewhere with children shivering inside round a gas boiler.  In the 1930s, Nissen huts and buildings were popular and efficient.  Along Rye Road is another corrugated iron building – inside a veritable hive of activity.  Gear wheels are being produced like there is no tomorrow.

Then Taylor’s the greengrocer, and another shop for Mr Hitchin, this time a wine merchant.  But next door to Taylor’s is a lean-to shed at the side of the house.  Prepare to really go back into the dark ages now, all you Internet surfers and 3G users, step back from your apps and your instant facebook links and enter the world of the Accumulator Charger.

Let Cyril explain in his own words.........”here in the shed, people would charge your accumulator for a few pence.  It was like a miniature car battery and was needed to operate your wireless [if you had one!].  Our second-hand wireless consisted of a box about ten inches square and on the top was a big horn!  It had to be connected to an earth wire and a long ariel that had to be fixed to the nearest tree.  To operate the wireless you needed about twenty flat torch batteries clipped together, plus the accumulator.  Then you could listen to it with its crackles, hoping the accumulator would keep going so that you could hear the Home Service, or “Jack Barton, Special Agent” or “In Town Tonight”.

I sit here on my computer, able to see and talk to my daughter and grandson in Uganda, at any time of the day or night.  I can – and just have – booked a hotel in Cornwall by clicking on a few buttons and looking at some photographs onscreen.  Last year at work, I sat with children in the East End of London in front of a big screen whilst they talked to children in a classroom in Capetown, South Africa, chatting away as if they were next door.  Children enjoy online maths activities in competition with children all over the world in a specialised maths program called “mathletics”.  Cyril’s accumulator and mind-boggling ariels connected to nearby trees taxes my imagination far more than skype and wii-fi.

A nursery in Walton Road provides tomatoes for the locals.  Cyril’s uncle works in a nearby nursery and takes two bottles of cold tea with him to sustain him during the day.  Rye Park is surrounded with cornfields and tomato nurseries.  Now in 2012, Rye Park is surrounded in cars, buses, lorries and people with their heads engrossed in mobile phones, their own thoughts and what tomorrow will bring.  In the 1930s, people think nothing of walking a mile to the shops, or several miles to see friends, even after the People’s Bus Service provides a once-a-day service for a penny a mile.

In 2012, I feel ashamed as I think of how easily I slip into my car to come to church – no more than a mile away.

Fifth Gospel, according to the people of St Cuthbert’s

Number Nine

Easter Day, April 2012.  We have a bongo-playing Bishop to lead our service today.  He has a voice to die for.  If you close your eyes, you can just imagine him on stage at The Globe delivering the “To be or not to be” speech.  Steve King’s worship group are on duty and John Griffith’s scratch choir, fresh from a wine-induced rehearsal on Good Friday, await to sing the  African-written “Freedom is Coming”.  The congregation is more than usual – perhaps around 40 all told.  Bishop Paul booms out his welcome and continues to charm us all with his spontaneity of worship, his bongo-playing and his warmth.  The Scratch Choir get through their three songs, mostly in harmony, and the worship group just about sing what was agreed at the practice.  Living in the moment, though, that’s what being in a worship group is all about, never mind the real notes on the script.

Later, facebook comments report it was a good service and did justice to Jesus’ resurrection.  Thanks to Bishop Paul, we experienced some spirit-led worship and felt better for it.

In the 1930s, the same joy of Easter, but with the choir singing, perhaps without the wine this time, Stainer’s “Crucifixion”. The chords of “The strife is o’er, the battle won” waft around the rafters before settling in the front row of the congregation.  Mr Dawson performs a commendable solo as small children towards the back of the church secretively snaffle pieces of Easter egg into their eager mouths.

Easter Monday – a welcome day off for many.  Shops are shut.  No sales. A bit like an old fashioned Sunday, but because its a Monday, the excitement is different and more inclusive.  A trip to the seaside for those versed in catching rare trains.  More probably, a trip down to the river at Rye House Castle, or to the fair in Pound Close.

Your pulse quickens as you approach Pound Close fair on Easter Monday, especially if you are a child, and already high on chocolate.  The sound of the music, the drone of the electric generators, the bright lights.  Enter the fair and the first stall is the Candy Floss stall.  Then the roundabouts, and a banned ride called the “Chair-o-plane” – even in 1930s Britain, the Health and Safety Executive have to have their day.  Too many accidents have occurred over the holiday and the “Chair-o-planes” remain grumpily silent.  But the lure of the smaller tents bring further smiles to holiday faces, and then – the Flea Circus.

Yes, I repeat, dear reader, the Flea Circus.  Today, in 2012, we kill fleas, spray them, keep quiet about them, wash our dogs if they bring them into the house.  In 1930s Hoddesdon, we make fleas perform in their own circus.  They fight with miniature swords, on a tightrope, then they pull little coaches and do other tricks. When the performance is finished, the trainer lets the fleas sit on his arm and have their dinner.  In the 1930s, the flea is a royal insect, capable of earning money for its wacky trainers.  In 2012, rather like politicians, they have become an irritant to squash or otherwise ignore.

What about the weather?  In 2012, we surf the internet weather forecast and pack several different combinations of clothing to suit the vagaries of the day.  In the 1930s, we listen for the noise of the train going over the steel bridge, or we sniff to see if we can smell the sewerage sweeping across Hoddesdon from Rye Park.  If both these things occur, it is going to rain.  If you are deaf or have low smell capability, you will get wet – beware, and accompany someone with all their faculties!!

Today, the local Mercury newspaper is full of righteous indignation about street lighting being turned off during the night to save money; crime is rising, vandals are making hay in the dark and once again, the town is going to the dogs.  Not so in the 1930s.  Gas lights need care and attention, regular winding up of the 7 day clocks inside the mechanism, and replacing of the mantles for lighting.  If you remember Sid Cannon, husband of the redoubtable Maud, then you may remember Sid’s father, also Sid, travelling round on his red Gas Company bicycle, his tools in a box on the back and a ladder on his shoulder.  His job is to check the lights are working, and if not then to mend them there and then.  Sid is highly delighted when the first electric light is placed on the corner of Rye Road and Stanstead Road because he doesn’t think it will catch on.........

Sid then has to mount his bike the next morning, and every morning, to check the lights are out, to clean and polish them and to wind the clocks up.  In the dark, people carry simple torches to avoid paddling in puddles after the rain, which has been forecast by the train crossing the bridge or the sudden twitch of someone’s nose.

Rye Park in the 1930s is, according to Cyril Smith, like one big happy family, a good place to live.  People are honest, God-fearing, ready to help each other and sit with the sick.  Maybe in 2012, we would be, but we haven’t got the time, so we say.
Lea Road – the street of the Scarborough family today.  Paul, from Australia, Ros his wife, David, Michael and Christopher, their three boys.  Do they know that there is, in 1930, a laundry business in Lea Road, with their own huge rainwater tanks outside to supply their needs? The regular supply of water is still a thing of the future here in Hoddesdon, despite Marmaduke Rawdon’s provision of drinking water for the good folk of London, years before. A further shop is open to business on the corner of Lea Road, and a drapery shop on the corner of Old Highway and Whitley Road. Then going up Whitley Road, two “front-room” sweet shops, a butchers, two general shops and a green grocers.  Towards the corner of the Old Highway, a barber’s shop displays the traditional red and white stripes outside, reflecting the historical use of barbers’ shops as doctors’ surgeries too.  Cyril remembers watching men sitting in tall chairs in front of huge mirrors having their faces lathered up and then scraped off with a cut-throat razor.  Now, “designer-stubble” is allowed to sprout over the weekend before work demands a spruce up.
In Rye Road, opposite Walton Road are two shops, one a sweet and tobacco shop run by Mac, a jovial, happy man, always with a smile and a joke.  Some say he also sells the secret of eternal happiness!  Before the shops are built on the parade in Rye Road, people rely on more “front-room” shops – so called because it is literally a front room of a house that becomes the shop.  So much nicer than the anonymity of Tesco or Sainsbury’s, being invited into several people’s front rooms to do your shopping.

And that is Easter.  1930 or 2012, take your pick.  
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Rye Road on a Sunday morning, perhaps around noon.  The usual wait as you drive down towards the Rye House pub and the speedway park, waving thanks to the long stream of cars coming up from the station.  Three or four people out cleaning cars, stacking garden debris into boots.  The shops along the parade doing brisk business as people catch up on their lives from the working week.  A few stragglers coming out of Riverside Church into the sunlight, and a few rather more determined men disappearing quickly in to the Rye House pub.  The playing fields around Pound Close looking tired now after the early morning dog walkers, and now resting briefly before the afternoon football games disturb the somnolence of the day.

Eighty years ago, in the 1930s, the same road.  A stream of families in their horses and carts heading off towards the Rye House Castle and fields.  These are no ordinary families.  These are London Cockneys out for the day, dressed in their pearl outfits, horses and carts decorated with ribbons.  Ladies sitting on armchairs in the carts, men playing piano accordions.  Barrels of beer on board.  These are people who know how to have a good time.  They could teach our kids now a thing or two about having fun.  Now, the fun is limited to “hanging out”.

Later, after a day by the river, the same procession goes back up Rye Road, but this time, the ladies are holding bunches of bluebells picked from the river banks.  The men sing loudly, perhaps too loudly for some, the beer barrels now empty and rolling around in the back of the carts.

Rye House is an attractive place to come on a Sunday in the 1930s.  The Tavern and tea garden complete with roses and other plants.  Peacocks strut around as only they can.  A boat with a canvas hood takes people for a ride down the river.  Men with jugs of beer stand at the front looking ahead with squinted eyes such as Captain Cook might have had as he searched for the elusive Australian continent.  At the end of the garden near the Tavern is a maze.  Now its the Go-Cart track.  Around here in the 1930s is an amusement park with small roundabouts and swings where young children sit in a swing-boat and pull on a rope to make the boat swing backwards and forwards. A side show displays a woman with a beard, or if she is having a day off, a sheep with two heads!!  Along the tollgate path, you can hire a pony and trap for a joy ride.  Across the path, a green open space with white painted trellis fronted wooden shelters for picnics.  Then, resplendent in its historical glory, the Rye House Castle, and inside it the Great Bed of Ware.  Next door to this, the dance hall and watercress beds.

Looking down across to the river, an enormous barge is being pulled along the river by one huge, muscular horse, blowing heavily into the spring air.  Fishermen sit patiently along the banks hoping for an extra meal later on, or perhaps salted down for tomorrow.

Sunday.  Aahhh!  Now its an orgy of shopping, of jobs around the house, of taking children to clubs, parties.  Now its visiting relatives, or going for a walk along the river, stopping off for a pint mid-afternoon or early evening.  Now, somehow, the simplicity of leisure has been forgotten.  We need to be entertained.  We need 24/7 support to get through the day without screaming.  

1930s folk make their own fun.  They have the same problems as we do – the lack of money, the worries, the stress, but they have different answers. They come up with them themselves.  We look to others to solve our problems. That’s the difference.
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Cyril starts school when he is five.  That’s no different to now, although today, you might already be a veteran of schooling, having been to nursery school for two years or so.  You might even have been to Three Parks Children’s Centre at Rye Park Nursery School on Walton Road. 

Its 1928, or thereabouts, and Cyril goes to a small hall on Rumbold Road. He is given a slate and pencil to use.  Children today use a small whiteboard and felt-tip pen – so there’s progress for you! He copies down important and very useful words like “cat, rat, sat” – reinforcing his “consonant-vowel-consonant” knowledge, sounding out the letters as he writes painstakingly, scratching away on his slate with the slate pencil. Perhaps his tongue is out in concentration as he tries his best.  Perhaps his friend on the next table is trying to entice him away from writing – who knows?  Cyril has an abacus to practise counting.  He moves beads around a piece of wire glued to a board, and gets up to 10 before the beads come crashing down to the bottom and he loses count.  Today – calculators, computers, laptops, world-wide maths programs called “Mathletics” where children challenge each other across the globe to solve problems and undertake investigations.

Cyril can safely walk to his school, even at the age of five. No traffic on the road.  Cyril can play with his hoop and stick, or his spinning top, in the middle of the road.  He can cross the road safely to play in the fields nearby. Whitley Road today takes time, patience and good planning to negotiate.  Cars parked either side, with just enough room for a car travelling in one direction.  Cars coming the other way dive into spaces, mount the pavement, reverse into driveways, but at least it reinforces good manners – hands are always raised in thanks as drivers inch patiently forward towards either Stanstead Road or the Old Highway. No such problems for Cyril.  A carefree walk to school to learn the mysteries of three letter words and abacus counting.

You might hear an aeroplane as you spin your hoop down the middle of the road.  Everything stops.  You look up and marvel at such a sight.  How does it stay up there, why doesn’t it crash down to earth?  Later, as Cyril moves through classes and learns to write larger words and count more figures, the R101 Airship glides silently past the bottom of his garden.  One day, a huge four-engine Imperial Airways bi-plane makes a forced landing in the Hundred-Acre Field on Stanstead Road.  Good job it doesn’t do it today – that field is now the Hundred-Acre housing estate, complete with school and shops, and many stories to tell.

Shopping! “You shop – we drop”. Vans littering the Rye Park roads, delivering shopping to Internet users who do not venture out half a mile down the road to shop in real time. Better to click a few buttons, view virtual tomatoes and sprouts, then get it delivered “in a time-slot of your own choosing!”  Cyril smiles at this idea.  It sounds a little familiar.  When he is young, and playing out on the streets with his friends, the man from the Co-op comes down, pushing a very tall wheelbarrow full of loaves of bread.  Fourpence-farthing each. That’s about two pence in today’s money.  The man from the Co-op has bulging arm muscles – pushing the tall wheelbarrow is not a job for the faint-hearted!  

The milkman comes with a huge milk churn on the back of his horse-and-cart.  He takes a smaller one to Cyril’s front door and ladles out a pint of milk into his mother’s jug. It is immediately boiled to keep it fresh.  Cyril hasn’t heard of fridges yet.  He hasn’t heard of going to the supermarket and buying milk in a plastic container, either.  Skimmed, semi-skimmed, one percent, full fat – these are just words that pass Cyril by until he is much older.

Johnny Baker, the fishmonger, arrives with his horse-and-cart, accompanied by enthusiastic flies and a strange smell that reminds Cyril of Sunday School outings to Southend-on-Sea. On Saturdays, the butcher cycles down Whitley Road and the Old Highway selling joints of meat to last the week.  Cyril’s Mum calls out for a sheep’s head, “one with the eyes still in, so it’ll see us through the week!” The butcher laughs at the old joke, wobbling a bit on his bicycle.

So – perhaps Sainsbury’s, Tesco, Waitrose, all these stores – do they know something we don’t, or have forgotten? Shopping delivered to your door is not new. Cyril remembers it in the 1930’s. He remembers the horse manure in the road as the horses plod up Whitley Road, down Murchison Avenue, across Rumbold Road and into Walton Road.  People have good roses in their front gardens as youngsters like Cyril are ordered out into the street to shovel up the manure for the plants. The people who live in Whitley Road remember it now because they can’t drive down the road for white delivery vans cluttering up the narrow road. All that is left now is the smell of diesel and exhaust fumes.  Maybe Sainsbury’s should deliver in a wheelbarrow, or Waitrose on a bicycle?  Just for the sake of authenticity?
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Its a funny old world, isn’t it.  There we were the other night, Tuesday it was, and the PCC gathered to meet four prospective ministers who wanted to come to our church to be our next vicar.  It was a lovely evening, and the four of them did really well considering they must have been very nervous.  Any conversation like that is a potential minefield, and the only tool available is a large shovel to dig your own hole with.  We left that evening optimistic that we would have a vicar by the same time the next day.

But it was not to be.  We did not appoint anyone because the selection panel were not totally confident in any one person.  A shame after all that organising and hard work by Paul and Kate, the wardens, but so much better not to make any decision rather than make the wrong one.

Sixty seven years ago, after the Second World War, Cyril returns to Hoddesdon and joins the PCC.  Linda Cowan takes our minutes now – straight after the war, Cyril volunteers to do so.  Not only that, he starts a youth club in the old iron hall where Widow Ives lights the Tortoise Stove and the youngsters crowd round it rubbing their hands, trying to keep warm.  They dance or rehearse a play. Cyril carries round a heavy battery-powered portable radio and an old 78rpm record player from home.  Cyril’s friend George Carey helps him to carry it all.  Now, sixty seven years later, Tish Bloomfield and Fiona Brewster, the two youth leaders, stagger in to the SKY room at the back of the church hall, armed with an ipod – about 100 grams of weight but with up to a thousand songs on it, at least.  Times change, but kids don’t, not all that much.  At the end of Cyril’s youth meeting, the Reverend Le Dieu comes in to lead hymn singing and prayer time before closing.  Well educated teenagers in 2012 might have a little snigger at a vicar called Reverend God [in French], and that would be entirely appropriate.  After all, teenagers have a great sense of humour, and a surreal sense of the absurd.  Little did George Carey know, but he meets his future wife at these meetings.

Up Whitley Road, there is a sweet shop owned and run by the beautifully named Mr Christmas.  Next door is Mr Claydon.  On a Sunday afternoon, you can see Mr Claydon sitting at his kitchen table counting the collection from the church services in the morning. Twelve pennies, four threepenny pieces in a shilling. Twenty shillings, eight half crowns in a pound.  There are more coins equal to other coins in England in 1945 than in any other national monetary system in the world – or so it seems to kids having to learn the many permutations.

Each year, the church is thoroughly cleaned from top to bottom. People turn up with ladders, mops, polish and dusters.  The choir’s robes go to the laundry.  The church is ready for Easter Day when everything sparkles and the church is full to the rafters, as it usually is each Sunday.

On Rogation Sunday, around Harvest time, the Reverend Kenyon leads the choir and the congregation out of the church, down the road towards the allotments opposite Lea Road to bless the crops.

Looking forward to Sunday School outings to Southend-on-Sea, buying a penny bar of Nestle chocolate from a machine on the platform.  Buying sixpenny buckets and spades in Southend, going straight to the beach and on the way home singing all the songs – Daisy, Daisy, Bye Bye Blackbird, etc.  No hymns though.

2012 – we worship the same Lord.  We have similar struggles, similar worries, similar challenges.  Just in a different context, I guess.  The parents worry about providing for the family, petrol prices, the cost of a mortgage, safety in the streets, crime rates, job security.  

1945 – how many boys who leave to fight for their country in 1939 don’t come back and remain forever young, but mutilated and broken in a killing field somewhere? How many parents grieve over lost children, brothers and sisters?  But after the peace has been forgotten, the same struggles emerge – protection for the family, having a job, paying the rent.  

Life goes on.  Faith and belief in God ebb and flow much as the winds across the River Lee, just as they always did.  But God is always there, waiting for each of us to knock, ready with His hand on the door, just as He has always been.  And St Cuthbert’s church is here, just as it is for Cyril, for George, for Minty Fuller and Rusty Bishop.  The same bricks, the same stone, the same breath breathed by the folk who worship in it.  

Some things don’t change.  It just feels like they do. 

Fifth Gospel 5.  According to Dave Lee, in partnership with Cyril Smith.  March 2012.

Worshipping when you’re cold is not good!  Trying to play a guitar or hold a book against the music stand up at the front is hard when your teeth chatter and your fingers are cold.  Just as well we can stand over the hot-air grills on the Chancel floor and literally bask in heat whilst we look down at the congregation slightly less warm and wondering why we are reddening by the minute.

In the 1930s, the hall is heated by a large round coke stove. Widow Ives ensures it is stoked up and ready for when we are all in there. It is called a Tortoise Stove.  Those of you who love watching cowboy films can always see them in the bunkhouses, probably with John Wayne warming his hands against one.  It is like a cast-iron cylinder, about three feet high, with a lid on the top to feed the fuel in, then a stove pipe coming out of the top and through the wall.  I guess it looks vaguely like a tortoise, although I’ve never seen a tortoise with a pipe coming out of his shell.  Health and Safety requirements are met with a guard round it to warn young fingers not to stray too close..  It is the only form of heating in the large hall.  Its fine if you are on top of it, or within about three feet of it, but if you are unfortunate to be pushed to the edges, you might as well keep your coat and gloves on, for you won’t feel the benefit.  [By the way, there is a small competition for anyone alive now who can define “coke” without mentioning “snort, line or drug”].

Talking of grills, the church is heated in the 1930s by a large coke furnace which sends warm air through the floor ducts.  You could be lucky on your way in and see some church members acting as stokers in the cellar, an opening to the left of the church door.  Shovelling coke into a furnace is a warm job and not a particularly pleasant one really.  Much better now to be in charge of the boiler button that says “ON”.  You don’t get half as dirty or hot.

Cyril likes to get involved in the life of the church.  Not surprising really. In the 1930s, folk make their own fun.  Televisions not yet being talked about, radios are the main source of entertainment if you’re not in a crowd. Cyril walks to the church and hall down “Muddy Lane”, full of puddles and no street lighting. This lane was the continuation of the Old Highway and Stanstead Road, now in 2012 choked with cars, vans and buses all trying to go different ways at once. A shop along the way tempts Cyril to part with a farthing [a quarter of an old penny, valued today at about an eighth of one of our pennies – in other words, virtually worthless].  This farthing can buy Cyril an aniseed ball, a gob-stopper or a thin strip of toffee.  Passing the blacksmith’s yard on the Old Highway, opposite Lea Road, Cyril sees the blacksmith shoe a huge horse.  In the corner is a big wooden wheel with a new, still smouldering “wheel-band” fitted to it. As Cyril looks on, marvelling at the blacksmith’s huge muscular arms, the blacksmith throws a bucket of cold water over the wheel to cool it down and allow the metal to shrink.  Clouds of steam rise up angrily, spattering round the forge.  Cyril withdraws quickly, not wanting to admit to some quick fear, and he heads off along the Old Highway towards the sweet shop to part with another farthing.

On and off in summer time, we go to the Vicarage for a barbecue, perhaps a men’s group, or just those with whom the vicar is closest.  I go one night and sit on a hammock with the vicar, bemoaning how leaders are always unpopular to some and popular to others, and what to do about it all.  Headteachers and vicars – some similarities there, I guess. Too much wine is drunk and the hammock becomes  like a ship tossed about in a storm.

In the 1930s, the vicarage was not built, so fetes and gatherings were held at Westhill House, in Westfield Road, at the house of Doctor Clavel and his housekeeper, Miss Griffin. Cyril knows Miss Griffin well.  She is his Sunday School teacher.  They both sit at the front in church by the pulpit and have their names on the chairs.

Soon after, the vicarage is built in Ogard Road and the fete moves there, with side shows and refreshments. In 1938, after Reverend Frost’s untimely death in Rye Road whilst delivering sick communion, his successor, Reverend Kenyon takes over and begins changing the church from low to high, causing consternation among his flock.  It is just like that conversation on the hammock eighty or so years later, but of course the wrong way round.  Leaders can never please all of their led, and so they have to do what they feel to be in everyone’s best interests.  That’s when the trouble usually starts.  The Reverend Kenyon tries to introduce schemes to finish the church.  He makes paper-shaped bricks and sells them at sixpence each, making a book of them, which also he sells.  Today, two and a half pence buys you nothing, and merely makes up loose change for those occasions when you buy something for 57 pence, or £2 48, or all those bronze coins clog up your purse for weeks before you can get rid of them in a NSPCC charity box in peacocks on the High Street.

September 3rd, 1939.  Hitler and Churchill have had enough of tiptoeing around each other.  They start a fight with each other that lasts for six long years.  Cyril joins the RAF as an engine mechanic.  My Dad joins the RAF too, but gets posted to Cairo, in Egypt.  Wouldn’t it be amazing if Cyril Smith knew Geoffrey Lee?  Cyril still comes to church when he is on leave, finding comfort in the familiar while all around him is new and somewhat scary.  The Reverend Kenyon arranges for special New Testaments to be sent to all those serving in the forces, and in the front of each one, he writes

“From your fellow worshippers of Rye Park Parish Church, your name is read out one morning each week at the daily Eucharist and we think of you every Sunday at the Parish Communion at 9am.

Support the weak

See that none render evil for evil

Rejoice evermore

Pray without ceasing

Hold fast to that which is good.

[Thessalonians 5:  G Kenyon, Vicar. 1942]

All I can think of is what on earth does our vicar do all week with just three services a week to plan and lead...often not even doing that.  And here is Reverend Kenyon leading a daily Eucharist.  Ho hum, how times change and how we never know the whole story.  Judge not in case you are judged!!

So war drags on.  1945 seems a long way away.  Too many killings to go before people come to their senses and realise they solve nothing by stealing others’ lives. A life once lived well is now lived to different rules.  Men returning from war have to learn to play a new game, and Cyril is no exception.

Fifth Gospel 4, according to Dave Lee, in partnership with Cyril Smith.  March, 2012.

Recently, our treasurer, Paul Scarborough, has advised us that we cannot afford a hall cleaner any more, and that if we want the hall to be clean, we have to do it ourselves.  Deathly hush!  Eyes look to the floor for a while as we take in what Paul has said.

Over 80 years ago, the church and hall is cleaned by Widow Ives who lives in the Old Highway just past the hall.  Mr. Ives was killed in the army in India, and their two boys, Maurice and Fred look after their Mum as best they can.  Maurice sings in the choir. If you go into Widow Ives’ house on the Old Highway, you walk straight into the living room and brush against old Indian brass hangings.  Cyril goes there to get the keys for the hall.  Now, I help with the hall cleaning once a month, with my wife Mauveen and friends John and Christine Clark.  Others do the other weeks, two home groups, and another small group of friends. It has to be clean because we hire the hall out to children’s groups.

Before the Second World War [pre 1938], the old hall is always busy –– for fetes, missionary exhibitions, Christmas fairs, concerts, Lantern Slide Shows, parties, Mothers’ Union meetings and rummage sales. Now, the odd birthday party, a music evening, meetings.  Somehow, doesn’t sound as much fun as a Lantern Slide Show.  

Picture the scene in the 1930s.  Saturday afternoon walking down Whitley Road, towards the Old Highway, avoiding horse manure on the road, perhaps dodging a black car driving carefully towards Stanstead Road.  Noise increases as the hall gets nearer.  Small children play happily outside the hall, as their parents go in to see what they can find from the rummage sale. Advertised on a board outside is a Missionary Exhibition – someone coming to talk about their life in some far-flung, exotic sounding nation, bringing the Good News of Jesus Christ to those who appeared to have managed without it for centuries.

Most importantly, the hall has a large stage, tea making facilities by the side of the stage and toilets by the front door.  What more can we ask for in 1937? There is a smaller back hall which is used for Sunday School.  Minty Fuller holds his keep-fit classes for boys there,  When they’re not leaping around getting fit, they learn how to tie knots as Minty shows them with gnarled fingers and patient voice. Minty loves helping out, passing on his learning to others, willing to give his time, as others are too.  Rusty Bishop wants to start a Boy Scout group, but someone tells him he can’t.  Instead of a scout group, Rusty starts a Blue Boys’ Brigade group.  The boys are not really blue – just older than the Red Boys’ brigade. Rusty also runs a boxing club at the back of the hall.  Cyril’s nose is still slightly bent from a 1930s left hook. The blue boys come to church regularly, go trekking and to camps.  They end up meeting in Rusty’s house on Rye Road.

Now, young boys play football in the hall while adults drink tea and talk, after the Sunday services.  If you’re lucky, you escape the soft “thwack” of the sponge football as they hurtle round the hall, using the entrance doors as a goal, and reliving the Spurs-Arsenal derby game. Some children bring their scooters into the church and race round until they are shouted at by someone trying to pray for someone else.  We are a “child-friendly church” now, so keep your eyes open and your ears peeled – anything can happen.

At Christmas in the 1930s, the hall is full, just as it is now in 2012 for our “Big Tea”.  Then, paste sandwiches, jellies, games and the long-awaited arrival of Father Christmas, otherwise known during the rest of the year as Richard Cook!  Now, everyone watches the Nativity Play put on by our children, and then tucks into a tea, with tables groaning under the weight of sausage rolls, cakes, healthy-option sandwiches, low-fat crisps and, thank goodness, huge cream cakes overflowing with chocolate. No Father Christmas now as we would have to get a CRB sorted out and a risk assessment under our Health and Safety policy.  But our organisers plan for this event carefully beforehand, just as in the 1930s, and children have an equally good time.  So people today can still emulate our friends from the 1930s with their willingness to take time to serve others.  Even in today’s austere climate, we can match our pre-war colleagues and put on a “good show”.  Thank God some things never change!!

I guess it’s in our genes to serve others.  Can you be a Christian, a follower of Christ, without wanting to serve others?  I don’t think so.  But it is a positive thought to hang on to during a very blustery Monday afternoon, with people hunched up against the bitter winds, and dreaming of summer holidays in Tenerife and other Euro Debt Crisis-threatened places.  Minty Fuller and Rusty Bishop now see their successors as Steven Brent, Tish Bloomfield and Fiona Brewster, although Fiona is not known for her boxing skill, and Steven is more at home with an IPad than a reef knot.  As I close my Gospel for now, I warm to my predecessors at St Cuthbert’s, and thank God for their selfless work and commitment to others.  Just as I thank God for Steven’s, Tish’s and Fiona’s work.

 “The Fifth Gospel” according to the people of St Cuthbert’s
It is January, 2012.  Our church is without a minister.  It is lacking the finances to feel confident about the future.  The PCC is having to “think outside the box” to continue to make our church a viable community.  There are tensions, anxieties, and sadness.  We will probably be leaderless until the autumn at the earliest.

And yet..........

We forget we live in God’s house.  He is in charge, not us.  We forget we worship in a church that is over a hundred years old, with so much history, so many stories to tell, so much awe and wonder to reflect on.  We forget those millions of words and musical notes floating on the spiritual thermals of our church.

We forget people like Cyril Smith, now 88 and living in Birmingham.  We forget his fondness for St Cuthbert’s and the stories he tells of our great church community.

Like how, on February 10th, 1938, the vicar, Reverend Frost, dropped dead in Rye Road whilst taking communion to the sick of the parish.

Like when Cyril was a choirboy at the time, with his mother, Mrs E.W. Smith playing the organ with Cyril pumping the bellows and ringing the church bell.

Like Cyril starting a teenagers’ youth club back in 1946.

Like all the events in the old hall and the church outings – such good times.

Like even now, Cyril writes to friends at our church and supports our youth work from afar.

Like his continual gratitude to the folk of St Cuthbert’s over the years and his fantastic efforts in “repaying a little of what St Cuthbert’s did for me and my family”.

What a legacy!  One we ignore at our peril within our current struggles.  The present is nothing without the context of the past, and as we look to the future, we must do so looking back occasionally to remind ourselves of the journey so far.

What are my memories?  Great folk like Joyce Wynn, Maud and Sid Cannon, Ellen Mansfield, Fred and Joan Porter, Peter and Iris Taylor, Stella and David Laxton – long gone, but not forgotten for the richness they brought to our church.  Great occasions like the baptism and confirmation of our three children in the 90s, my wife and I renewing our faith in front of the Bishop in 1991.  Giving up smoking and asking God to help me.  Our daughter’s wedding in 2005.
It is January 2012.  Our church is without a minister.  We are where we are.  But let us move on to greater things, spurred on by people like Cyril, Sid and Maud, Stella and David.  Let us move to a place where these people would be proud to worship alongside us.

And your story???

Fifth Gospel.  Chapter Two

If you stand quietly at the back of St Cuthbert’s church and look out towards the magnificent stained glass window ahead of you, I am convinced you will hear the laughter of children over the last hundred years, the nervous tremors of brides and grooms standing at the Chancel steps, the countless words of wisdom [and some not so wise] spoken by ministers over those years.  If you stand quietly enough.

If you look up and cup your ears just a little, you might catch the sound of “Love Divine, all loves excelling” from years ago, or “Now thank we all our God” at harvest time.  You might hear echoes of “Shine, Jesus, Shine” or “Great is thy faithfulness”.  The notes are all there up in the rafters.  Just cup your ears a little.

If you stand closer and observe the organ, you might imagine Jean Oakman again, sitting there, rocking with her stately rhythm, one eye on an errant choir boy.  With a brighter imagination, you could even hear Mrs Brazier, the organist from the 1930s, who combined her musical skills with an entrepreneurial streak to organise jumble sales.  You might even see her disappearing down Rye Road towards Rye Park station with a crocodile of choir boys and girls on their summer outing to Southend-on-Sea.

If you sit now in one of the chairs at the back of the church, and just ignore everyone else [just for a few minutes] you might hear the hum and buzz of a hundred people worshipping, talking, and praying.  This was St Cuthbert’s many years ago, through the eyes of Cyril Smith, a former worshipper.  You might see the church packed with busy-ness, with women in hats, men with caps in hand anxiously wondering what their women-folk were volunteering them to do.

Looking out of the door down towards the river, you might see hordes of children roaming carefree in the fields and river banks.  You might have seen Cyril almost drowning at Dobbs Weir when he was a small boy in the 1930s.  Now, you see cars drilling their way down between columns of cars, children padlocked to parents and adventures limited to “where I can see you!”

Sitting in the church sixty years ago, you might have heard a younger Ellen Mansfield singing so beautifully.  Cyril remembers her as having “a lovely soprano voice, so beautiful!”  In later years, Ellen’s quivery soprano still reverberated around the church, but not with quite as much approbation, especially from the crop of young children who invaded the church in the 1980s and 1990s.

Down Whitley Road, eighty years ago, possibly more, you might have seen Cyril’s Mum cycling away to teach a class of children in Stanstead Abbotts, or Hoddesdon.  Nothing special about this, I hear you say.  Well, she was in her eighties when she did this.  No National Curriculum SATs tests for her then – just first-hand learning and the skill of an experienced teacher coupled with the natural curiosity of young children, and the joy of sharing new excitement.

If you stand tall at the back of the church, it will dawn on you slowly what it is all about.  You may smile a little as the penny drops.  Now, you do actually smile and stand that little bit taller.  For, you see, you have remembered that St Cuthbert’s is all about the relationship of its people with its God.  Nothing changes, God certainly doesn’t.  Whoever comes into the house of the Lord will meet Him there.

So, in 2012, vicar-less, leader-less, drifting but learning, so few but with big hearts, little money but big ambitions, we are starting to see where it all fits in.  St Cuthbert’s has been here for over a hundred years.  The church is full of memories, some sad, some happy, it was always thus.  But it has always been full of God, and we must stay with that thought.

Fifth Gospel [third chapter] – according to the people of St Cuthbert’s, Rye Park, Hoddesdon.

February 2012

Information supplied by Cyril Smith, aged 88, formerly of St Cuthbert’s.  Adapted slightly by Dave Lee, currently of St Cuthbert’s

Cyril’s earliest memory is of being around 3 years old, probably 1927/8, sitting on his mother’s lap at the back of the church.  He remembers the organ playing, the church full of people.  Then the vestry door opens and a man dressed in black and white appears holding a long pole with a gold cross on the top.  He is followed by the minister, choirboys and men all singing a hymn.  They walk towards Cyril, and then up towards the choir stalls in the Chancel area.  Cyril soon needs the toilet – but there aren’t any, so his Mum takes him outside to go behind one of the pillars.

The choir stalls are long gone, replaced by an expanse of blue carpet, piano, drum kit and at 10.30 services, a mass of music stands, guitars, bottles of water and wires leaking everywhere for people to drown in.  There are toilets now in the large hall at the side of the church; no-one has to wee outside any more, unless it is a furtive one on the way home from the pub.  The church has not been full for several years – at least full in numbers. It is full in spirit and friendship, full in hope and ambition, full in memories and dreams.

Cyril moves to Sunday school held in the old corrugated iron hall in the Old Highway.  There are several groups of children taught by severe looking adults.  Now we use our lovely hall, and the groups are diminishing after boom years in the late 90s and 00s.  Perhaps children are taught now by less severe adults, but no less committed.

Cyril goes on a Sunday school outing in 1930 to Theydon Bois, part of Epping Forest, on a bus.  There, he plays among the trees, on the roundabouts and swings.  He is invited to go for a ride with Rev Mongar and his wife in a pony and trap through the forest. Later, wooden stairs are climbed to enter a tearoom perched up among the trees.

Cyril joins the choir, following his father, mother, brother and sister.  The head choir boy is Stanley Mount – he has a lovely voice and sings solos regularly.  When his voice breaks, Stanley goes to work in the control tower of London Airport.  Sadly, he develops a brain tumour and later dies.  Mr Brown is the choirmaster, a kind man, Cyril remembers, who checks the boys’ attendance at practices and services.  If the boys sing well, they receive a little money and the chance to go on the choir outing.  Mr Brown also polishes the altar brasses, lights the candles and puts them out afterwards, often with a huge cloud of smoke which Cyril remembers vividly.

Now John and Christine Clark look after the altar and candle side of things – still as faithfully as Mr Brown did it almost 80 years ago.  What continuity, and what stories those altar brasses could tell of the many hands that have polished them over the years.

Mrs Brazier, the organist, organises rummage sales when her fingers are not pounding the keyboards of the organ, to pay for choir outings, usually to Southend-on-Sea.  Now, we have a choir for the 9am service but not every week.  There are no outings to the seaside, but there may be quiet cups of tea drunk during a week, and the same tales told over a biscuit.

After a service, Cyril escapes the confines of the church with his friend Stanley, and they head off towards Rye House Castle, where a little stream runs by its side. This stream probably feeds the watercress beds, and Cyril knows he can buy a big bunch of watercress for sixpence [2 pence in “new” money].  Now, children play in the garden of the Rye House pub waiting patiently for parents who has sneaked in for a drink and a bit of peace and quiet. Watercress is long gone and only now available at the superstore, Sainsbury’s, in the town centre.

Cyril and Stanley play happily with their clockwork motor boats in the stream, winding them up with big keys and settling them on the stream to have pretend-adventures guided by Blackbeard the Pirate and other less than wholesome outlaws.  Then eventually, their empty stomachs lead them home for dinner.  Other times, the sand-pit calls them – stretching from Ogard Road to Rye Road, and left by workmen.  Here, Cyril uses an old tin dinner tray, bits of corrugated iron or an old piece of linoleum to slide down the sand into the pits.  Sometimes, he and Stanley swing from ropes in trees or go newt-hunting in the ponds which surround the sand pits.  Happily, the newts survive the boys’ attention and are returned to their watery homes.  Of course, in later years, the Council comes along and fills in the sand pits – the “Health and Safety” brigade are born and yet more sacred playing space is lost to imaginative and freedom-loving children.

Now, a few children play by the river, or in the park on their bikes, never very far from parents who have to watch their every move because that is what “Health and Safety” have told them to do.  Mostly, children play indoors on play-station machines, or spend time on “Facebook”, routinely checking mobile phones for texts, messages, and anything else instant that may befall them.

Life in 1930s Hoddesdon was probably harder than life there today.  Women spent far longer on clothes-washing than now, and many spent their working days looking after the family and the home.  More men spent longer in physical labour than now.  Machines that took the role of people were rare; then, people took the role of machines. Now Cyril is 88 and reflects with a mixture of nostalgia, pleasure and whimsy on life as it was then.

Now, in 2012, our church fights for its life, lacking people, finances and currently, a vicar.  That fight is getting more serious though, and more people are determined to ensure that in fifty year’s time, or more, there will still be stories to be told of now, as Cyril tells us about then.

