Hunt for the Past
Before I start talking about myself, it seems more important to me to explore what and
who I came from. My obvious and recent past is based in Cambridge but my father
was a proud Scot and, rather than one family name, there are many others which
make following the trail into the past much more difficult. What I do know is that much
of what I am has its origins in two other places: Bridport in Dorset and Banham, just
down the road from me in Norfolk. The impressive figure of my Great Great
Grandfather, Thomas Bidwell Hunt is central to the picture of family which I hold in my
head. He is a man, almost impossible to read in the
pictures I have of him, and in the sketchy details I
know of his life and, yet, I feel a powerful affinity with
him and he is the key to my understanding of some of
the influences which shaped me.
He was one of the very first photographers to ply his
trade in Cambridge, beginning as an assistant to a
more illustrious and better known photographer in a
studio in St Edward’s Passage, very close to King’s
College. The studio still exists but in a new
incarnation. It is now the
very fashionable Indigo
Coffee
House
and,
although its function has
changed and the smell of
coffee
is
now
all
pervasive, the original rooms and dusty floorboards on
which he worked are still obvious. Sometimes I have been
sitting upstairs there looking out on a view which I am sure
that he would have been familiar with. The sense of the
past is everywhere in Cambridge and I have always
enjoyed its presence. Next door there was a beer shop or
pub called the Red House, now known as the Haunted
Bookshop, where a young girl named Alice Hayward lived. She was a remarkable,
spirited, unconventional woman for those times and Thomas fell in love with her. It
says a lot about him that he didn’t worry too much about the stifling social expectations
of the time and married her as quickly as it could be arranged. The Banns were read
out in St Edward’s Church, right next to where they met. Interestingly, the church itself
has a fascinating history, having witnessed the courageous sermons of clerics who
thought for themselves….and paid the price for it, like Latimer, who was burned at the
stake for his beliefs. The pulpit they preached from is still in use today in a city where
new ideas and discoveries are still a characteristic of the place.
Alice’s mother, Mary Betts, provides my connection with Dorset, having married John
Stembridge Hayward, the illegitimate son of John and Susanna Stembridge. Susanna
had other, legitimate, children but clearly tired of her husband and had an affair with a
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John Hayward, a man we know little about but, who clearly had his charms. He
provides a connection with a considerable number of Cambridge Haywards, many of
whom were publicans and some of whom were exceptional cricketers. Alice Hayward
claimed celebrity cricketers Daniel and Tom Hayward, who both played for Surrey and
England, as her brothers but, so far, we have found no documentary evidence of that.
Susanna Stembridge’s husband, we know, was dragged before the court in Bridport
for deserting her and his four children. Understandable as his rage must have been,
he was sent to prison for six weeks. Whether this changed either his behaviour or
attitude towards his wife is not known. Sadly, Susanna died at the age of 34, in 1822,
having benefitted little from her moments of passion but her youngest son went on to
play a significant role in our family history. Mrs Stembridge was buried in the
churchyard of St Mary’s Church, Bridport, where many of the Stembridges and some
Haywards worshipped. Members of both families were flax dressers and many left
Dorset in search of work in Leeds, Steeple Morden and, of course, Cambridge, where
flax was still a significant industry.
Searching in the dust for details of distant ancestors, which can’t ever be fully known,
is endlessly frustrating. Poor record keeping, having children outside of marriage and
migration to other parts of the country, when it became possible and desirable, for
work, all make an impossible task even harder. It is, however, an intriguing thought
that some of these unknowable memories transmit themselves through the blood to
succeeding generations who inherit the looks of their forefathers, sometimes uncannily
so, and something of their characters, personalities and preferences too. I have always
believed it anyway.
I have always felt a strong sense of affinity with Dorset, partly, I think, because of a
teenage obsession with the works of Thomas Hardy and the consequent visits to
significant sites mentioned in his poems and novels. He believed that the place shaped
his thoughts and gave him his overwhelming belief in Fate. Like many, I have
marvelled at the monstrously endowed Cerne Giant and walked across his impressive
chalky physique. I have admired some of the more eccentric place names, paid
homage to the Tolpuddle Martyrs and visited the courthouse of the ludicrously savage
Judge Jeffreys. Perhaps the county made its most indelible impression on me when I
spent the night rough sleeping in the subway between the platforms of the recently
defunct Blandford Forum railway station. It was a long and cold night and one of those
occasions when I gave my immediate environment my full attention.
Some years later some friends, who lived in Sherborne, found a pair of semi derelict
cottages with a huge garden and fabulous views. They were going cheap because a
huge amount of work was required. A scheme was hatched, whereby two of us would
carry on working and the other two would work on the cottages. I am no longer clear
about which two would do what but it did sound feasible. I was hugely tempted but in
the end it was a road which I wasn’t brave enough to take. I was young, had just bought
my first house and was still in my first year of teaching. The time wasn’t quite right.
Maybe it never is but I wondered what those houses would be worth now and what
would have happened if, like Hardy, I had willingly thrown myself into the arms of Fate.
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Some years before this non adventure, a friend and I decided to hitch hike down to
the West country. I worked out that it was just about possible to “bump into” a former
girlfriend who had been showing a renewed interest in me, despite the fact that she
was going out, as we said back then, with a medical student, a boy with infinitely better
prospects than me. This wasn’t difficult, since I didn’t appear to have any at the time.
I wrote her a letter saying that I would meet her on the bridge at Sturminster Newton,
where she was staying, on a
particular day at a certain time. I
don’t suppose I ever thought that
this would actually happen but at
that age romantic ideas seem
quite
delicious…before
they
become painful. As we wandered
past the remains of Shillingstone
Station, the sleeping cows of that
Summer, and watched the mist
slowly lifting from the river valley, it suddenly struck me that we were right on schedule,
almost as if it had been planned. I
couldn’t help but notice the number of
bridges bearing cast iron signs warning
those people foolish enough to be
thinking of vandalising them that they
would either be Transported to
Australia or be fined a sum not
exceeding forty shillings. We are more
in the present even in Norfolk I thought,
and that was saying something.
Anyway, each to their own laws I
suppose. Soon after the realisation that time moves unreasonably slowly in the West,
I found myself standing on the bridge at the appointed hour, not quite sure how I had
managed it. I could see the now derelict mill, once beloved of, sometime resident,
Thomas Hardy and, all at once, the object of my vague pursuit, holding hands with her
hapless and angry looking medical student boyfriend hoved into my excitable view.
For a few moments we all stood motionless and silent, looking into the depths of the
slow moving river. She held his hand in her
right and mine in her left, seemingly transfixed
by the rustic beauty before and all around us.
Eventually, someone suggested that we look
round the village and the awkward spell was
broken.
Sometime later, we came to an ancient
house owned by a lovely, ancient lady who
informed us that we would be her guests
overnight. The garden was alive with the
sound of bees, as she showed us round the orchard and her rose garden. The was
full of laughter, much of it coming from her. That evening she took us to a pub where
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red faced men told stories in a strong ,almost incomprehensible, accent and, before
we drank too much, she drove us to a place called Bulbarrow Hill, an iron age fortress
with an impressively steep slope. As we climbed, she told me about King Arthur and
ancient stories of Chivalry and brave deeds. She told me to remember that moment
when the Sun died on the horizon and said how lucky I was to see it there of all places.
She reminded me that Hardy had refused to go on a lucrative Lecture Tour of America
because people hadn’t lived there long enough. He loved Wessex because it was full
of magic and old beyond measure. When we came to leave in the morning, I wasn’t
sad that the girl I had come all that way to see wasn’t dazzled by my romantic gesture
but privileged to have connected with someone else in an entirely unexpected way. It
taught me an important lesson which I have sometimes and very foolishly forgotten. If
I think for long enough, I realise that searching for things is a waste of time. The
important moments just come along. The hard thing is to recognise them.
But to return to the equally elusive and unknowable Alice Hayward, I am certain that
she was in tune with the inherited wisdom of her Dorset forebears and, as a result,
headstrong, rebellious, very much her own person and never a slave to convention.
Who could be surprised that the young photographer’s assistant should be so smitten
by her and so captivated by her confident bearing and joy in living? She was, I think,
deep, mysterious and tender. I am sure that he believed that he could not go through
life without her.
Her upbringing was certainly eventful. Her mother, Mary Betts, remarried when John
Hayward, painter and bastard son of a
rural passion, died. Her second husband,
Samuel Littlechild, was a Chelsea
Pensioner, who had served in the Crimea
and gone to live in Cambridge where he
wanted to be a publican. It seems likely
that he acquired quite a drink habit as a
soldier and perfected it in his later years
.Almost inevitably, he died of apoplexy at
the age of 54, having, quite literally, drunk
himself to death. Mary Betts, like most
fascinating people, liked those who were
on the edge or flawed in some way. Several of my ancestors have trodden the same
path in their determination to avoid dullness and mediocrity. I am sure that this
tendency has never affected me.
Anyone who looks at the history of Public Houses in Cambridge will soon discover that
there have been a great many publicans named Hayward. Many of Alice’s legitimate
and acknowledged relatives lived and worked in various establishments on King
Street, a street well known to Cambridge residents who like a glass. Indeed the King
Street Run is well known to today’s undergraduates and to other, similar degenerates.
I have inherited the taste for a good pint, although what my illustrious ancestors would
have made of Ghostship or Harvest Pale is hard to divine.
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I am fairly clear that Thomas Bidwell Hunt was neither flamboyant nor colourful
outwardly, which is not to say that he could not be fiery at times or that he was overly
conventional. He obviously had an artistic spirit and an endless curiosity about life.
He was never afraid to experiment in what was a
relatively new medium. I am often asked if he was
related to the famous Bidwell family who are still
well known Estate Agents in Cambridge. I have no
idea about that but I can say that he is the only Hunt
I have found so far who used that name. Middle
names featured much more tellingly in those days
and a number of the family had either Stembridge
or Hayward as a middle name. The current
generation often have double barrelled surnames
for the same reason but there is only so far you can
go with that! I first saw a picture of him in a
busman’s café in Bradwell’s Court which was lined
with huge, Victorian photographs of Cambridge
Street scenes. One, taken in Clarendon Street,
showed him looking stern, serious and solitary into
the well- to- do distance. A man of note in those days
was a man devoid of expression. Public emotion was
thought vulgar. They would have struggled with the
concept of social media….Sadly, despite searching, I
have never found a copy of that evocative photograph.
His own father, Reuben, was a millwright who lived and
worked in Ely, until he married a widow called Kezia
Cooper. He moved in with her to her family home at 84,
Fitzroy Street, Cambridge, a decision, which, in its way,
eventually, brought me into the world. Remarriage
wasn’t uncommon, given the life expectancy of the age,
but this alliance lead to my being born in Cambridge,
rather than anywhere else, and to having an almost
lifelong affiliation with Norfolk. Leaving aside the
extraordinary, Biblical names, Reuben’s father John was
born in Banham, Norfolk in 1772, as were many of his
close relatives and ancestors. As someone who identifies closely with Norfolk, it has
always been important to me to establish some sort of claim to be a Norfolk Boy, and,
beyond all shadow of a doubt, this is it.My only visit to Banham so far, other than
driving past the well-known zoo and the infamous factory where Covid ran riot, was to
explore the Parish church of St Mary’s, or rather its churchyard. Sadly, most of the
gravestones have been removed from their original positions but one, very large family
tomb remains there. I was delighted to find that many of the people listed on my family
tree are at rest there. Every one of us has many points of origin but I have decided
that this is mine. It is the archetypal village with church, shop and village green and a
silence which seems to belong to a former age.
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Other than some distant Aunts and Uncles who were something to do with British
Industrial Sand and lived at Grimston and a pair of Aunts who lived on Wooton Road
in King’s Lynn, there aren’t many other points of connection. The Aunts had a pair of
semi-detached houses built so that they could spend
the rest of their days living next door to each other for
the rest of their days. The house was built next to the
Gaywood River and the two parts were called
Hanville and Jenville. Sadly, the houses are no more
but I do have a photograph somewhere. How
wonderfully eccentric those ladies must have been. I
am a little sad that during all my years at the local
Grammar School when I must have walked past
hundreds of times that I never called in and tried to discover how we were related.
To return to the Cambridge part of the story, Thomas Bidwell Hunt and Alice obviously
prospered. He eventually took over the studio in St Edward’s Passage and acquired
more premises on Fitzroy Street, where their lives were based for many years. As his
career progressed and his work became more
fashionable and desirable, they moved from 5,
Portland Place to 95 Fitzroy Street and,
ultimately, to the highly desirable and
prosperous Clarendon Street, near Parker’s
Piece. As a “portrait, landscape and
architectural photographer”, to use his own
words, he sought out unusual viewpoints,
carrying his heavy camera onto rooftop vantage
points over the roofs and spires of the town. In 1897, he looked down on the Senate
House as the University rejected the proposition that
women could be awarded degrees. It is not known
what Thomas thought. He wouldn’t have expressed
a dissenting voice, since he would have lost wealthy
clients and access to wonderful vantage points like
the roof of King’s College Chapel.
In 1902 Cambridge welcomed the Photographic
Convention of the United Kingdom, roughly 350
photographers who spent a day taking pictures of the
many impressive views of Cambridge. Thomas was
chosen by his peers to take the official group
photograph of the participants, showing how highly
regarded and respected he was by those people
whose opinions really mattered.
He and his wife were regular church goers with
affiliations to St Matthew’s and, later, to Christchurch on Newmarket Road, a church
which was designed to look like a much simplified King’s College Chapel. Bidwell Hunt
loved this church and photographed it many times, even during construction.
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Some investigations defy investigation. Alice claimed to be the sister of Tom Hayward,
the cricketer but there is no conclusive evidence for it. We do know that Jack Hobbs
was a regular visitor to their house on Clarendon Street and that his mentors, Tom
and Daniel Hayward, owned a pub
called the Cricketers, very close to
their house. A certain John Hunt was
a groundsman at Fenners, which may
provide another link with mystery will
probably never be solved but I like the
idea of having famous cricketers, who
also owned pubs which still exist, viz
the Cricketers and the Prince Regent,
amongst my ancestry. When I first
discovered the grave of Thomas
Bidwell Hunt, which also contains his wife Alice and her sister, Hannah Stembridge
Hayward, I found the graves of Tom and Daniel Hayward nearby. Coincidence
perhaps.
We do know that Thomas’ premises on Fitzroy Street suffered from a serious fire in
1923, which destroyed his developing room, a
considerable number of prints and plates and
a number of precious cameras. His neighbour,
Mr Suttle, used his garden hose to keep the
fire at bay until the prompt arrival of the Fire
Brigade, which at least saved the family home.
We don’t know how much of his best work
remains. Indeed, until the discovery of some
glass plates in an attic in Perowne Street, we
may have had none at all, just a handed down
story of an important pioneer of his art. Those
glass plates now form part of the Cambridgeshire Collection in the Central Library and
I am proud of them and fascinated by them. How fitting that my mother, who was at
that time the Librarian at Barnwell, was called in to help to identify them.
Finally, for this part, I am deeply conscious that I may not have presented Thomas
Bidwell Hunt as anything other than a gifted, conscientious over- conventional man.
Indeed the pictures I have of him make him look
that way and perhaps they needed to. His
concern for his professional image didn’t prevent
him visiting his Son in Law, Mr Frederick
Meadows on Parsonage Street, a visit which
resulted in wounds being inflicted on his own
throat and to his being conveyed to
Addenbrookes by Police Ambulance. He was
detained but his condition was said not to be
critical. What caused a man in his seventies to
get into a serious struggle with a much younger man? Mr Meadows was a Brewery
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Manager and, no doubt, a drinker. Did Thomas believe that his daughter was being
badly treated and decide to do something about it? I honestly don’t know, but in my
mind this somewhat forgotten and underrated photographer was a man of passion
who would do anything to protect his children, whatever the risk. Whatever the truth
may be, I am immensely proud of him. How ironic that his only surviving work should
be found in the attic of a house which once belonged to the dastardly Frederick
Meadows.
~~~~~

Bidwell Hunt The Legacy

When Thomas Bidwell Hunt died in 1926 at the age of 73, he had led an eventful and
largely successful career as a carver and gilder to begin with and, more notably, as a
photographer of some talent. He had become very prosperous, living in a fine house
on Clarendon Street and being visited by a number of the great and good, including
the cricketers already mentioned. It is a matter of some pride to me that my ancestors
were great friends of Jack Hobbs, the greatest cricketer ever to play for England. He
and Alice (Hayward), who survived her husband until 1941, produced six children and
were extremely family centred. They often had single or less well-off relations living
with them and Thomas, very obviously, went to extraordinary lengths to protect his
children. It comes as no great surprise to find that Hannah Stembridge Hayward,
Alice’s elder sister, is buried with Thomas and Alice in a family grave in Mill Road
cemetery, having lived with them as a dependent for many years. I feel certain
however that his love was not altogether unconditional, and after the Great War his
daughter in law Ethel May, widowed with six children during the conflict, doesn’t seem
to have been cared for as much as she might. Possibly the family didn’t approve of the
match or of her stubborn refusal to marry as a way out of poverty. I suspect that Alice
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was the real power in the family and made most policy decisions, however it looked.
Interestingly, my mother often waved to “Grandmother” (Alice) from the school
playground from where she could see the garden of 5, Clarendon Street. Luckily the
part of the playground used by Central Girls School was on the right side of the campus
to do this. The boys were kept to their part of the playground at the other end, a rule
imposed with fanatical zeal much to the liking of Alice I would think. Mum visited often
and was made to feel that Alice was a woman of some importance if not someone to
be feared. If she was offered seed cake, she was obliged to eat it . “Just a small piece,”
was Nana’s advice. The house was dark and my mother doesn’t ever remember
seeing a man in there. It was dark, forbidding and dominated by velour coverings with
pronounced bobbles! Of course my mother was born six years after Thomas’ death,
in 1932 and it is hardly surprising that the house would have been dominated by the
women who lived there, and the past.
Their first two children were daughters, as fortune would have it. Alice Maud was born
in 1875. She was a photographic printer and continued to work from home during her
marriage. Her husband was the infamous Brewer’s Clerk, later manager, Frederick
Meadows and they married in 1904. There were no children and by the time of the
1939 census they had moved along Parsonage Street to number 18, perhaps as they
became better off. There is no
record of why Bidwell Hunt went
round to their house or why
Meadows inflicted severe throat
wounds on him during what was
obviously a fierce and violent
dispute. What is clear is that,
although Hunt was a man in his
seventies, something drew him
into an altercation with a man
much younger and presumably
fitter than himself. No doubt the
Cambridge Police would have
known what brought him to his
daughter’s home, and what transpired as a result, because Hunt was conveyed by
Police Ambulance to Addenbrookes Hospital where he was detained overnight.
Although his injuries were described as not life threatening, he didn’t live that much
longer. We can only guess what the argument was about but it seems likely that Hunt
was worried about his daughter and that any natural concern for his personal safety
didn’t cross his mind. We have to hope, rather than assume, that the involvement of
the police might have given Meadows something to think about, although at that time
a woman was very much the property of her husband and “domestics” didn’t count for
much. My mother remembers visiting Mrs Meadows on Parsonage Street and walking
out with her to the river nearby but doesn’t recall the visits very well. There seem to
have been a lot of duty visits expected in family life in those times and all Hunt’s
children lived within the Kite district of Cambridge or close to it. People tended to stay
very near to where they were born and to where they worked. Communities were very
close and there were few secrets kept within the four walls of a family house. A
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person’s reputation was everything to them but then, as now, it isn’t always possible
to know what goes on behind a respectable façade. Alice died in 1944, 8 years before
her husband. I suspect that Frederick Meadows moved to Perowne Street to the house
where Hunt’s negatives were discovered all those years later in an attic. It is possible
that the house may have been used as an office for the Brewery but I have been
unable to discover this for certain. Perowne Street is next to Mill Road Cemetery and
to what was the workhouse. Desperate inmates used to escape over the wall into
Perowne Street, which says a lot about the kind of horrible and hopeless lives they
lived there. In time the workhouse became the Maternity Hospital where I and my
brother Richard were born. In a later incarnation, it became Ditchburn Place, a care
home for the elderly, where my Nana saw out her last year. Cambridge is a small place
and history is everywhere. It was the second generation after Thomas Bidwell Hunt
that people moved any distance away from Fitzroy Street. What a shame it is that the
diabolical Grafton Centre was built on the site of the Kite which was home to such a
strong community and of so many shops and light industries. My great, great
grandfather would not have wanted to photograph something so ugly and so pointless.
Emily Joanna, their second child, was born in 1876. She was always known as Lily
and lived at home with her parents well into her forties. She assisted in her father’s
studio but, in time, became a Draper and a shop assistant, demonstrating a measure
of independence and individuality. At the age of 42,
just when her parents must have accepted that she
was on the shelf and with them for all time, she met
and married a prosperous, and somewhat older,
widower, Ernest Racher. She moved fifty yards from
her parents’ house at number 5 into his house at 14,
Clarendon Street. She remained in close and friendly
contact with her parents and lived a long and
unusually blameless life. She spent many years as
a widow and was the last of Bidwell Hunt’s children
to die, in March 1961, just as my family were moving
to Germany. She was 85 and the only one of this
generation of siblings that I ever met. She and my
mother would often meet on Christ’s Piece,
particularly during those months of struggle when my
parents lived in squalor and poverty on Victoria Road,
before my father rejoined the RAF in 1956, but also whenever we returned to
Cambridge. She was a lovely, kind person, just how I imagined all elderly people to be
when I was a child, and my mother pictures her bending down over one of us children,
either in a pram or pushchair, and handing us sweets or Half a Crown. I have a
photograph of her in which she looks very much like her mother, although much less
stern! She died where she fell, cleaning the grate in the cellar of her home. Elderly she
certainly was, but her standards never slipped.
Heartbreakingly, all four of Hunt’s sons were involved in the tragedy that was the Great
War. Two died in the conflict and the other two were gassed and suffered from severe
shellshock. I wonder if, as well as the terrible damage done to the family, other
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divisions developed out of bitterness, disappointment or disapproval. Terrible sorrow
often brings out poorly hidden conflict when the need for polite tolerance is snatched
away. This far from events, it is hard to be too analytical but the way the family dealt
with its problems were not the ways I would have expected.
The next child was Thomas Reuben Hunt, born in 1878. He earned his living as a
photographer, the only one of the six children to stay in the profession and to prosper
from it. In fact, he took over his father’s shop in St Edward’s Passage. Did he show
more aptitude or interest or was he his father’s favourite? Whatever the case, he
married Catherine Frances Esther Maltby of Chesterton in 1909. In the wedding
picture which survives we can see him, his parents, his bride and her parents. I am
not entirely certain who the others might be but Bidwell Hunt is prosperous in
appearance and manner. There is a uniform sternness about everyone’s expression,
which would have been conventional at the time and not much sign of the joyful at 63,
Humberstone Road in Chesterton which remained his home until his death in 1961.
They had one child, Catherine Alice, who was known as Kitty all her life. I am fortunate
to have established communication with her daughter, whilst researching his father.
Intriguingly, she had never heard of us. I knew nothing of him either until a few short
years ago. It seems clear that there was division between different branches of the
family but we can only speculate about the
reasons. I am pleased to see that my Great
Nana and three of her children at least attended
his funeral.
During the Great War, Thomas Reuben
enlisted as a Private (34551) in the 12th
Battalion of the Suffolk Regiment on December
9th, 1915 and he was discharged on May 17th,
1917, suffering from “a shattered nervous
system”. He had survived the war but at a
terrible cost, suffering the effects of his wounds
for the rest of his life. During and after the war,
for some time, he wore the silver medal he was
awarded to show others who didn’t know him
that he had been wounded in combat. To
survive the horrors of trench warfare in France
would have meant being involved in a great
deal of ferocious fighting and being exposed to
endless, deafening barrages. He must have
been a very brave men but some of the socalled members of the Home Front were
scathing of men not at the Front “doing their bit”. It is easy to judge a soldier if you
have never had to fight yourself as President draft dodger Trump has reminded us.
Thomas was able to enjoy a few years of well-earned retirement in the beautiful
Georgian town of Holt in Norfolk. It seems a shame that I had been visiting the town
for many years with no idea of a family connection but that must happen many times
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and to many people who haven’t had the opportunity or the inclination to find out about
their ancestry.
John Hayward Hunt is in many ways the most elusive, fascinating and mysterious of
Bidwell Hunt’s children. He was born in 1882 and had left Cambridge by the time of
the 1901 census. It is hard to believe that employment was hard to find in Cambridge
and yet he went to London as a teenager to become a Telegraph Linesman. None of
his family thought of leaving Cambridge until war broke out. Maybe he didn’t fancy
photography as a career but then, only Thomas
Reuben pursued that avenue. It is tempting to
think that Thomas Reuben was the family
favourite but it is clear that Bidwell Hunt travelled
to London many times and that he helped him
join the Royal Engineers (service number
10641) at Chelsea Barracks in 1902. Certainly
his father vouched for him but his Army career
only lasted 108 days because the Boer War
came to an inconvenient end. One wonders how
well he did. It seems that he made no effort to
re-enlist even during the Great War. I doubt that
his vocation to be a Post Office telegraph
linesman was stronger than an obligation to join
up.
When he returned home, he met Florence
Minnie Bellati Ward in Cambridge. Alfred Bellati,
her half-brother, owned the Black Swan at 8,
Guildhall Street and the Fountain Vaults. John and Alfred were both Masons and
served together in the Boer War. Alfred was present at the Relief of Mafeking and at
Ladysmith and would no doubt have
impressed John with his record as a
warrior. John and Florrie married on
November 20th, 1911 at the Registry
Office in the Strand, London.
Pictures taken with Alfred and
Thomas Bidwell Hunt by the river
next to Victoria Bridge in Cambridge
show John as dapper and confident.
In pictures with his wife, he looks
every inch the successful English
gentleman. He and Florrie had no
children and, bafflingly, he sailed
without her to South Africa on the 26 th of April 1913 on the Grantully Castle. He is
described on the passenger list as an Engineer heading for Capetown. To the best of
my knowledge, he never saw his wife again. He next appears as a member of a
Masonic lodge in Nigeria. He was now an Inspector in the Postal and Telegraph Office
overseeing the installation of telegraph equipment next to a military railway which was
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under construction at the time. He died whilst living on a military camp which was being
swept by a mysterious tropical disease in Aba Abia. He was only 33.
The rather stark letter telling his widow of his death states that ”the cause of Mr Hunt’s
death is not yet reported” and there the trail ends. We don’t know where he is buried
or what killed him. We don’t know why he left behind his beautiful wife after less than
two years to go to Africa and why they never met
again. Perhaps it was Fate or maybe some terrible
scandal had caused him to leave the country. Maybe
he planned to get rich and return to his wife in order to
live the high life he so obviously craved. He may have
thought it unsafe for Florrie in Africa, it certainly was
for him, but I doubt it. He cuts a dramatic and romantic
figure in his uniform and clearly cared very much
about how things looked. Other than telling us that
“Uncle Johnnie” went to Africa, nobody ever
mentioned him. I suspect that he was a bit of a worry
to his parents and neither conventional nor quite
respectable….
The son I know most about was William James
Ephraim Hunt, since I knew his widow until she died in 1976. She hadn’t cut her hair
since the time of the Great War and told me a lot about life at the turn of the Twentieth
Century. She remembered hearing the bell being tolled at the Abbey Church and
asking the Sexton about it. He told her that Queen Victoria had died. Nowadays, the
church is used by Polish Catholics and the churchyard is secure to the point of being
inaccessible. I’d love to hear her views on that! William was born in 1855 and doesn’t
seem to have been as favoured or as talented as some of his siblings. He worked as
an office boy, a plumber and for the Post Office before the war. In many photographs
he looks ill at ease, underweight and unusually sensitive. After his death, his widow
turned down several proposals of marriage which might have tempted a woman with
six children and living in abject poverty. She was a real beauty but William was the
only man for her. It was, unusually for the times, a real love match.
It is commonly believed that William had met Ethel Meeks, as she was then, when
they were invited to a huge commemoration of Queen Victoria’s Great Jubilee on
Parker’s Piece on June 20th, 1897.
They were members of the same youth
group, not that it would have been
called that, at St Matthew’s Church. A
lot of food was consumed and
costumes worn. Both William and Ethel
May kept the splendid invitations sent
out by Horace Darwin, Mayor of
Cambridge and I have them now
amongst my family treasures. Was
there a childhood romance in the offing? It pleases me to think so.
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William and Ethel May married in March 1906. In ten years together they had six
children, one of whom was born after he was killed on the first day of the Battle of
Ancre on the 13th of November 1916. Nana Hunt, as I knew her, told me about the way
everyone in the family tried to persuade him not to join up because he was in a
Reserved Occupation but letters arrived containing white feathers and he was too
sensitive and unsure of himself to ignore them. His was one of many lives shamefully
wasted in the general slaughter and his widow faced a
very uncertain future with nothing but the Tipperary
Club and a war widow’s pension of 13s and 9d a week
for herself and £1 for her six children to live on. This
was paid from the 18th July 1917. She continued to live
at the family home 42, Fitzroy Street but, other than
that, she got very little help from anyone. She made a
pittance making and altering clothing using skills she
acquired in service. She was a gifted seamstress and
the skill obviously stayed in the family since my own
Nana helped to repair the Bayeux Tapestry. Her
father, the splendidly charismatic Moses Meeks, who
ran a builders business on Sturton Street, and her son
Les bought her a semi-detached house, 35, Cromwell
Road, where she lived for the rest of her life. Les
worked at Cavendish Laboratories at the time Watson and Crick were making
discoveries about DNA and attracting crowds to the Eagle. He was not a scientist but
he was highly respected in his workplace and well thought of by all who knew him. My
mother loved him dearly. In addition, he was a fine wicket keeper playing for Cherry
Hinton and for the Old Cantabrigians on Parker’s piece, often with none other than
Jack Hobbs. Nana Hunt displayed William’s medals and would sometimes talk about
him but never about the war. She had a fall in 1976 which made her immobile for a
while, which she hated. One day she asked my mother, who was brushing her hair
what time it was. She was disgusted when she found out that it was 11 am and she
was still in bed. I believe that she decided that her quality of life wasn’t good enough
and gave up trying to live.
Finally, Frank Hunt was born in 1888. I knew nothing at all about him until I was told
that he had become a Bank manager and lived in Barton Upon Humber. Perhaps, in
some ways , he was the most successful of the children, depending on how you define
success. At the outbreak of war he was living in his parents’ house on Clarendon Street
called . He married Mabel Sell when still on active service with the 3rd Bedfords as a
Second Lieutenant. He was the only Hunt to become an officer which would suggest
a more successful education and greater aptitude than his brothers possessed. He
was discharged from the Army in similar circumstances to those of his elder brother
Thomas. He too wore a badge or silver medal to show one and all that he had been
wounded in action. Like Thomas, he survived years of tough fighting in France and we
can only imagine the toll it took on his mental and physical health. After his discharge,
he and his wife moved to Cheltenham where he worked in a bank. As if he hadn’t
endured enough hardship, she died of Spanish Flu in 1918. They had been married
for a year. Happily, while living at 1, Fairfield Villas on Painswick Road, he met Helen
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Martha Goold whom he married at the church of St James
in Cheltenham, by licence, on 21st August 1920. The church
is now an Italian restaurant and, ironically, I had eaten there
several times before I made the connection. I always liked
it there and I like it even more now. I have a picture of him
in uniform but have found it impossible to discover anything
about his later life, beyond becoming a Bank Manager in
Lincolnshire. I wonder if his injuries caused him to stay
separate from his wider family in Cambridge. He had, like
so many of his generation, so much trauma in his life, I can’t
imagine that it was easy for him to find happiness. I hope
he did.
Reading through this, I find it hard to believe that I had no
talent as a cricketer, no facility with figures or technical
ability. I’m a keen photographer with no talent and although
I always fancied becoming a publican, I never did. I carry something of all of them with
me I am sure and I am very happy that I’m still learning what those things are.
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