
Ch. 7.
Life at Deptford police station was as different as the moon is to Mars. At Cannon Row, those in charge expected and demanded all officers going on duty to parade in ranks, with full uniform and appointments. These were whistle, pocket book and truncheon and all had to be held up for inspection by the Duty Inspector. Any officer incorrectly dressed, or without any of his appointments, would be reprimanded and sent off to collect them. Duties and postings were read to us as we stood to attention by the Duty Sergeant and then we were marched out of the station and along Derby Gate, into Whitehall. Deptford did none of this. 

I arrived there one cold January afternoon in 1968, to report for the ‘late turn’ shift. The yard was empty save for a black mini-van and an old ‘Black Dennis’ van, with a bell on the front bumper. These flat fronted vans were used for transporting police, criminals and numerous other activities. Entering the charge room I could hear my footsteps echo as I went on into the front office,  the part the customers see behind the counter, I found it also was devoid of life. I began to wonder if this was the operational station, or an obsolete building superseded by a later model. The chink of a tea mug on wood caught my attention and I followed the sound into the communications and reserve room, located off the front office. An elderly gentleman sat at the ‘doll’s eye’ telephone switchboard, drinking tea and reading the Sporting Life. As I approached, he looked up from his paper and said:

‘You must be the new boy. You’ll find them down the Odeon.’ He then went back to his paper. I stood for a few minutes, not sure what to do, until he noticed I hadn’t moved.

‘Go on then, the skipper’s expecting you.’

‘But what about parading for duty sir?’ I asked. He lowered his paper, smiled and said:

‘You don’t call me sir; I’m the civilian telephonist, Harry.’

‘So who’s in charge?’

‘Me. There’s a good main feature down the flicks, so they left me to run things. Oh and we don’t parade here son. Where you from?’

‘Cannon Row.’

‘That explains it.’ He laughed. ‘It’s a bit different down here.’

‘So I’m beginning to see Harry! Where’s this Odeon?’

‘Out of here, turn left and then left into Douglas Way, right into the High Street, left into the Broadway, pictures on yer left.’

Muttering my thanks, I went out the front door and followed his directions to the Odeon Cinema in Deptford Broadway. In 1968 they were still plush palaces of film, thick carpets and walls lined with framed photos of Hollywood stars. The manager, dressed in a dinner jacket, black and grey striped trousers, gleaming white shirt and black bow tie with black shoes polished to a mirror surface, greeted me in the foyer.

‘Good afternoon sir. Please follow Gladys, she will show you where to sit.’ An attractive young blonde lady, wearing a red and gold usherette’s uniform, topped off with a pill box hat, jauntily balanced on her blond curls, smiled and beckoned me with her torch. I followed her up the carpeted stairs, now convinced this was some sort of initiation ceremony and I was the victim. We entered the balcony and darkness, apart from the beam of light from the projection room. A short black and white film was showing but I was so nervous I couldn’t tell you what it was. Her torch flicked on and illuminated a seat in the rear row.

‘Sit there, please sir,’ she whispered. I did so and a murmur from the audience went up. She tapped me on the shoulder with her torch,

‘Please take off your helmet, it’s spoiling the picture.’ I looked up to see the dome shape of my helmet filling the twenty foot high screen. Muttering an apology, I quickly removed it and sank down in my seat, resigned to my fate.

The film finished and the lights went up, bathed sweat I sat, awaiting---- I knew not what.

‘Aha, you found us laddie,’ a Scottish voice called from along the row of seats. I cautiously turned my head to the left and was amazed to see the row was completely taken up by uniformed police officers. The sergeant, for that was whose voice I’d heard, gave out the various duties and then told me:

‘As you’re new, Chris here will show you round. Okay?’

‘Yes sergeant.’ I replied and they all laughed.

‘This is Deptford, not poncy Cannon Row, you call me ‘Skip’ like the others son.’ 

‘Right—Skip. Who’s Chris?’ I asked. The man next to me, sitting with his jacket undone, smoking a cigarette, sat up and held out his hand,

‘That’s me and you are?’

‘Dave,’ I said and got up to leave.

‘Hang on Dave. We haven’t seen the main feature yet.’ Chris pulled me back into my seat. It was gone four in the afternoon before we left the cinema. Don’t ask what the main feature was, my mind could not comprehend this drastic change, let alone watch a film. 

Back at home, Marika continued her pastime making table lamps but still had not mastered the colour coding on the wiring. One afternoon, while I was at work, she constructed another electrical wonder and plugged it into the powerful cooker point. an almighty blast echoed throughout the maisonettes, throwing her bodily across the kitchen into the hall. Our neighbour found her sitting, somewhat bemused, against the wall holding the smoking remnants of her lamp. He helped her up and offered to take her to hospital but she refused. Washing the soot marks from her face and vainly attempting to get her hair back on her head, she invited him to stay for a cup of tea. He began to back nervously out the front door, declining politely, obviously not wanting to witness another of Marika’s adventures with electricity.   

Hede had her third birthday on 1st May 1968 at Greenwich and our thoughts turned towards schooling and education. Marika liked Greenwich and did not see any reason why our daughters should not attend the local schools. I, on the other hand, had my doubts. Unlike Marika, who never experienced London schools, I had a wealth of experience, as a pupil on the edge of London, in an old Victorian Secondary Modern and then visiting schools as a police officer.

To be fair, William Torbitt Primary School, in Newbury Park, Ilford, was a modern school with excellent facilities for the 1940s, including a large playing field. Apart from witnessing the immediate aftermath of one of my schoolmates getting run over and killed by a large lorry, when I was ten, life at school was pretty good. It all changed when aged eleven. I was sent to Downshill Secondary, a dark 19th Century place, with a black strip of tarmac for a playground populated with many older bully boys. The favourite game for these bullies was coming up behind us first years, shoving their hands between our legs, grabbing our testicles then hoisting us off the ground and running screaming round the playground, their yells matched only with our howls of pain.

When I turned 12, my parents bought a house near Valentine’s Park and we left the council estate and Downshill behind us. I was briefly relieved until I entered the gates of Dane Secondary Modern, another dark 19th Century pit of persecution. My class had 49 boys, all armed with knives, razors, bike chains and air pistols. I took to carrying a ‘Gat’ air pistol, shoved down the front of my trousers. The teachers searched us each morning at register to check for weapons but they never would dare put a hand on our crotch, for obvious reasons, so our arsenal escaped discovery.

Knowing all this I took it upon myself to visit the local primary school in Greenwich, situated in Creek Road. Entering the playground at morning break brought back all the dark memories of my old secondary schools. It had a similar building and playground, two frightened women teachers huddled in a doorway while the kids ran riot. A scene of swearing, screaming, kicking, biting, fighting and older pupils terrorising the more timid children, confronted me. Approaching the two women I asked:

‘Why don’t you stop all this?’

‘We’re only dinner ladies. Don’t want to upset their parents,’ one of them informed me. I did not go into the school, I’d seen enough. Back home I told Marika we were moving.

‘I’m not having my daughters going to the sort of schools I had to.’ 

‘But I like it here and I am not moving to the country,’ Marika stated firmly.

At the end of May, about one month later, we moved to a police house in St. Mary Cray, Orpington, Kent.

Our new house was a large three-bedroom council house with a long through lounge and casement windows opening out to a fair size garden. Built on a hillside, the front of the house was reached by a number of steps rising up the middle of the sloping garden. Tillingbourne Green, our address, consisted of a crescent facing a large area of grass, with open spaces for children to play all around us. On the far side of the green was a row of small shops and a pub, The Seven Stiles. Marika quickly fell in love with the house and its location and I kept my promise to teach her to drive, the one condition that convinced her to move.

As we settled in to our new home, I got used to life at Deptford police station as well. Night duty on Sundays were very active, mainly due to the Harp Club, on the corner of New Cross Gate and Clifton Rise. The club building had formerly served as a cinema but now housed a supermarket on the ground floor fronting New Cross and three floors for the Irish population. First floor was the dance hall with Irish show bands performing, the men,  most of whom laboured on building sites, wore new suits and brown boots, no matter the colour of the suit. They wore these suits for the rest of the week at work and bought a new one every Saturday.

The second floor contained a large cafeteria serving gigantic plates of stew and other energy-giving dishes. On the third floor was the night club, reserved for the hierarchy within the community. Folk groups played and sang songs such as ‘Murphy’s Volunteers’.

Towards eleven’ o’clock and the end of the night’s entertainment, the finale would start among the customers. A team of extremely tough bouncers would spring into action and the brawling Paddys  would hit the street, continuing their fight around the entrance to the Victorian underground toilets. The wrought iron railings eventually ended up supporting the bodies of those who’d been sent to visit the stars thanks to a well-timed punch.

There was a tried and tested approach for dealing with these fights, particularly if you arrived when it was at its peak. First, find a telephone box, or send a passer-by to ring the station and request the van. Then remove your helmet and dive in! The sound of the bell on our old van would announce the arrival of re-inforcements, two or three colleagues, who’d join in the fun. When it was all over those that could walk unaided went home, those who could not were piled into the van which then made a detour via the Miller General Hospital in Greenwich High Street, to check for serious injuries before heading to the station.

After a night locked up, the six or seven unfortunates were transported to Greenwich Magistrates on charges of being ‘drunk and disorderly in a public place’, this charge never varied. In the cell passage the regulars would pick which officer they wanted as their arresting officer. As there were only three or four of us we normally dealt with two prisoners each.

Entering the court room, the prisoner walked directly into the dock, while the officer made his way to the far side where the witness box was situated. Whilst on route to the box the clerk read the charge to the prisoner, for example;
‘Patrick O’Flaherty, on day, date and time you were found to be drunk and disorderly in a public place. How do you plead, guilty or not guilty?’ We, as police officers, timed it to arrive in the witness box as the prisoner answered which in my time was always ‘Guilty sirr.’

The magistrate, turning to the officer would enquire:

‘Any trouble officer?’ 

Despite having plasters over our noses and various parts of our face and usually at least one black eye, the response was always:

‘No trouble, Your Worship.’

‘Ten shillings or one day. Next.’ And the pair of us would troop out to the Gaoler’s office where ten shillings was paid with the comment,

‘Thank you sirr, see you next week.’

I commuted to Deptford still but requested a transfer to St. Mary Cray; however this would take some time, as the ‘Crays’ was a popular posting. This was the far south-eastern edge of the Metropolitan area, bordering on Kent and as such boasted some beautiful countryside and villages. In contrast, within the Orpington area were several overspill estates housing people from inner London and, although the majority were law abiding and respectable, there were a number of hardened criminals, who, along with the large community of travellers, kept the local police busy. It was an ideal posting for a married police officer, residential living with plenty of business, something most of us dreamed of.

One late turn at Deptford we had a new-fangled personal radio issued to each of us. A complicated harness incorporating an ariel and heavy solid batteries made it cumbersome and awkward to wear. We refused to wear them on duty pointing out the locals, seeing us with large microphones attached to our lapels, would think we’d gone soft and could no longer handle ourselves. A week went by until the sub-divisional chief superintendent arrived and gave us all a pocket book caution. If we ignored this warning it would cost us a fine, something most of us could not afford.

So we took these infernal radios out but unfortunately for the senior officers, we found they were useful for throwing at stolen cars and bashing violent criminals. More often than not there were insufficient radios to go round, and they seemed to get damaged very easily. Some years later I was told Deptford had the highest number of damaged and lost radios in the Met.

Then, horror of horrors, they introduced the Panda car, a blue and white panelled Ford 105E Anglia, you know, the one with an inverted back window. Volunteers were asked for and then ordered, due to lack of enthusiasm, to report for a driving test. I, as one of the more recent members, got pushed forward and spent an hour driving one of these silly looking cars round Deptford with a Hendon driving instructor. Two other unfortunates were similarly embarrassed, much to the derision of our colleagues and locals alike.

The next night duty saw me posted to a Panda car patrolling the Newcross end of our patch. This included the famous Harp Club, where the Irish population let their hair down at weekends. It was Friday night at eleven and the pubs were turning out. I sat in the car opposite the Marquis of Granby, a well known trouble spot. Suddenly the passenger door opened and a well-dressed black man jumped in.

‘Clock Tower, Lewisham, please driver,’ he said without looking at me. Astonished I sat for a moment wondering if this was a ‘set up’ by the other guys. 

‘Come on, I haven’t got all night,’ he ordered and then looked at me as I looked at him. Slowly his eyes rose to my hat, and then lower to my tunic, getting wider and wider as realisation dawned that I was not a mini cab. His mouth imitated a cod out of water and I waited until eventually his voice returned.

‘S-s-s-sorry officer. I t-t-t-thought you were—‘ I nodded and glared at him, which was enough to eject him from the car and send him scuttling off along the street. I called in to slag off the others for setting me up but they did’nt know anything about it. So that was one resident’s introduction to our new Panda patrols! 

Purdy, our resident tramp, who had been born in Deptford and was known to everyone in the town, was the dirtiest tramp in London. The first time I met him, outside the twenty-four hour tea stall in Deptford Broadway, I realised he came from an African background. I’d been called to the tea stall because Purdy, drunk on rough cider, would not move away from the counter. Smelling so strongly of body odour and a thousand other undesirable fumes, he prevented customers from getting close and was costing the stall holder business.

‘Give him a cuppa’ and he’ll go,’ I told the chap behind the counter.

‘Leave it out guv’nor. ‘e’s ‘ad four already.’

‘Okay, I’ll shift him,’ I said and was puzzled by the smiles and smirks of the locals. Going over to Purdy I opened my mouth to speak but, catching a whiff, gagged and nearly threw up. He stood glaring at me through bloodshot eyes, matted hair fringing his forehead with wildlife crawling through it and down into his ears. He wore an army-type great coat caked in mud and filth, topped off with a brown and white fur collar. Standing over six feet tall he looked me in the eye and I was surprised to see they were blue.

‘Come on mate,’ I coughed. ‘You’ve had yer tea, let the others get theirs.’ He grunted and I thought I saw a twinkle in his eyes and, sure enough, he slowly winked at me, grunted a chuckle and shuffled away in his toeless boots.

‘Fanks mate. Never fought he’d go. Want a cuppa?’

‘Thanks.’ I accepted a steaming mug of tea and learned from the locals that Purdy was related to the owners of the fish and chip shop in the High Street. When he was hungry he stood by their door, just as he had at the tea stall, and waited. Eventually the owners passed a bag of fish and chips to him on a shovel. Apparently he cultivated his personal stink as a method of getting food and drink. I asked if there were any other Africans like him in the area and they burst out laughing.

‘Purdy, African? You are new guv’nor, aren’t you?’ one of the older men grinned.

‘Yes I am but only to Deptford.’ Didn’t want them to think I was totally green.

The older man went on to explain that Purdy was white under all the muck and the only time they had seen his skin was after he’d been taken ill once. The hospital had the unenvious task of de-lousing and washing him and much to their surprise discovered he was white and a lot thinner than they thought.

‘Did yer notice ‘is collar?’ another man asked.

‘Yes I did. Thought it very big.’ I said, causing another ripple of laughter and getting another tea pushed into my hands.

‘That’s no collar mate, that’s ‘is dog. Died three months ago.’ My face must have been a picture for they all laughed so hard, tears coursed down their lined and weather beaten faces.  
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