
CHAPTER 1 

   1923 ◊ My Grandmother 

   I am Hazel, and I feel that the time has finally come to make this story 

available. Over the years I have divulged various parts of it to friends, family, even close work 

colleagues, and have ended up being swept up by their incredulity. However, when I fit the story 

together in my head it both frightens and uplifts me and I hope it is not interpreted in an 

inappropriate way. 

   Also, the man whose almost fatal error is vital to this story, was my 

neighbour. I had the highest regard for him and did not wish him to suffer because of what 

happened. He has now retired and I hope that he will not be blamed in any way as the full story 

emerges. 

   So, this has been my conundrum: to tell in full or not to tell at all. My 

conclusion is that this story – although it is all true – should be read simply as a remarkable tale that 

could have happened to anyone, anywhere, regardless of their country, situation or religion. While I 

was born to Western parents, this is a global story. 

   Although this is essentially my story, and unlocks the mystery surrounding 

my paternal grandmother’s death, a second drama emerges that twists to the present day and ends 

with a question. 

I’ll lay out my family background and my history to allow you to reach your own conclusions 

regarding what happened to me. But please imagine this as no more than a story. To this end, I have 

changed many of the names, including my own. My father had wished that I, his firstborn child, 

should be named Hazel. My mother wouldn’t allow it as she thought I would be nicknamed Nut! So, I 

will honour my father and call myself Hazel. My father’s Christian name was actually Raymond and I 

see no reason not to call him Ray. 

   ◊ 

   Ray’s parents met in Birmingham. His father, Alf, after the end of World War 

I, was working as an architectural designer in London for a company that decided to spread its wings 

to the growing city of Birmingham. Alf, whose family had originally come from Liverpool, was not 

unhappy to find himself moving to this thriving hub. When looking for lodgings he was instantly 

drawn to a double-fronted, three-storey Victorian house called Armscot. It overlooked a small park 

in what was one of the more pleasant streets in the city. He soon became aware of the strong, tall, 

willowy beauty of one of the daughters of the house. Alf thought it strange that, although Dorothy 

must be nearing her early thirties, she had not married. Her older sister Rose had inherited her 

mother’s less attractive features but was a gentle accommodating woman, unlike her mother 

Dorcas, who was known as a bit of a dragon. 

   It seems clear that Dorothy found Alf very attractive and commanding with 

his long, curled moustache. During dinner the family listened as he related his time during the First 

World War in France, when the 2nd Dragoon Guards he had enlisted in joined the 1st Calvary 

Division. He was a natural, clever, story teller, so may have embellished his tales a little to highlight 

the dashing officer upon his horse – and to hide the goriness of it all. 

   Dorcas owned the house and appeared to have no husband but there were 

two brothers, Christopher and Ralph. Ralph was the youngest and spent most of his time strapped 



into a wheelchair, even though he appeared quite capable of walking. Alf had witnessed him having 

a severe fit and concluded that the wheelchair was for Ralph’s own safety.  

   Several days later Alf came across Dorothy alone in the warm kitchen, 

arranging flowers. She looked up as she heard him enter. 

   “I’m sorry you had to see poor Ralph the other day. He has endured these 

fits since a small child. Unfortunately, they have become increasingly more frequent and violent. The 

wheelchair is necessary for his own protection,” Dorothy confirmed. 

   “I had presumed as much. It cannot be easy for your family and Ralph is such 

a likeable fellow. Did your father fall in the war?” 

   Dorothy hesitated. “It’s rather a long and onerous story. Shall I make some 

tea?” 

Alf took a seat, happy to spend some time in her company and watched as Dorothy elegantly 

prepared tea in the best Spode teapot and laid out matching cups, saucers, small plates and a freshly 

baked cake. She finally sat down, poured the tea, cut and placed on their plates a generous portion 

of cake for Alf and a smaller piece for herself. 

   Dorothy became still and thoughtful and then began. 

   “My grandfather was Isaac Newey, a successful architect and surveyor, who 

also belonged to a group called Guardians of the Poor, so was generally well-known and respected in 

Birmingham. Unfortunately, he died of bronchitis when only fifty-one, but my grandmother skilfully 

managed the various properties and wealth he had accumulated.” 

   She paused to take a bite of the moist cake. 

   “On her death, my mother, who had been nursing her, inherited the family 

home, and from its sale she purchased this more modern house. It is ideal, with the whole of the top 

floor perfect for lodgers. My father, Claude, first came to the house as one such lodger. By all 

accounts he was a charming man, a salesman by trade, who, in his spare time, loved amateur 

dramatics. It was his idea, while wooing my mother, to turn the large sitting room into a theatre on 

occasion, to perform plays for all my mother’s family and friends to enjoy. It meant my mother was 

also able to display her dressmaking skills in the wonderful costumes. It was not until after their 

marriage that my mother discovered his other loves. Gambling and entertaining women. Over time 

he not only frittered away his own salary but he began taking my mother’s earnings as well. This was 

no small amount as she not only had regular lodgers but, as an accomplished dressmaker, her 

abilities were sought out far and wide. Throughout my childhood my parents argued about money, 

but as I grew older I realised that my father was also spending money on other women and I 

watched as my poor mother became increasingly unhappy. The arguments became constant and 

were having such a detrimental effect on us all, particularly poor Ralph, that I spoke to my mother 

and we agreed that my father no longer really cared for any of us and so we had to do something. 

He had once, previously, been ostracised from the house and had spent some weeks in a hotel.” 

   Dorothy paused for some more cake, then rose from the table. 

   “I have a photograph and a letter.” 

   She returned and handed Alf a picture of a moustached man in breeches 

and a fancy tunic. 



   “My father in costume, for one of their plays.” 

   Then she passed Alf a neatly written letter. 

   “I was only seven at the time. My mother showed it to me years later. He 

was to go to London for his work and my mother discovered that a woman was going with him.” 

“Fife” Hotel19 and  

20, Ely Place, 

Holborn Circus, London 8 

Aug 16 1898 

My dear Wife. 

   You will by this time have had my express letter. I hardly know what I said in 

it, in fact I scarcely know what I am doing at all this week. I have only seen 5 customers yet I ought to 

have seen 25 by this time. What Mr W will think I am doing I don’t know or care much. Now let me 

say that 11 years ago I took you as my wife to love and cherish, which I shall do today, and can live 

my life more devoted to my dear children and you, if you will only let me. And not again bring 

accusations against me, to which there is not the least foundation. I have been a true husband to 

you and never done anything to bring dishonour upon you, my children or myself. This statement 

can be published to the world and I can face all and prove it. I know full well I am not perfect, in fact 

I know I have many faults. The truth will never hurt me. It is the lies. How well you tell me your idea 

of a husband’s devotion to his wife and children, also a wife’s devotion to her husband, and I will do 

my part, try my best to carry it out. For any more of this kind of life will finish me. It is enough to 

have business worries, but the two combined is too much. The human frame can only stand a certain 

strain. I can willingly forgive all past differences, even the last, would only be too pleased to know 

that we could live in the bonds of love and peace and bring our darlings up to be a credit to us and 

themselves. Thank God Rose was away on Sunday and God forbid that any of our children should 

ever witness such a scene. If you can see the matter in the same light as me, and I wish you could, 

for I swear I have never had a thought of anyone (beyond a thought of friendship) but yourself. How 

can I prove it to you? Tell me. Because you do not seem to believe a word I say. I did not know I had 

quite such a character of a liar as I have. Now this is the last letter of this description I am going to 

write, so let the matter be settled once and for all, if only for the sake of the children. We must love, 

for them, and try to train them up alright. 

   I will finish my writing and it will then be 9 p.m. Shall catch the 9.30 post and 

it shall not be long before I am in bed and will try to get some sleep. 

   Your still loving husband Claude. 

   “He was never able to have just ‘friendships’ with other women but my 

mother was compelled to take him back that time to allow him a chance to prove his word. And 

perhaps for a while he may have tried. This time though we all agreed that he could no longer be 

considered any part of our family. This may sound dramatic, but to my mind there was only one 

solution. The following day I went to see the local locksmith and arranged for him to change the 

locks on the front door in a week’s time. My mother then asked my father to move out. This time he 

refused, and did nothing to change his behaviour. So, on the morning that the locksmith had 

arranged to change the lock, my mother and I waited until my father left for work 



and then systematically put all his belongings into suitcases and boxes and laid them out in the front 

garden. He obviously had a shock seeing everything he owned there for all the neighbours to see, 

and his anger when he found that his key could not open the door was profound to say the least. He 

banged and hollered for over half an hour before I opened an upstairs window and told him that this 

was final and that none of us wanted any more to do with him. With no money we knew he was in 

no position to take any legal action and my mother was sure he’d find some woman to take pity on 

him. Although pity her! It wasn’t until the following day that he took his belongings away. It was 

such a relief when everything had gone. My mother did receive a couple of pleading letters but 

burnt them, and that, amazingly, was the last we heard from him.” 

   “May I ask your age at that time,” enquired Alf. 

   “Only nineteen. But certainly old enough to understand my mother’s 

suffering.” 

   “To evict one’s own father in that way is a credit to your strength of 

character. I had best endeavour not to displease you!” he smiled. 

   Dorothy considered, “I have had proposals of marriage, but have chosen to 

stay and help Rose and mother and maintain my independence. Although, perhaps it is also through 

fear of how even charming men can be so false.” 

   The home Alf now blended into was happy and cultured. Putting on plays at 

home had become a part of Dorothy’s life and through the years they had attracted ever-swelling 

parties of friends and family. Dorothy’s cousin, Harry Foster Newey, belonged to the Royal 

Birmingham Society of Artists and would often bring fellow associates to watch and make merry. 

   Alf confided to Dorothy that his father’s sister and her husband had been 

childless, so had brought him up, as his mother had been an alcoholic and had proved unable to 

cope with a baby. His father had been a cartographer and had illustrated some of the latest 

Encyclopaedia Britannica. His mother had died as a result of her addiction when he was still young. 

So, to now be part of such a family home was wonderful and, in time, Alf convinced Dorothy that he 

could never be like her father and they fell in love and got married. 

   They remained at Armscot and Ray was born less than a year later. He was a 

lovely baby with a mass of blond curly hair, brown eyes and a ready smile. Two years later Alf’s 

company gave him the option of permanently relocating to London. He and Dorothy had enjoyed 

holidaying in the bright, busy, seaside town of Southend-on-Sea, with its miles of beaches and the 

longest leisure pier in the world and decided that it was within a commutable distance. 

   Life during those early years was good. Alf and Dorothy were fortunate 

enough to find au-pairs always willing to help around the house. They entertained their gorgeous 

and appreciative son by pushing his pram along the seafront, cliffs and parks. But Hazel’s 

grandparents were both strong characters and, according to Dorothy’s cousin Jean Brown, who 

would occasionally stay with them, the atmosphere could become strained and argumentative, but 

she also saw that Dorothy was a good, warm and loving mother. 

   Ray was five when his sister, Bessy, was born. Hazel has a beautiful family 

portrait of the four of them, with Alf sitting on the right and Dorothy on the left, a handsome couple, 

with just enough room for six-year-old Raymond to stand in between, looking out with large eyes 

that Hazel can only describe as doleful. A little baffled, Bessy sits on Dorothy’s lap in her baby 

chubbiness, looking straight at the camera. She certainly looks a sturdy child but was very lucky to 



have survived two bouts of pneumonia, which might explain why her parents became over-

protective and tended to spoil her. Hazel’s aunt remembers one example of this when, just before 

her fifth Christmas, her father brought home three doll’s prams for Bess to choose the one she 

preferred. She chose the largest. When she was officially presented with it on Christmas day she 

found that she was too small to actually push it but wanted to take her doll out for a walk, 

immediately. Alf therefore instructed Raymond to push his sister’s pram for her. Imagine poor Ray, 

ten years old and having to take a doll’s pram, plus doll, with little sister also attempting to push it, 

round and about until she was able to manage it herself. The relationship between Ray and his sister 

continued rather uncomfortably, with Bess always getting her own way. 

   Then Alf’s job took him on a visit to Germany, where he was privileged to 

stay in the house of the Burgomeister of Bad Bodenteich. During this stay the Burgomeister (literally, 

the master of a town, borough or fortress) asked Alf if he would kindly take his daughter, Lieselotte, 

back to England with him as his au-pair, to enable her to refine her English. She was an attractive 

young lady from an aristocratic family; Alf was more than happy to do so. 

   Dorothy immediately recognised real intelligence in this quiet girl and a 

strong bond formed between them. Lieselotte also fell in love with Ray and Bess and soon realised 

how Bess’ dominating nature had been nurtured. Lieselotte sensitively turned Ray’s life back into the 

happy, balanced childhood he had enjoyed before Bessy’s birth, without making an enemy of this 

feisty little girl. 

   When Lieselotte finally returned to Germany she was sadly missed by the 

whole family. 

   But Dorothy was beginning to have health problems. She was finding it 

increasingly difficult to get about with painful legs that had to be heavily bandaged. Without 

Lieselotte’s companionship she became increasingly unhappy and frustrated. Alf eventually decided 

to contact the Burgomeister and ask if Lieselotte would be happy to return as companion to Dorothy 

and nanny to the children. Her return to England was so welcome. 

   The family were now living in a large, chalet-type house in a prestigious part 

of Leigh-on-Sea, a fishing village eight miles up the Thames estuary from Southend. While Dorothy 

became unhappy with her deteriorating health and more difficult to live with, Ray and Bess thrived. 

Then one terrifying morning it all changed. 

   Dorothy became quite ill. The doctors, because of various other problems 

she had, were unsure of the cause, and this was before antibiotics. Lieselotte was kept very busy 

caring for both her and the children. After more than two weeks in bed, Dorothy worsened and 

began to slip in and out of delirium. Lieselotte summoned the doctor during the night but nobody 

remembers what treatments or medicines were administered. After the doctor left, Alf went to 

work. Seven-year-old Bess, who had not been allowed to see her mother for weeks, slipped into 

Dorothy’s bedroom, understandably concerned. But Dorothy became very agitated and suddenly got 

up out of the bed, grabbed Bess and began screaming, “The house is on fire, the house is on fire.” 

   The bedroom window was open a little and Dorothy rushed over to it with 

Bess gripped tightly in her arms and began to try to push her out of the window, still screaming, 

“Help, help, the house is on fire, it’s all burning.” 

   Lieselotte rushed up the stairs to Bess’ screams as she frantically tried to 

fight her mother’s unexpected strength. In her terror Bess found enough strength to jam herself 



against the window frame, which gave Lieselotte time to cross the room and wrestle Bess from her 

mother’s hold. After managing to calm Dorothy, Lieselotte carried the traumatised girl downstairs 

and asked Ray to run to the phone box, dial 999 and ask for an ambulance, which arrived quickly. 

   Lieselotte attempted to hide from the distraught children the fact that their 

mother was taken out to the ambulance in a straitjacket. She then rang Alf at work to give him the 

disturbing news. He arrived home later that evening, after visiting his wife in Rochford Hospital and 

explained to Lieselotte that he’d had to sign a form allowing her to be ‘sectioned’ in the psychiatric 

unit. The distress he felt for the wife he loved so very dearly can only be imagined. 

   Alf wrote to Dorothy’s mother and he must have visited Dorothy but, some 

weeks after she was admitted, her brother Chris was the last person to see her alive. He reported to 

Alf that her eyes had been bulging and that same evening Alf received the news of her death. 

   Because Dorothy had taken so little part in the life of her children over the 

preceding few months, very little changed for them when their mother was taken into hospital. They 

loved Lieselotte and her caring security remained unchanged. Bess appeared to miss her mother the 

most and kept asking when she would be well enough to return home. Alf instructed Lieselotte not 

to tell Ray and Bess of their mother’s death. They were not told until almost six months later, 

although they were never told how or why she had died. 

   Hazel has an old exercise book that once belonged to Dorothy’s sister. 

Across the front is written: 

Rose Chandler‘Diary’ Starting from“1935” 

   Poignantly, it begins: 

   June 15th 1935. 

   ‘Dorothy was taken very ill and Alf Lawson put her in Rochford Hospital, then 

he wrote & told us she got much worse & Chris had to go over and see her, she knew him & that was 

all, he had to come back the next morning because of business & she died in the night with no one by 

her side poor Dorothy. The first time I really felt ill and it did something to me as we were always so 

fond of one another although Dorothy was very awkward at times, but she was my sister & that is all. 

   She was brought to Handsworth Cemetery & we had a grave for 3 and she 

was buried in July. Alf Lawson came up and went with Chris. I stayed at home with mother & Ralph. 

The death of Dorothy upset my mother quite a lot & she died in the June 1936 and was buried with 

Dorothy. We were all very upset & Ralph very much. Then in January 1938 Kathleen died (my help) 

from meningitis, she was well and dead in 4 days. It was an awful shock, then Chris, Ralph and I went 

to Weston for a week’s holiday and stayed at Mrs Bellinger’s & it was very nice & Ralph seemed to be 

much better. Then in the August of 1939 Ralph started to lose weight & did not seem so well, he 

started a cough & coughed & was ill, very ill for 2 1/2  years & in 1942 Ralph died, which quite 

finished me, also Chris. We will never be the same again, although we have to keep going, our lives 

changed from this point. 

   About a month after Dorothy’s death Lieselotte walked into the sitting room 

to find Alf burning all Dorothy’s records in the grate, including her birth, death and marriage 

certificates. As she began to voice her astonishment, Alf turned to her and said, “I must forbid her 

name to be mentioned again. Please leave the room.” 



   As Lieselotte had become such an intricate part of their lives, her marriage 

to Alf just a year following Dorothy’s death seemed natural. At the outbreak of World War II the 

family remained in Leigh-on-Sea. Alf and Ray joined the Home Guard and were involved in the fire 

watch. This meant spending nights on the roofs of tall buildings ready to alert the fire service during 

night raids. The end of the war heralded the birth of Alf and Lieselotte’s son Arthur in 1946, an event 

that was welcomed by all. 

 

 


