
THE DOVER EXPRESS
M e m o r i e s

by Bob Hollingsbee
MY EARLIEST m em ories of the  Dover 
Express are of a tin y  office in  Snargate 
Street, the  size of an  average sitting  room , 
b u t longer th a n  it was wide. The on ly  
difference betw een it an d  a shop was th a t 
it had  frosted glass on the pavem ent side, 
a b it like an  old style bookies' office, 
although the  sm all w indow  th a t opened, 
at the top, h ad  clear glass in  it so th a t we 
could peep out an d  see w hat was going on 
outside.

In  th a t office w orked six to eight 
people. The Editor, N orm an Sutton, a 
w artim e H om e Guard officer, ex-Buffs, 
an d  the  fa ther of Tterry Sutton, sat a t righ t 
angles to the  w indow  at h is own desk next 
to the till. Next to h im , facing the frosted 
glass w indow  were Eddie Hollingsbee, m y 
father, w ho was ch ie f  re p o r te r  an d  
covered county  cricket, having been  a 
keen  follower of Kent cricket for 30 years, 
and  Stan Wells, the  sports ed ito r/re p o rte r  
and  part-tim e photographer. Stan Wells, 
who becam e extrem ely  well know n bo th

th rough  his sports repo rting  an d  his part- 
tim e work w ith  Southern  Television, w ent 
on to briefly  succeed Mr Sutton as editor, 
w hen N orm an Sutton retired, aged 68, in  
1964. T hat was the  year m y father, who 
was on ly  51, died. (He had  been  forced to 
re tire  th rough  ill h ea lth  after over 25 
years w ith the  Express.)

Next, on  the  rep o rtin g  side, cam e 
Tterry Sutton and  George Pepper. George 
also covered sport, p a r tic u la r ly  

Snowdown football, an d  
was a k een  cricketer. 
George succeeded Stan 
Wells, as editor, after Stan 
died suddenly, collapsing 
in  th e  office. Stan h ad  
steered the paper th rough  
its tran s itio n  to fron t page 
news an d  p ic tu res. (H is 
widow, Thelm a, of River, 
w ent on  to give years of 
service to the paper in  a 
secretarial capacity.)

In  a d d itio n  to th e  
repo rting  staff there  was 
Mr O verton, a re tire d  
schoolm aster of a t least 70, 
w ith  a gam m y leg, who 
was the p roof reader. There 

was also an  office boy and, for several 
m onths, w hile I was le a rn in g  the ropes 
an d  find ing  m y feet, it was m y lo t to 
carry  out th is  job, w hich included  tasks 
like tak ing  classified advertisem ents a t a 
sm all p u b lic  c o u n te r  in  a 4ft w ide 
passage way lead ing  from  the  street door. 
This was separated  from  the new sroom  
by a frosted glass partitions. The coun ter 
h ad  a h inged  flap one side, so th a t staff 
could com e and  go. The walls, as I recall, 
were dark  brow n to h ip  level and  cream  
above, yellowed w ith  n icotine. This was
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The reception area referred to in the text

also the place w here we would sell the 
papers on  a Friday m o rn in g  an d  w here 
readers would drop in  w ith  stories, tip- 
offs, tittle tattle, old p ic tures or to tell us of 
th e ir  life stories, am azing  adventures, 
w artim e experiences an d  so on.

S tarting  in  a sm all way, bo th  m y 
father an d  Stan Wells had  set out to 
m odern ise the  p resen ta tion  of news, and  
get away from  th e  old sty le w here 
everything, except the photographs, was 
p resen ted  in  single co lum ns down the 
pages. This began  w ith  special features. 
F ron t page news an d  p ic tu re s  o n ly  
appeared  a few tim es on  m ajo r occasions, 
such as the  G eneral Strike, back  in  the 
m id  1920s, w hen  briefly, the  Express 
becam e a daily  paper, and  also in  1953 on 
the occasion of the C oronation, an d  in  
1958 w hen the  Q ueen and  P rince P hilip  
cam e to Dover.

D isplay advertisem en ts  were dea lt

w ith by the  p rin tin g  works' boss C harlie 31 
Buzan who was also a com positor, as was 
h is b ro th er Alfred. Both bro thers each 
gave over 50 years service to the paper, as,
I believe, did one or two others on the 
p r in tin g  side. There was no advertising 
m a n ag e r as such, in  those  days. 
Classifieds w ould be accepted u n til lunch  
tim e on  Thursday, pub lication  day th en  
being  Friday. C harlie Buzan, who jo in ed  
the  firm  in  1910, also dealt w ith  the 
new sagents com ing in  for th e ir  papers 
soon after they  cam e off the old ro tary  
press very early  Friday m orn ing .

One of m y early  jobs was ho ld ing  
copy, w hich m eans read ing  it out loud to 
the part-tim e p roof reader, who would 
check it w ith  galley proofs from  the  
lino type operators. This task  m ost of us 
chipped  in  to do, a t various tim es, during  
the week. I am  sure th is im proved m y 
E ng lish  g ram m ar, a n d  th a t o f a 
succession of ju n io r  reporters over the 
years, as we becam e captive students of 
the  re tired  schoolm aster, who w ould revel 
in  the T im es new spaper crossword every 
day.

There was a succession of office boys 
who stayed u n til they got a b e tte r job, or 
failed to m ake the grade. Now and  again  
one w ould be ta k en  on  as a ju n io r  
reporter, as I was.

There was no full tim e photographer 
u n til som e years after I jo in ed  the  paper. 
Jou rnalists  Stan Wells, Tferry Sutton an d  
George Pepper, tu rn ed  th e ir  hands to 
tak ing  the  occasional news an d  feature 
photographs. A nd one ju n io r  reporter, 
Terry M orris, used to take quite a few 
p h o tog raphs to su p p le m e n t th e  news 
p ic tures subm itted  by local professionals, 
like  K ent P hotos in  K ing Street, 
W horw ells in  B ench Street, H udson 's 
P hoto  Service o f L ondon Road, an d  
occasionally, Ray W arner in  Tbwnwall 
Street.

In  the old office there  was always a 
b lue haze of cigarette sm oke from  about 
shoulder h igh  w hen seated. H eating, in  
w inter, was by a bare ly  guarded electric



Editorial staff (left to right): the late Stan Wells, the late Norman Sutton, and a 
youthful Terry Sutton

bar fire, w hich I always though t was a b it 
of a fire hazard  b u t was useful to those 
who sm oked(!) w hich  was p rac tica lly  
everyone except Terry a n d  m yself. 
O ccasionally  one or two reporters would 
ad journ  to one of several cafes nearby  for 
a cup of tea  or so m e th in g  to eat, 
m id m o rn in g  or afternoon .

Office desks w ere no  m ore  th a n  
m ah o g an y  b en c h es  w ith  chests o f 
drawers or single drawers u n d e rn e a th  
an d  Tferry Sutton believes som e of the 
tim b er an d  drawers m ay have com e from  
th e  ill-fated  sa ilin g  sh ip  'P reu ssen ', 
w recked off Dover in  1910. I always 
understood  two swivel chairs, w ith  red 
lea th e r seats, wooden arm s an d  curved 
backs, an d  w ith  cast iron , tripod-like 
bases, also cam e from  the  T reussen." 
Som ewhat top-heavy the  chairs tended  to 
fall over w ith  a crash w hen  you stood up. 
One, a t least, o f these chairs,w hich has 
survived decades of use, b u t on ly  because 
it was rescued from  a skip after an  office 
clearance an d  was given a 'hom e' by a 
m em ber of staff. This was after the  office 
move to Castle Street, w hen our p r in tin g  
works closed down an d  the  old bu ild ing  
was d em olished  to  m ake way for a

ro u n d ab o u t a t th e  
ju n c tio n  of a w idened 
York S treet w ith  
S nargate S treet an d  
Townwall Street. The 
roundabou t lin k ed  the  
two dual carriagew ays of 
York S treet an d  
Tbwnwall Street.

B ehind the  Snargate 
Street office coun ter a 
door led in to  a d im ly  lit 
passage to the p r in tin g  
works, p a rt of w hich had  
no  d irec t day ligh t. 
O ther passages led  to 
various offices, lino type 
m ach ines an d  p rin tin g  
presses, an d  the  foundry  
for p roducing  the  h o t 
m etal for the lino type 

m ach ines an d  for casting  the  curved 
p rin tin g  plates. These p la tes were locked 
onto a venerable ro tary  press used to 
p r in t  th e  paper, a t th e  b ack  of th e  
b u ild in g . T h an k s to Jo h n  B avington 
Jones' in te rest in  h isto ry  there  was a very 
good local h isto ry  library, in  an  office 
la tte rly  shared by works m anager C harlie 
Buzan an d  George P ilg rim , a young  
accountan t. T hen  there  was a m assive 
collection  of bound  newspapers, back  to 
the 1700s, in  attic rooms, p lus a sm all 
darkroom , and  bund le  after bund le  of 
loose issues of the  pap e r going back  to the 
b eg in n in g  of the F irst World War.

The office was like a rabb it w arren, 
spread over th ree  floors. Somewhere in  
th e  cen tre, was a sm all alleyw ay or 
courtyard  open  to the sky. The office was 
converted from  a row of old, w eather 
b o ard ed  cottages, ex ten d in g  b e h in d  
W eir's chem ist shop next door, on  the 
c o rn e r  o f C hapel Lane. L ater th e  
chem ist's  shop was absorbed as well to 
extend ed itorial space.

T he p ap e r in  m y ea rly  days h ad  
classifieds on  fron t and  back. Curiously, 
the  n u m b er of pages in  the  p aper each 
week was decided by m easuring  up the



nu m b er of co lum n inches of all the  news, 
p ic tu re s  a n d  advertisem en ts, using , 
w ould you believe, a piece of string(!) and  
th e n  w orking out how m any  pages were 
n eed ed  to in c lu d e  every th ing . The 
d im ensions of the  p aper depended on the 
w idth of the  reels of new sprin t in  stock. 
A nd the  n u m b er of pages the  pap e r had  
each week depended on w hether the  old 
ro tary  press, believed to date from  before 
th e  F irst W orld War, could  p r in t  the  
requ ired  n u m b er of pages. It could only  
p r in t 16 pages or m ultip les of 16. One 
week the  pap e r could be w hat we call a 
tabloid, like today's paper, the  nex t week 
a broadsheet, like the  D aily Ttelegraph! By 
th e  ea rly  1960s ad v ertis in g  was 
increasing  a t such a rate  it was evident a 
m ore m odern  press w ith m ore flexibility  
was required. A 32-page p ap e r in  1960 
would n o t have been  econom ical. Since 
th a t tim e we have grown in  size so m uch  
th a t 100 pages has been  exceeded on 
num erous occasions.

In  our C entenary  year, 1958, sales 
were at the  17,000 m ark  an d  grew steadily  
after th e  change to fro n t page news, 
reach ing  a peak  of ju s t on  20,000, in  the 
1970s. O ur sister paper, the  Folkestone 
H erald  peaked a t n ea re r 21,000. W ith the 
co m p e titio n  of local rad io , local 
television, free newspapers, changed life­
styles an d  interests, these figures, sadly, 
have been  greatly  reduced.

It is som eth ing  of a trad itio n  w ith 
local p ap e rs  to have long-serv ing  
em ployees, b u t few, I am  sure, could have 
exceeded th e  record  of the  Dover Express. 
A part from  those already m entioned , the 
Jones fam ily  - father, two sons an d  a 
great-grandson - was associated w ith  the 
pap e r over a period  of m ore th a n  70 
years, c lock ing  up  ab o u t 140 years 
service. The ow ner and  editor for decades 
was local h is to ria n  Jo h n  B avington 
Jones, whose life in  jo u rn a lism  lasted  51 
years, yet h is  w orking life had  begun  
underg round  as a m iner, w hen he was a 
teenager. Also bo th  of h is sons, Oliver 
an d  Russell, each becam e editor in  tu rn ,

the  editor's cha ir finally  being  vacated by 33 
the  Jones fam ily  w hen Russell died in  
1949. Tterry Sutton's father N orm an took 
over in  1949. N orm an an d  Tterry each 
gave over 45 years service. A nd m y late 
father an d  I have given about 75 years 
betw een us. The la te  Bill W right an d  Alf 
Buzan, on  the  p r in tin g  side, each gave 60 
years service.

The Dover E xpress was an  
independen t, fam ily-ow ned p ap e r for 97 
years u n til 1968. T hen  p lans for a new  
road cu tting  th rough  the  p rin tin g  works 
an d  offices, an d  p o o r co m p en sa tio n  
arrangem en ts in  those days, forced a 
m erger w ith  F.J. Parsons Ltd, publishers 
of the  Folkestone H erald  an d  a cha in  of 
new spapers in  Sussex. As a result, since 
1969 the  Dover express has n o t been  
p rin te d  in  Dover. The m erger m arked  m y 
first con tact w ith  the staff of the  H erald 
an d  its fo rm er m idw eek  paper, th e  
Folkestone & H ythe Gazette. The m ake­
up of Dover Express pages was done a t the 
old H erald  p rin tin g  works in  The Bayle at 
Folkestone an d  it becam e m y job  to 
oversee these.

A succession  of o th e r m ergers 
followed, som e good, som e bad. I have lost 
count of the num ber. One led to a link-up 
w ith  papers in  Medway, S ittingbourne 
and  Thanet, ano ther to the launch  of a 
new  p aper in  Canterbury. Perhaps the 
m ost devastating was the  takeover by 
Adscene, owners m ain ly  of a cha in  of free 
papers. This u ltim ately  led to massive 
cutbacks in  staff to m ake the com pany 
m ore a ttractive  to shareho lders. 
M odernisation and  the use of com puters 
led to redundancy  for m ost of the old 
p rin tin g  staff and  was one of the  early  
resu lts  o f m ergers. A n o th er was the  
sw itch ing  of sub-editors, in c lu d in g  
m yself, to th e  Folkestone office. 
Eventually, it led also to a jo in t editor for 
the Dover and  Folkestone papers and  only  
one sports editor. Now the papers are ru n  • 
by a new spaper group, w hich has m ore 
paid-for papers and  the future for the 
Dover express looks m ore encouraging.


