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Glimpses of the past

1915-1917 E xperien ce  w ith  P r in t
A n o th e r  e x t ra c t  from  th e  m em ories of 
Budge Adam s.
I have said earlier th a t  1915 was a year of 
g reat significance for me and it is certain  
th a t  our r e tu rn  to  C astle S tre e t set th e  
p a tte rn  of m y adu lt life. The shortage of 
s ta ff  resulting  from  m y half-b ro ther and 
C harles S o u th e y  going o ff to  w ar an d  
‘N im ble’ B u rto n  being called up for w ar 
service early in 1916 was m ore th a n  critical. 
I t  left m y fa the r alm ost on his own (a frail 
Miss Wells w as still w ith  him ) and  in  a 
business such as ours, w ith  its dual base, 
one m an w orking alm ost alone canno t earn  
enough to  suppo rt a family. And so I began 
working in the  shop - if  w hat I did can be 
so described. W hether I was pressed into 
it, persuaded or enticed I canno t rem em ber
- I like to  th in k  th a t  I w ent in to  it of m y 
own volition.
By the  end of 1915, a t 6 years old, I was 
capable of doing Miss W ells’s job, feeding 
the  hand-striker ru ling  m achine, and to  do 
so I stood on a box nine or ten  inches high. 
In  no sense w as th is  th e  ex p lo ita tio n  of 
child labour; it was an  ac tiv ity  requiring  
o n ly  a m o d e ra te  d e g re e  o f m a n u a l 
d e x te r i ty  an d  it  w as so m e th in g  th a t  I 
w an te d  to  do. I ‘w o rk e d ’ in  very  sh o r t 
snatches, ten  m inutes or so a t a tim e, and 
th is  also  su ite d  m y a ilin g  f a th e r  w ho 
am ongst his o ther jobs was the  pen ruler. 
As he becam e more and more unwell the 
w ork he as able to  do becam e less and less 
and the  business th u s declined un til it was 
forced to  close down. The w orkshops below 
the  living quarte rs  th en  again becam e m y 
p la y g ro u n d  an d  so co n tin u e d  u n ti l  we

opened up again  a fte r Charlie S ou they ’s 
re tu rn  from  the  war.
D uring th is tim e I would play w ith  quads 
and spaces on a ‘stone’ in the  com p shop, 
m ostly  bu ild ing  castles and  g e ttin g  m y 
fingers very  black w ith  the  lead of which 
the  quads were m ade and the  ink  - black, 
of course - th a t  adhered to  them . Very soon 
I w as aw are  o f th e  in te r -re la tio n s h ip s  
w ith in  th e  ‘A m erican ’ p o in ts  sy stem  (I 
questioned  w hy it w as called ‘A m erican’ 
when it was used in England. ~  la ter I knew 
w hy) an d  also th a t  p ea rl an d  m ignon , 
burgoise, brevier, g reat- and  longprim er, 
pica and double-pica, type sizes th a t  had  
been used for hundreds of years, had  no 
in te r - r e la t io n s h ip  a n d  w ere  b y  th e n  
anachronism s, though  I am  sure I d idn’t  
th en  know either the  m eaning or the  use 
of th a t  word. My father, I am  sure, realised 
the  value of all th is and could see th a t  I 
was subconsciously absorbing m uch of the  
knowledge th a t  w ould be so necessary to  
me in the  life th a t  was, apparently , already 
m apped out for me. W hen m y fa th e r could 
again get about, he ta u g h t me to  set type 
and to  find the  ‘n ick’ in  the  le tte r w ithou t 
lo o k in g  for i t  so t h a t ,  a g a in  w i th o u t  
lo o k in g , I co u ld  p u t  th e  le t te r  in  th e  
com posing stick  b o th  r ig h t w ay up and  
righ t w ay round.
T he box I used to  s ta n d  on to  feed th e  
ruling m achine, abou t tw o feet square and 
say ten  inches high, had  a hinged lid and 
was know n as the  ‘S tationery  B ox’ and it 
contained the  shop’s entire stock of visiting 
and m em orial cards in all th e ir sizes and 
varieties. L ater m y fa the r bough t a lovely



m ahogany cupboard  w ith  five shelves and 
panelled doors and the  nam e was upgraded  
to  ‘S ta tionery  C upboard’. I t  had  originally 
been a cupboard for the storage of revolvers 
and signal pistols in a sh ip’s cap ta in ’s cabin, 
and was recovered from  a ship being broken 
up by the  Stanlee Shipbreaking Com pany 
at E ast Cliff, Dover. A t th a t  tim e the  nam es 
‘E aste rn  Docks and ‘W estern D ocks’ had  
n o t been invented. Som etim es th e  easte rn  
a rea  w as re fe rre d  to  as th e  ‘A d m ira lty  
D ockyard ,’ b u t m ostly  the  te rm  used was 
‘The D ockyard’. The cupboard  was fixed 
to  th e  w all im m ed ia te ly  inside th e  old 
fo rw ard ing  shop, th e  b ack  room  on th e  
ground floor a t No. 37. For m any years I 
kep t th e  ‘S ta tionery  B ox’ because of m y 
sen tim en tal a ttac h m e n t to  it. I t  was the 
firs t item  of anc illary  eq u ipm en t I ever 
used to  help me to  do a job  and although  it 
was still a t Castle S treet w hen I re tu rned  
from  the  war, I lost sight of it and don’t  
know w hat becam e of it.
Tow ards th e  end of 1915 th e re  began  a 
chap ter of accidents th a t  was to  have far 
reaching effects on the  fam ily business. The 
young w om an who worked for us and whose 
nam e I canno t now recall, left th e  firm  ‘to 
go in to  m unitions’. E arly  in 1916 ‘N im ble’ 
B u rton  was called up and tow ards th e  end 
of th a t  year Miss Wells died. My fa ther was 
th u s  le f t  to  m a n a g e  a lo n e , a n d  w ith  
d isastrous results. H e worked hard  and  for 
long hours in an  effort to  support his fam ily 
and around ab o u t M arch 1917 w hen I was 
a p p ro a c h in g  e ig h t y e a rs  o f ag e , he 
collapsed and spent the  nex t tw o years on 
a sick bed. Possibly th e  skills of m odern  
m edical science would no t now allow th is 
to  happen  b u t it appears th a t  a t th a t  tim e 
‘th e  s ta te  o f th e  a r t ’ lo o k e d  u p o n  
re tirem en t to  bed as norm al. To th is day I 
do no t know the  actual natu re  of his illness

though  in la ter years m y m other, w ithou t 
a c tu a lly  say ing  w h a t it  w as, im plied  it 
resulted from  gross over-working w ithou t 
any assistance.
To me it was doubly trag ic because though  
I still played in the  shop I was forbidden to  
move or operate any piece of m achinery  - 
my one desire - and an  eagle eye was kep t 
on me to  prevent me ‘pie-ing’ a case of type. 
B u t then , as m y m other becam e m ore and 
m ore occupied w ith  looking afte r a very  
sick husband  I was left very  m uch to  m y 
own devices. I w onder if m y fa ther w orried 
him self about w hat I was doing in the  shop 
below. I can ’t  rem em ber doing an y th in g  
particu la rly  catastroph ic b u t I was really  
learn ing  th e  whys and  th e  w herefores of 
paper and ink, of type  and ru ling  pens and 
leather and glues and all the  th ings covered 
by the  wide diversity  of activ ities in the  
workshop of a jobbing printer and bookbinder. 
W hilst sick in  bed m y fa th e r  con trac ted  
pleurisy and a t one tim e his life was in the  
balance. D r K ent, who daily  m onitored m y 
f a th e r ’s c o n d itio n , ca lled  one d ay  an d  
finding him  very  sick, took  off his coat, his 
w a is tc o a t ,  h is  c o l la r  a n d  a l t e r n a t e ly  
m assaged and w atched his patien t. I know 
little  of the  facts of pleurisy, or indeed of 
an y  o th e r  illness, b u t as I w a tc h ed  D r 
K en t’s d iligen t and  ex h a u stin g  efforts I 
realised he was saving m y fa th e r’s life.
M y m o th e r  k e p t th e  d o c to r going w ith  
frequent shots of whiskey and I can see him  
now, after all th is tim e, flopped back  in an 
a rm c h a ir , s h a t te re d  (e x h a u s te d  is th e  
proper w ord), afte r th is  very  long period 
of in te n se  p h y s ic a l an d  m e n ta l e ffo rt. 
Always m y fa th e r had  a half-bo ttle  each 
of D u n v ille ’s Y.R. I r is h  W h isk ey  an d  
H olland’s De K uyper’s Gin a t his bedside 
b u t th is was the  only occasion w hen I saw 
either bo ttle  touched.


