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John Anderson inspecting an exhibit at the Imperial War Museum, Duxford 
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Charlie Underwood MBE (1924 –1997) was the first chairman of the Orford Museum Trust. It was 
due to his hard work and persistence that Orford Museum was opened in 1994 in the premises behind 
the Crown & Castle. Charlie, who ended his varied career as the Orford Ness lighthouse attendant, 
was born and brought up in Orford. His knowledge and love of the history of the village were         
exceptional 
This, and the piece on the Orford air raid on  p.26 below,  comes from chapter 9 of Charlie’s (sadly 
unfinished) autobiography ‘My Orford’, published on the Internet after his death by his son Adrian. 
To read all of ‘My Orford’, see www.orfordpiece.com  
 
Preparations for war 
During the crisis of 19381 there was activity in the village to build air raid shelters. The biggest      
project was to provide one for the school children on the Recreation Ground. Volunteers gathered and 
retired Major Wales was put in charge as he had experience in World War I. The trench dug was 
about six feet wide by six feet [two metres] deep, the end nearest the school being sloped for easy   
access and egress. The trench took a zig zag course for about 100 yards to end near the football  
dressing rooms. After Mr Chamberlain’s return from Munich promising peace in our time the trench 
was filled over and never dug again.2 

In 1939 by listening to the wireless and reading the newspapers it became clear that another crisis was 
looming between our country and Germany. We saw on the newsreels at the weekly picture show 
how fanatical the German people were in supporting their dictator, Adolf Hitler. In our turn, Britain 
began a recruitment drive for men to join the Territorial Army and a number of Orford men joined 
and were transported to Woodbridge Drill Hall once a week for training in the Royal Artillery. It was 
also necessary for some people to have knowledge of air raid precautions and a number of people   
became Air Raid Precaution Wardens (ARP wardens). These and others who became special        con-
stables, attended lectures in the school canteen  
 
War is declared 
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ARP Warden Miss Nancy Roberts outside Barclays Bank on the 
Market Square, reporting to Head Warden Elliott 

(on the far right, of Pryke & Elliott, the grocer’s, now Orford Stores). 
Warden Stern (with glasses) is holding a gas rattle. © Stockwave/COI 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Rationing 
With the outbreak of war 
came the fear of food ra-
tioning and through 
my work at Chap-
mans shop    [a grocer’s 
and haber- dasher’s on 
the north side of the Market Square] I witnessed the panic buying of bulk supplies of sugar, butter and 
tinned goods by the wealthy people in the village. The majority of the population could not afford to 
do this although the financial situation was improved [after the   Depression of the 1930s] and there 
were fewer unemployed. These supplies ran out long before the war ended and when this happened 
these people were worse off than the workers who were much  better at improvising nourishing meals 
from practically nothing, having had to do it for so long       because of the low wages. 
 
Evacuees 
Children were evacuated from London to country areas where it was thought they would be safe from 
air raids and Orford received its quota of evacuees. They arrived, a pitiful sight, each with their name 
tag, carrying their meagre belongings in a battered suitcase or paper bags and their gas mask in its 
square cardboard box and its piece of string encircling their neck. At the school they were allocated to 
homes with a spare room and were taken in and made as welcome and comfortable as possible under 
the circumstances. They were evacuated from Dagenham, Essex by way of paddle steamer down the 
Thames and then to Felixstowe and from Felixstowe to the surrounding villages by bus. After the fall 
of Dunkirk the east coast became the front line and the evacuees were moved on to less dangerous  
areas.  
 
Black-out 
With the fear of air raids a total black-out came into force which made it a punishable offence to show 
a light during the hours of darkness. To avoid showing a light when a door was opened. A curtain was 
hung inside and far enough away to allow it to be opened without the light showing out. Car        
headlights had special masks fitted with about four elongated slits set at an angle to deflect the light 
downwards a few yards ahead. Thick black material was produced for making black-out curtains. The 
ARP wardens and special constables spent their periods of duty touring the village to ensure no lights 
were showing. Strips of brown paper about an inch wide were stuck to windows in a criss-cross   
fashion to prevent the glass shattering in small pieces in an air raid. There were two types of air raid 
warnings sirens, the familiar one with the tone going up and down and another of short sharp blasts. 
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LeŌ: Fred Tricker (on right) with ‘Cocky’ King from Wickham Market. 
Right: Fred Smy and an army pal (both pictures taken at training camp in Brighton). Orford Museum 
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Food supply 
Food rationing became a way of life. As the war 
progressed more of our ships were being sunk and 
the rations became smaller and smaller, at one 
stage the meat ration was 10d-worth each per 
week. The heavy manual work done by farm 
workers entitled them to extra cheese rations. 
Dig for Victory became a slogan. A Gardening 
Club was formed and many people who had never 
done any gardening before gathered together to 
cultivate allotments on any spare piece of land 
which could be dug up, and the produce shared 
among the members or used to supply the British 
Restaurant which had been established in the 
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Pipers in the Market Square. Chapmans shop is the white weather-boarded 
building on the corner of Mundays Lane. © Stockwave/COI 

Members of the Home Guard enjoying a pint in the Jolly Sailor. From the 
left: Arthur Sutton, Lt. Oliver (estate manager at Sudbourne Hall and 

commander of the company), Reg Denny, ‘Hum’ Welham, Colin Smy, 
Bert Worne and Jimmy Lewis.© Stockwave/COI 

 



school canteen to supply cheap and nourishing meals for the    community. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
A Pig Club was formed. Each mem-
ber contributed a weekly sum to buy a 
ration of pig meal which was mixed 
with the kitchen waste from the 
members. One pig could be killed after 
a certain number of weeks and the meat 
shared among the members – a wel-
come addition to the meagre meat ration. 
Other ways were exploited to gain 
extra rations – not all of them legal. 
The army cooks made a bit of extra 
money selling ‘surplus’ tinned 
food to the locals. A local gamekeeper supplied some of his friends with the occasional pair of rabbits 
or brace of pheasants and there was always a bit of    poaching to be done. By wheeling and dealing 
with each other it was possible to supplement the     rations and in so doing a close community was 
formed. Nobody went hungry. 
Fund-raising events 
The Government needed money to pay for weapons and  munitions and instigated many ideas to en-
courage the    public to put their money into National Savings. One of these was Spitfire day when a 
Supermarine Spitfire plane was brought into the village on a low-loader and erected in the Market 
Square where it stood for one day. In this way the public could see what their money was helping to 
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The BriƟsh Restaurant in the school canteen. © Stockwave/COI  

Members of the Gardening Club harvesting haricot beans grown from seed sent from the United States 
under a scheme run by Mrs Franklin D Roosevelt, wife of the US President. 

Sir Henry Bunbury, the Village Food Organiser, is in the foreground. © Stoockwave/COI 

 



buy with the added attraction of seeing a Spitfire close up. 
‘Tanks for Attack’ was another scheme when the village put 
in a very great effort. The ‘Tanks for Attack’ campaign    
target of £1.600 was nearly trebled and wound up with a 
Harvest Supper in the Town Hall which included pasties for 
which the Rabbit Club provided the meat.  
War Weapons Week and Warship Week were other   money
-raising efforts6. 
 
  
 
 
 
A pageant was held in the grounds of Castle House compris-
ing thirteen tableaux depicting the history of the village 
from the beginning of the 5th century to the time when Sir 
Arthur Churchman presented the deeds of the castle to Or-
ford Town Trust as a gift to the nation. Scenes included Mr 
Ross-Taylor (the local MP who lived at Castle House) play-

ing 
the 
part 

of James Coe, the first mayor, returning to Orford with the charter from Queen Elizabeth I in 1579, 
ancient Britons lying in wait for Roman    Legionaries in 400AD, building the castle, and the Orford 
Merman, 12927. The final scene shown was of Mr Ross-Taylor, chairman of the Orford Town Trust, 
handing the keys of the castle to the        safe-keeping of the Claviger, Mr R A Roberts who at 92 
years of age, was at the ceremony     throughout. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Tim- ber 
for the 
war effort 
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Mr Ross-Taylor, MP at a Wings for Victory event in the Market Square. Note the 
bomb damage to the gable end of the coƩage.  Orford Museum 

The Pageant. Orford Museum 




































































