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The Dartford Quilters produced a special quilt telling the life of William White to mark the 11.11.11 anniversary

1 - St. Paulinus Church;  2 - Paper Boy  3 - Lord Kitchener  4 - Crayford Clock Tower 11am;  5 - Funeral Carriage;  6 - Vickers Crayford;  7 - Mullingar N.Ireland;  8 - India
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The First World War ended with an armistice 
at 11am on the 11th November 1918. The war, 
which had begun in 1914, had claimed the lives 
of 908,371 British and Commonwealth men, 
whilst 2,090,212 came home wounded.  At this 
exact time and date in 1920 the Cenotaph in 
Whitehall and tomb of the Unknown Warrior in 
Westminster Abbey were unveiled as an act of 
national remembrance.  

On the 14th July 1916, at the height of the 
terrible Battle of the Somme, William ‘Chalky’ 
White became the first local soldier to be buried 
at home. In doing so, he became Crayford’s 
‘Unknown Warrior’ as his funeral symbolically 
allowed other families a chance to grieve for a 
loved one who died many miles from home.

Chalky was just an ordinary lad from Crayford, 
whose death took place nearly a hundred years 
ago.  However, the war that claimed his life 
did more to change his home town then any 
event before or since. This was largely due to the 
presence of the Vickers’ armaments factory that 
once stood on the site now occupied by the Tower 
Retail Park. 

This year, the two minutes silence on 
Remembrance Day will fall on the 11th hour of 
the 11th day of the 11th month of the 11th year 
of the century. The Crayford Town Archive has 
put together this project, with the support of 
the Heritage Lottery Fund, to mark this unique 
anniversary to not only tell the tale of a forgotten 
local hero, but to tell the story of how their town 
changed forever.

Almost everyone in Crayford lost someone.   
If you go into St Paulinus Church you will see 
their names on a wooden board at the back of 
the church. Nobody who knew them is still alive 
so they are easily over looked. We hope Chalky’s 
story will make sure that each year children  
from where they all grew up will read their 
names aloud on Remembrance Day and in  
doing so make sure that they are not forgotten.

The story of Crayford’s Unknown Warrior is 
based on extensive research of William White’s 
life and is written from his perspective, though 
not in his own words. However, we have included 
within the story letters that he wrote that were 
reproduced in the local press at the time. These 
are featured on pages 55, 61 and 72. 
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ii    Chalky the Crayford Swallow

The Swallow Takes Flight

ii

Original drawing by Michael Foreman for Farm Boy

I’m waiting for mum. She should be here soon.  

She comes to see me every day now I’m at the 

Dartford War Hospital. I feel quite content. Just 

like the swallows I see in the blue Kentish skies 

framed in the window across from my bed, I’ve 

come back home. Mum said as much the first 

day she visited me here on this ward. She said 

the birds reminded her of the day I first went 

away and she’d made me promise that I’d be 

her swallow and come back to her.  Back then 

I was eager to see what lay beyond that blue 

horizon, but I’m glad I kept my promise to her.

The Swallow 
Takes Flight
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Chalky the Crayford Swallow      1

Michael Foreman, ‘Farm Boy’

St. Mary of the Crays RC church 
was built in 1842, through funding by 
Augustus Applegarth of Shenstone, himself 
a Protestant.  Applegarth was a 19th century 
pioneer in the development and improvement 
of printing machines and founded a printing 
works by the River Cray.  A modern church, 
built in 1972, has replaced the original 
building being shown left and above.

He paid for the church as an act of 
reconciliation with his son, also named 
Augustus, who had converted to 
Catholicism against his wishes.  
The junior Augustus Applegarth 
became St Mary’s fi rst parish priest.

I was born on the Ist February, 1893 and 
christened William James White at St Mary of 
the Crays Roman Catholic Church, Crayford, the 
same church my Dad John and Mum Phoebe had 
got married in just three years before.  I wasn’t 

their first born, my older brother John was 
two years older than me,  and I wasn’t their 
last-I’ve got eight sisters all younger than me.  
Don’t ask me their names, you can find them 
out for yourself!

St Mary’s interior of old church                                                                        Crayford Town Archive

St Mary of the Crays                                                                                      Crayford Town Archive

Phoebe and John White’s wedding certifi cate                                                                                                                               General Register O�  ce
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2     Chalky the Crayford Swallow
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The Swallow Takes Flight

Name Relation
   Married/  
   Single Sex Age

Birth 
Year Occupation Where Born

WHITE, 
John

Head    Married  M 54 1857 Labourer Road Holborn 
London

WHITE, 
Phoebe

Wife    Married  F 41 1870 Dartford 
Kent

WHITE,  
John

Son    Single  M 19 1892 Labourer 
General

Crayford 
Kent

WHITE,  
Agnes

Daughter  F 14 1897 Labourer Crayford 
Kent

WHITE, 
Catherine

Daughter  F 12 1899 School Crayford 
Kent

WHITE,  
Annie

Daughter  F 10 1901 School Crayford 
Kent

WHITE,  
Emily

Daughter  F 8 1903 Crayford 
Kent

WHITE,  
Ada

Daughter  F 5 1906 Crayford 
Kent

WHITE,  
Edith

Daughter  F 4 1907 Crayford 
Kent

WHITE,  
Mary

Daughter  F 0 (9 
MONTHS)

1911 Crayford 
Kent

Chalky the Crayford Swallow     3

When the 1911 census was taken two of 
the twelve members of the White family 
were missing. William White was 17 years 
old and living at the Curragh Barracks in 
Ireland, as a soldier, with the East Kent 
Regiment.  His sister Eliza was 16 and 
was visiting her aunt and uncle, Thomas 
and Kate Blackman, at 23, Clarence  
Road, Sidcup.

1911 Census National Archives

Crayford High Street c1890
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4     Chalky the Crayford Swallow

The Swallow Takes Flight

Crayford was a very different 
place back then.  Our first home 
was on Church Hill, close to 
St Paulinus Church.  Local 
people called the hill ‘Mount 
Nod’ because it was said 
hundreds of Saxons and 
Celts, slain at the Battle of 
Crecganford (Crayford), were 
still sleeping beneath it. I don’t 
know if I believed them or not 
but I’m sure Mr Blackwood,* 
the famous ghost story writer, 
who once lived up at the Manor 
House, would find plenty of raw 
material for his stories in the 
old graveyard.

Crayford is said to be the site of Noviomagus, 
where the Roman London to Dover Road 
crossed the River Cray.  When the Romans 
left, the Kentish King Vortigern enlisted the 
help of the Saxons, under Hengist and Horsa, 
to help protect his kingdom.  However after 
Horsa (whose symbol the White Horse was 
adopted as the county badge of Kent) was 
killed, Vortigern and Hengist quarrelled and 
in 457 Hengist defeated Vortigern and the 
Britons at a spot known as ‘Crecganford’, 
which is usually identifi ed as Crayford.  From 
this point the Saxon rule of Britain began.

On Crayford Bridge there is an old drinking 
fountain inscribed to ‘S. A. Blackwood in grateful 
remembrance of Christian work in Crayford 
1871-80’. Stevenson Arthur Blackwood was an 
evangelist preacher who lived at Crayford Manor 
House. His son Algernon Blackwood* (1869 - 
1951) grew up to become the famous author 
of many ghost and horror stories and wrote the 
book on which the musical Starlight Express was 
based.  It was said that Algernon’s father bought 
an old railway carriage as a present for his 
children and it stood at the bottom of the garden. 
Algernon discovered it when he returned home 
from a summer holiday. It instantly became his 
means of escape. In his imagination it took him 
to the stars.

Church Hill c 1910                                                                                       Crayford Town Archive

Hengist and Horsa

Algernon Blackwood
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Chalky the Crayford Swallow      5

At Crayford National School 
they would fill my imagination 
with stories about the past.  
Miss told us about Admiral Sir 
Cloudesley Shovell, who also 
used to live up at the Manor 
House, who was shipwrecked 
and murdered for the sake of 
his priceless emerald ring. I 
loved her stories of the Kings 
and Queens and Canterbury 
pilgrims who had passed 
through here on the old 
Roman Road to Dover but 
best of all I loved to hear of the 
highwayman linked with the 
old church, St Paulinus, which 
sat proudly on top of the hill.  

In 1694, Admiral of the Fleet, Sir Cloudesley 
Shovell, moved into the Manor House at May 
Place, Crayford and soon set about restoring 
St. Paulinus church. 

Tragically, in 1707, Shovell’s ship, HMS 
Association, struck on the rocks near the Isles 
of Scilly and sank with the loss of 800 men. It 
is said that Shovell survived to reach the shore 
of Scilly at Porthellick Cove but was murdered 
by a woman for the sake of his priceless 
emerald ring. 

The Rt Rev Philip Twysden, Vicar of 
Crayford (1734) is reputed to have 
been a highwayman who tried to hold 
up a doctor on Wrotham heath. In 
1752, Twysden, by then a bankrupt 
bishop, is supposed to have unloaded 
the doctor’s pistols whilst they both 
stayed in the same inn overnight. 
However, the Doctor reloaded them 
and used them to kill a masked 
highwayman who held up his carriage 
the next day.  Removing the mask, 
he was shocked to discover the 
highwayman was Twysden. 

Crayford National School ,1900                                                                      Crayford Town Archive

Crayford’s Highwaymen

Another 
highwayman, 
John Smith, is 
buried in the 
churchyard at 
St Paulinus.  
He was shot by 
Crayford miller 
John Hardy whom 
he tried to hold 
up.  Hardy, himself 
wounded in the 
attack, ran for help 
to the Bear and 
Ragged Staff  pub

Crayford (bottom right) shown on John Ogilby’s 1675 map of the Dover Road.
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6     Chalky the Crayford Swallow

A large number of the Irish immigrants who settled in Crayford were, like Bridget Dunn, from Cork. They found work on the farms and in the brick fi elds and 
lived close to the Roman Catholic church and school in Old Road (pictured above).

The 1871 Census of Old Road, Crayford showing William White’s father, John and grandmother, Bridget living with other Irish families.

*In Ireland the Great Famine was a period of mass starvation, disease and emigration between 1845 and 1852.  It is also known, mostly outside of Ireland, 
as the Irish potato famine.  In Gaelic it is called an Gorta - “the Great Hunger” or an Drochsaol - “ the bad times.” During the famine a million people died 
and a million more emigrated leading to a fall in Ireland’s population of between 20% and 25%.

I suppose you could say we were poor, but if riches 
were measured in love then we were a wealthy 
family. I grew up with my Nannie Bridget who 
was originally from Cork in Ireland and she knew 
what real poverty was both in love and money.  
Nan told us about the Great Famine* that had 
forced her to leave Ireland and how she’d found 
herself in a Holborn slum, pregnant, and with no 

husband to support her. As an unmarried Mum 
she couldn’t get work as a servant or working in 
a shop so she’d left London and eventually found 
work on the farms around Crayford. Dad and 
Nan had lived in a lodging house with some other 
Irish families in Old Road, near St Mary’s, the 
Catholic church.

The Swallow Takes Flight
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The Swallow Takes Flight

May Place Farm                                                            Crayford Town Archive

Dartford Road looking towards Crayford farms c 1905

Original picture from War Game                            Michael Foreman

‘Nan’

Although Crayford was fast becoming an industrial town there were still many 
families in the town who depended on work as farm labourers.  It was the First 
World War that saw the gradual disappearance of the fi elds in and around 
the town as homes were built for the huge 15,000 strong workforce that were 
employed by Vickers.  The pictures above show May Place Farm at the turn 
of the century and Dartford Road near West Hill looking towards farmland in 
Crayford.

Dad never knew his father 
so he was really close to his 
Mum. He knew she’d worked 
herself to the bone to keep 
a roof over their head so as 
soon as he was old enough 
he’d found a job with some 
of the other Irish lads in the 
Crayford brickfields. Dad 
never forgot what Nan did 
for him and even after he’d 
married my mum Phoebe and 
had his own family there was 
always a place for her to stay 
with us.  As I think about this, 
lying here in my hospital bed, 
I realise you never forget a 
mother’s love.

Chalky the Crayford Swallow      7

The Swallow Takes Flight
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8     Chalky the Crayford Swallow

During the summer months the bricks were made. Each moulder would be 
paid for every thousand bricks he made, but out of the money he had to 
pay the members of his “fellowship”. These were the temperer, fl attie, loader, 
pusher-out and off -bearer.

The temperer barrowed the malm into the mill, a machine rather like a 
giant mincer, which was driven from a steam engine (see picture above) by 
means of a chain. When it emerged from the mill the malm was cut into 
lumps by the fl attie. 

The moulder threw the clay into the mould and then turned the bricks out 
onto wooden trays. These were loaded onto a fl at barrow (as left), and the 
pusher-out and off -bearer took them and stacked them to dry. The bricks 
were dried on acks – long blades of concrete 10 inches wide and perhaps 
a hundred yards long. The dried bricks were stacked for fi ring by men called 
“crowders”. They used barrows holding 60 raw bricks, which they then 
pushed down the sloping acks at a run.

By the time I was born Dad had worked in 
the Crayford brickfields for over twenty years.  
Experienced men like him were known as 
moulders and they headed a team of brickies 
known as a “fellowship.”  A good fellowship could 
make a million bricks in a good season and earn 

themselves the bonus of a new pair of boots each.  
Brick making was back breaking work and could 
only be done in dry weather.  A long period of rain 
in the summer could mean brickies would be laid 
off and big families like ours would be lucky to 
escape the workhouse.

Rutters Crayford Brickies c 1890                Crayford Town Archive

Barrowers                                               Crayford Town Archive
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Chalky the Crayford Swallow      9

During the summer, Dad worked from 6am 
to 6pm, and as he had only half an hour for 
lunch Mum would get me to take him his dinner 
whenever I could.  I would take the footpath 
along the River Cray to where Dad worked for a 
company called Rutters. In the winter months most 
of the Brickies were laid off, except a few who took 

on the strenuous job of digging chalk and brick 
earth out ready for the new season in the Spring. 
As soon as the lighter days returned they would 
mix what had been dug out with water to make 
a “malm” that Dad, and his reformed team of 
Brickies, would use to mould bricks by hand.  

River Cray c.1900                                           Crayford Town Archive

Original illustration from Farm Boy                                Michael Foreman

Crayford National School Log Book 1902

Crayford National School Log Book 1903

Crayford National School reported the White 
family to the school board for persistently keeping 
their boys off  school.  ‘Brickie’ families relied on 
everyone in the family helping out and once 
children reached 13 they left school to work 
full time.

“ The Officer reported that the School Attendance Committee 

had let the families White and Dalley off with a caution and 

promise on their part to send their boys regularly”

604172 William White.indd   9 25/08/2011   11:59
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Rutters workers disassembling a kiln ready to sort the fi nished bricks

Crayford  Town Archive

The yellow stock bricks they 
made were shipped to London 
by sailing barges that would 
make the return journey 
to Crayford with a cargo of 
London rubbish.  We all had 
to help with the unloading, 
which meant that my brother 
John and I were often kept 
off school to help out.  In the 
heat of the summer you could 
see and smell them coming a 
mile off as they were always 
followed by a thick black 
cloud of flies. We had the 
stinking job of sorting this 
rubbish by hand.  Clinker 
(ashes) from London’s fire 
places were sieved out so 
they could be used to mix 
with the drying malm whilst 
any rubbish that could be 
burned was put to one side 
so that it could be used to 
fire the kilns that baked the 
finished bricks.  

After four days of dry weather the bricks were 
suffi  ciently hard to allow them to be stacked 
end to end in a herringbone pattern, known as 
a hack. After two weeks the bricks were ready 
to be burned. Raw bricks were stacked in such a 
way as to act as their own kiln. These kilns were 
called clamps and wood and coal were used for 
fuel. After the kiln was disassembled the sorting 
process could begin. Bricks which were closest to 
the fi re received a glaze from the sand that fell 
into the fi res and were used in the interior wall 
courses. Bricks that became very over burnt and 
cracked or warped were called clinkers and were 
used for garden walls or paths. The best bricks 
were chosen for use on the exterior walls of the 
building.  These were the fi ne yellow bricks known 
nationally as London stock bricks.  Bricks from 
Crayford were used in the construction of the 
Houses of Parliament and Tower Bridge and you 
can still see houses in the town made from them.

Rutters were so dependent on their fl eet of 
Thames Sailing barges that they had their fl eet 
built by their own team of shipwrights based at 
Crayford Creek.

The Thames Sailing barge was a familiar sight 
to anyone living in Crayford at the turn of the 
century.  They could be navigated along the River 
Crayford straight into the brickfi elds.

The Dictionary of the Thames of 1880 claimed 
that London’s sailing barge fl eet numbered three 
thousand. In 1885 there were 2,100 sailing 
barges offi  cially registered and this fi gure was 
maintained until 1910 but from World War One 
numbers started to decline.

Crayford Creek c.1900                                                                    Crayford Town Archive

10   Chalky the Crayford Swallow
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The view looking up Station Road from the Royal Charlotte pub.

Swan Farm (above left) was built over in 1937.    Crayford Town Archive 

When the twentieth century 
dawned, we were living at 
the foot of Station Road in 
a cottage that came to be 
known as the ‘White House.’ 
It straddled the two faces of 
Crayford, the industrial and 
rural.  From outside our front 
door you could look up the hill 
past the water works and see 
fields and orchards, whereas 
from our back yard you could 
see Mr Heath’s factory and the 
tall chimney of the tanners’ 
yard, which really stank in 
the summer.*   In June we’d 
skip school to earn a few extra 
pennies picking fruit on one of 
these local farms.  It got Mum 
and Dad into quite a bit of 
trouble but that didn’t stop us 
taking another fortnight off in 
September to go hop picking.**  
There was no choice in the 
matter.  We needed the money!

**Hops are needed to make beer and for two 
hundred years Kent farmers relied on London’s 
poor to bring in the harvest each September. 
There is a record of hop growing in Crayford in 
the 17th Century, but by 1835 there was only 5 
acres of hops in Crayford. The Crayford National 
School log book (above left) shows the school 
attendance su� ered in September when many 
pupils went absent hopping.

The W hite Ho use i n S tation R oad.  C ould t he b oys i n t he p icture b e W illiam a nd h is b rother Jo hn?                                                                                  
Crayford Town Archive

*Heath and Company had a factory on the 
site now occupied by Sainsburys.  They made 
chronometers, (pictured right) binoculars, 
telescopes, sextants and barometers for the 
navy.  The tanners’ yard was built on a 
site that had been left derelict by Swaislands, 
the calico printing fi rm which went bust in 
1892.  The company that ran the tanners’ 
yard, Messrs Bowron Bros., came to Crayford 
because their factory in Bermondsey had 
been demolished to build Tower Bridge.

They used “pure’ (dogs muck) to treat leather in 
the tanning process - hence the smell.

604172 William White.indd   11 01/09/2011   15:42



12   Chalky the Crayford Swallow

The Swallow takes flight

We saw all sorts of people pass our door on their 
way to and from Crayford station.  Many of them 
were on their way to Mr Maxim’s factory, whose 
front gates stood by the new clock tower they had 
built to mark the coronation of King Edward 
VII.  I heard that when the King had been Prince 
of Wales, he had passed this way, just after I had 

been born, to see the flying machine Mr Maxim 
built on Dartford Heath.  He wasn’t alone. The 
factory drew visitors from all over the world. 
Local people still spoke about the day the Chinese 
ambassador and his men marched through 
the town to see a demonstration of the Maxim 
machine gun.

Maxim (far right) demonstrates his 
gun to the Chinese

Bexley Local Studies and Archives

Commencing work in a hangar behind 
Crayford Clock Tower in 1889, Hiram 
Maxim built a 145 feet (44 m) long craft 
that weighed 3.5 tons, with a 110 feet 
(34 m) wingspan that was powered by 
two compound 360 horsepower (270 kW) 
steam engines driving two propellers. In 
1894 it was trialled at his home, Baldwyn’s 
Mansion on the edges of Dartford Heath.  
It rode on 1,800 feet (550 m) of rails and 
was prevented from rising by outriggers 
underneath and wooden safety rails 
overhead, as it was not meant to fl y freely, 
but to test if it would lift off  the ground. 
During its test it broke free from the 
outriggers and damaged the track. This 
was witnessed by the Prince of Wales-the 
future King Edward VII and leading authors: 
H.G. Wells and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle.  
The red bird on Crayford’s coat of arms 
commemorates this fl ight ,possibly the 
fi rst heavier than air fl ight in history.

Crayford Clock Tower        Crayford Town Archive
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The Bear and Ragged Sta�  is the oldest pub in Crayford dating back to 1704. 
The current pub was built in 1925 and after being renamed the Orange Kipper 
in 1995 public outcry forced the owners to revert to its original name.

When the Boer War* began Vickers Maxim 
worked night and day to meet the demand for 
its guns.  It wasn’t just the factory that the war 
affected.  Volunteers from the Rifle Brigade left 
their Dartford H.Q. to do their bit in South Africa.  
Their victories were greeted with wild celebrations 
that brought Crayford to a stand-still and yours 
truly a welcome day off school.  A huge fuss had 
been made over Queen Victoria’s diamond jubilee, 
so when she came to Woolwich in 1900 to visit 

soldiers wounded in the war, we all got another 
day off to see her. It was one of her final public 
appearances before she died in 1901. When peace 
came, a year later, everyone was glad except the 
men at Vickers, who were now out of a job and 
facing real hardship.  A concert was given for our 
returning heroes outside the Bear and Ragged 
Staff and I’m sure their welcome played its part in 
guiding me towards my future career in the army.

In1897 every child in Crayford was 
presented with a diamond jubilee medal 
to mark Queen Victoria’s 60th year on 
the throne.  The medals were presented 
at a free tea held in a marquee on 
Marten’s Grove.

*The Boer War was the name given to the South African Wars of 
1880-1 and 1899-1902, that were fought between the British and 

the descendants of the Dutch settlers. (Boers) in Africa.

Boer War is ended

The Swallow takes flight
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The Swallow Takes Flight

14   Chalky the Crayford Swallow

One day I’ll never forget was when we joined 
with the girls’ school to celebrate the coronation 
of Edward VII in 1902. Partly this was because I 
was jealous of George Gleed, whose Dad ran the 
Duke of Wellington pub. He was chosen as our 
King and got to hold hands with a very pretty girl 
named Emily Powell who took the role of Queen 
Alexandra.  The rest of us formed their loyal 
subjects from across the Empire and followed 

them though Crayford accompanied by our 
very own brass band.  The march finished in 
the Rectory field where we gathered around a 
beautiful silk coronation banner, made for us 
by the workers at David Evans.* I remember we 
sang patriotic songs and heard stories from across 
the British Empire and I think that day made me 
realise that there was a great big world out there 
waiting for me to discover.

Crayford Town Archive

You can watch a Gaumont clip about Empire Day on the ITN Source website: 

http://www.itnsource.com/shotlist/BHC_RTV/1927/01/01/BGT407120972

Crayford National School Coronation Parade 1902 reaches Church Hill,

Crayford National School Empire Day Certifi cate

The template for Crayford National School’s 
Coronation parade was Empire Day an 
event which fi rst took place on  24th May 
1902, the birthday of Queen Victoria who 
had died the year before. Although not 
offi  cially recognised as an annual event 
until 1916, many schools across the British 
Empire were celebrating it before then.

* David Evans Ltd closed its Crayford 
factory in 2001 to move production 
elsewhere. It had run a silk printing 
business in the area since 1844.The 
founder was Augustus Applegath, a man 
of many talents, and a prolifi c inventor.  A 
further fabric printing business was started 
by Charles Swaisland in 1812. The success 
of the textile industry in Crayford is shown 
on numerous census returns which show 
that many workers moved to Crayford from 
the north of England to work in it.
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Chalky the Crayford Swallow    15

My first job as paper boy made me even more aware of the world 
that lay outside of Crayford. I remember breaking the news that 
King Edward had died in 1910. The papers reported how his funeral 
had brought together people from every corner of the globe. It really 
made me think. I wanted to see this Empire I’d read so much about 
at school and I knew that the only way a poor boy like me could 
make this happen was if I ran away to sea or became a soldier. 
I think those stinking rubbish barges put me off the water for life 
so I chose to see the world as a soldier.  

Edward VII died at Sandringham on May 6, 1910, after a series of heart 
attacks. His coffi  n lay in state in Westminster Hall before being taken through 
the streets of London and on to Windsor by train. The funeral was held in St 
George’s Chapel where he was buried on May 20th 1910.  As the caption notes, 
nine monarchs escorted his coffi  n including  Kasier Wilhelm of Germany, his 
nephew , who four years later would be at war with his uncle’s people.   

You can watch a Gaumont Newsreel of the Funeral on the ITN Source 
website: http://www.itnsource.com/shotlist/BHC_RTV/1910/05/20/
BGT407030148
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