SAFFRON WALDEN HISTORICAL JOURNAL
The following article appears by permission and is the copyright of the Saffron
Walden Historical Journal and the author. Fair dealing for the purposes of
private study or non-commercial educational, archival or research purposes is
freely allowed, but under no circumstances are articles or illustrations to be
reprinted in any other publication, website or other media without permission.
All rights reserved. It has not been possible to include all the original
illustrations with the articles, but these can be seen in copies deposited at
Saffron Walden Town Library.
Enquiries re articles can be sent to saffronwaldenhistory@gmail.com

Growing Up In Saffron Walden During the 1950s
©Megan Ridgewell nee Pledger
Reprinted from: Saffron Walden Historical Journal No 14 Autumn 2007
In May 2007 a remarkable reunion took place at Strethall Church of the Pledger
family. They were brought together from all over the country by Megan Ridgewell
(nee Pledger) for the launch of her 960-page book of Pledger family history. The
following article is based on the final chapter of this superb volume, in which
Megan recalls her childhood in post-war Saffron Walden. Her reminiscences will
strike a chord with all those who grew up here in the 1950s.

My earliest memory of the 1950s is a vague recollection of moving from
our first home, a tiny little cottage in School Row, Castle Street, to a
brand new three-bedroom council house in Usterdale Road. My parents,
Douglas and Amelia Pledger, had my two younger brothers Nigel and
Frederick John as well as me, so needed a larger house. I would have
been aged three at the time of our move when all our possessions were
put on a horse-and-cart that clip-clopped up the hill to our new home.
This was to be our parents’ home for the rest of their lives.
The house seemed so large compared to our little cottage. We thought
this was quite posh as we had an upstairs bathroom with a toilet, plus a
toilet just outside the back door opposite the coal shed. The views out of
my bedroom window across the fields towards Westley Farm I have
always loved from my earliest memories until the day I moved out and
married.
I had to grow up quite quickly as my parents had their fourth child, my
sister, a month before my fourth birthday in 1952. I remember June 1953
quite well as it was the Coronation of our Queen Elizabeth II. Everyone
celebrated by having parties. I was taken to school to a party - this was
the first time my mother had ever left me, I was so scared as I was such
a shy child. But how lovely when I took home my beautiful blue glass
Coronation beaker that every child was given. I never did remember what
happened to it, most probably one of my younger siblings broke it. Just
the other day I came across one of these beakers in Reeds the antique
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shop that I love to browse around, and it is now on display in my glass
cabinet.
I started Castle Street School the same year as the Coronation. I
remember then being very nervous and frightened of leaving my mother,
but soon settled in. The Girls had a separate playground to the boys and
the toilets were across the other side of the playground - I remember a
girl shutting my fingers in the toilet door! Our canteen was situated in
Museum Street, which was originally the infant school. Many generations
of my family attended this school.
Castle Street School country dancers.
My sister Valerie showed me how to sew from a very young age, when I
was chosen to be included in our country dancing group for our school
class, we all made our own outfit. My favourite subjects were sewing,
sport and art. My father told me many years ago that I could draw
perfectly before I started school, this is something I pursued later in life.

Whilst on holiday on the Isle of Mull in 2006, my husband Gordon started
chatting to a couple who parked their car beside ours, amazingly the lady
turned out to be Mrs Fisher who taught me at Castle Street School over
50 years ago! She could still remember several names of children who
were in my class after all those years.
I was not very old when there was a polio scare, we all had to have
inoculations against this which made me feel very faint, a couple of my
friends were infected and were burdened with a limp for the rest of their
lives. My memories of Castle Street were good ones, although some years
before it had been classed as being the roughest street in Saffron Walden
and no outsider would dare walk down the street on their own.
The fish and chip shop was run by the Jeffrey family, this was situated
just across the road from the school, us children were only allowed a bag
of chips, no fish as our mothers could not afford it. Next door to this was
Parish’s, the little grocery shop where we children would go and buy a
penny packet of crisps. Between these two shops was Museum Court and
at the back was a row of cottages - this was where my father and mother
were born, although eight years apart. Just a little further down from the
school was Limmers, our little sweet shop where we would buy our penny
sweets.
I loved going into Startups, the toy shop, when I was a child - this was
situated next to the Town Hall. And what about the ‘Bombed-out shop’, as
we called it - does anyone remember this? It was opposite Millers the
bakers in Cross Street. I suppose it was so named as they must have sold
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items damaged by war!
I also remember going to see the opening of the Anglo-American Playing
Fields. This was in remembrance of the American servicemen who were in
this area during the Second World War. We would spend all our summer
holidays around this area playing on the swings and enjoying ourselves.
What lovely days they were, our mother never saw much of us during
these summer months.
Fry’s Gardens.
One of my favorite places to visit was the Gibson Gardens in Castle Street
- we knew them as Fry’s Gardens. I used to watch the black-and-white
version of The Secret Garden on the television and was fascinated by it,
even though it was not in colour. Here I could believe there were fairies, it
was just like a secret garden to me. There was even a wishing well where
we would throw a penny to try and make our wishes come true. You were
so innocent in those days. The flowers were so beautiful all the year
round. Sadly in recent years they were neglected and vandalized, but in
2003 the gardens were granted a large amount to get them back to how
they originally were. At first the locals were up in arms as the ancient
trees and bushes were culled to the ground but now, four years later,
they are as beautiful as they were when I was a young girl with my
fantasies. Another favourite was the Maze on the Common where we had
lots of fun following the trail.
Maze on the Common.
Our home was situated next to a cornfield, this was where we also spent
a lot of time playing amongst the bales of straw in the summer months.
We would walk for miles around the hedgerows gathering blackberries for
a pie, and also go fishing for sticklebacks at Buckenhoe pond. We brought
them home in a jam-jar with string tied round for a handle, I think most
of the water slopped out before we got home. You can see beautiful views
across the fields of St Mary’s Church and Westley Farm, where my brother
Frederick (John) would spend most of his time.
Swimming baths in East Street.
Sometimes on a Saturday morning we would go roller-skating in the Corn
Exchange (before it became the library), then perhaps go swimming in
the afternoon at the old baths in East Street. People who had no
bathroom could also go here to bathe in the bathrooms supplied. Then we
would have a walk around the shops - Woolworth’s was one of our
favorite places to have a look around, at that time in the early 60s it used
to be absolutely packed with people. Saturday afternoons we would go to
the Cinema, either The Plaza which was in Station Road and The Walden
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Cinema which was situated at the top of the High Street. Lesley and I
loved to see Hayley Mills films at that time.
Walden Cinema.
We would only dress up in our best clothes for special occasions such as
our carnival day, or if the fair was in town. Sunday was a family day, we
would all have a bath and put on our Sunday-best clothes, then would
either go for a picnic in the park or the playing field to watch the cricket.
Often we would go through Audley End Park and sit amongst the row of
trees, here you could see the back of Audley End Mansion. Other Sundays
we would go for a long walk and end up at the pub at Little Walden,
Sewards End or go to Littlebury Green where my father’s uncle Ben lived,
our parents would have a beer and us a fizzy drink. Being the eldest I
would dread the long walk back home as my legs used to ache. The
younger ones had a ride on the pram or dad’s shoulders.
Christmas was the only time of the year we had presents, as my parents
could not afford birthday presents. Although we only had one main
present plus a stocking with a tin of toffees, an apple and orange in, it
was such a wonderful time for us. The neighborhood community was so
different when we were young, as all the children would play together in
the street, our mothers would always be popping around each others’
houses for a chat. I cannot complain about our childhood as we had some
wonderful times.
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