A Tribute to my Father, Harold Dexter, 1893–1989
My brother John asked me to write something about our father’s life, and read it at his funeral.

Some of the incidents described are based on the memoirs I asked him to write,

and some are memories of my own.
My father was born in 1893, the second of six children;  his older brother was Arthur, and after him came Charlie, Ernie, Ethel and Elsie.  At first they lived in Kennington, but later moved to Mitcham, where most of his early memories were centred.  I used to love hearing over and over again the stories he told about his childhood: like the time he was sent to buy an egg for a penny farthing, and having carried it carefully home and rested it gently on the sloping window sill while he knocked at the door, was bewildered to find that it had rolled off and smashed…  Or the time he was sent to purchase “a pennorth of pot ‘erbs”, not having the remotest idea what they were…  Or the time his mother sent him to buy a quill, and he decided the ostrich feathers were much prettier, so he bought the nicest one there, and then had to take it back to the shop, waiting outside for half an hour until the shop was empty, to pluck up the courage to go in…  Or the time his father sent him out, at the age of seven, to buy a mattress…
I remember him saying that from the age of nine he always had to wear a trilby hat, which must have had a profound effect on him, because he frequently used to say to me:  
“Oh, just put a hat on, Rosemary, and take this out to the dustbin.”  
Likewise I remember the monumental impression one of his aunts once made on him by saying:  
“Well, Harold, don’t you think your mother would like to see you now?”, when she felt he had stayed long enough – thereby developing his sensitivity to what he later called “Terminal facilities”…  I was fascinated by the picture of how his mother, on getting wind of the fact that her husband was considering the idea of the whole family emigrating to Australia, got all the children to hide under the kitchen table with its long chenille tablecloth, so that they could hear what he had to say about it when he came home from work.

One of the first things he remembered about the move to Mitcham was the nearby wasteland with its gravel pit filled with water, and convincing his brother Arthur that as wood floated, if he walked on a loose plank pushed out into the pond, he would float, too.  He didn't, and Arthur’s soaking needed some explaining on their return home.  He later assured me that another apocryphal story I’d held onto, about tying door knockers together on opposite sides of the street, couldn't possibly have been about him; but it certainly remained vivid in my mind.  Another, more reliable picture, was of him walking to and from school every day, in his trilby hat of course, morning, midday and afternoon, and being struck by the fact that the workmen he passed every time always seemed to be having something to eat or drink, and thinking what an easy life it must be, to be a workman…

And yet, of course, he never opted for the easy way in his own working life.  After a variety of jobs while still at school, working for a milkman, a paper man, and even a butcher, he left school at 14, and started as an office boy with some Wholesale Provision Merchants.  After graduating to a Pawnbroker’s, where he parcelled up the pledges, and at the end of the day slept on the counter, he gravitated towards his later profession, by getting work with a Jobbing Builder in Clapham Road.  At this, he was jokingly called ‘Brother Builder’, by his Uncle Fred, who recommended him to the firm where he worked;  and this is how, in 1911, he began his lifelong career with Kilby & Gayford, the building firm for whom he was later to become the mainstay.  He started in the Prime Cost department, at a salary of 18/- a week, and being discovered to have a talent for Copperplate handwriting; he was assigned to write the weekly pay cheques.  These had to be sent down to be signed by Mr. Andrew Kilby, who, on examining his handiwork for the first time, brusquely declared:
“Tell him upstairs to make better 2’s…”!

His talent for drawing led him to work in the joinery department, and later, to attend evening classes at the Brixton School of Building – then the only school of its kind – whose President and Vice President both wore morning coats and carried silk hats!  The professor of Architecture was Beresford Pike, FRIBA, who had designed Uganda Cathedral and the Byzantine church in Brixton.  When he started a sketch club at the school, my father became the honorary secretary.  He also took up Quantity Surveying (with a first class City & Guilds certificate, and Estimating.

In the First World War, before joining up, he asked the General Manager of Kilby & Gayford, Mr. Hall, if he would  be able to have his job back after the war, and was told:

“Well, it depends what condition you’re in!”  Undeterred, he joined the 24th London Regiment, the Queen’s.  He was passed fit, and duly paraded for the first time in a khaki uniform and a bowler hat, whereupon the Sergeant Major told him in no uncertain terms to “bury the hat” until the regulation cap arrived…
Fortunately, for a man who was always intrinsically gentle, he never had to suffer the brutalisation of full army training, or the horrors of the Front, as he was assigned exclusively office work;  initially, perhaps, through chance, but later as a result of the discovery of a heart murmur.  It was circumstances like this, though, which gave him the strong feeling he often referred to, that he had been guided in his life, and preserved from the negative experiences that he could so easily have had to undergo.

He was first made a Lance Corporal, then Sergeant, and finally Staff Sergeant, supervising all the clerical work, such a Court Martial documents, including statements from Conscientious Objectors, which particularly interested him.  In the course of routine filing, on the other hand, he was amused to see that the heading “Bones & Dripping” (used in the manufacture of ammunition) was indexed as “see Dripping & Bones”!

As his brother Ernie  was by now in the same regiment, their mother used to wear two miniature cap badges of the Queen’s whenever she went out – as was the custom for all mothers with serving sons.  (Long before, after his confirmation in 1906, the vicar of St Barnabus, Mitcham, had asked him to run a Sunday School class.  When one of the other teachers had been absent, one day, and he had to teach that class as well, his younger brother Ernie, who was one of its members, had folded his arms, looked very grim, and said:

“I'm not going to be taught by you!”…  This early rebellion obviously in no way impaired the affectionate relationship that always existed between them, and in fact his relationships with all his brothers and sisters, and with his parents, were equally warm and loving.)

On his demobilisation he was presented with a silver hunter watch subscribed for by the officers and other ranks, which he treasured all his life.  He did go back to Kilby & Gayford, asked for his job back, and was offered “2.10.0d per week.  He thanked Mr. Hall, pointed out that this was less than he had been getting in the army, and left, determined to see what  a grateful country had to offer.  This he never had to find out, as a Mr. Young followed him, offered him a job as his assistant, and suggested that he could always ask for a rise…  So he agreed, later working entirely with his Uncle Fred, who had given him a start with the firm in the first place.  Thus it was that they began the more than 20 years of teamwork which was to take the firm on the road to its present success.
At about this time he was asked to take over and revive the St Barnabus’ Boys’ Club, which he was to run successfully for 13 years, inspiring many of the boys who belonged throughout their lives.  A mark of the strength of the influence of this club was that until the mid-1980s, the Old Boys (by then in their seventies or eighties) still met for an annual reunion at Burpham, the village near Arundel where they used to hold their summer camp, and on whose inhabitants their yearly presence left its mark.  My brother John and I were able to attend one of these special re-unions, and it was very warming to see the strength of the bonds that still existed between the members, and the welcome that they were given by the present descendants of the villagers.

One of the inhabitants on whom their yearly presence certainly left its mark was the assistant schoolmistress at Burpham School, a certain Miss Grace Smith.  Though rather subject to the iron will of the headmistress, Miss Blackband, with her two alternating dresses of unvarying colour – brown, and cut – severe, she had not passed unnoticed by the shy young club leader, and eventually, after a decent interval – 10 years – he was emboldened to ask her if he could walk her home from church…  And as such things, do, this led to their marriage, in 1934, and my father never ceased to love and revere her.
Although he gave up the leadership of the Boys’ Club, he was still pilot of Toc H, at Mitcham, and during the Second World War he was appointed Ministry of Works supervisor for Shoreditch, seeing to urgent repairs after each night’s air raids.  He also joined the ARP for Shirley, where they had been living since his father remarried, giving them the freedom to move out on their own.

In 1940, their son John was born; meanwhile, their house had been badly damaged by a landmine, so our mother came out of the nursing home to a house with a ceiling held up by struts, and John grew up thinking that heir were trees growing in the lounge!

Back in 1930 he had passed the Licentiate exam of the Institute of Builders, thus becoming the only qualified member of the staff, and on the death of his Uncle Fred he was asked to become Managing Director in his place.  He agreed, but only on the understanding that he would share the position with Mr. Kilby’s grandson, Douglas May, whom he had no wish to supplant.  Another very rewarding working relationship and friendship was thereby forged.

In 1944, another son, Christopher was born, prematurely during an air raid; he sadly died as a baby, and so they risked a third child two years later, which turned out to be me…

Sometime in the fifties he decided to buy a house in New Malden for his sister Elsie; in the beginning this must have been in a pretty awful state, for I remember what seemed to me then like months and months of weekly visits to this mysterious ‘New Malden’, with its extraordinary collection of junk – including a goat-footed alpenstock – while the interminable process of ‘underpinning’ went on.

In 1954, after a weekend spent in Heyshott with my mother’s sister, Bertha, they saw and fell in love with Adam’s Farm, a house in the next village, Graffham, and by cashing in insurance policies and mortgaging up to the hilt, they were able to buy it.  They had been very happy in Shirley, and very involved in both church and community, but as a place it had become quite built up and lost its country feel.  They were delighted with the move to Graffham, where they loved the fields, the woods, the pond, and the gypsy caravan left behind by the previous owners.  They raised ducks, donkeys and strawberries;  they made many valued friends;  and the Rector, Michael Townroe asked my father to be church warden.  In this capacity he was, as ever, active and enthusiastic, arranging, among other things, for his nephew Colin to design a beautiful linen-fold panelled wooden altar in the Lady Chapel, and had it made by the firm.  He was one of the activists for the removal of the Rood screen, to open the connection between congregation, choir and celebrant, and also left many examples in the church of the caligraphy for which he was so well known.
He was a leading figure in the Men’s’ forum, as well as in the Poetry Circle, and he and my mother were both sad to leave the village.  But they needed a less tiring house, and moved to a bungalow in Birdham, where they were also very happy, and where he was just as much involved in the life of the church and the community.  Together they delivered meals on wheels, and he was always a support to my mother’s meditation.  The two of them had always given both John and me unfailing love and encouragement, and when I came back from Guyana they made a home for me and Shiri, then a toddler, for a while, and later even undertook the arduous task of being full-time grandparents for a few months while I worked in London.  He often said that he felt they had been spared for this, and I have very happy pictures of Shiri ‘helping’ grandad in the garden at Birdham.

After my mother’s death in 1978 he found the empty bungalow too lonely, and after a time in a private hotel in Bournemouth, an area he had felt drawn to ever since a very happy holiday they had spent together at Canford Cliffs, he decided to move to a Residential Home with a lovely garden near John, and felt yet again that he had been guided in finding it.  Luckily, it had a guest wing, where Shiri and I were able to stay for weekends from time to time.  As well as insisting on introducing me to all the other residents at the start of every meal, and making sure that I had something more suitable than jeans to wear for dinner, he pointed out that there was a hairdresser who came regularly to do the elderly ladies’ hair, and would have loved me to have mine permed and given a blue rinse.  This heartfelt invitation, however, at the ripe old age of 38, I did not feel drawn to accept…

In the absence of my mother, whom he never ceased to miss, he felt he was as happy there as he could possibly be, and is only thankful now that he can re-join her.

