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Dora Radcliffe

1910 - 2004

A funeral ceremony for

Dora Radcliffe

nee Gibbs

8th October 1910 - 27th February 2004

At Landican Crematorium

Birkenhead

11.45am on 8th March 2004

Followed by a reception at

Thornton Hall Hotel

Thornton Hough

Order of Ceremony

Introductory Music

Elgar - ‘Serenade for Strings’

Introduction by Keith Butcher

A Short Biography by Christopher Radcliffe

Song - ‘Blow the Wind Southerly’ sung by Kathleen

Ferrier

Dora’s Teaching Career recalled by Paul Radcliffe

A Life of Travel recalled by John Radcliffe

Song - from ‘Songs of the Auvergne’ by Canteloube

A life-long interest in Politics recalled by Keith

Butcher

A thanks to friends and helpers

Recollections of a neighbour and friend by Dave

Cranhan

Committal

Summation by Keith Butcher

Closing Music - Lament for Dido from

Purcell’s ‘Dido and Aeneas’

Dora Radcliffe

Born 8th October 1910 - Died 27th February 2004

Keith – Introduction

Good morning

Thank you for coming here today.  I am Keith Butcher and I have been invited to take part in this simple, non-religious ceremony remembering our good friend, Dora Radcliffe.

Dora was not a religious person and her family have planned this ceremony to reflect Dora’s warmth and personality.  There will be time for reflection or silent prayer later when everybody will be able remember her in their own way.

We will be hearing from her sons, Christopher, Paul and John as well as Dora’s neighbour, Dave.  We shall celebrate Dora’s rich and varied life, reminding ourselves of her many interests and achievements.  The last years were difficult for her, losing Arthur in 1998, losing much of her sight due to macular degeneration and the final difficult times as her health declined.  Instead of dwelling on those latter years, we should remember her across her whole life and the many good times.

Several themes run through Dora’s active life and we shall remember interests and contributions in many areas including teaching, history, politics, travel, music and finally her love of family and friends.

We tend to overrate our public figures while forgetting those who make life worth living.  Today  we will be remembering someone who certainly made a difference to everyone who met her.

Bertrand Russell wrote: “An individual human existence should be like a river – small at first, narrowly contained within its banks and rushing passionately past boulders and over waterfalls.  Gradually the river grows wider, the banks recede, the waters flow more quietly and, in the end, without any visible break, they become merged in the sea and painlessly lose their individual being.  The man or woman who in old age can see his or her life in this way, will not suffer from the fear of death since the things they care for will continue”. 

Christopher will now talk about her family and friends

Chris- Family and Friends

Dora was born in Newton le Willows in South Lancashire in 1910 to Jim and Winifred  Gibbs. 

Her mother was one of 10 children, so although she was an only child she had the benefit of a large and very supportive extended family, including some formidable Aunts. She was especially fond of her grandmother Mary and told her she was “the most wonderful woman in the world” 

In those days holidays were spent with relations, usually one of the Aunties, and particularly with Uncle Ted and Auntie Polly and cousin Eddie on the farm .

In 1916 there was a great upheaval. Her father, who was a skilled engineer, was sacked from the engineering works for allegedly reading trade union literature in work time and got a job as a fitter at Cammel Lairds Shipyard in Birkenhead. The family came to Rodney Street in 1917 and so Dora grew up in Birkenhead. 

She loved school and was fortunate in having some inspiring teachers. She was an outstanding scholar and in 1929 went to Liverpool University to study History.  

She enjoyed University life to the full, but just as she was finishing her course 

her beloved father died. She felt his loss deeply but the friendships she made in her new job of teaching must have helped her greatly and many stayed with her all her life. 

She became an outstanding teacher as Paul will tell you later.

The thirties were tumultuous years and she was heavily involved on the left of British politics. In 1937 she was raising money to help the Spanish Civil war refugees when she met a young man, whom she thought rather self opinionated, called Arthur Radcliffe. It seems to have been a high spirited and emotional relationship which eventually led to their marriage in June 1940. They had to marry in secret because married women were not allowed to continue teaching! The honeymoon consisted of a weekend in the exotic seaside resort of New Brighton.

Arthur and Dora, together with her mother, then moved to Pool View where she lived for the next 63 years. 

Arthur joined the Navy and they spent most of the war apart. He did however come home for leave at Christmas 1944. It was an eagerly anticipated leave and I was born nine months later.  Paul followed in 1948 and John in '52. Poor Dora, three boys, I think she would have liked a least one girl.

After the  war they were both heavily involved in the local community particularly with the Bromborough Community Association and the Bromborough Music Festival. It was in this period many more friendships were forged, that with the Boundys being one of the most enduring.

In my childhood she seemed to me to be the perfect Mother. Always busy - cooking, baking, sewing, knitting, gardening reading, always there when needed.  Later I realised she was unselfish almost to a fault and put the family first in all aspects of her life. 

As the family grew up and extended, sometimes in unexpected ways, with girlfriends, wives and grandchildren she continued care for us all and liked nothing better than having everybody around her and telling them tales of the “Olden Days”. She loved us all and we loved her in return.

Later life brought severe back problems which she fought with vigour but they plagued her for many years and restricted her walking. Then the late 70's Arthur fractured his skull and nearly died. This affected her greatly and she became more emotional and prone to anxiety. During his final illnesses she exhausted herself physically and emotionally in trying to help him, with little regard for herself. After he died her eyesight faded and it was difficult to console her. Her history tapes would often stimulate a lively discussion and she still loved to talk of the “Olden Days”.  Her grandchildren and Zippy our dog, who probably reminded her of the dog her father had given her, also gave her much enjoyment.

I would like to finish by quoting a tribute from her cousin Gerald Walsh who emigrated to Canada in the 1950's but still kept in touch, phoning her weekly after Arthur's death to cheer her with his wisdom and his memories.


“We shall miss her but you can take comfort in the  knowledge that she lived 
a long and full life. She was many things -  teacher, traveller, social 
activist, wife, mother, and friend to many. She was a wonderful person.”

Dora and Arthur were very pleased to bring Kathleen Ferrier to Bromborough Music Festival several times just after the war and we will now hear her singing “Blow the Wind Southerly”.

Paul  - Teaching and History

My mother was an exceptional person. 

One reason why she was exceptional was because she went to University. Of course this is commonplace now, but it certainly was not in the 1920s. Few people went to University and in general this was only available to those who could pay the fees. Scholarships for poorer children were few and far between – Birkenhead for example offered two scholarships each year – one for a boy and one for a girl. Mum won the girls' scholarship for that year. She was of course the first member of her family to go to University.

She went to Liverpool University (anywhere away from home would have been unthinkable because of the cost) and studied History, specialising in Mediaeval History, which by all accounts she found very interesting, because she was praised by her tutors and could probably have stayed on as a Postgraduate student had she wished – or been able to afford this.

Instead she trained as a teacher, and this turned out to be a fortuitous choice because almost as soon as she completed her training her father died tragically young. At the age of 23 Dora became the family breadwinner, responsible for keeping her mother – and teaching, though not particularly well paid, offered a relatively secure job.

In September 1933 she started her first teaching post at Tollemache Road – a girls school in the East End of Birkenhead. The Head was the formidable Miss Nene, and on the staff were other young teachers with whom Mum formed life-long friendships, such as Nora Gardner and Dorothy Pritchard. But the east end of Birkenhead was a hard place to teach and I think the young Dora Gibbs initially found the job difficult. The kids were tough, the school inspectors were frightening, the Head was terrifying, and she had to teach subjects like Religious Instruction, which she disliked and didn't believe in. I recall one story she told many times about an occasion when she lost her temper with a girl during a Religious Instruction lesson and threw a Bible at her, hitting her in the face and  making her nose bleed. The injury to the girl was less serious than the fact that it had been done with a Bible – the Head was strongly religious and would take a very dim view of that if she were to find out.

At the beginning of the war in 1939 the school was evacuated to North Wales, and Mum found herself in Pen-y-Ffordd, not far from Wrexham. She, the other teachers and the children were billeted around the village and the surrounding countryside - a radically different environment from Birkenhead. They tried to continue to teach them there in makeshift accommodation until the evacuation was ended in 1940 and everyone returned to Birkenhead – paradoxically just about the time the serious bombing began.

By this time Mum was planning to get married, which she did in June 1940. She had to keep this secret because in those days female schoolteachers were dismissed when they married. A few months later though, Mum left Tollemache Road in any case – we are not sure if this was because her  secret leaked out or because she just felt it was time to go. But she was not idle for long – the war effort soon meant there was a shortage of teachers and the ban on married women teachers was 'temporarily' relaxed. For the rest of the war she appears to have worked as a supply teacher at a series of local schools, finally leaving just before Christopher was born in 1945.

By the mid 1950s Mum had three children and bringing them up on a Bank Clerk's meagre wage was a struggle, especially since her mother was also dependent upon them. So she went back to work part-time, this time at Birkenhead Technical College ('theTech'), teaching in the Liberal Studies Department. Her job there was teaching English to day release students – mainly apprentice Engineers, Fitters and Plumbers, most of whom were at Cammell Lairds. It was a very male-oriented environment and Mum had to struggle to assert herself there. Anyone who has read Tom Sharpe's book 'Wilt' would recognise the scenario – Mum seems to have had several classes much like the infamous 'Meat 3' class in the book.

In 1958 she was poached by Hilda Eastwood to teach History at Bebington Secondary School for Girls. Miss Eastwood was herself a historian and she wanted Mum to teach at her school because she had ambitions to offer GCE O level courses at the school so she needed well qualified staff. Female History graduates were relatively scarce. Mum remained at 'Beb Sec' until she retired in 1971 and appeared to enjoy almost every minute of it. She not only taught O level History successfully, she was eventually able to offer A level History to a few girls who stayed on for the 6th form Miss Eastwood created. By this time I think Mum was probably fairly formidable – I understand her nickname among the pupils was 'The Battleaxe'.

After her retirement a life of travelling and relaxation seemed to beckon, but in 1972-3 she suddenly found herself teaching again. A History teacher at Wirral Grammar School for Boys left at short notice and the Head, Peter Fishwick, knew Mum well and persuaded her to come back to teaching for a final swansong, and take over a set of neglected and poorly prepared classes of boys and prepare them for O and A levels in a few months time. This she did with relish – gaining good results and even grudging accolades like 'You're an ace teacher Miss' from feckless and seemingly idle boys.

In the years after retirement Mum retained her interest in History and read voraciously until her poor sight made this impossible. Each year I would find her a birthday or Christmas present of a History book. Curiously, I never knew her take the slightest interest at all in Mediaeval History, which was her University specialism. Instead she was fascinated by 19th and 20th century history – the Great Reform Act, Gladstone, Disraeli, Bismark, the First and Second World Wars. This was probably because this fed into her other abiding passion of Politics, an interest which of course she shared with Dad. It was one of the great themes of her life and in her final years her principal entertainment was to listen to audio tapes of Simon Schama's 'History of Britain', or 'This Sceptred Isle'.

John will now talk about her travels

John - Travel

Dora and Arthur (Mum & Dad) loved to travel. They had a passion for it. 

Their travels were both extensive and, as you would expect, different, adventurous and ground breaking.

Dad was usually the instigator and the planner of many of the trips, but Mum was actually the first to travel abroad. In 1934 she and her colleague Nora Gardner, two newly qualified teachers from Birkenhead, traveled to the Lucerne area of Switzerland – walking in the mountains and sailing on the lakes. This was decades before package holidays, budget airlines and the like made such trips normal. In those days it was only for the adventurous. Which she was.

She also made a famous trip to Italy at Easter in 1968. She decided that her girls at Bebington Secondary school, most of whom had never traveled anywhere before, needed an education in the glories of ancient Rome, the culture of modern Italy, the history of Pompeii and the beauty of Sorrento & Capri. The trip was a great success and much talked about in later years, although the presence of a group of English teenage schoolgirls did create great interest among the local boys and kept her very busy on guard duty.

But it is the travel with Dad that formed the majority of the travel. My recollection is that he would plan the holidays and work out, sometimes with my help, the route and where to stop each night. Mum would go along with it. It was usually only later, well into the holiday, or after several days of non stop driving down autobahns, autostrades or autoputs that Mum really became aware of how demanding the travel plan was – and how it was geared to take in every notable sight in the guide book. And then suddenly in mid trip the plan would change as she convinced him to relent and allow some time for relaxation or to really get to know a place.

In the 1960s they took us boys in the famous Bedford Dormobile camper van, and later the caravan, all over Europe, Turkey and North Africa – places that none of our school friends had ever been. They took us all over Western Europe and they also took us behind the Iron Curtain that then separated Europe with holidays to Czechslovakia, Yugoslavia and Russia. Many of those holidays were with our family friends Margaret Embleton and Geoff and Edith Boundy. 

We boys have many strong memories from those holidays in the 1960s in the Dormobile. Memories of Mum planning the catering side of the trip, packing the van with endless supplies of tinned ham, butter and bacon. I realised afterwards that we hardly ever ate the local food. Memories of the grownups coming back to the campsite a lot merrier after a night out at such places as the Wurzburg canoe club. Driving past the watchtowers, the barbed wire and the minefields of the Iron Curtain in 1962. Camping in the Dormobile in unusual places – like the main square of a Czech town – with the morning bread queue taking shape beside us and everyone peering in through the windows. There was one memorable holiday in 1964 to Yugoslavia where we went to many of the places in Bosnia and Croatia, like Sarajevo and Mostar that would later become infamous as war raged there in the 1990s. When we were there they were beautiful places, though wild in parts and with terrible roads, untouched by tourism let alone war. 

After we left home they continued their travel, and they ventured further afield, beyond Europe to such places as India, Nepal, Russia, Kazakstan, Turkistan, Egypt, Algeria, Morocco, America and Canada.  The house in Bromborough is full of slides and momentos from these holidays.

Their biggest expedition was across Africa. A 3 month trek in a Land Rover, with Dad driving, from East Africa back to England through the jungles of the Congo, across Cameroon, Nigeria and the Sahara Desert to Algeria and Tunisia. Camping all the way and facing the rigours of such a trip in their early 60s when they had just retired. Showing the much younger other members of the party how real travel was done.

They also combined politics with travel. Going with the Fabian Society and inter country political friendship groups to the USA, Russia, East Germany, India, Spain and Austria. Gaining an understanding of what was really going on in that country, how the people lived and where allowed, telling them what life was like in England.

Their interest in foreign lands knew no bounds. Their travel was not about sitting on beaches or relaxation – it was about exploring, seeking out the beautiful scenery of the world and understanding the history, the culture, the politics and the lives of others in other countries around the world.

I will fondly remember them

We will now listen to another piece of music that Mum loved. It is “Songs from the Auverge” by Canteloube

Keith - Politics

One of the prominent strands of Dora’s interests was politics, both as a participant and as an active observer of events.  

When she was born there was a liberal government under Herbert Asquith, women did not have the vote and the industrial work place was dangerous and poorly paid.

Dora observed the depression, the rise of fascism and the tremendous inequality within society.  All these factors combined to forge Dora’s social conscience and motivation, a commitment that was to remain with her all her life.

The Spanish Civil War, a trial run for a wider struggle against fascism, produced many refugees.  Dora worked with others in Birkenhead to help Basque children who had been brought over to escape from Franco’s rule.

No election, whether it was a general or a local election, went unnoticed. Dora campaigned vigorously for what she believed in. She was a tower of strength when Arthur stood for election. Political campaigns involve foot slogging, canvassing, delivering literature, organising committee rooms and giving support to the candidate.  All these roles Dora willingly and effectively undertook.

Over the years many national figures came to Bromborough and Dora gave them a warm welcome.  Michael Foot, for example, was one such visitor. Barry Jones MP for East Flintshire, now Lord Jones, came several times. Whenever Dora and Arthur attended the Labour party conference they  took the opportunity of renewing that friendship.

The General Election campaign of 1964 and 1966 saw Dr. Edwin Brooks, the Labour candidate, and Geoffrey Howe, the Conservative candidate.  In ’64 Geoffrey Howe won but in 1966 efforts were redoubled.  Edwin Brooks, who Dora knew, was projected from any poster space and when the votes were counted Geoffrey Howe, now Lord Howe, was defeated.  Dora’s excitement when Edwin was elected cannot easily be described.  Even after all those years, it still seems so recent and so real.

David Owen, now Lord Owen, was a friend through the Socialist Medical Association. When David Owen was Foreign Secretary, Dora and Arthur ended up in Cuba.  Having been encouraged by David Owen to call into the British Embassy for any information they wanted, you can imagine the scene.  The Ambassador giving lunch to this non-conventional Bromborough couple who obviously knew his boss, the Foreign Secretary very well!

The 1980’s Labour Party went uncomfortably to the left.  Militant Tendency under the shadowy control of Peter Taft was a formidable force for disruption. Dora incidentally had taught Peter Taft some years ago at Birkenhead Technical College.  One day all the major national newspapers carried a full page advertisement for a new political party to confront Militant. Dora was one of those signing. The new party was the SDP, later to become part of the Liberal Democrats and Dora's name leapt out of the paper across many breakfast tables across the country.

Dora was no passive observer of politics.  She felt strongly about international affairs.  It is no surprise that when she visited the USA in the company of the Fabians she met and had intense discussions with many prominent politicians. 

While on a visit to East Germany, she took a parcel from us to some friends living under that grim dictatorship.  Indeed, she spent an evening in their flat near Dresden before rejoining the rather dubious group she and Arthur had joined in order to get entry to that country.  The social, economic, political and cultural features of East Germany were carefully studied.

I remember that in 1990 now that the iron curtain had come down, Laszlo, a Romanian university lecturer from Cluj, was able to visit us.  I rang Dora to tell her that we would be coming round the next day.  This was politics and history fused together.  Dora spared neither time nor effort to find out about present day Romania and the Romanian-Hungarian fault line that is Transylvania.  Indeed, one of the sources consulted was “Queen Marie of Romania” which incidentally was a biography that John had given her.

One morning, I called to be greeted by Dora who could hardly keep still for excitement.  John had just phoned.  He had heard on the car radio that Mrs. Thatcher was resigning.  Many hours of interesting recall of former Prime Ministers and political history followed.

I remember so much about Dora’s enthusiasm and above all her commitment to a fair, just and democratic society. 

Christopher will say a few words of thanks 

Chris - Friends and Helpers

After Arthur died and Dora’s eyesight and health deteriorated, she was very dependent on an army of helpers and friends to allow her to stay in house in which she had lived since 1940. The family would like to sincerely thank all the friends and helpers that made that stay possible & brought comfort to her in the last few years. 

There was Dave who lived next door who was tireless in caring for her well being, organising things and cheering her up. June who has been there the longest as helper, carer and nurse, who was utterly dependable and always had Dora's welfare at heart. Mavis and Les in the Close, helpers and good neighbours in any emergency. Rita, Ann, Miriam, Dee  and Margaret have all played their part and to you all we give our grateful thanks.

Now Dave will give his recollections of Dora.

Recollections - Dave

I thought that one day Dora would not be with us. Now that day has arrived I find it a bit difficult not popping through the fence, doing the day to day things that became a very big part of my life.

We had some sad times and some very good times, also some very funny times.

One such funny time was…

THE FISH TALE

And so my memories of Dora will always be good ones. She will never be forgotten.

So it won’t be long before I put the fence panel back and another part of my life will become a very, very treasured memory.

I feel honoured to have known her.

Committal- Keith

We owe much to Dora and to the memories that have been rekindled today.

I would like to ask you to be silent far a moment so that each of us can remember Dora in our own way.

Pause (This gives prayer potential slot.)

Could you now stand for the committal.

To everything there is a season and a time. A time to be born and a time to die.

Here in the last act of sorrow but with love we commit Dora’s body to its natural end.

Pause 

Please sit.

I know that Dora would have appreciated everyone coming her today.  The family would very much like you to join them at Thornton Hall Hotel.  That will give us all the opportunity to remember Dora, add to the fond memories we have shared today. 
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