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Mrs Iris McCallum (born 1921) 
 
Mrs McCallum lived in Papworth from the age of four, 
when her father, George Charnock, became manager of 
the Travel Goods department at Papworth Industries. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Roomy House 
“Well it was a very roomy house.  We had three bedrooms upstairs, because 
there were three children.  My grandfather lived with us for a while.  But 
downstairs, it was so badly designed I think, because we had a boiler, there 
was a kitchen, but off of the kitchen there was a bathroom, and we had a bath 
in there.  And there was a boiler where my mother used to put the clothes in to 
do the washing, and she’d have a hose from the boiler in to the bath, so we 
had hot water in the bathroom that way.  But the thing was the toilet was 
outside just the back door, really.  There was a coal cellar and the bathroom 
side by side, just outside the door, part of the house, but just outside the door.  
And it was a very bad arrangement, because if you think the bedrooms were 
upstairs, and the bathroom and toilet was downstairs.  I don’t know why they 
built the houses like that.  But I remember Dr MacCallum’s house was the first 
one I remember that had …, because we had a verandah from my mother and 
father’s room, there was a verandah out there, a big verandah, enclosed 
verandah, and my brother used to sleep there when my grandfather came to 
live with us.  And Dr MacCallum had a bath put in there, upstairs with the 
bedrooms.  And I can remember thinking, ‘Oh what bliss this must be, the 
bathroom upstairs.’ ” 
 
Everybody knew everybody 
“It was just that everybody knew everybody, and you were all part of this 
community, really.  For me it was a fantastic time.  And I’m very happy and 
very glad, and proud of being there all those years; my formative years, really.”  
  
“Everybody being treated equally, and fairly, and there was care for everybody, 
children particularly, so it was peaceful, loving, kind, the people there.  And the 
freedom that we had as children …  to be able to roam around the fields and 
those sort of things which I look back on now and I’m so sorry kids today don’t 
have this freedom.  Papworth was marvellous.  It was absolutely wonderful.  I 
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can’t think of a better way of growing up anywhere.”  
  
Composition 
“The terms were split up so that in the winter the girls learnt to do knitting and 
sewing, and I remember having to learn the fell stitch and all these various 
stitches, with all these little bits of specimen cloth.  And if you didn’t do the 
work well, you had to unpick it all, and the teacher would come around and 
say, ‘No that’s not good enough, do it again, and do it again.’ Until you really 
got it right.  And then we had our examinations of course.  I can’t remember 
having the tests the way the children have them these days, so many tests, but 
we had a test every term just on the class work we had done.  And we did the 
general subjects, arithmetic, as it was called then, arithmetic now of course its 
mathematics or something like that I learn from my grandchildren.  And 
reading.  Composition was very important.  English, good English, our head 
teacher, Mrs Dykes, she was absolutely adamant that we should learn good 
English, and this stood me in good stead later on when I was working in Italy as 
a teacher.  And we had compositions to do, and there was a concert every year 
for children’s attainment at school, and I remember winning the composition 
exam and I was presented with a big book, written in the book that Iris 
Charnock, as I was then, had attained a very high level in composition.  And 
even now I love writing, I like writing letters, and I like reading very, very much, 
and can pick up when mistakes are made.  At the end of the day we had a sort 
of assembly and we sang a hymn, ‘The Day Thou Gavest Lord Is Ending’, it was 
always  that hymn, and we said a prayer, the Lord’s Prayer, and then we were 
all sent home.” 
 

Behave 
“Later on when we got older, we certainly had to behave well in school.  There 
were several times when I received a smack on my arm because I had been 
talking in school, and on one occasion, when I must have been about eight or 
nine, maybe even older, I was talking in school, Miss Harradine I think was the 
teacher then.  She said ‘If you want to behave like an infant, a child, go in the 
infants class!’  And I had to go and present myself to the teacher, all on my 
own, and sit, a big girl, in with all the young little five year olds.  And that really 
taught me a lesson.”   
  
Mrs Dykes 
“I remember that when we got into the top class, Mrs Dykes class, which 
everyone was terrified of going into, because she was so strict.  All you had to 
hear was her high heels coming along, and you would be terrified, because she 
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was very …, she was a marvellous head teacher, fantastic.  And when we got 
into her class, once a week she would have the girls in her home to do their 
sewing or their knitting, whatever it was.  She prepared hot chocolate and 
chocolate biscuits for us, so it was a great treat.  But she was quite a different 
person then.  She was, she was really an ideal teacher.  And anyone I still 
remember and get in touch with occasionally that remembers those days will 
say what a marvellous teacher she was.  We just had so much respect for her.” 
 
A hymn and a prayer 
“I know we all had to behave very well in school. It was a very vital thing, even 
in Infants class, as we called it.  Mrs Webster was my teacher at the time, she 
wasn’t married then, I can’t quite remember her maiden name before she 
married. But we had to line up outside the school doors, boys on one side in a 
line and girls in the other, keep in order and not talk too much.  And then we’d 
go into our classroom. We always started with a hymn and a prayer, and then 
we went into our classrooms.”  
 
Trunk shop 
“We used to, my sister and I particularly, take a thermos of tea down to my 
father about four-thirty, five o’clock.  And if I was very, very good my father 
would allow me to go to out into the trunk shop itself, the factory part of it.  I 
remember the first thing I saw were racks of hides.  Beautiful colours, and the 
marvellous smell of the hides, they were wonderful.  The lovely London tan 
colours, and the browns, the deep browns, all hanging there shiny.  And then 
they were all cut by hand.  Tubby Saunders was the name of the cutter.  And he 
would have the hides all marked out, and this great big cutter would come 
down and cut through the hides and cut out the pieces.  I remember looking at 
his hands, he was a very short man, and I remember he had lost one of his 
fingers, I don’t remember which one it was now, which fascinated me seeing 
this man with one finger missing.  I can see him reaching up and cutting down, 
all this by hand.  I suppose somebody, maybe he himself, had measured out 
where they had to be cut.  Then it was passed on to the next person, who I 
think did the gluing, or it finally got the person doing the gluing.  And there 
would be these pots of glue bubbling away by the side of the man sitting there. 
And then he would take one of the glue brushes and just glue wherever it was 
he had to glue.  Then it went on after that, it was passed on to other people.  
And finally there would be ladies there at the time, and the people, when the 
stitching had to be done, there’d be ladies there mostly, sometimes men, who 
would have a sort of a, something to hold the pieces of the hide together.  And 
these would be stitched by hand with awls I believe they called the needles,   
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A-W-L-S, big needles, and they’d stick the needle this way and stick the needle 
that way, to sew these hides.  And then later when they cut the linings, and 
they were beautiful linings of moiré silk, because the luggage was also made 
for the Royal family when they did their travelling abroad.  The linings were so 
beautiful, everything was done by hand, and it looked perfect, the stitching 
was perfect, and there was such precision.  You’d go right around until you saw 
the finished article, with these lovely burnished locks on them.  There’d be 
leather goods, and fibre, fibre goods, made of fibre.  And then they would be 
all lined up, ready to be transported to London.” 

 


