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Mrs Ruby Topham (born 1924) 
 

Mrs Topham came to live in Papworth as a child when 
her father got a job in the village.  She spent her married 
life in Yelling, but returned to Papworth to look after her 
elderly parents. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Red and green 
“When we lived in Papworth we lived in the barracks.  Two cottages that were 
thatched.  Very close to the rectory.  One man lived in one house and one man 
lived in the other.  When I stated school when I was five I had to walk there.  
For a five year old it was long walk.  We would sometimes meet matron Borne, 
you always knew it was Matron Borne because she wore this big headdress.  
She thought for a moment and then said, ‘I shall call you red and green’.” 
 
The Block 
“There was always a gang of about half a dozen of us would walk round what 
we called the Block.  You would go up to the Gibbet, go to Eltisley, turn there 
and go up to Kisby’s, and then back home again.  So, we were always walking 
round the Block, even in the frost.  ‘Cause I remember once, one of the boys, 
when we got back, his hair had got    icicles in it, it was all frozen!” 
   
Bus 
“When I left Papworth school I went to the Cambridge School of Arts and 
Technology, which was called the Tec.  And we used to go on the Colony Bus, 
we had a colony bus, and two drivers, Richards and Hutchinson.  And all the 
children that were going to school in Cambridge used to catch this bus in the 
morning and it would pick us up after school, to bring us back again.  But 
during the day it did make trips into Cambridge.  And you had to get a ticket 
from the Hall to go on the bus, but that was quite good.  It caught fire once, 
when I was coming home from school, coming up Madingley Hill.  It was a small 
bus with about seven seats; and the fire started in the front so we all piled out 
the back. I don’t know how they put it out, but they did, and they sent another 
bus to pick us up, but it was quite…  And going down Madingley hill one day, 
with the bigger bus, I said,  

‘There’s a wheel going across the field’, and the driver said,  
‘Yes, its ours!’   
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And so we scraped along on three wheels until it stopped, which was quite 
exciting.” 
 
Flower show 
“The flower show was a big event, because we had people, big firms that came, 
showing their roses and different flowers, and the scent in the big marquee 
was marvellous.  And the children used to gather wild flowers, and they had a 
cup for the best wild flowers.  My sister won it one year, I never did.  And then 
we had side shows, and alot of the South Park men ran the side shows.  And we 
had sports.  And we had visiting athletic teams from Wyton Airfield, came and 
gave a display, and we had the Dagenham girl pipers.  It was quite a big event 
for the area.  People would come from all the villages to Papworth Flower 
Show.  Usually had some celebrity to open it, I think we even had members of 
the Royal family, but I can’t remember who they were.  And we had a band, 
because Papworth had a band then.  Mr Johnson’s brother, Jack Johnson, he 
was sort of leader of the band, and he played an instrument.  We had quite a 
good band, and they’d have a bandstand outside the Hall and be playing all 
afternoon.  Yes, it’s a pity that finished because it was a good, very good 
event.” 
 
Matron Borne 

“A ship in full sail! She was small and plump, and she had this great big, white 
head-dress on.  But she walked around quite quickly, yes.  She was a typical 
Matron, I suppose.  She was very efficient, very good at her job.  A little 
unbending, you wouldn’t get very close to her I don’t think.  But if on the 
hospitals they heard Matron coming, oh, they rushed around and did things.  
Yes, she did a very good job.” 
 
Sir Pendrill Varrier-Jones 
“He wasn’t all that tall I suppose.  Five foot eight, five foot nine, something like 
that.  He had black curly hair.  I think he had a moustache.  But my next 
memory of him, was him coming into the office, and saying, 

‘You girls, your voices are too high!  You must lower them on the 
telephone.  It sounds much nicer.’ 
So he took an interest in everything.  He would go round the factories nearly 
every day.  And he would walk through the village, look at the houses.  And if 
your windows were not open in the bedrooms, you were in trouble.  And the 
gardens, if you didn’t keep your garden in a good condition, you were out.  You 
had to keep the gardens looking good.  Yes, he was very proud of the village.” 
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Community Spirit 
“There was a marvellous community spirit, because the people that were 
running the hospital and the factories, they all lived in the village, so they took 
part in village life.  Whenever you had any event going on, you would have  
doctors, nurses, orderlies, people from the factories, everybody, it was a very 
good community spirit.  Because we were all on one level, there was no 
hierarchy.  They all joined in.  I don’t think you’d find that..., because the village 
wasn’t a normal village, where people had lived for ages.  The people living in 
the village had come from all over the country, and yet they all got on very well 
together.”  
  
Comradeship 

“I was thinking the other day, there soon won’t be any of the old buildings, the 
old Papworth left.  There are only housing estates now.  The only building I can 
see being left is the Hall.  One or two of the houses like this one, that are old 
houses, will probably remain.  But you see, all the factories are gone; well, they 
couldn't keep them going because they hadn’t got the people to work in them.  
The welfare hut has gone, the Scout hut has gone, the village hall is likely to go.  
There won’t be much of the old Papworth left at all.  I feel it’s been swamped 
by newcomers, and there doesn’t seem to be the community spirit.  It’s not the 
same at all, it’s not the village it was.  It’s amazing how well people did get on, 
considering most of them were strangers to each other.  Nobody was any 
higher than anybody else, and most of them were suffering from TB, which sort 
of made them kind to each other because they knew they were all suffering.  
And the nurses were wonderful, they were all friendly, even with the patients.  
Yes, there seemed to be a, there was a comradeship I think.”  
 


