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About the Book

It’s the dawn of the Swinging Sixties and the height of the Cold War. Detective Gwen Crockford is promoted to Woman Police Sergeant in Newbury, Berkshire – the town at the centre of Britain’s atomic weapons programme.

Gwen’s initial reservations about her posting to this seemingly sleepy provincial police station swiftly prove to be unfounded. A serial sex attacker on the loose, an attempted murder at Greenham Common US Air Force base, and a charismatic heiress with a family secret challenge the capable sergeant to her limits.

Resigned to the single life, Gwen must reconsider her future when a handsome war veteran PC walks into the station with an orphaned fox cub; and a shocking discovery in a railway station lavatory makes this dedicated sergeant reevaluate her entire career.

Written by her daughter Ruth, this is the story of a real-life female sergeant guiding her WPCs through the immense societal changes of the early 1960s, who must ultimately make a choice between professional or personal happiness.
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Author’s foreword

by Ruth D’Alessandro

“Your mum was promoted to police sergeant long before your dad was!”

This was something I heard so often growing up in a police family that its significance faded over time. It was only when I was an adult that I truly appreciated what an amazing achievement that was for a woman in 1960.

My mum, Gwendoline Crockford, was one of the first women police constables in the Berkshire Constabulary in the early 1950s, and became so good at her job that she was its first-ever woman police officer to be sent to the Metropolitan Police Detective Training School at Hendon in the mid-1950s. She then served as the constabulary’s only female detective in Maidenhead and Windsor until 1960, the height of the Cold War, when she was promoted, back into uniform, to woman police sergeant (WPS) in charge of the WPCs in Newbury. Following an unusually long (for a woman) 11-year career, she left the police in 1962 for reasons that you’ll find out in this book. Mum truly was a trailblazer, and her police career was unique.

So how did I come to write my mum’s incredible story over three books? On International Women’s Day in 2017, I wanted to post something on social media celebrating pioneering women. Whose achievements needed to be spotlighted? Who had inspired me? Who did I admire? Then it struck me like a bolt from the blue – my own mum. She was amazing, and I probably hadn’t appreciated that enough – until now.

I dug out one of my treasured black-and-white photos of her looking confident in her Berkshire Constabulary uniform, her three silver sergeant’s chevrons on her arm, and posted it with the caption, “So on International Women’s Day, here’s a pioneer – the first-ever woman detective in the Berkshire Constabulary – and my mum. If only she was still around to write her memoir, Call the Sergeant.”

The likes and comments on my post poured in. Then my friend Pippa wrote, “OK, sadly she couldn’t write Call the Sergeant … However, nothing stopping my creative Ruthie from doing so …!!!!”

The gauntlet was thrown down. I had to tell my mum’s story. How on earth was I going to do that? I’d always had a vague intention to sit Mum down with a tape recorder and get her to narrate her whole police career in chronological order, but we’d never got round to it. Then cancer took her suddenly and unexpectedly in 2004.

What Mum did leave, however, was a file with a few newspaper cuttings, papers and photographs in it, and a small library of crime books. Most importantly, she left me the stories she’d told me, that had seared themselves into my memory from an early age. Mum had rubbed shoulders with the eminent “rock star” pathologists of the day, met several A-list British and Hollywood actors in the course of investigations (one of whom had chatted her up), and saw things that most people never get to see – or want to see – in a lifetime.

When you grow up in a police family, you grow up listening to police stories. The same stories are told over and over, to anyone who’ll listen, and, against the stern backdrop of “the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth”, they remain unembellished. You don’t forget them, because they’re funny, shocking, rude, powerful and sometimes deeply upsetting.

Having drawn a blank researching the sparse Berkshire Constabulary archives for anything about my mum, finding nothing but a note saying, “a medical had taken place”, I was shocked by how little has been written about our 1950s policewomen. This made me even more determined to share the stories Mum told me, set within the context of that fascinating period of British social history as the country emerged from post-war austerity into a social revolution, with the formation of the NHS and the welfare state, up to the more permissive early years of the swinging sixties.

Instead of searching for non-existent personnel files, I spent hundreds of hours in the British Library researching local Berkshire newspapers of the time, and anything about policing Berkshire in the 1950s and 1960s that I could lay my hands on – out-of-print books, journals, academic papers and online forums – to build up as complete a picture as possible of the Berkshire Constabulary (part of the Thames Valley Police since 1968), and my mum’s career at that time.

All my memories and research resulted in three books about my mum’s astonishing, trailblazing police career. This book, Calling Sergeant Crockford, begins in early 1960 and follows on from Calling Detective Crockford – the story of her CID years from 1956 to 1960 – and Calling WPC Crockford – about my mum’s pioneering WPC achievements from 1951 to 1955.

At the end of Book 2, Calling Detective Crockford, we left Gwen – recommended for promotion to sergeant for her unique experience in both uniform and CID – in an exam room, her pen poised over an examination booklet. She has just read a question about how she would manage a murder scene: “Easy peasy, I thought, a big smile on my face.”

In this third book of the trilogy, we follow Gwen into 1960. She’s posted back to rural Newbury, where she spent a short, rather uneventful stint in 1956 while waiting for a detective constable position to become vacant. She has reservations that this posting will be boring and unchallenging, but these soon prove to be unfounded, and ultimately, it will change her life.

The Cold War is at its height, Newbury is the town at the heart of Britain’s atomic weapons programme, public support is building for the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament and the Aldermaston Marches, and there’s always shenanigans kicking off at Greenham Common US Airforce base just down the road. There’s never a dull moment for WPS Gwen and her two capable WPCs, Rosemary Churchill and Beryl Lawless, in Newbury and its environs.

I must warn you – you may find some of this book shocking and upsetting. There’s an account of an attempted suicide in Chapter 15, the details of which you may find distressing; but this account is important, as it highlights the shift in societal attitudes towards people so desperately unhappy that they wanted to take their own lives. Until 1961, committing or attempting to commit suicide was a felony, and Mum came across many suicides and suicidal people on both sides of the decriminalisation timeline. The memory of every single one stayed with her.

The maltreatment of babies and children is tragically nothing new. Mum investigated child deaths throughout her career – they were part of her remit as a “specialist in women and children”. At the time, there was little regard for how repeated exposure to such horrors would affect investigating police officers psychologically, and there was no support.

I have painstakingly and exhaustively researched Calling Sergeant Crockford. My task has been made easier by talking to two contemporary police officers: Rosemary Stark, my mum’s WPC, and Tony Hunt, a PC in the early 1960s who knew both my parents in Newbury. I think between us we’ve got all our facts right, but any details that may be wrong are my mistakes and mine alone. From my conversations with Mum and subsequent research, I understand that police procedures and inter-agency collaborations could be much looser back then. Mum’s uniform and CID experience was unique, so she really could do things her own way.

While Calling Sergeant Crockford is closely based on real events that my mum experienced in the early 1960s, it is a work of storytelling. I have fictionalised the majority of characters and relationships – apart from direct Crockford family members, Rosemary Churchill and well-known police and historical figures. I have changed some names, locations and timescales to protect any relatives still connected with Wokingham, Newbury, Windsor and Maidenhead. However, much of what you will read is true and a reflection of an exciting, revolutionary time at the cusp of the swinging sixties. If you think that some of the stories are far-fetched, shocking or incredible, you can bet those are probably the true ones.




PART 1




CHAPTER 1

Why on earth did I end up as a police sergeant?

Spring 1960

The parchment envelope crackled as I pulled out two black patches, each embroidered with three silver chevrons. My sergeant’s stripes had arrived. I stroked the silky embroidery for a few moments.

I really did pass promotion board, didn’t I? I really am WPS Gwen Crockford?

Earlier in the year, I’d found myself sitting at what could best be described as a school desk, in the assembly hall of Sulhamstead House, the Berkshire Constabulary’s HQ, alongside rows of uniformed policemen. In front of me had been a paper titled “Examination for Promotion to the Rank of Police Sergeant”. Apparently, my answers to the exam questions, particularly “How would you organise the scene of a potential murder?”, had been exemplary. Fortunately, I’d had a head start with potential murder scenes. I’d attended several, in both uniform and as CID, over the last eight years, and this had given me a considerable advantage over the other constable candidates, who hadn’t had my varied police experience.

“So, Miss Crockford,” said Chief Inspector Philip Jarvis at my promotion board interview, squinting at a document in my substantial personnel folder. “You were a WPC at both Wokingham and Newbury from 1951 to 1956 under Inspector Robertshaw.”

“That’s right, sir.”

“And it says here you pioneered techniques for interviewing children, which helped put an abusive father behind bars, and identified a skeletonised body found in woodland?”

“Yes, I did, sir.”

“And you passed those techniques on to the WPCs at Maidenhead and Windsor when you were a detective constable there from …” He rustled some paperwork, “… 1957?”

“Yes, sir. When something works well and makes our job easier, you’ve got to pass it on, haven’t you?”

“You do indeed, Miss Crockford. And I have here letters of recommendation from DS Kinch and DI Cockerill of Windsor and Maidenhead CIDs about your considerable forensic abilities as a detective. Could you tell me something about those?”

In the same way your whole life is supposed to flash through your mind just before you die, my entire CID career played out in my head like a speeded-up showreel at his question:

Seeing world-famous pathologist Dr Keith Simpson at Hendon Detective Training School holding a “magical blancmange” (his words for a freshly excised human brain) in his hands.

Dusting for fingerprints amid swirling asbestos dust, where bungling safeblowers had put too much gelignite in the lock and blasted a safe door up through a factory roof.

Giggling at the sudden appearance of an entire shift of policemen when Kinch and I viewed a confiscated “extreme glamour”1 movie.

Interviewing poor little rich girl Pepita Cantley-Davis, 15, who, deprived of parental affection, sought it from any man eager to take advantage of a schoolgirl.

Solving the mysterious death of “Smelly Eddie” Rooke, the grubby old newspaper seller, in his hoarder’s den under Windsor’s railway arches, and uncovering his surprising association with Her Majesty’s Brigade of Guards.

And, finally, attending the post-mortem of little Oscar Felton, found dead at the foot of some stairs …

I twitched involuntarily at this last, unwelcome memory as my imaginary showreel ended. I rattled off my memories to Jarvis, but without mentioning Oscar Felton. The last thing I wanted to do was talk about him. I didn’t like to think about him either, if I could help it. His was a memory I kept firmly boxed in the back of my mind, and one of the reasons I was here today to get back into the uniform service.

“A varied CID stint indeed, Miss Crockford,” said Jarvis. “You make it sound so interesting that I must ask: Why do you want to leave CID and return to uniform as a sergeant?”

He wasn’t wrong. CID had been varied and interesting when I worked on an equal footing as “one of the boys” in Windsor with tough nut Kinch, and in Maidenhead with adorable DS Le Mercier. But Ernie Le Mercier left Maidenhead, to be replaced by another DS – Neville Smythe – who believed a woman’s place was on the phone in the CID office rather than out with him and his DC, Andy Quirke, on interesting cases. The two of them would rush off to those, leaving me deskbound, assigned to all the tedious cases they couldn’t be bothered with, such as cheque fraud, neighbour disputes or stolen washing from clothes lines. CID promotions were rare, even for the men, so I stood no chance; and I wasn’t willing to spend the rest of my working life desk-bound and shuffling paperwork.

But I couldn’t really say any of this to Jarvis without sounding like a Moaning Minnie. I paused to collect my thoughts and began:

“I am, sir, in a unique position, having been responsible for crime prevention when I was a WPC, and part of crime detection teams as a detective constable. I have so much experience of both CID and uniform procedure that I believe, as a sergeant, I can make a unique contribution to station life and lead my team of WPCs. I feel that my strengths lie more in preventing crime before it happens, rather than picking up the pieces after a crime has been committed, although I can do that as well. In fact, if I had my way, I think we could make the detectives redundant!” Oh goodness, why did I have to say that?

Jarvis looked sternly over his half-glasses at me, but then he smiled. Phew.

“It would be an incredible day indeed if we no longer had need for detectives, Miss Crockford, but society and human nature being the way it is, I don’t think DI Cockerill and DS Kinch need fear for their jobs just yet.”

“No, sir,” I replied, blushing slightly.

“And one final question, Miss Crockford. You don’t intend to get married any time soon, do you? No beau on the horizon to sweep you off your feet and make an honest woman of you?”

I couldn’t stop the blush this time at his unexpected question. As far as I was concerned, I had left my personal life at the interview room door when I went in.

May as well be honest, Gwen.

“No, sir. There’s no one. I am completely dedicated to my job as a policewoman.”

And I was. At 30 years old, I was getting on a bit for marriage, and almost certainly over the hill as far as having children was concerned. I’d had a “beau” – Henry Falconer, a PC from Wokingham station, but he’d been war-damaged and hard work, so we’d parted company. The only other man to turn my head was, as you may have gathered, Ernie Le Mercier, but he was married and now a detective sergeant somewhere in the deepest, darkest Norfolk fens with his evangelically Christian wife. Nobody else would hold a candle to Ernie, I felt.

“Well, play your cards right and you could end up being the next Barbara Denis de Vitré2, Miss Crockford,” said Jarvis. “Marvellous woman, she is.”

Not a bad ambition, and not unachievable, I felt. Everybody loved Miss de V, with her good-humoured but steely advocacy for “her gals” in the women’s police service. Even our own Berkshire Constabulary had senior women to admire: doughty Inspector Jenny Timberlake, who had served in civil war-torn Cyprus, and my own no-nonsense Inspector Robertshaw, who had mentored me into CID and then advised me to apply for promotion to sergeant. There were no women detective sergeants or detective inspectors in the Berkshire Constabulary. Unless they appointed another female DC soon, there would be no women at all in CID if I was promoted to WPS.

A week after that interview, I’d been pulling on my blue mackintosh in the hall of my lodgings in Sperling Road, ready to cycle down to Maidenhead Station, when a small brown envelope with BERKSHIRE CONSTABULARY embossed on the front dropped through the letterbox. I’d had these before and knew exactly what was going to be in it. I tore open the envelope.

The news it contained was both good – and less good.


Madam,

With reference to your recent examination for promotion to the rank of police sergeant and subsequent promotion board interview, I am directed by the Chief Constable to inform you that you will be appointed as a Woman Police Sergeant at Newbury station…



I’d done it. I’d been promoted to sergeant. Hurrah. But … but … Newbury? My heart sank.

Newbury was a pretty-enough town, with historic timbered buildings adorning a central market square, cobbled streets and the Kennet and Avon Canal meandering through it. But the police station in Pelican Lane was run down and grotty, no more than a large, converted double-fronted house in the middle of a housing estate. I’d been posted there briefly in 1956, and remembered my time as a tedious cavalcade of one shoplifter after another, and not a lot else. Now I’d be a sergeant directing my WPCs to deal with that tedious cavalcade. I couldn’t think what else sleepy Newbury could possibly offer in the way of interesting crime.

I guess it would have been too much to expect to stay around my CID stomping ground of Maidenhead, Windsor or Cookham. A Wokingham posting would have meant a full-circle promotion back to the town of my birth and early WPC years, and too much contact with my mother. I’d hoped for Abingdon or Faringdon, within easy reach of the historic cloisters, colleges and sandstone spires of Oxford; or perhaps Sandhurst, where there would be enough military men in uniform misbehaving with the locals, or each other, to keep me occupied. I’d even have considered rural Pangbourne, with its terrifying weir on the frequently swollen River Thames; maybe that would finally have made me take swimming lessons. (I had a borderline phobia about water.) Ah well. At least I hadn’t been posted to Didcot – Berkshire’s dullest town.

As I opened my wardrobe to take my tunic out so I could sew the stripes onto the sleeves, I paused for a moment to look at the jolly gallery of favourite pictures stuck inside the door: actors Gregory Peck, Richard Todd and Stewart Granger cut out of Picturegoer magazine for some Hollywood glamour; a cheery photo of my friend and Wokingham housemate Suzette cuddling her son Colin on a Barbados beach; a newspaper movie advert for Further up the Creek – I’d met lead actors Frankie Howerd and David Tomlinson on a theft investigation at Bray Studios; and, in the centre, a photograph of me arm in arm with Ernie Le Mercier, him in full evening dress, me in a borrowed Dior gown, undercover and posing as “Lord and Lady Hardley-Therre” at the glamorous Guard’s Club Ball in 1958.

I really ought to take that picture down. I can’t live in the past. I reached for the photo, but couldn’t quite bring myself to remove it and consign it to the bottom of my sock drawer with the one of Henry on his motorcycle.

I would never go out with a policeman again, I decided. Never in a million years. Although I was a sucker for a shiny-buttoned uniform, especially one with a row of medal ribbons above the left breast pocket, they carried in their heads too much collateral damage: things that couldn’t be unseen, stubborn differences of opinion about procedure, unnecessary one-upmanship, canteen culture and a need to control. Find me a nice teacher or doctor instead.

I pulled a length of black cotton thread from a reel and nibbled it off with my teeth. Then I threaded my finest needle, popped a silver thimble on my middle finger and began stitching my sergeant’s stripes onto my tunic sleeves. I’d been aware of Mrs Foskett, my landlady, liberally bleaching the bathroom, and she was now vacuuming the landing, clunking the hoover against my door.

The peace in my room shattered, and with the smell of Clorox seeping under the door, I grumpily flicked on my radio. The big band sound of Bobby Darin’s “La Mer (Beyond the Sea)” filled the room more than the hoover noise did and lifted my mood a little. I nodded along to the beat as I stitched. This music is more like it, I thought, always a huge fan of the Glenn Miller Orchestra’s sound that got us swinging through wartime. I bit off the cotton thread and admired my neat stitchwork around the chevrons.

“And now for all you jive bunnies out there, here’s Eddie Cochran with ‘C’mon Everybody’,” smarmed the radio continuity announcer across the airwaves, as a rock and roll beat chopped through the smooth atmosphere woven by Bobby Darin.

“Enough of that,” I muttered to myself, switching off the radio. Enough of the Teddy boys and their silly quiffs, tight drainpipe trousers, suit jackets they could get lost in, bootlaces for ties, and delinquent, antisocial behaviour that dogged my time in Maidenhead and Windsor. Everything seemed to be putting me on edge at that moment, and I knew I needed to get out and keep myself busy before I moved to Newbury and reported for my first sergeant’s duty.

It might not have been the best idea to pop over to see Mum and Dad in Wokingham when I was feeling ambivalent about my new posting, but I still went.

“Well done, Gwennie! You deserve this promotion so much!” enthused Dad. “And Newbury too! Lovely town.” He had always been supportive of my police career, probably because he would have liked to have done it himself instead of being a plumber. To get a slice of police action, he’d joined Wokingham’s voluntary Special Constabulary, and had risen to the respected rank of inspector.

He could barely contain his delight. Mum, however …

“Now even more of my family’s in the danger zone,” she moaned, rubbing her forehead between her finger and thumb.

“What do you mean, Mum?” I asked.

“Well, Newbury. Your brother Ron, Gladys and my grandchildren, and now you. You’re as good as sitting on top of the H bombs at Greenham Common. If the Russkies go to war with us, that’s the first place they’ll bomb. Mrs Tickner down the road said the Frenchies have just let off a bomb in the desert, so everybody’s at it. Provoking each other. Honestly.”

Great. A boring job with the constant threat of atomic annihilation.

Greenham Common US Air Force H-bomber base, where the Americans stored nuclear devices to strap onto planes, was on the edge of town, a 20-minute cycle ride from the centre. The Atomic Weapons Research Establishment (AWRE)3 and the Royal Ordnance Factory4 at Burghfield were 30 minutes drive away, well within the remit of Newbury police. I’d been completely unaware of these last two places when I worked in Newbury briefly before – the atomic establishments were barely signposted or advertised, probably for good reason, and gave us no bother. If Soviet President Nikita Khrushchev was going to send a nuke our way, the sky above Newbury would be a strategically sensible place to detonate it.

I didn’t want to feed Mum’s anxieties any further by telling her, but I felt Khrushchev was probably bonkers enough to actually do it. After all, what other world leader on a state visit to the US would throw a tantrum because they couldn’t go to Disneyland5? Khrushchev was a big baby, but a baby with an atom bomb.

“Honestly, Mum, if the Russians dropped the Bomb on Greenham Common, I wouldn’t know much about it, and nobody in Berkshire would come out of it very well – the radiation would drift as far as Wokingham. And it probably wouldn’t be just one H-bomb. It would be a whole lot of them – London, Birmingham, Manchester …”

“And Reading,” cut in Mum. “Don’t forget they even bombed the People’s Pantry in Friar Street in 1943.”

“You know somewhere that should have had more bombs dropped on it?” Dad chuckled. “Slough. That’s where. Ruddy awful place.”

“Don’t be so horrible, Wally,” said Mum. “You lived through the war as much as I did – do you want it to happen all over again? Even to Slough?” Dad hesitated for slightly too long.

“’Course I don’t, Ag, but worrying and mithering on about the end of the world won’t stop it from happening. There’s absolutely nothing we can do about it.”

“Well, I’m just saying. Who’s going to look after me in my old age when my eldest, unmarried daughter goes up in a mushroom cloud?”

I don’t think Mum’s quite got a handle on the enormity of a nuclear attack.

“It would have been better for my nerves if Gwen had been posted somewhere safe, like Abingdon,” she continued.

Now was probably not the time to point out that Abingdon was just seven miles down the road from Harwell Atomic Energy Research Establishment, Europe’s first nuclear reactor. But then those things can’t go up like an atomic bomb, can they?

On those cheery notes of apocalypse and perpetual spinsterhood, I bade my parents goodbye and said they’d have to come and visit when I’d settled into new digs in Newbury. I stood momentarily on the doorstep of my childhood home, looking up and down Seaford Road, where I used to play as a youngster, run home in the wartime blackout, visit in my smart WPC uniform, then in my blue CID mackintosh. I wondered what I’d have been doing when I came here next time. I lit a cigarette and took a deep drag.

OK, Newbury, bring it on. Do your worst. Or maybe, even your best?

 

____________

1 i.e. a porno movie

2 Miss Barbara Denis de Vitré OBE (1905–1960) was Britain’s first woman Assistant Inspector of Constabulary for the whole country, a formidable and much-loved advocate for women in policing.

3 Where atomic weapons were developed and manufactured.

4 Where the nuclear warheads were made.

5 In 1959, Nikita Khrushchev was denied a trip to Disneyland for security reasons. He ranted: “What is it? Is there an epidemic of cholera there or something? Or have gangsters taken over the place that can destroy me? Then what must I do? Commit suicide?”
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