Edwin Mens
My grandfather was born in Essex in 1875. Aged 20, he moved to Bournemouth to run a cycle shop and
repair business in Palmerston Road.
Edwin and wife Annie bought a house in Boscombe, and he soon turned his attention to the horseless carriage, and even built his own motor car, the Palmerston, which regularly featured, decorated with flowers,
at local carnivals.
The business diversified, as Edwin began repairing cars -the words Motor and Cycle Engineer appeared in
Palmerston Road, while a large sign round the back, in Haviland Road, said The Boscombe Garage.
Edwin employed a panel beater and eight apprentices, and his son, Norman, later got involved in the
business too. My grandfather, an enterprising man, put up a number of hand-cranked telephones in strategic positions around Bournemouth, all wired back to the garage in Boscombe, where the breakdown truck
was waiting to tow in cars this idea was eventually taken up by recovery services like the AA and RAC.
Annie did the books, often until midnight.
Edwin owned an 1876 7HP Peugeot, and even joined 100 other cars in a rally to the South from John
O'Groats, doing a steady 15mph all the way. He also entered the London to Brighton event five or six
times (twice with son Norman as passenger.)
From 1920 on, Edwin hired a marquee each Christmas, which he erected in the yard behind his shop. The
Boscombe Oracle Theatre was nearby, and while people enjoyed the show, Edwin and his men would use
hydraulic jacks to turn their parked cars
around, ready to drive off after the final
curtain.
There were also five lock-up garages,
where elephants, which took part in the
show, would be housed.
During the First World War, Edwin
drove trams. In about 1922, he bought
the empty rusting hull of an old paddlesteamer, lying on mud-flats, not far from
Sherry & Haycock's timber yard near
Poole Harbour. The hull was that of the
old Wareham Queen, originally built in
1894, when it was known as the Totnes Castle. From 1912, it had sailed up and down the River Frome
and around the harbour on pleasure trips, before being abandoned.
Edwin patched up the 80ft hull and then towed it to Christchurch, where he converted it into a houseboat,
turning it into a very attractive home, which he named Haven Castle.
He was a member of Christchurch Sailing Club, where he kept a small punt and dinghy to row to the Haven Castle, which was moored by the bank on the Bournemouth side of the Stour.
Sadly, after a few years, the boat broke loose in a storm and sank.
Edwin sold the garage business and, in 1928, bought some land by Tuckton Bridge and built a boatyard.
Norman remembers marking out the ground and building the slipway, with lots of landfill required to
raise the level above the high tide mark -gravel was used from excavation work on Carbery Garage, and
lorry-loads of broken bottles.
Eight boats, each seating 12 passengers, ran between Tuckton Bridge and Mudeford sand-spit. Edwin
made funnels for all the boats, using brass tops from old steam traction engines, hence the name,
The Funnel Boat Service. It was Norman's job to make sure the brass was polished.
The water was very shallow around Wick Ferry, with a draught of less than a foot at low tide. One of the
boats, the Highlander, came from Scotland, while the Wick Belle was built by Edwin, and fitted with a
converted Morris Cowley car engine. All the boats were paraffin-powered -and, apart from the Highlander,
which was fitted with a Kelvin marine engine, were powered with converted car engines.
Norman started his own business in 1948, initially a mushroom farm, later a flower nursery.

The boatyard was sold in 1950, following a series of unpaid debts. Edwin, then 75, finally decided to retire.
He spent much of his retirement helping at the nursery, including potting up chrysanthemums, before his
death, aged 82, in 1957.My home was a three-bed house, rented by my parents, Edwin and Annie, where
we lived with my four sisters, Doris, Ena, Vera and Denise. It was on the corner of Gardner Road and
Barrack Road, and was called Hove-To.
It had a slate roof and sash windows, and in the garden were at least six mature trees, plus apple and pear
trees. All the outside walls were covered with ivy, which my father cut back every other year.
Before the First World War, owners weren't allowed to increase the rent, which meant the house was in
poor condition, and my father paid for any necessary repairs.
Saturday was "gardening day". All paths were swept, lawns and hedges cut and weeds pulled out. There
was a rope swing from an old fir tree in the front garden. We also had great fun using a wooden switchback on the front lawn - it was about 40ft long and 5ft high.We'd sit on a flat seat with four wheels, from
which we would
set off, over a
hump and land
with a bump! Father planted all
kinds of flowers
in the garden lots of them red,
white and blue,
because he was
very patriotic.
At night we kept
our clothes in
wicker baskets
upstairs. In the morning we'd come down one at a time. We'd slide down the stair-rails and dress in front
of a gas fire. There were also two coal fires on the ground floor. Upstairs the light came from paraffin
lamps.
Father always spent Sundays
at home, so we used the best
room. It was my job to chop
wood, find coal and light the
fire. Sometimes the downdraught brought smoke billowing into the room. When
the fire was red hot at Christmas time, we'd roast chestnuts, which sometimes burst
and shot out. We also enjoyed toasting bread on a
fork over the flames.
When commercial travellers
came to my father's garage
in Boscombe, they'd give
him a cigar, which he'd
smoke in front of the fire on
Sunday. From the top floor I'd watch the cavalry going by. It was also fascinating watching the
lamplighter on his bicycle, carrying a long pole with a hook on the end, which he'd use to pull a chain on
the lamps.

Gardner Road was gravelled and full of puddles. At the other end of the road lived the Gillard brothers one owned wooden sheds with thick tarred roofs, where eights cows were kept overnight. The cows were
driven twice a day along
the main road as far as
Jumpers Corner. Our
milk was delivered in
small metal cans.
The other brother was a
coal merchant, making
deliveries with a horse
and cart.
When the doctor came,
he arrived on a horse
and trap, and always
wore a bowler hat. Our
house, being big and on
a corner, was often visited by tramps, carrying a
stick over their shoulder,
with their few possessions wrapped in a red
cloth. They used to bed down for the night at the workhouse past the cemetery. My father was an engineer,
so wasn't called up for service during the war, but I remember him polishing the brass buttons on his coat
and putting his ankle spats on before leaving for "rifle practice". He also volunteered to drive Bournemouth trams.
My father and I would go to the river to cut reeds, bundle them and bring them back to thatch sheds.
I remember going on hay carts for picnics at St Catherine's Hill, where we'd collect sedge grass for bedding for rabbits and guinea-pigs, and watch sand lizards basking in the sun. Mother spent a lot of her time
cooking in the kitchen.
There was a gas oven, two heavy wooden tables and a coal fire heated the water. The floors were concrete.
The loo was outside. Barrack Road was tarred, but there were grass verges, with no kerbs and few drains
to clear the water.
In front of our house, facing south, was Day's Nursery, where fruit and vegetables were grown.
The wind made a terrible
noise through the telegraph
wires, and when it was dry
there was dust everywhere,
and water carts sprayed the
sides of the roads - children
would walk behind to cool
their feet.
The old Iford Bridge was so
narrow that traffic was oneway - in the summer queues
would stretch back as far as
our house. Children in charabancs would wave small Union Jacks at us.
Iford was a small village,
made up of thatched cottages.
At the cafe you could watch
monkeys playing on an island.
We later lived on a houseboat,
moored on the Stour, called the Haven Castle. We'd get the tram to school -1 went to Cliff House School
at Southbourne, and my sister Denise went to Knowle Hill High School in Boscombe.

