Early years of Christian Down Crane nee Hanslip

Mother of Shirley Evans nee Crane.

Chris's Mother Matilda Jane West, was born to Henry West and his first wife Mercy Jane Oliver.  Mercy's father a Labourer, son of a Woodman of Bramshaw.  Henry West, labourer, son of a Carpenter/Wheelwright John West who had arrived from (possibly) Salisbury and set up home with two other families, in their caravans on land which was later to be known as Henry Road, Millbrook.  Henry had a horse and cart, dealt in any scrap going, chopped wood (which is how he lost three fingers), and started up a paper round.  Also bought the car of a retired mayor of Southampton.  He lived to 92, two years after a visit to Paris with grand-daughter Beryl Lang.

Matilda, born 4th May 1890, had two younger sisters, Mabel and Winifred, and a younger brother, Charles, all born Millbrook, Southampton. 

She married Nonus Jack Hanslip at South Stoneham 21st October 1906 - with hindsight far too young but pregnant. Daughter Christian born 23rd March the following year.  The birth was registered on the 30th April (where was Nonus?!) by the mother of Nonus, Christian Down Hanslip whose birthday was two days later, the 25th March, and whose mother, grandmother and great grand mother were also named 'Christian'.

Matilda and Nonus had two more children, Charles born 23rd July 1908, and Nonus George (known as George) on 11th December 1911 and happy years appeared to follow although they often had to leave their rooms at night with their belongings on a handcart to avoid paying rent.  Chris remembers her father bringing her home a banana from the docks once.  Her mother would give her a penny every day to buy an apple on the way to school.  They played a lot with their Hanslip cousins, the children of Francis C. O. D. known as Tom.

These children would be given a penny each by Grandmother Christian Down Hanslip, because there so many of them but 6 pence each to Chris and her brothers.  Sometimes played at the water's edge where the trains passed by and come the First W. War the servicemen would throw pennies to them.  Quite a tomboy, once swam across Southampton Water she said, and became proficient at the ice rink.  Not regular churchgoers but the children would always follow the Salvation Army Band.  Sundays were spent at the home of their Grandfather West, where someone would play the piano and everyone would sing.  Mabel, Matilda's sister, played the violin, and Chris had both violin and piano lessons later, becoming proficient at both.

Then came the day when, returning home early from a few days break with her sister, Matilda literally found Nonus in bed with Selina, the children's nanny.  The result of this was Matilda taking their children to live with her father's sister, near Fordingbridge.

She refused to let Nonus see them, frightened he would go there on his motor bike and take them away, (presumably he had a sidecar?).  His name was so blackened in their eyes they were forbidden to speak of him.  Hence the lifelong reluctance to talk very much about his subsequent family, apart from that is the few snippits - for instance she was once told he had a little girl looking very very much like her, so that would have been Eva, who I am told looks very much like me.

The children returned to the home of Matilda's father after 6 months where they all lived.  The divorce was quickly followed by the remarriage of Matilda and her new husband John Emmott November 1918.  Two children were born in Southampton then with Chris left behind with her grand parents (which grieved her a great deal) Matilda, John, the two new babies and Charles and George left to start life in Lydney, Gloscester.  Life was even harder then.  The time of the depression, probably John out of work, and from a newspaper report the children half starved.  Matilda's father went in his car to visit them at one time and immediately brought Charles and George back to Southampton.  Charles, in his later years remembers their stepfather used to regularly hit them and Charles jumped on his back once while little George hit back.  

Matilda died 1927.  A Coroner's report after her death (due to nephritis and TB) stated John had been responsible for the hastening of this by visiting her in hospital and practically dragging her back home saying he could not cope with the children on his own.   She died a few weeks later.  Chris was working then and remembers being sent to the home of a family friend for a year, having had a complete breakdown.

Of their three young children John literally gave them away, and he returned to his roots in the Midlands, never to see them again.  The eldest son and daughter grew up happily in separate homes in Lydney, and the youngest, Ronald was brought up in Carolina, USA and through the Salvation Army found his mother's family in the 1970's.

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

All of this combined to make my Mother reluctant to talk about Nonus and his second family.   She did mention he had been gassed while on active service during the war, and, his son with Selina, Douglas, and Douglas's daughter Valerie, (who I traced and have met just a year ago) mentioned he had a temper, so possibly as a result of his physical condition.  Mother's brother Charles remembers seeing him selling newspapers on a street corner in Totton. 

One can imagine the hurt of the children during those early years, to lose their father who was starting life with a new family, then to lose their mother in such an awful way.  My Mum said she had to go out to work at 14 because it was expected of her, and living away from home at that, in service.  Not once did she receive a Christmas or Birthday card from any but her own brothers.  Very rarely did she take me to visit her Mother's sisters, feeling they had all abanded her.  The root of it all, that the 'shotgun' marriage of Matilda and Nonus should never have taken place - they were far too young. 

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

