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Martin Gilmour’s Story
Background
About 1895, my maternal grandparents left their Shtetls in Lithuania at separate times as
teenagers because of the Tzarist organised pogroms, having to leave their homes after 400
years in ‘Litia’. My grandmother, Mary, had an older brother David, who had left sometime
earlier for London, and was waiting and ready to welcome his sister Mary on arrival.
The first problem to overcome on this hazardous journey was to be
able to get past the border guards who were looking to prevent Jews
from leaving Lithuania, so my grandmother and her companions
had to hide in a hay cart covered with bales of hay. At the border,
the guards stopped the cart and probed the bales with bayonets,
fortunately missing the teenagers, and therefore they continued their
journey to Hamburg where a ship took them to the London docks.
My maternal grandparents met up in ‘Jewish London’, and
probably attended the same small ‘Litvak’ Shul where they later
married at a very young age. Just out of interest, my grandmother
mentioned to me that she saw the funeral procession of Queen
Victoria in 1901.

There is also the story my father told me
about his father’s experience travelling
from Poland to the UK via the port of
Glasgow. His surname was Goldman,
but the immigration officer didn’t
understand him, hence the name
Gilmour being the destination on my
grandfather’s ticket, Gilmour Street
Station, Paisley.

My father, Mendel, was the youngest of 7 children and the
oldest sister was born 20 years before my father (not unusual
in families before the 1940’s and still current amongst the
frum community). My grandparents were exceedingly
religious, learned, Yiddish speaking but poor. My father
went to the JFS in Bell Lane, London, where he was an
exceptional student and later won a free scholarship to
Westminster School. The local mayor sent my grandparents
a letter congratulating them on having such a remarkable son
and indicating that my father must come from a wonderful
family. Of course, the letter was written in flowing English,
but my grandparents would not have been able to read it
themselves and had to wait for their children to read it back.
Unfortunately, my father coming from such a poor, frum
family was not able to afford to go to University but
nevertheless he was considered by the headmaster of
Westminster School to be exceptional in mathematics.
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The text from County Hall to my grandparents
reads as follows:
‘I am very pleased to learn that your son has
obtained a senior county scholarship. It is
always gratifying to me when a Whitechapel
boy wins one of the valuable scholarships in
competition with the schools of all London. It
reflects not only on himself, his school and his
teachers, but also on his parents and home; and
I congratulate both you and him on his success.
With best wishes for his future career’.
Around 1910 a maternal great aunt married a Jewish
gentleman from Brighton and the wedding took place
possibly at Middle Street Shul. From around that
period my grandmother and her young family
including my mother, visited Brighton regularly from
their home in the East End of London. They
travelled on the London, Brighton & South Coast
Railway visiting my great aunt’s family in Brighton,
enjoying holidays with them and often spending time on the seafront.
In 1917, during WW1, there were the Zeppelin bombings of the East End of London and its
docks. My great aunt Alice suggested to my grandmother Mary that she should come to
Brighton together with her children, and she would find them a place to rent close to where
she lived in Regent Street Brighton, within walking distance of Middle Street Shul. Aunt
Alice found them a cottage in Frederick Gardens adjacent to Brighton station (formerly
Railway Workmen’s Cottages) at a rent of seven shillings and sixpence per week. This was
quite expensive for its time. In those days it was essential for all Jewish residents in Brighton
to live within walking distance of Middle Street Shul and the Jewish shops in around what is
known as North Laines Brighton, hence very few Jewish families lived in Hove until the
1940s.
In 1934 my mother and another sister Elsie met
two young London brothers and subsequently
both sisters became engaged to the brothers. My
mother had a wonderful idea that both couples
should celebrate their weddings at the
magnificent Middle Street Shul which they did in
1934. The wedding celebrations took place at
The Florence (Kosher) Hotel in Regency Square
Brighton. My parents’ wedding was considered
by some to be a mini-society wedding and
interestingly, local Brighton newspapers decided
to take photos of the young couple emerging
from Middle Street Shul. The photo appeared in
the local Brighton newspapers.

3

Reading my parents Ketubah, the minister officiating at the
Chupah was the Reverend I N Fabricant, possibly his first
wedding, plus Reverend Brill, who later became the lecturer in
Chazanut at Jews College, London.
My parents fell in love with Brighton and decided to set up
home at 30 Clifton Gardens Brighton and my father set up
business as an insurance broker.

A little anecdote:- as was common in the 1920s and 30s, Jewish married men met regularly to
play cards whilst the ladies met in another room to chat and prepare refreshments for the male
folk. The venue for most of these regular occasions took place in the living room at my
parents’ home in Clifton Gardens. The gentlemen of the ‘card school’ consisted of my father
as banker, Harry Crook, father of Michael and Angela Davis, ‘Maybe’ Sugarman, father of
the late Mo Sugarman and grandfather of Marc, plus my uncle Harry Woolf (Woods) who
was a well-known businessman.
As I understand it, the card games played were solo and poker. However, my father was an
expert of a version of solo called ‘Mazer Aver’ which meant that he had to deliberately lose
every trick whilst his opponents attempted to make him win a trick. If he won a trick then he
would then have to pay the other three as a consequence. When I was much older I asked my
father what kind of name was ‘Maybe’. Apparently, when Mr Sugarman was considering a
bid during a game of Poker, he questioned if maybe it was worth it.
I was born in February 1939 and WW2 was
declared on 1st September with war breaking out
on the 3rd. A very frum lady friend of the family,
in recognition of my birth, crocheted an Arba
Kamfot (Tzitzit) which I wore when I was very
small.

Soon after the commencement of the war, two gentlemen arrived
by car at our home requesting that my father joined them as he
was required for restricted essential work known as a reserved
profession, being that he had a background in mathematics. Due
to the Official Secrets Act my mother was not informed as to
where the gentlemen were taking my father but she would be
contacted in due course.
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Brighton was known as a possible German invasion point and so
my mother, being alone with a baby, had to quickly decide what to
do. One of my mother’s brothers, David, who was already called
up for military service and stationed in Wales, advised my
grandmother to bring her youngest daughter plus my mother and
myself to Wales and he would find accommodation for us and so
be away from the possible danger areas in England. This little
family group was taken to a small mining village in South Wales
called Gilfach Goch (made famous in a book written by Emlyn
Williams and subsequently made into a film in the 1940s in
Hollywood called ‘How Green is my Valley’).

We were billeted in the home of Mr and Mrs Bill and Liz Pridey.
Bill was a coal miner and also a lay preacher in the local Chapel.
We being a Jewish family were the first Jews that the village had
seen. Fortunately, the villagers were very devout because they
believed that a daughter of King David married a Welsh Prince
known as ‘Llewellyn’. They knew the Old Testament better than
the New.
The Pridey family were overawed having a Jewish family in their
midst and they probably thought that we came from the ‘Holy
Land’ via London and they did their very best to ensure that we
had all that we needed in order that we would be able to continue
a ‘Jewish lifestyle’. They even went to the trouble of clearing out
their kitchen/living room on a Friday morning so that we were
able to prepare for Shabbat. I know from what my mother told
me that we had meat and chicken and possible other Kosher
provisions that were brought in from Cardiff some 20 miles away.
How it arrived I was never told.

WW2 – Part 2
I don’t know how my father managed to communicate with my mother, but one evening he
arrived unannounced at the cottage in the village having travelled by train from London in
possibly very difficult wartime conditions. When he arrived the Pridey family welcomed him
and because he had not seen my mother or myself for the past 6 weeks or so, they very kindly
gave up their bedroom for my parents so they could have some quiet time together. My father
left the next morning back to his place of work at the Vickers factory in Weybridge Surrey.
During the short time that my parents were together
my father explained what had happened to him from
the time he left Brighton with his ‘escorts’.
Apparently, as my father’s records showed that as he
had a mathematical background it appears that the
‘authorities’ needed him for the war effort, that is why
he was taken to Weybridge to the Vickers aircraft
factory to work on the blueprints to upgrade the
Wellington bomber. Interestingly,

Wellington Bombers 1938
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I only recently found out that Barnes Wallis, famous as the inventor of the bouncing bomb
for the Dambusters, also designed the Wellington.
For the first six weeks the team worked underground on three shifts for 24 hours, not being
allowed out of the factory for security reasons. The team members were given code name
and my father’s was ‘Buster’ and therefore nobody was allowed to use their actual names
during the early period. My father told my mother, and at a later date me, that during each
rest period, being underground and not being allowed out of the factory, the crew became
bored. My father had a brilliant idea and being a mathematician he invented a gambling
board game which incorporated dog racing (a very popular activity at that time). My father
gave a name to the game ‘Folley and Sporty’ which was played with dice and counters.
Being the inventor he obviously became the banker and the ‘punters’ played for pennies
which they bet against the odds. When they ran out of money they then bet with cigarette
lighters and cigarette holders.
After a week or so of this rest period activity, my father was informed that the Directors of
Vickers required his presence in the Board Room. Expecting a dressing down from the
Directors for organising gambling sessions during the break periods he was delighted when
meeting the Directors that he was congratulated for organising these leisure activities and
keeping up the morale of his fellow shift workers during what was a very difficult period in
the early stages of the Second World War.
None of this was known to my mother back in the village of Wales and during this time my
maternal grandmother, who was with us in the village and mainly spoke Yiddish, joined us
together with my mother’s younger sister and a young female cousin. They must have stayed
in a cottage nearby as the Prideys’ cottage was far too small for more people than themselves
and us. They had a baby son more or less the same age as me who they named Winston in
honour of Winston Churchill, the wartime Prime Minister.
My grandmother made friends with Mrs Pridey’s mother who only spoke Welsh and as I said
my grandmother only spoke Yiddish. Mrs Pridey remarked to my mother how well the two
grandmothers got on considering that they would have found difficulty in understanding
eachother. However, it would have been fascinating to know, considering their difficulty in
understanding each other’s languages, how much they really understood from their
conversations.
From the memories I have of being in Gilfach Goch, one was being taken by the Prideys to
the hills that surrounded the village. Of course there was the coal mine nearby together with
the slag heap and also very green countryside with lots and lots of sheep. I can still
remember the noise made by the sheep being ‘MAA-MAA-MAA’. I was also taken to the
local police station only to be introduced to the police dog. I don’t think that was my best
afternoon treat.
It was during this period that I was first introduced to the alphabet ABC and the Hebrew
Aleph Bet plus Hebrew script. Again in 1941 or 1942, my father had enough of only seeing
us very occasionally and therefore he rented for us a house in Reading, Berkshire which was
not too far away from the Weybridge factory. The reason for choosing Reading for us to live,
was that it had an established Jewish community and Shul. Also, kosher meat products were
brought from London to a local non-Jewish butcher shop. There was a room set aside at the
back of the butcher shop where once a week kosher meat was purchased by members of the
Jewish Community. At that time I also remember being taken to Reading Shul for Shabbat.
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WW2 - Part 3
Early one morning in May 1944 in Reading, my parents and I woke up to hear and see
through our window many military vehicles moving through the street. No-one knew at that
time what was going on, however it wasn’t long before we all learnt the word ‘CONVOY’.
Later in June we were told that the convoys were making their way to the various seaports
ready for the D Day landings on the coast of France.
In August/September 1944 I was brought by train to Brighton probably by my mother who
deposited me with my mother’s aunts and cousins in Highdown Road, Hove so that my
parents would be able to prepare for their return to Brighton/Hove. I was left with my
relations and was taken to a private school in Cromwell Road, Hove, very close to my
relations’ home.
During this time I remember my first visit to Middle Street Shul and sitting in the front row
with other children immediately opposite the Bima which contained an all male choir. The
shul was full and the Chazan was Hillel Brummer, brother of Michael, uncle to Danny.
Michael was a local butcher. The Chazan had a magnificent operatic voice and I just fell in
love with his Chazanut. I am not sure if the minister at that time was the Rev Fabricant, later
Rabbi, as he may have still been serving as a Jewish Army Chaplain stationed in Cairo. It
was only later in the 1960s that he received Semichah. Rev Fabricant returned to Brighton
after doing his military service, only to renew his position at Middle Street Shul which he
held for a period of 41 years.
About the end of WW2, my great aunt and family with whom I was
staying was officially informed that my aunt’s son, Lennard Caplin,
who was serving in the British Forces in Italy, was killed by a
landmine. Lennard’s name is inscribed in the War Memorial to the
Second World War in the entrance to Middle Street Shul. He was
buried in Italy.
In May 1945, we heard on the ‘Wireless’ (radio) that the Germans
had surrendered to the Allied Forces and therefore the war was
over. However, we also heard a broadcast from Bergen Belsen
Concentration Camp by Richard Dimbleby telling us in very
graphic terms what the Germans and their friends had done to their
Jewish victims. This was the first time that we all really understood the extent of the Shoah.
Today many people would not believe how we children grew up and understood very quickly
what was going on.
Victory in Europe was declared and was called ‘VE Day’. The family took me to the
celebrations at the Clock Tower Brighton where we joined an enormous crowd of people.
However, instead of over-celebrating the occasion, the loss of cousin Lennard hung very
heavily on the family.
Soon after VE Day my parents returned from Reading to Hove and set up home, at which
time I left my great aunt and cousins to my new life with my parents. On Shabbat I went
with my father to Middle Street Shul, and soon after I was joined at the Cheder in Holland
Road Shul under the leadership of Rabbi Wilner (pronounced Vilna). I attended the Cheder
three times a week, went to Holland Road Shul on Friday nights and Shabbat afternoon, but
Middle Street only on Shabbat morning and Yomim Tovim. Childrens services were
regularly held in Middle Street Shul on Shabbat and Yom Tovs and these were mini Shul
services which enabled us children to fully understand the services held in the Shul. Rev
Fabricant always popped into the childrens’ services to give a mini Drashah.

