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Over the years, I was subjected to repeated suggestion from my immediate 

family that I should write down the continually replenished fund of anecdotes 

which life around us provides. When time to do such a thing became available, 

most of the material had fled my memory, and what remained needed a good 

deal of amplification from others more closely involved in the stories to be 

related. For some of this assistance, I am especially grateful to Charles 

Bradshaw and George Furn, who put me right on details distorted by time. 

 

I have included items and opinions better left out of a book intended for 

amusement alone- like the lengthy J. B. Gotts quotation, which, it seems to me, 

exhibit such extraordinary goings-on in a writing style from a different age as 

should not be lost for ever. Elsewhere, a few names are here and there 

concealed, lest their kin might suffer embarrassment; though many of my 

readers will well enough recognize the folk I describe! 

 

All my family's help to me has been considerable. Apart from their 

encouragement, I have received much technical assistance from both my sons - 

from the one in bearing with my demands for assistance at all hours of the day 

(and night!) in overcoming computer-printing idiosyncracies; and from the 

other in handling the practical book production. My thanks go to both. 

 

I hope all who have the patience to read this book will find something to 

chuckle at, something to remind them of what appear, these days, as the 

peculiarities of times past, and an insight into how my generation saw the 

passing show. 

C.W.B. December 1990 
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The somnolent aspect of the building itself could have been no different 

when, forty years earlier, a young man, JB Gotts, with a training in the 

craft of bookbinding and a somewhat puritanical religious outlook, 
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came for the first time up the same steps and through the same door to 

begin what was to be a long and distinguished - and unpopular - career 

almost entirely within its walls. He was to write a book about his life 

some forty years later in the hope that his employer (whose only mandate 

was to publish what Government Departments wanted to make available) 

would print and sell it, so important did he think his contribution to 

public life had been. He was indeed a man of considerable achievement 

and innovation but he marred the regard people might have had for him 

by his utter condescension and a misplaced application of harsh measures 

against staff who strayed from the strictest principles he set himself to 

follow, but which most mortals were insufficiently pious to emulate. 

 

He rose eventually to a post of considerable power, and, in the days when 

senior staff executed the most routine functions, saw and affected every 

disciplinary action taken within the establishment's branches in England, 

Scotland and Wales; and, since there was a Stationery Office in Ireland 

before the Great War, in Beggarsbush Barracks there in Dublin, as well.  

 

He had a high opinion of his managerial qualities, as one may gather 

from his own words, written (p.77 of his 'Diary') after an encounter with 

Lord Beaverbrook: ". ... as I walked back along the Embankment, I felt 

glad that Beaver was not my Minister and I should not have to meet him 

frequently. While he, like myself, was doubtless a relentless 

nigger-driver, his manner and methods were not calculated to get the 

best out of the staff. Anyway, looking back over the years, I know I not 

only succeeded in getting 100% from my staff, but they loved 

me.' 

 

One of my own senior officers (who never referred to J.B.Gotts as 

anything else but John Bloody Gotts!) told me of a case concerning a 

warehouseman who wished to visit his wife in hospital, and who was 

therefore advised by his supervisor to apply formally for the time off to 

do so. Such permission could not be given locally, and, incredible as it 

may seem today, needed the approval of Gotts himself, the Establishment 



Officer - the head of the Establishment Division responsible for 

discipline, conduct, pay and wages, conditions of service, 

accommodation matters, and performing as the 'conscience' of the 

Department. The approval presented no difficulty, it seems; but Gotts 

noticed that the application was written on what appeared to be scrap 

paper as issued to offices for rough work. The man was sent for, and 

confronted with this suspicion. Yes, it was a sheet of paper torn from a 

scrap pad in the warehouse where he worked. "You must know" said 

Gotts "that an application to further your private requirements has to be 

made at your own expense - therefore on your own paper. To have used 

Government property for your own ends is theft. You are discharged". 

Now this was in the early 'thirties, when a man out of a job was likely 
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to stay out of work for a long time. Never mind his sick wife; never mind 

any mitigation; never mind the triviality or the circumstances. Gotts saw 

only a misuse of property; and sacked him! What sickened my informant 

even more was that Gotts went from that interview straight into an Office 

prayer meeting - he held prayer meetings daily for any staff who cared to 

attend and led them himself - with what the said informant feelingly 

described as "a fine example of bloody Christian charity". 

 

It is, then, with some surprise that one discovers that it was Gotts 

himself who recognised that the industrial staff in the Stationery Office 

warehouses needed representation by some organised body; that he cast 

round and concluded that the National Union of Printing, Binding and 

Paper Workers would be the best one for them. He did not find it easy to 

put the idea into effect for both his management and workers were hostile 

to it. But he did it. His successors found it a mixed blessing. The 

NUPBPW is now SOGAT. 

 

He was a pompous man; and a noted figure in Non-conformist circles: 

chairman of the Protestant Dissenting Deputies (Presbyterian, 

Congregational, & Baptist) inter alia. He expressly 1states in his book 

that he was to receive a knighthood no less than three times. He also 

believes he lost a peerage as well! He undoubtedly had a very high 

opinion of himself, not shared by most people I spoke to and who knew 

him. Despite their views, despite the condescending and sanctimonious 

manner which offended his peers and underlings, his achievements were, 

in fact, quite considerable; and if one can manage to strip away the 

boasting, the exaggeration, and the unpopularity of the man, there is left 



a very substantial record of good changes made, of foresight well 

applied, and, from all accounts, some useful work done outside the 

Office towards the general welfare arrangements in the Civil Service, 

notably in further education; and in private life as a dignitary involved in 

national councils of his religious movement - but nothing like a 

knighthood's worth, as others would see it! 

 

I knew him, unusually enough for one so junior, which happened through 

a quirk of the system. All cheques drawn each day were summarized and 

exhaustively checked - called over, indeed - against the authorising 

vouchers, by the Director of Accounts, or if he were away, by his senior, 

Gotts. This calling over would be done normally with my Staff Officer, 

but if he were away, I was deemed adequate to read over the hundred or 

two payees to Gotts, who would then sign the archaic form of summary 

certificate: "Recapitulation of sheets annexed each of which is signed for 

identification". I remember little about him - apart 
1 His verbatim account appears later in this chapter. 
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from his telling me he thought I articulated very well; but I did read 

things pretty clearly to him because he seemed somewhat old, and, I 

thought, probably deaf! 

 

He has some nice tales in this autobiography, which he entitled "Unlike 

the Fountains in Trafalgar Square" - a reference to a contemporary article 

about some edict Fleet Street found irksome and which, in the sneering 

fashion usual to the Press, declared that, like the fountains in Trafalgar 

Square, the men of Whitehall played from ten till four. Nevertheless, he 

came upon some extraordinary things during his first few months in his 

new employment, which, as he describes, he attended every day attired in 

top hat and morning coat. 

 

In May 1898, he had reason to attend upon a man in the Office who had 

sold him an insurance policy. He misunderstood his directions and 

entered a door after knocking and getting no reply. There, inside, in what 

Gotts describes as 'a filthy dirty room', was an old man fast asleep leaning 

forward on a table. He awoke, and cried "You are the first person to enter 

this room for five years!" and learning whom Gotts was looking for, 

entered a cupboard, closing the door behind him. After a minute, he 

emerged with the information that the man Gotts sought was just 

changing his coat; and proceeded to try to engage Gotts in conversation 



with "My name is Ketching and everybody has forgotten me". Gotts, 

however, straightway took his leave, promising to return when he had 

time. What follows is best told in Gotts's own words: 

 

The next morning I went down. The room was thick with dust and there 

were hundreds of volumes of London, Edinburgh, and Dublin Gazettes 

on the shelves. On a table in front of that at which Ketching was sitting 

there was a stack of documents at least five feet high. The old fellow told 

me he was over 85 years of age. That over 45 years before, he had won 

the Doggett coat and badge. That he used to moor his boat in the Strand 

on the site where the Hotel Cecil now stands (now Shell-Mex offices). He 

and Mr W.Coates, his chief, had worked together for over 40 years, but 

one Saturday afternoon Mr Coates had gone into the country, and had 

called at a farm-house for tea. The doctor had said that the watercress 

supplied must have been covered with frog spawn, for Mr Coates had 

died in great agony a fortnight later. That was over five years ago.  

 

Nobody had been appointed to take his place, and, pointing to the heap of 

documents on the table, Ketching said "Mr Coates used to examine those 

and send in a monthly return to the Treasury but it hasn't been sent since 

he died. Nobody asked for it and nobody takes any interest in me or my 

work, so I just goes on minding my own business". 

 

I went back to my own room and… I said "I have just been 
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wondering, Sir, who is responsible for the Gazette work?". He replied 

“I am.” Then he jumped up excitedly and said “Good Heavens, I’ve 

completely forgotten old Coates - why, he must have died over five years 

ago Why hasn't somebody reminded me to send in the Treasury return?" 

I said "By accident, I happened to go into old Ketching’s room last 

evening and this morning the old fellow told me all about it." He became 

even more excited and said "You saw Ketching this morning - why, he 

retired years ago, and somebody told me he died soon after he retired. 

You must have seen his ghost." "I don't think so," I said. "I only left him 

five minutes ago and he seemed very much alive then. Why not come 

down and see for yourself ..." 

 

He saw Ketching in the flesh, and his five years arrears; and said "This 

will be the end of me … still, I'll make a clean breast of it". He went over 

to the Treasury that day, discovered that the returns had not been missed, 



and could be discontinued! Ketching was to be retired at once. 

  

After he had gone, I examined the cupboard and found a slot in the wall 

which could only be opened on his side. The wall-paper on the other side 

made it invisible on that room but the paper was pierced with hundreds 

of pin-holes, so giving a clear view of the room and I found it was quite 

easy when the slot was open to quite easily hear the conversation. 

Obviously the old man had spent much of his time in listening to all that 

was said by Harrison and his visitors. I suggested to Harrison that it was 

time his room was re-decorated. He said it was not worth while so I took 

him to the cupboard and showed him the slot . . . and it gave him the 

shock of his life. The decorators started work the next week. 

 

So much for what I call the "Rip van Winkle" story! He relates another, 

and more far-fetched, adventure with spies and Scotland Yard, at the 

time of the 1914/18 war, in which two Germans, he says, arrived in 

England via Spain, to follow him about - hiding in alleys and doorways, 

and creeping out after he had passed. They tried to enter his office when 

they knew he was out, but, says Gotts "fortunately we had a very astute 

messenger. He had once been a General in command of one of the armies 

of an Indian Prince. ... he was one too many for those spies. On one 

occasion he slammed the heavy front door on to the foot of one of them 

when he persisted in keeping the door open and had sent him limping 

away". 

 

It seems to have riled Gotts enough to take the Controller's advice, and to 

have resulted in his being put in touch with the "Chief of the Anarchy 

Division of Scotland Yard". 

 

His dramatic tale continues: 

''The next day he (the chief, Anarchy Divn) called on me arrayed in a 

frock coat, silk hat, and white spats. A few days later as I entered 
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Underwood Street i.e. the name by which the Shepherdess Walk premises 

were known), I saw, sitting on a door-step of one of our locked-up 

entrances, a tramp, very dirty and ragged, smoking a very dirty old clay 

pipe. I looked at him closely as I passed and noticed his delicate shaped 

bands, despite their dirt…felt I had seen him somewhere before. Why, of 

course he is the Chief Inspector I saw at Scotland Yard. A fortnight later 



he called again, gloriously arrayed as before. I said 'You look very 

different from what you were when I last saw you’. He became furious 

when I told him that despite his really wonderful disguise and make-up, I 

had recognised him on the door-step. 'You had better come and join us, 

you'd make a jolly good ‘tec’, he said." 

 

The surprising thing is that, according to Gotts, the second visit of the 

Chief Inspector was to tell him that the two spies had been shot that 

morning in the Tower of London; but he does add "Apparently they were 

wanted on something far more serious than following me about, but their 

interest in me. . . . had led to their discovery and identity." 

 

To the end, he seemed to cherish a rubbing acquaintance with inspectors 

of police at Scotland Yard: at a lunch when he was over ninety - and 

which he had difficulty fitting in because of his full list of engagements! 

- he recounted in a speech to the assembled and embarrassed company 

how, in the nineteen-twenties, he had discovered the writer of an 

anonymous letter by means of a what he deemed a subterfuge, but which 

I suspect the company thought more a stroke of unbelievable luck; and 

how, then, of all things, he trotted off to Scotland Yard again, to lay, 

Hercule Poirot-like, his solution before the patient constabulary. There 

could not have been any crime bound up with this anonymity: it was just 

that it offended him to be unaware of who was writing to him; and 

warmed him to feel he had found out, so much so that he felt Scotland 

Yard - nothing so lowly as the local Police Station) should be told! - and, 

fifty years later, us as well! 

 

He never seems to have hidden his light under a bushel, and may well 

have convinced himself that his worth was appreciated, but unrewarded 

through bad luck or adverse circumstances. The following, to give you a 

flavour of the man's ego, is extracted (p.155/156) from his typewritten 

autobiography - the full title of which he sets out as: "Unlike the 

Fountains in Trafalgar Square, the Diary of a 

Hugenot-Congregationalist-Civil Servant": by John Benjamin Gotts, 

OBE, ISO, MBE. 

“Thrice have I been recommended for a knighthood and thrice rejected. I 

was also recommended for a doctorate of the London University but the 

recommendation was turned down. Twice I was recommended for higher 

posts in other Public Departments but on each occasion it was stated I 

could not then be spared from my then important duties. Oh 
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yes, all very disappointing at the time. If Northcliffe had not acted so 

meanly and vindictively in 1919, I should certainly have had a K.C.B. 

and later I might even have received a baronetcy and the honour would 

have certainly led for further preferment in the Service. The second time 

when Sir John (afterwards Lord) Simon was Home Secretary, he told the 

Secretary of the Congregational Union of England & Wales that he was 

willing to put forward a recommendation that some leading Congre- 

gationalist who was distinguished for his social work, should receive the 

honour of a knighthood. My name was sent in but when it became 

known that I was a serving Civil Servant, it was decided that nothing 

could be done as the rule was that the Treasury had sole control of all 

honours for Civil Servants. The third occasion was when a deputation 

consisting of Sir H.A.Leggett, Sir T.D.Harrison, Sir Stanley Leathes and 

some other members of the Executive Committee of the Civil Service 

Council for Further Education waited on Sir Warren Fisher and urged 

my name for an honour as the Founder, and because of the work I had 

done for that body. Just then the Head of the Treasury was engaged in 

a bitter quarrel with the Controller of The Stationery Office, and because 

of his antipathy to the S.O. he declined to act despite the protestations 

of the Deputation. It was practically the same Deputation which waited 

on the Senate of the London University and urged the conferment of an 

honorary doctorate for my services to education but the reply was that 

the moment was not opportune. They had so many names already under 

consideration that they had decided not to add to their number for any 

reason whatsoever. . . . 

 

... I found myself still in office (i.e. as Chairman of the Chatham & 

Gillingham Liberal Association) when the trouble occurred with the 

House of Lords, and H.H.Asquith, who had become Prime Minister, 

threatened to create 500 life peerages in order to obtain a clear working 

majority in the Lords. To my astonishment, I was informed that my name 

was on the list. It gave me much food for thought but my policy of living 

day at a time and never worrying about the morrow, kept me calm. Still I 

was greatly relieved when the House of Lords climbed down rendering 

the creation of additional peers unnecessary. I had quite made up my 

mind to accept the honour, to resign from the Civil Service as I knew I 

could obtain an income by accepting a few well-paid directorships.' 

 

It may just be that in this record of his, fact and fancy overlap. 

 



There was a small printed booklet, written by him, which he would hand 

out to junior printers and binders in the Office, advising them on how to 

prepare themselves for the technical examinations which they were 

obliged to sit, and pointing out what to study and where pitfalls lay. The 

text was occasionally interrupted with a display advertisement 
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across the middle of the page extolling the virtues of an abstemious and 

chaste existence; or interspersed with the odd aside enjoining the reader 

to abhor loose women. An example of this sort of advice - very much in 

his writing style - reads as follows: “The printer will gain little credit 

among his customers & suppliers who is frequently seen at the race track 

or in the saloon bar”. One is not quite sure how these disguised tracts 

were received by the stalwart young men who had spent their years of 

youth in a print-shop atmosphere. Maybe Gotts believed he had found a 

field of tares worth weeding! Maybe he was right, too! 

 

And have a care, you cricket lovers! Hear what J.B.Gotts saith about you. 

“I have in mind a minister I know, who used to play cricket and now 

spends every possible day watching matches. He is not only a very 

inefficient minister, but one of the dullest and most boring men I know. ... 

If you paid me, I could not sit wasting my time watching a cricket match. 

No, I like productive work, and for my recreation, still more work.” 

 

So you will understand the frame of mind of candidates for the first 

promotion panel ever held in HMSO --when, because the Treasury had 

decided executive grades of staff should be introduced, it was desirable 

to promote some of the very worthy clerical staff already there. Nobody 

knew anything about Promotion Boards. They were quite simply outside 

the experience of anyone in the Office - be they Board Members or 

Candidates. The first candidate to emerge from the ordeal was beseiged 

by other candidates for news of what had gone on, of what questions 

were asked, and what he had answered. I remember Westy saying he had 

been surprised to be asked what his hobbies were; but, he said, tapping 

the side of his nose, he was wise to that one: 'I said 'Sir, my work is my 

hobby'." 
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My informant about the next development was a portly, short-sighted, and 
somewhat untidy Charlie Weaver, the front door messsenger of the 
Keysign House building in Oxford Street (into which HMSO had moved 



for the war years), who was remarked on for his constant mastication of 
apples, which required the very public (but dextrously swift) removal of 
his false teeth from his mouth to his pocket. According to Weaver, 
J.B.Gotts, the ex-Deputy Controller, soon afterwards paid a visit to his 
old Department, and as he entered the spacious hall, in front of him 
down the sweeping staircase came dapper Simpson, his bowler at a 
jaunty angle, his natty umbrella tightly furled, his spats setting off his 
patent leather shoes - altogether a cartoonist's delight (for Simpson 
always held a strict view of how a Civil Servant should appear, and, 
uniquely, put it into practice). 

 

They both saw each other. Gotts, feeling the condescending urge to  

demonstrate his keeping in touch with developments in his old domain, 

moved to block Simpson's path in order to observe on his promotion.  

Simpson, for his part, seeing his bete noire, moved to the side to ignore  

him. Gotts likewise moved to that side to prevent him. They both  

Stopped. "Ah! Simpson" said Gotts "I understand that the Office has at  

last recognized your worth. I am delighted". Obvious hypocrisy, thought  

Simpson, so he said "And I hope I find you well - aren't we both bloody 

liars!", daintily jinked to his left, twirled his umbrella, and disappeared 

through the door! 


