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Introduction to Margaret Roberts by M Ventham

Welcome to our Spring Newsletter which is devoted to the life and work of Margaret Roberts.
Margaret was the very first member of The Friends of Gosport Museum, when the association
was founded in  1991,  and was offered Honorary Life  Membership in  2003.  She had a real
interest in history including every aspect of the history of Gosport and the surrounding area.
Attending the St  Vincent  College Researching Local  History sessions,  and joining the Local
History  Luncheon  Club,  she  became  great  friends  with  Joan  Russell  and  Joan  Symonds.
Margaret’s sense of humour and enquiring mind endeared her to people she liked. She was part
of the congregation at Christchurch in Stoke Road – a very short walk from her home at 25 Peel
Road. Her family lived there from when Margaret and her sister Elsie were young, their father
served in the RN Mediterranean Fleet in the 1930s. Margaret wrote a memoir of a long holiday
spent on Malta with their parents. During the Second World War their father was away while
Margaret joined the WRNS and was working at a desk job in Portsmouth Dockyard on HMS
Marshal Soult an old monitor type of boat. Eventually Roberts returned having been diverted to
become Barrack-Master in the Dockyard at Singapore following the fall of Japan and VJ-Day.

Margaret trained to be a primary teacher and got a job. Sadly her mother became unable to cope
and her father was ill, he insisted that Margaret give up her job to become a carer for her mother
and housekeeper for the family which Margaret agreed to do. Her father died not long after so
Margaret was back in control of her life but did not return to teaching. 
With more time and a huge amount of reading and research Margaret began writing articles and
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Informal Coffee Meeting

No Longer Take Place Each Month, maybe
reinstated in the future

.AGM 2019 
SEARCH 15th May 2019 7pm
Nomination Form Enclosed

Look out for changes and events in the old
Library/ Gosport Gallery/ SEARCH building.

Philip Eley has a new book 
'Brewers And Breweries In Gosport' £6 from

Tourist Information Office Gosport Ferry
Margaret and sister Elsie



booklets about her interests, some of these are still available in GDC Local Studies which is now
on the Mezzanine Floor where the museum used to be. Joan Symonds was the loyal friend and
car owner who helped both Margaret and Joan Russell with their visits to the Hampshire Record
Office.  Margaret’s  piece about  the Drinking  Fountain  at  Gosport  Ferry was published in  the
Evening News - after which she never looked back ! Following her death on March 15 th 2017 at
St Vincent House, our President Bob Whiteley was contacted to inform us that Margaret had
remembered us in  her  Will.  Her  generosity will  not be forgotten.  In  her  memory we are re-
publishing an article she wrote for our June Newsletter 2004. Maggie Ventham

A WREN’s Eye View of D-Day by Margaret Roberts

As a WREN during the second World War I served for quite a while on an old monitor called
HMS Marshal Soult which was berthed some way inside the Dockyard at Portsmouth. It was a
trawler base, and I was a pay writer in one of its cramped offices, keeping the pay accounts of
some of the motor minesweeper crews.

During the early months of 1944 as I cycled through the Dockyard to and from work I became
aware of a strange construction taking shape in one of the more distant dry docks. What could it
be ? No one seemed to know. As the towering construction neared completion we could see
bollards at intervals round the top surface so it was obviously to provide mooring facilities of
some kind. Only after the end of the war I heard about the Mulberry Harbours which were towed
over to the French coast and used to such good effect by the Invasion Fleet.  It  was then I
realised that I had watched part of one being built. Many other of course were built elsewhere
including at Stokes Bay.

Then just before D Day as I cycled backwards and forwards, the yard seemed to be bursting at
the seams as ships of all kinds occupied every possible nook and cranny. What a shock it was
on the morning of the 6th June to enter a practically empty Dockyard. The many ships had
disappeared overnight and there was an eerie silence in sharp contrast to the noise and bustle of
the days before. The old “Marshall Soult” was still there though and on it work went on as usual.

Our little minesweepers were playing a leading role in the invasion. Together with many others
from different parts of the country, in fact 25 flotillas of them altogether, their task was to sweep
away the mines and lead the great invasion fleet safely to the beaches of Normandy. This was
an unending task as each convoy bringing fresh troops and materials from Britain had to be
swept across to the French coast, because the enemy was constantly sowing new mines in the
cleared channels.

As the Allies advanced the minesweepers went too. They had to clear the liberated ports and
harbours, and constantly came under fire from enemy shore batteries. They encountered many
types of enemy mines as well as attacks by midget submarines, human torpedoes and explosive
motor  boats.  Many  minesweepers  were  lost  during  this  hazardous  undertaking.  The  only
casualty among the group on my ledger was a sailor killed from gun shot wounds rather than by
a mine. I  vividly remember my feelings when I  opened a parcel containing his few personal
effects from Haslar Hospital. Then writing “Discharged Dead” in the ledger and working out the
balance of pay due to his next of kin was a very sad task.

On a lighter note, when the boats returned to Portsmouth for a while, some of the men had, after
going ashore in France, brought cosmetics home for their loved ones. “Powder and Paint” were
like gold dust in this country and now and again the French variety found its way to us. I was
given a French lipstick by one -~ grateful sailor as a thank you for helping him with his Income
Tax (his wife worked in a munitions factory). The lipstick was a very bright colour, very greasy
and  had  an  extremely  strong  smell  (perfume is  not  the  right  word).  Still,  I  appreciated  the
gesture. Duty free cigarettes were also sometimes on offer which if I remember correctly cost the
sailor 6d (2.5p) for a packet of 20.

Many of the skippers had brought their own boats and peacetime crews into the Navy at the

                2            



beginning of the war. As a result they were all friends on first name terms. So when the skipper
had the opportunity to draw pay in France he might say “How much do you want Bill?” instead of
checking the correct rate from Bill’s pay book. These payments were then entered on a form
S.1039 and sent to their home base. As you can imagine it became clear when I eventually
received the forms for the ships on my ledger that some sailors were in for a rude awakening on
their return. I did indeed feel like a “hard hearted Hannah” as one disappointed customer had
dubbed me when I had to tell them they could only draw 10/- a fortnight (25p a week in today’s
money) till the debt was cleared.

Looking back makes me realise how little I and my fellow paywriters were aware of the exploits
of those men in their little boats. Fortunately a very detailed account of their vital role is available
in A Cecil Hampshire’s book “The Lilliput Fleet which was originally published in 1957.

Interest Overflowed from Fountain by Margaret Roberts (1992)

An article written by Margaret Roberts and put in a newspaper in around July 1992.

Four years ago, in July 1988, I took a snap of the old drinking fountain, then tucked away, usually
surrounded by bikes, between the Gosport Ferry Office and the bus station. I didn't know it then
but it was to lead to an absorbing hobby which has since occupied much of my leisure time. 

On reading the inscription on the fountain I was intrigued by the words “erected by Rear Admiral
R F Gambier and EMS.” I had never heard of the Rear Admiral, and who or what was EMS?

I decided to investigate and I joined the St Vincent local history course, then run by Mrs Joan
Russell. She helped me track down the fascinating story of the Admiral and the fountain but we
still don't know the identity of EMS, only that she was a lady who helped pay for the fountain but
wished to remain anonymous.

Soon I was immersed in a study of the Gosport area in the 19 th century. An unexpected gold
mine of information was opened to me by the kindness of the Gosport Museum staff.

Browse away 

I was allowed to squeeze into a small space in their back room, surrounded by filing cabinets,
map drawers and floor to ceiling shelves of books. Here I could browse away and I found the
contributions of a Me Collins, a Gosport reporter for the Portsmouth Evening News and possibly
the Hampshire Telegraph in the 1940s and probably earlier. I enjoyed reading his accounts but
was particularly interested in his “Did you know?” series. My one regret was that he rarely gave
any sources of his information and some of them have defied further research.

I'm please to say that the cramped back room has disappeared and indeed the whole museum Is
being  modernised  and  enlarged.  We  have  a  new  Curator,  Ian  Edelman,  from  the  County
Museum Service and he and his staff are enthusiastically helping to provide a museum we can
all  be proud of.  Already,  the new Local  History Gallery and Exhibition Hall  are open on the
ground floor, and since February, it has had plenty of visitors. The lecture room upstairs in the
new first floor area is now finished and the resources room is being prepared.

I am a founder member and assistant secretary of The Friends of Gosport Museum, a society
formed to help in any way we can. We were pleased to be able to use the lecture room for our
last meeting. I am looking forward to using the resources room when available but I shall always
remember with affection that little cramped room and the treasure I found there. M Roberts.

A lot has changed since then, including a number of Curators (though often with different jobs
and titles to our new Venue Manager Wendy Redman. I understand there will be a number of
plans for new items, displays and so on, one thing that hasn't changed is the Friends of Gosport
Museum is a society to help the Gosport Museum Service any way we can. Ian Jeffery
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Gosport Gallery
Martin Snape: An artist's view of Gosport Ends 20th April 2019 Monday to Saturday 10am to 5pm 

Sorry that this newsletter is late. I hope it will be a more normal time for the May/ June issue.
I have received a number of requests for local historical information as people have seen the

Friends of Gosport Museum website  and asked if I could ask the membership, so I intend to put
some on the next newsletter.

I have included the Subscription Renewal Form for the membership from 1st April 2019.

I have also included the Committee Nomination form for the AGM on the 15th May, but as should
have the details of nominations 14 days before the AGM please could I have them by the end of
April. There are a number of vacancies on the Committee, If you would like to take on any post

please put your name on the Nomination Form, proposer and seconder will be found.

President
Bob Whiteley

Committee Chairman
Margaret Ventham

 023 9252 5229

Vice Chairman
 

Hon. Treasurer
David Moore

023 9258 6575

Hon. Secretary
Ian Jeffery

023 9252 3358

Committee Secretary 
Dot Bedenham

Membership Secretary
Linda Hedley

Project Director

Committee Members 
Sydney Aynsworth

Mary Duly
Jack Poole

David Taylor

Subscription for Membership

Subscriptions for Friends of Gosport Museum  due from 1st April each year
at £6 single £9 joint please send the Payments (cheques made to: Friends
of Gosport Museum) to Linda Hedley, 7 Fairhome Close, Elson, Gosport,
Hants PO12 4HZ.  Subscription reminder should be enclosed.

Joined since 1st November 2018 your subscription lasts to 1st April 2020.

Would You Like to Volunteer?

If  you  would  like  to  volunteer  for  SEARCH  it  would  be  Wendy  at
wendy.redman@hampshireculturaltrust.org.uk                                  . 

There are changes at the Museum and Gallery.

I will advise when changes are made. Ian

If you have information, articles, events or photos that may be of interest
to Friends of Gosport Museum, please let me have them by post or email.
If for the May Newsletter by 20th April or as soon as you can to:Ian Jeffery
11 Harcourt Rd, Gosport, Hants PO12 3NR ian@gosport.info

The Newsletter  can be received by email  (Adobe Reader  .pdf)  let  me
know if  you would be happy to receive it  this way.  This will  help save
FoGM cost, keeping the subscription down. Thank you Ian  

Please send contributions for the Newsletter to 
Ian Jeffery, FoGM Newsletter Editor

 11 Harcourt Road, PO12 3NR ian@gosport.info
If you would be happy to receive this Newsletter

by email in .PDF, please let me know.
The views expressed are not necessarily those of

Hampshire Cultural Trust, GDC or its staff.

Membership of  Friends of Gosport Museum is
open to all - Please contact any Committee 
member.  Annual Subscription Individuals £6

Families £9.00.Due 1st April Each Year.
This Newsletter was printed and produced

 with the help of the Gosport Discovery Centre
and Hampshire Cultural Trust.

mailto:wendy.redman@hampshireculturaltrust.org.uk
mailto:ian@gosport.info

