
Ellen Tucker: Hop Picking 
 
 
P: 16th July, and I'm talking to Ellen Tucker. At the Reminiscence Centre. 
 
P: How old were you when you first went hopping? 
 
E: I would have been about five. That was the first-time mum went. I can remember playing 
around in the fields, because we lived in Town. We lived in Finsbury at that time. Boswell Road. 
The Angel. That would have been about 1937. The war came '39, and I went to live with an 
aunt, my father's sister at Luton. And once during the war she got this yen to go hop picking - 
my aunt. My mum was living in London. And she suddenly said one day, "Well, we're going hop 
picking." And off we went from Luton down to Kent. That was about '44 I should think. I was 
getting quite big then. I don't remember a lot about it, but I know it was the same old thing, 
everyone from London Bridge, and off to thing. And then I don't remember any more much 
until then. I know when I went to work, I used to have to give up my job every September 
because they went hop picking and my father wouldn't leave me behind - I had to go as well. 
When I first started work, I was 14, it was dress making, learning to sew, everything done by 
hand; buttonholes, and hems and in this factory, there were no machines. We were at 
Pentonville Road, Islington, but their main office was down near St. Paul’s. But then I left that 
and decided I would go into clerical work. I still used to lose my job every year because father 
insisted, I go hop picking. 
 
P: They wouldn't give you a paid holiday? 
 
E: No. 
 
P: Did you ever try to go back to the same job after? 
 
E: Yes, but they'd always given someone else it. In those days you could walk in and out of firms 
and go and get another job. There was no problem finding a job. I started work about '46. 
 
P: So, the first time you went hop picking was before you left school, and that was '44-ish, when 
you went with your aunt? 
 
E: yes. 
 
P: And '46 you were already working; and did you feel okay about having to give up your job? 
 
E: Well I would have liked to have been a grown up and stayed at home on my own. But then 
everyone else had gone, so there was no question of being left behind. 
 
P: Did you enjoy going hopping? 



 
E: Yes, I used to like it when I was there, yes, we used to have our campfire at night, sit round. 
And then it was the skiffle groups were in vogue then. 
 
P: In the '50's. 
 
E: A tea chest, and a broom and a washboard. We used to have great fun. 
 
P: What songs were they doing then? 
 
E: The one with the whip. Ghost Riders in the sky was one we used to sing. Yippee-yi-ay. Those 
type of songs. Lonney Donigan. It was really an old tea chest and a broom stick with a lump of 
rope. 
 
P: For a double bass. 
 
E: Yes. And a washboard. We didn't have anything like a guitar. My uncle George he was very - 
he should have been on the stage really. I suppose today he would have been - he could play 
any instrument he got hold of. And he was a marvelous comedian, standup comedian. Very 
clever. 
 
P: What instrument do you remember him playing? 
 
E: He had a mouth organ, he could play a piano, if there was one there. Anything that came to 
light. And my dad used to play a mandolin. 
 
P: Where would this music be happening? 
 
E: We'd sit round the fires. But everyone in those days had an upright piano in their front room, 
and all my dad's family they all had a natural ear. They sat down and honkey tonk tunes you 
know. 
 
P: What about when you went hopping though, you wouldn't have a piano there? 
 
E: No. It'd be a mouth organ and skiffle board. Just make combs and paper; anything that 
makes a noise. I used to sing when I was - I had quite a good voice when I was young. 
 
P: What were some of your favourite songs? 
 
E: I used to like Ella Fitzgerald. I used to have my party pieces I used to sing. Along while ago. 
We used to make our own fun. And we used to work hard during the day, we all had to do our 
turn, pick so many baskets of hops, we used to have a basket on the floor on the row, and when 
we'd filled our basket up then we could go and play. 
 



P: You were saying about the memory the time you got your own bin? 
 
E: When I met my husband, his just three brothers - they'd never been hop picking, and I 
introduced him to the hop field. We started going for our Summer holidays. And then when I 
got married and my daughter was in a push chair still, a little girl used to come round and take 
her out for walks and that; I took her and we went down with the family, and I had my own hut 
and my own bin. I was about twenty then. The first time ever. I was a bit worried at first, but we 
did quite well actually. I earned more money in that two weeks than I would have at home. 
When I started work, I only got 25 shillings a week. 4 pence of that went to the national 
insurance, and I used to have 5 shillings and mum used to have 19 shillings and 8 pence. 
 
P: But as a young married woman did you have a job? 
 
E: Not at first. We had rooms. We wanted somewhere to live, and the council wouldn't help us. 
A lot of people worse off than you. So, I got a job to try and get some money together to get 
the deposit for the house. I worked for Linda Lees, they make outside dresses and that. And my 
husband was a postman. And there wasn't much money then in those days to be a postman. 
But the post office used to give loans, housing loans. But you had to have a certain amount of 
deposit, depending on what you earnt, what you could borrow. And when we got the deposit 
together of course it had gone up then, it wasn't enough. 
 
P: So that was the period when you did go hopping. You got your own hut and you earned 
more? 
 
E: I earned more in that few weeks than I ever could at home. We paid our way; we had the air 
and the holiday. The girl I took with me, she went home with a few pounds in her pocket as 
well. 
 
P: Did you write to the farmer in your own right? 
 
E: No, I just went with the family, the family decamped, and I said, "I'm coming this year." When 
we got there, they were allocating the huts, and they gave me one on my own. You stuffed your 
mattress with straw. And you laid it on faggots. But by then they started outing bunks in, 
wooden boards. Platforms. We used to go to Thomsetts, Moors Farm. Thomsetts on the Moor. 
We used to call it Tom Sits on the Moor! That was the last one we ever went to. We went for 
quite a few years. But before they'd been to lots of other areas. 
 
P: What's the nearest village to that? 
 
E: Marden. Lovely there. 
 
P: So, when did you stop going hop picking? 
 



E: Hopping just finished. They bought in machines. And then only a few families went. I think 
that was the last time I ever went, as a hop picker. After that you used to just go down  
to visit the farm for a camping trip. Some of them used to let you use the huts. 
 
P: Did you do that with your kids, go down for a little holiday? 
 
E: Yes. Weekend now and again. But quite often it was just for 
the day. And sort of nostalgia really. 
 
P: Do you think that it played any sort of important function in a family? 
 
E: What I can remember is that families were always together. As a family; there were always 
the grandparents and the children; everyone was there. Where now they're scattered all over 
the place. It's very rare to find two people in the same area. Families are just not together 
anymore. 
 
P: I wonder whether hop picking itself was a special form of family life? 
 
E: It was. Where we lived it was in little streets, and mostly it was a big family in two rooms - 
they were lucky to have two rooms; more often than not it was only one room. I mean even 
after the war when I came back from Luton, my mum was still living in two rooms, her and my 
brother like, she kept her brother with her all during the war. And then my dad came out of the 
army, and then she went to the council for a bigger place. And they said, "You can't have 
anything, we haven't got anything." I was big then, I was thirteen by then, and my brother was 
about eight or nine, and then my dad was coming; you just couldn't manage in a room, all 
sleeping in the same room. And my mum was very fiery when she, she'd had a hard life. And 
she just went to the council and they just said, "Well the man's not here." So, she went to the 
phone box round the corner and phoned him. And they put her through. So, she put the phone 
down and went round there, and they said, "He’s..." She said, "Look, I've just spoken to him on 
the phone! Let me see him!" And went in there and next day we've moved into the bottom half 
of a big house over by The Angel. Owned by the council. Well, all the properties that were 
empty they had them all. Still had gas there, gas lights. 
 
P: So, you didn't move south of the River not until...? 
 
E: Not until I got married. 
 
P: And your mum also? 
 
E: I got my mum to come to have her near me. To come and live near me and I could keep an 
eye on her. 
 
P: And had she got to know people in the area? 
 



E: My mum's very outgoing. In fact, she's running errands for all the oldies in there - some of 
them are younger than her.  
 
P: Is it a sheltered housing unit? 
 
E: Like flats. 
 
P: Was your dad a keen hopper as well? 
 
E: Yes. It was him. That's his family. My grandfather had a barrow down the market. 
 
P: Which market was that? 
 
E: That would have been over Hoxton. They were that type of family altogether. Because it used 
to be about six weeks, hop picking, in those days. 
 
P: Did they all go by train? 
 
E: No. Used to go by lorry or train, depending. All the stuff would be tied in bundles, like you've 
got the quilt with all the bedding in it. No cases or anything like that, just tied up, bundled up. 
No a lot of them used to go, a lot of times they would get a lorry, or someone had a lorry, and 
then you'd all pile onto the lorry, and take the old organ and the piano and everything else if 
they had the lorry. 
 
P: Did you chuck your stuff in the lorry too, when you went down?  
 
E: Yes. But I never ever went by lorry. Went by train. 
 
P: With all your stuff? 
 
E: Yes. 
 
P: You took all your bits with you by train? 
 
E: Yes. 
 
P: Who met you at the other end then? 
 
E: Well the farmers used to send out their drays. To whatever farm you were there for, they 
would load it on. 
 
P: So, as you arrived at the station, there would be a load of horse drawn vehicles there 
waiting? 
 



E: Yes. Or lorries. Whatever they were using at the time. And whatever farm it was. Like now 
they'd come around with a card for a taxi, and you all got on the old hay wagon, and away you 
went? 
 
P: What station did you get off at? 
 
E: Paddock Wood was the main hop picking place, there's lots of farms around there. Saturday 
afternoon we'd all be scrubbed up and dressed up and taken into the town for a shopping treat. 
Whichever town was the nearest. I remember going, Maidstone or Canterbury it must have 
been, because there were big shops there like Littlewoods and that, with the canteen over the 
top. You might have ice cream and things like that. 
 
P: Is that when the men would come down as well, or in your family were the men there 
anyway? 
 
E: The men were there. My dad was always there because he was what they call a pole puller. 
 
P: What about the kids, because you were going fairly late with your own kids. Was there any 
objection from the school about them missing school to go? 
 
E: No, because it got them away to the fresh air didn't it. It was a tonic for children. Because if 
you lived in a town, to take children away to the country for three or four weeks must have 
been - they couldn't really have, couldn't possibly have objected really. The only problem with it 
was the first, when school started, you lost the first month every year. 
 
P: I have actually heard people saying that they got into trouble? 
 
E: I should imagine that as you got older, they would object. 
 
P: But you felt, for your kids, that it was an investment more or less in their health? 
 
E: Well mine weren't at school when I went anyway. 
 
P: Too little were they? 
 
E: Yes. Karen was at school but only a nursery. 
 
P: You seem to have very fond memories of it? 
 
E: Absolutely. If it was still going on, I'd still be going. It's one of those things that draws you 
back each year. Used to look forward to it. 
 
P: A quick word about food; how did you make a spotted dick in the open air? 
 



E: A pot hanging over the fire and put it on there when they went off to work. It was put in a 
muslin. Suet pudding with fruit in, normal suet - nowadays you'd out it in a basin. Or even steak 
and kidney - any pudding. And you'd out it in the water. I don't know why it didn't get all wet, 
but it comes out all shiny. And lovely, appetising. We did custard, or syrup, over it. Or just 
sugar. We had enamel plates. We took cutlery from home; they took everything. They literally 
used to pack up their home into a big quilt and take it. 
 
P: We could have a fire out here - or a pretend fire, with a bar across it for the cooking. What 
else would there be outside the hopping huts? 
 
E: Probably stools, or boxes mainly; you know the apple boxes to sit on. In later years it started 
to get more like a camping trip with all the mod cons with them. You all slept together in this 
one great big bed. They painted the walls inside of the huts. And they made it as homely as they 
could. But it was just all really primitive. you were allowed so many faggots for your fires. You 
had to be careful with it and use it at the right time. 
 
P: What else ought we to put in? 
 
E: Apple boxes, for your furniture. Pots. Billy can things, some big round enamel ones. Hopping 
pots, they called. 
 
P: What about pay day, we might have a pay office where the kids come and collect their pay, 
how was that organised? 
 
E: Well you got your money at the end of the season. But you could go and have a sub. You 
could go to the office and a sub, some of your money - because you had ration books still then. 
It was just a little doorway, like a stable door, and there was a little bench there and you just 
asked for them to give you so much of your money. And then at the end of the season you got 
your whole - you're only supposed to be paid at once, when you've finished. But you used to 
get a sub. 
 
P: Did you have contact with the farmer's wife and the farm? 
 
E: No. 
 
P: Who would hand out the money then? 
 
E: It'd be one of the farm workers, the foreman would deal with that. You didn't get much 
contact with the people who owned the thing. More contact with the farm boys. 
 
P: Did you fancy any of them? 
 



E: Well obviously we had this tall one, Cyril. What I could remember about him, as little girls we 
used to see this great big tall man, with lovely curly hair, and we all liked him; wish he'd ask me 
for a date. Only about fourteen. 
 
P: Did he ever? 
 
E: One of the girls, her cousin came down, she was quite glamorous, he took her out. To the 
pictures. And they used to write to each other and keep in contact. But she was older. I think 
her name was Noreen. She didn't marry him. I don't know who he married. He had this very 
strong Kentish accent. He was a worker on the farm, a farm boy. He used to drive the drays. All 
the little girls idolised him. He used to have a laugh and a joke, and humour them. 
 
P: Are you in this picture? 
 
E: No, I'm not there. That's my cousin. That's Doreen, she looks about three, do you think? Well 
she was 60 in January 1991. 
 
P: Who's this big lady? 
 
E: I don't know. I think it's just someone they, that was joining in with them. 
 
P: Is your mum on this at all? 
 
E: No. She's not on that one; she's on the little one. This is me gran. 
 
P: On your father's side. 
 
E: And that's my dad's older sister, Violet. And that's her husband there. 
 
P: Is your dad on here? 
 
E: No, he's on the other picture as well. 
 
P: That one we were looking at before is the big framed one; now this is the small one without a 
frame. No, this is your mother and father? Ellen Russel, and John Russell. 
 
E: Yes. 
 
P: And that's her younger brother is it? 
 
E: That's one of the twins, yes. They were twin brothers, the younger ones. 
 
P: Was that the one she kept with her during the war? 
 



E: No. My brother. This is her brother. She looked after them from when they were three years 
old, her mother died, and she was about twelve. She was the oldest girl, so she had the job of 
looking after, taking mum's place you know. 
 
P: And she married very young? 
 
E: Yes. It's quite an interesting story actually, because her mother died in 1927 - her mother 
died when she was 12, and his father died when he was 14. The other older ones had already 
left. A year or so later, her father and his mother met - and you know they used to have these 
convenient marriages. Because a woman with no man behind her didn't get any benefits of any 
sort. So, they got married and the families were joined. That's how they came to meet. 
 
P: So, they met through the parents? 
 
E: Yes. This is my mother's brother. That's my father's sister. P: How old was your mother when 
you were born? 
 
E: About 17. 
 
P: And you were the first child? 
 
E: Yes. 
 
P: She looks a kid on there. 
 
E: This is George. This is the one who took all these photographs; that's Violet and George. 
 
P: Was it unusual to marry so young then? 
 
E: No. People did. And they stayed together as well. She adored him, my father. He couldn't do 
anything wrong. In fact, she put him first - lots of women they put their children first - but he 
was always first. He was a painter and decorator. My husband was a postman. 
 
P: And he was the pole puller who came down? 
 
E: Yes. 
 
P: Can I just look at the last photo? 
 
E: That is very old that one. My uncle George when he gave it to 
me he said that's him, he thinks that's him. 
 
P: The baby there. 
 



E: That's about 1923. That's my grandfather. He died long before I was even born, and that's 
granny Russell, and these are his brothers, and their sister. 
 
P: Was it always the same farm? 
 
E: In those days it was always the same farm. Then they moved on to this other farm. The last 
one they went to for all the years I can remember was Marden, Thomsett. 
 


