Family Stories About Tom Easton

Tom Easton was born in 1908, in Guisborough, to an iron stone miner and his wife. One of the most startling stories about his early years, relates to the birth of his younger brother, when Tom was a toddler. His mother was bed ridden upstairs with the baby, having just given birth. Her husband Stephen, was given the apparently easy task of caring for young Tom downstairs. Stephen rather unbelievably to the modern mind, decided to go to the pub to celebrate the birth, leaving Tom on his own. No doubt rather alarmed by a prolonged silence, when there was no response to her shouts to find out what was going on; Tom’s mother Kate decided to stagger downstairs to investigate. Although Stephens whereabouts were easily established, Toms were not. He was missing for some time (possibly days) and it was presumed he had toddled out the door and fallen down one of the many mine shafts that were near by. The agony of his parents and the recriminations of his mother towards his father can easily be imagined. Fortunately in due time Tom turned up. The local doctor visiting the local hospital, spotted young Tom, who had been abandoned at the hospital with a damaged nose. Apparently Tom had fallen against the brass fender of the hearth, which left a permanent scar (as mentioned in his cavalry discharge)across the bridge of his nose. An older child had heard him crying and decided, with out telling any one to carry Tom across the moors to the nearest hospital. He then abandoned him and returned home only telling the trnth when Tom was found again.

Tom was noted as a bit of a practical joker, as was his father, they were known as old and young Nollock. Tom was allegedly the ghost of Guisborough Priory. This was a hereditary position that in his time his father had also filled. This is not the only supernatural story that young Toms antics gave rise to. It is also said that one snowy day, when he was a boy, a neighbour of his annoyed him. Young Tom climbed up on his roof and dropped an enormous snowball down the chimney. This exploded on the fire in a satisfactory way for Tom but an alarming one for his neighbour. When no rational cause could be found for the explosion, the neighbours imagination came into play and every time he told the story, it got further from the truth. Eventually the neighbour claimed that a ball of fire had come out of the fire and floated around the room. I have read this story in a book of local stories but can’t remember which one it was.

At some stage in his childhood Tom lived on the coast on a house on the edge of a cliff (possibly at Boulby). After a particularly stormy night Tom was sent to wash himself in the wash house at the end of the garden. Tom returned from the trip unwashed, claiming the wash house had disappeared. His father thinking Tom was being cheeky ended up chasing Tom down the street, after Tom continued telling the unlikely tale. He must have been some what embarrassed when he discovered the wash house had fallen over the cliff in the storm. Tom was also noted for being extraordinarily good with animals. One of my few memories relating to him is the birds in his house when he was an old man. Tom always claimed that when he was 18 he ran away to Middlesborough with a group of friends and joined the 10th Hussars, the new recruits were then transported to London. His alarmed mother sent a letter to her daughter who was a maid in the city, asking her to find Tom and bring him home Village born Kate wasn’t able to comprehend the size of London and the impossibility of the task that she had set her daughter. Unfortunately after the other boys had joined the Hussars,  that one of their friends wasn’t tall enough to join the regiment. Tom claimed they begged a few days grace to take him off to try and stretch him! Not surprising despite all their efforts when they returned the poor boy hadn’t grown. The boy was very distraught at the thought of being abandoned, so far from home. The recruiting sergeant took pity on him and took him off to another recruitment office where he became a kettle drummer. Tom joining the cavalry probably pleased his father, whose stated but unrealised ambition was to keep his sons out of the mines. Toms ability with animals came into play when he met his horse. It was reckoned that the horse had psychopathic tendencies and the only person who could control it was Tom. He served in North Africa and Northern India. He must have been in the last groups of cavalry, in the British army who duties were anything other than ceremonial. He claimed his mother used to write to him with an indelible pencil on the inside of flattened out flour bags. Included in her messages were such perishable items as pats of butter. If this is true, the state of the letter after it had been on a several week sea voyage, through the tropics must have been interesting

One of Tom’s more entertaining stories about his time in the cavalry relate to some sort of wild desert cat. Apparently if his regiment moved into an area with rabies, they slaughtered a lot of the surrounding wildlife. particularly carnivores. Tom was always noted as some one who was soft hearted and when a mother wild cat was killed, he couldn’t hear to leave all its kittens to die. He saved one, smuggled it back to base and hand reared it. When it was grown, the authorities became aware of it and ordered him to destroy it. This he couIdn’t do, so he used to take it some distance out of camp and leave it. No doubt knowing it was on to a good thing the cat kept coming back. The regimental mascot at that time was a bulldog, its keeper: an unpleasant bully was always threatening to set the dog on Tom’s cat. This he foolishly did one day and the cat killed it. The authorities decided that if they couldn’t beat the cat they might as well get it to join up. They made it the regimental mascot and put its superb ratting skills to work in the officers quarters at night Apparently they all carefully locked their bedroom doors before it was released.

A rather grimmer tale he told of his time in the desert, was of a time when they were very short of water. The only available water was containers of foul water which they used to clean the large guns. One of his friends was so parched he drank some of this water and went insane. The fact that Tom was the only person who could control his horse had a sad ending In 1933 Toms time in the army came to an end and he had to return home. His horse was no use to the cavalry with out him, as no other trooper could control it. He was given the choice of taking it home with him or destroying it There was no way a trooper could afford to have his horse shipped home and what would he have done with it once he got back? Tom had to shoot it before he left.

He returned home and married Christiana: the sweet heart he had left behind when he enlisted, in 1934. Tom was a sodium worker at ICI on industrial Teeside when he married. He spent some of his working life as an iron stone miner and lived at Skelton on the North Yorkshire Moors for a time; later the family moved to Stockton. He did not fight in the second world war because he was in a reserved occupation. It was during the second world war when he was working as a chemical plant worker that he lost part of his foot. One of his colleagues fell into a vat of something corrosive. Tom managed to fish the man out but submerged part of his boot in the process. The chemical ate through his boot and part of his foot. The unfortunate worker who fell into the vat died in extreme agony, he was in so much pain that Tom knocked him out with his fist just after he fished him out. Toni received no compensation from ICI for his injury.

Tom continued to he soft hearted with animals through out his life. When the family lived in Skelton he kept chickens for the table. He could not bring himself to kill them, Christiana (who would have had no qualms about doing the deed herself) felt it was mans work and insisted he attempted it. His daughter Barbara remembers chickens squawking and Tom coming out of the hen house comically covered in leathers, having to admit to his wife that he couldn’t do it. Tom then had to swap a live chicken for a neighbours dead one! In his later years when he was an invalid, he owned a very character-full, large black dog called Whiskey. This dog was noted for taking the bus into the centre of Stockton on his own, pretending to be with a passenger who was getting on. Dog and owner were devoted to each other. When Tom was given a pair of velvet curtains to keep out the draft, he promptly made them into an enormous velvet cushion for Whiskey.

Tom and Christiana had four children Christiana, Barbara, Tom and Margaret. Toms later life was dogged by bad health. He had chronic asthma and chest problems and he found it increasingly difficult to find work. Eventually the only job he could find was sweeping up in a brick factory, which must have been the worst possible job for a man with breathing difficulties. Tom spent the last years of his life as an invalid In this time he took up painting and kept birds and fishes.

