






































Arthur Attwood MBE 1916-2002

It is with great sadness that I must announce the passing of Arthur Attwood, also
known as “Mr Basingstoke”, on Tuesday 19" February, aged 86. His death was swift and
sudden. A well-known and much loved figure, he was a stalwart servant of Basingstoke
for many years, and will be sorely missed by a very great number of people.

Arthur was born in Basingstoke on 13th January 1916. At that time, George V
was on the throne, and Britain was in the first half of the First World War. The tank had
not been invented, electricity was still a novelty, and motor cars were the preserve of
extremely rich men.

After living in Essex Road, Arthur moved into rented accommodation at Lower
Brook Street when he was 4 years old. He remained at that address for the rest of his life,
buying the house in the 1960’s.

Arthur went to primary school in Brookvale and secondary school at Fairfields. At
the age of 14, he was struck down with a bout of pneumonia which nearly killed him.

He joined the St Michael’s Church Choir aged 12, where he remained as a chorister
for over 73 years, during which time he would have sung over 20,000 hymns.

In 1934, at the age of 18, he became Badge Secretary for the Basingstoke District
Scouts. It was a post he was to hold for Basingstoke and later Basingstoke East District,
for over 67 years, right up until his death. For his services, he was awarded the Silver
Acorn in 1977, with a bar added in 1998.

On leaving school, Arthur had a choice of three jobs to go to, but he finally
settled for an apprenticeship at Thornycroft’s truck manufacturers, where he became a
turner on the centre lathe. Such was his skill as a turner that he progressed on to
experimental work, being able to machine parts to well under a thousandth of an inch
tolerance.

He met his wife Nellie as a teenager and they married on 23rd December 1939.
Their domestic arrangements would seem curious today in that Nellie had to share a house
not just with her newlywed, but also the in-laws, as Arthur’s parents still lived at Lower
Brook Street at the time! He had a daughter, Betty, born in 1940, and a son, Robin, born in
1949.

During the Second World War, Arthur joined the Thornycroft Home Guard,
where he became a corporal and a Lewis gun instructor. He was often called out on.
watches to guard the factory, which worked round the clock manufacturing army/RAF
trucks, cranes, Bren Gun carriers, torpedoes, depth charge throwers, and amphibious
vehicles.

Thornycroft’s had an Operatic Society which was to become the Basingstoke
Amateur Operatic Society, which Arthur became keenly involved in, becoming Secretary
until his retirement in 1976. His daughter Betty became an enthusiastic convert to the
BAOS cause, and it was at rehearsals that she met her future husband Walter McCormick.

In 1951, Arthur became a Governor of St John’s Church of England Primary
School, a post he held for 49 years. At the time, St John’s stood in Church Street, but it
moved in 1968 to a new site in Kingsmill Road in order to make way for the new Town
Centre development. His daughter taught there and two of his grandchildren were pupils.

Arthur was heavily involved in aspects of running the town by this time, and his
name features in studies conducted to lay out the New Town in order to accommodate the
London Overspill. Arthur was always one to welcome new people to the town, and with

his already considerable local knowledge, he was a valuable friend and ally to many
people moving to Basingstoke for the first time, helping them to put down roots and make
Basingstoke feel like a real home. He was always interested in the development of
communities such as Popley and Brighton Hill, with his son and daughter involved in
setting up churches there.

Arthur is probably best remembered for his journalistic talents. His interest in
journalism began with reporting football matches for the Evening News. He was soon also
reporting for the Hants and Berks Gazette. With the arrival of AWRE Aldermaston,
Lansing Bagnall, and other industries into the area, there was intense competition for
skilled labour. Arthur was quick to realise that the world was changing and that
Thornycrofts was in danger of losing out to this increasing competition. In the 1960’s, he
took a calculated risk and left Thornycroft’s to take up a full-time post at the Evening
News. In 1970, with the Basingstoke office earmarked for closure, he was offered a full
time post at the Hants and Berks Gazette, where he produced a variety of articles,
including “Know your neighbour”, the Gazette Crossword, Flashbacks, and, of course, his
much-loved weekly history article which later went on to incorporate “Ask Arthur”.

In 1980 Arthur published his first book: “Basingstoke: Arthur Attwood’s Look at
the Past”. The book was an instant success, and was quickly followed by a successor
“Around Basingstoke: Arthur Attwood’s Look at the Past”, which dealt with the outlying
villages. The later book is now extremely rare and a much sought-after collectors’ item.
More books followed, and his last book “An Illustrated History of Basingstoke” sold out
on its initial print run and is expected to go to a second impression imminently.

If he was any other person, Arthur would have retired aged 65 in 1981. His
response: more work! He started teaching local history classes in the evenings, which
became increasingly popular.

In 1989 Arthur became Freeman of the Borough of Basingstoke and Deane, an
award of which he was immensely proud. This gave him yet more commitments: mayoral
dinners and engagements. He also joined Probus, where he met a lot of high-ranking local
dignitaries and businessmen.

Higher awards were yet to come: in the 2000 New Year Honours List, he was
awarded the MBE in recognition of his outstanding services to the local community.
Never was such an honour more richly deserved.

Life was tough for Arthur in his later years. In 1981, he was diagnosed with
diabetes. He never let this stop him doing what he had always done. His daughter Betty
died of cancer in 1982, and this affected both him and Nellie deeply. Following Nellie’s
death from cancer in 1993, his family were worried that he might struggle to look after
himself, but after 53 years of marriage, Arthur adapted to the task well. In the last few
years, as diabetes and old age meant he could not do what he always used to do, he
remained fiercely independent, and only with the greatest reluctance did he ever give
anything up.

It was always Arthur’s wish to remain in Lower Brook Street until the bitter end,
and he got his final wish, dying suddenly in his home following a fall. He leaves behind a
son, Robin and six grandchildren, plus an extended family of several thousand friends and
residents of Basingstoke.

Andrew McCormick (grandson of Arthur)
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