
Lt. General Sir Oliver Leese, Bt, KCB, CBE, DSO (27.10.1894 – 21.01.1978)
The General – a personal view by Geoff Tomlinson

One sunny morning, in July 1957, I jumped on my bike outside my parents’ home in
Victoria Road, Bridgnorth and set off for Worfield in search of a job.  The previous
March I had completed my National Service in the Royal Air Force and from Easter until
the end of June had taught, as an unqualified teacher, at Alvely Primary School, under the
guidance of the Headmaster and very fine local  wicket-keeper: Mr John Vaulk Morgans.
In September I would begin teacher training but until then I needed a job.

One of my hobbies was cycle racing and so I took the Hermitage in my stride and
freewheeled down through Swancott and Roughton, wondering what sort of person I was
going to meet.  I’d never met a General before, I’d had lots to do with Squadron Leaders
and Wing Commanders but on the military hierarchical scale, they were several steps
below a full-blown General.  I considered what I knew about Sir Oliver, as my father
called him.  Most, if not all, that I knew about Sir Oliver was learned from my father,
who had been brought up in the village and followed its goings-on with keen interest.
He had told me that Davenport and Lower Hall were owned by Lady Leese’s mother:
Hilda Leicester-Warren – and that when Margaret Leese married she gifted the use of the
magnificent, sixteenth century Lower Hall to her daughter.   At that time Oliver Leese
worked in London as the Chief Administrative Officer for the Coldstream Guards but
there was nothing he and his wife liked better, than to escape to Worfield at every
opportunity.

I knew that Oliver Leese had attended Eton; earned the Distinguished Service Order for
bravery, as a young soldier, in the battle of the Somme, where he had been shot in the
stomach - and owed his life to one Jack Lambert who had gathered him up on his
shoulders and rushed him back to the trenches for treatment; I also knew that he was a
highly-regarded Brigadier at Dunkirk and had risen through the ranks to follow
Montgomery as commander of the Eighth Army.  I had also heard that that he had been
knighted by King George on an Italian battlefield – and somehow that really caught my
imagination.

I think that it was my father’s idea that I telephoned Miss Jemmett, the General’s
secretary, to ask if there was a need for a workman over the summer months.  She had
said she would ask and I should call again the next day - and here I was pedalling through
the village searching for the famed Cactus Gardens.

The first person I ran into was Alfred Randall; he explained that he was the foreman.  He
showed me round the stifling glasshouses, shooting questions about my military service,
my parents connection to the village and my willingness to work.  He introduced me to
Ernie Bishop, whom I later discovered, had a strong connection to the General, as he too
had served with the desert rats at Alamein.  At the end of the tour, Alfred Randall seemed
satisfied and led me into the Lower Hall, where Rosemary Jemmett had a tiny panelled
office.  Forms were completed and I was told to start the next day.  I remember cycling
home disappointed that I had not had the opportunity to meet the great man.  But I



needn’t have worried, for within a few days I had met this great bear of a man with his
twinkling eyes and greying moustache, a smile never far from his lips.  The next eight
weeks flew by and I learned so much about rearing cactus.  I watered, I sprayed evil-
smelling chemicals, planted pots, mixed compost but more than anything else enjoyed the
friendship of my fellow workers: Alf Randall, Ernie Bishop, Norah Baxter and her sister
Madge Clarke, Diane Beck and Penny Lloyd.

The highlight in August was preparing to exhibit at the Shrewsbury and Southport Flower
Shows.  Gold medals had already been won at Chelsea, so the pressure was on to
maintain the standard.  Giant Cactus plants were painstakingly swathed in thick blankets
and cautiously loaded into vans but no matter how careful we were handling the giants,
they took their revenge and blood was always spilled!

I must have done a good job that first year, for when it was time for me to leave and
commence my studies, the General himself asked if I would return the following summer
– which I did and the year afterwards.

I learned that when the General first left the army in 1947, he moved into mushroom
growing.  But a keen interest in cacti developed and he dropped the mushroom project to
concentrate on cacti production and in 1952 won the first of many gold medals at
Chelsea, Southport and Shrewsbury.  In subsequent years he and his wife: “Margie,”
travelled the world in search of new and different species, featuring on radio and
television programmes discussing the subject that obsessed them both.

In the few weeks over a three-year period I spent in his presence, it was clearly apparent
Sir Oliver was a very special person. It goes without saying that he was a natural leader.
He had the innate skill of being decisive, highly organised and yet good humoured and
willing to listen.  Each morning the “Battle-orders” were found pinned to the greenhouse
door, detailing jobs that needed to be done.  On some days one of the green Bedford vans
would be loaded to the gunwales with miniature gardens of cacti, lovingly constructed by
Norah Baxter or Madge Clarke.   I would be handed an envelope of cash to pay for petrol,
food and lodging and the General and his staff would stand and wave me bon-voyage, as
I headed for distant department stores in Birmingham, Southampton and beyond.

I have endearing memories of setting up the stands at the flower shows, where the cacti
were always displayed in a desert scene.  Truckloads of sand would be delivered which
Alfred Randall, Ernie Bishop and I would spread within the exhibit’s designated
confines.  Huge sandstone boulders followed, which we levered into place with
shoulders, poles and shovels.  Once in position, Lady Leese would produce a paintbrush
and meticulously sweep away the offending grains of sand, before taking a few steps
back to peruse the scene - and then, more often than not, politely ask if we would mind
moving a monster boulder a metre or so to the left.  We would heave the boulder to the
desired spot and out would come the paintbrush again.  Standing back to assess the
situation she would, after a few moments, nine times out of ten, apologise and request we
put it back where it was to start with!  We didn’t complain for we recognised that she had
an artistic eye, when it came to setting the scene for winning medals.



At lunch time the General would produce a bountiful wicker hamper from the boot of his
car and we would all sit around on rugs spread on the ground, inside the marquee, sharing
dainty titbits, prepared in Lower Hall’s kitchen – and served on elegant china.  The
General and his wife kept the conversation flowing, dispensing wine and beer, discussing
the exhibit, questioning each one about their family, asking if our lodgings were
satisfactory.  The General, I sensed, had an endearing fatherly attitude towards his
employees that inspired loyalty and a willingness to go that extra mile.  It was easy to
imagine him drawing the best from his junior officers and troops in the heat of battle, his
calm, resolute manner inspiring confidence.

Back at Lower Hall there was often a stream of houseguests, ex-army colleagues, minor
royalty, politicians, the occasional vaguely familiar face of someone famous.  The
greenhouses were usually on the itinerary and many questions asked.  On one occasion
the General invited me into his study to collect something.  I was intrigued by all the
military shields covering the walls but especially an army of exquisite lead soldiers set
out ready for battle on a table.  He saw my interest and enthusiastically began explaining
what each was and from whence it came.

Celebrating with a trophy won at Shrewsbury Flower Show 1959
Madge Clarke,  ?,  Alfred Randall, Ernie Bishop; Geoff Tomlinson, Rosemary Blackham
(Jemmet)?, Diane Beck?, Penny Lloyd?, Gail Tudor?, Lady Leese, Norah Baxter.



Geoff Tominson,  ?,  Alfred Randall, Ernie Bishop,  ?
Madge Clarke, Lady Leese, Norah Baxter. 1959

It was a sad day when it was time for me to leave and take up my first teaching
appointment.  I remember the round of goodbyes, ending with the General warmly
shaking my hand and saying that if I wished to return the following year, I should call.
At my request he had prepared for me a testimonial, the covering letter stated that he did
not think them very satisfactory and much better to give his name so that he could supply
a confidential reference.  I still have these documents, the testimonial basically stating
that I was “hardworking, had good manners and was a careful driver!”

I followed with interest the General’s activities in subsequent years, mostly from
newspapers but also from my Uncle who lived in the village:  the publishing of the book,
he and his wife had written entitled Desert Plants; being appointed President of
Warwickshire Cricket Club (1959-1975); the building of a new home, Worfield House;
Lady Leese’s protracted illness and death in 1964; President of the MCC the following
year; President of the British Legion - and eventually his death on the 21st January 1978.
A solitary bugler played the Last Post in Saint Peter’s before he was laid to rest in the
churchyard.   Some time later in the church, a memorial plaque was unveiled to Sir
Oliver, one of Worfield’s most illustrious residents.

There are those who say he was one of the greatest fighting generals of the Second World
War and that he did not receive enough credit, mainly because he avoided publicity.
From my standpoint, although considered the village squire, he was a modest man, who
loved the village and its community - and whom I feel privileged to have met.




