
Charles Billingham
We think we know people who have been acquaintances for 
many years and so it was with Charles Billingham whose 
funeral I attended last Tuesday, the 10th October 2017. 
Certainly, as the speaker gave his address, there were many 
characteristics of Charles which I, along with everyone else 
who knew him, would have recognised; a man who was 
always courteous, always impeccably dressed, a perfect 
gentleman. 

I had also seen another side of Charles just a few years ago 
when he was the chairman at a committe meeting I attended. I 
thought that the strong-minded committee members would 
dominate proceedings and that Charles would struggle to hold 
the meeting together. I was so wrong. Quietly the meeting was 
managed, with an occasionally, ‘now,now,’ and ‘order,’ and in 
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no time at all, the individuals were working as a team. 
Impressive, was the only word to describe this performance, 
and I had to smile that the sweet and gentle person I knew 
was no pushover.

Charles was born in 1926, in Penn, Wolverhampton, which 
was at that time more like a village than the suburb it has 
become today. As a child, Charles loved nothing more than 
following the drovers who walked along the Penn Road into 
Wolverhampton taking their livestock to the market. One can 
imagine that this must have been to the total distraction of his 
mother. What a shame I didn’t know of Charles’s wandering 
because I bet he had a wealth of stories.

The pub on the right hand side is the old Rose and Crown. 
Date estimated as 1900-1920. There are telegraph poles but 
this is pre-electricity.
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 At the same time as drovers were walking along the Penn 
Road, a transport revolution was being nurtured in 
Wolverhampton. Bicycles were converted into motorised 
cycles with the addition of a small motor, and soon purpose-
built motorcycles were made. The Penn Road seemed to have 
had a cluster of these factories: AJS from 1909-1931, Clyno,
1910-1923, and Sunbeam, on the site of what is now the 
Mercedes Garage at the end of the Penn Road. In 1937 the 
Sunbeam cycle and motorcycle business was sold to AMC, 
which had already bought AJS and production moved away 
from Wolverhampton. These were days of terrible economic 
depression and amalgamation of companies was the only way 
to survive. Villiers was a company which bucked the trend. 
Specialising in engines, the company played a vital role in the 
development of the motorcycle.

 Wolverhampton must have been an exciting place for a 
young man such as Charles to grow up in, for we all know that 

Lloyds Hill, Penn, as it was in the first decade of the twentieth 
century.
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young men have a tendency to fall in love with motorbikes. 
Charles was no exception in this regard and would frequently 
repair an engine on his poor mother’s kitchen table. 

As Wolverhampton had been at the forefront of cycle 
racing, so it was in motorcycle racing. Competitions enabled 
manufacturers to display the superiority of their machines and 
local lads were the riders. The opportunity to take part in such 
an exhilirating sport was clearly irresistible.

In the 1940s and early 1950s Charles teamed up with Pip 
Harris and Jack Beeton and raced on both grass tracks and 
hard surfaces. Charles was the man in the sidecar, and what 
fragile vehicles both motorbike and sidecar look. In the 
photograph below the sidecar passenger seems to have his 
face far too close to the road for my liking with virtually no 
protection except for a helmet and goggles. It must take 
nerves of steel to take part in this sport, let alone enjoy it!  
Charles rode at the local Rushmere grass track (someone has 

Pip Harris’s Motorbike and sidecar auctioned in 2009. This 
was a 1951 Norton, 596cc.
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also told me that there was a grass track at Swancote, 
although so far I have found no evidence of that) and on many 
of the great racing circuits in the country. He  competed at the 
highest level with great success, first with Pip Harris and then 
with Jack Beeton. In 1955, he won the Cock o’ the North race, 
partnering Jack Beeton, setting a lap record and he was 4th in 
the Isle of man TT races in 1955 and 1957 and 5th in 1956. 
Second place in 1955 went to Bill Boddice (from 
Wolverhampton) and third place went to Pip Harris (from 
Wombourne). In 1956, Pip Harris came second, Bill Boddice 
third and Bob Mitchell fourth. 

Pip Harris retired to Ackleton and died in 2013 so this may 
not be the last we have heard about motor cycle racing!

 I am so glad that I knew Charles and heard about all he 
had done, of which this is just a tiny snippett.

[The Worfield book has just been published and is now 
available on Amazon but will soon be available in the Post 
Office as well.]


