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It was Charles Dickens who wrote "Kent, Sir. Everyone knows Kent - apples, cherries, women and hops". 
But as one looks around the countryside these days, it is difficult to imagine those areas of the county where 
hop gardens predominated. But during the 1930s when I was a small child living in Tonbridge, they were 
indeed "part of the scenery', as they had been for many decades. A lot has been written, and spoken, about life
during hoppicking in September, or as the London pickers termed it, hopping. Generally speaking, it was a 
dirty occupation, the air being fiJled with dust and poJlen, to an extent that one's throat became dry and the 
mouth full of a bitter taste difficult to describe. After a day or two, the picker's clothes reeked of the 
distinctive smell of hops and when picking finished at the end of the month, those clothes were only fit to be 
thrown away. 

In the Tonbridge area, and I believe in those parts of Kent where London pickers were not on hand, the annual 
ritual of hoppicking carried out by local families was recognised to such an extent that the 4-week school 
summer holiday was decreed to be held in September. That meant a Jong summer term from the end of Easter 
break until the last days of August. For the children in Tonbridge, this was lightened only by a break in early 
June for the County Cricket Week on the Angel Ground. This was the opportunity for the youngsters to watch 
their idols in person, Frank Woolley, Les Ames, Tich Freeman, and the skipper, Percy Chapman. There were 
several local farmers with sizeable acreage of hops who relied on the same families every year to pick their 
crops, and I was certainly not the only lad in my school to join bis mother and siblings for this work. So a fresh 
September morning would find our family walking the mile or so towards Leigh to start picking, usually at 7 
am. When my older brother was old enough to ride a bicycle, I managed to cadge a lift on the crossbar!! 
Meteorologically speaking, September is often a month of thick early-morning mists, which meant arriving at 
the hop garden chilled to the marrow, and fervently hoping the sun would come out to warm one through. Hop 
gardens had for many decades been systematically designed in rows, with sufficient distance between each for 
cultivation. The hops grew at the top of the bines which grew to 15 feet or so, originally up wooden poles, but 
later up strings attached to hooks on an overhead system of wires. So when the first bines were pulled in the 
early morning, watch out for the 'shower' of moisture. On the first morning of the season, the families arrived 
to find their bins (the long sacking-covered containers with long poles on either side) placed in position 
between the rows of hops, usually with three 'hills' of bines either side. When these hops had been picked, 
each bin would be moved forward along the same line, until the end of the garden was reached or when the
farmer wanted the pickers moved to another area. A boy's interest-span is very limited and once the agreed 
amount of hops bad been picked ( either in a wicker basket or the favourite, an upturned umbrella), I was away 
with my friends playing in nearby fields, and occasionally 'scrumping' in the orchards. The Septembers of my 
primary schooldays were thus decreed but once I went to Judd in 1937, my school holidays became 6 weeks
starting in late July. In any case, my mother was terminally ill and was unable to journey to the hop garden. 

This should have been the end of my hoppicking experience, but with the onset of war, things changed. 
Westminster City School were evacuated to us which meant sharing of classrooms and a 3-day school week. 
Holiday periods were also altered and schoolboys were encouraged to work on the land during them_ In 1940 I 
chose to pick hops at Whitbreads at Beltring, the biggest hop farm in Kent. The Battle of Britain was by this 
time reaching its climax, and picking was carried out with the skies overhead full of daily dogfights, relieved 
by the occasional falling of downed aircraft, jettisoned bombs and always a rain of spent ammunition and clips. 
Most of my fellow pickers were from the East End of London who had come every year since childhood but 
because of the accounts of the air battles, had originally been reluctant to come to Kent that year. However 
once the blitz of London started, they were more than happy to take their chance in Kent!! Now I was a 
teenager with no school friends in attendance, and as such was allocated a half-bin, and bad to pick alJ the time! 
After walking from Paddock Wood Station, passing quite often bombed houses and other evidence of the 
previous night's raids, I soon got into the daily rhythm and learnt a lot about picking hops very quickly. This 
was really the first time that I understood the significance of the time-honoured calls in bop gardens, such as 
"All to work" at the start of the day. "All to dinner" at the lunch break and "Pull no more bines" at the end of 




