Gilbert and Ragalina

– the story of the Roberts family of Burgh Heath
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In 1863, the year of Lincoln’s Gettysburg address in America and the opening of the London Underground a young couple boarded ship to travel far away from these modern upheavals to the British colony of New Zealand. But if you had carefully observed the young woman walking the gangplank onto the ship you may have noticed that she was pregnant and have wondered if she was not likely that she would give birth on the high seas. What was it that could have caused this young couple to take such a risky journey?
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The young woman was Ann Underwood born in Rotherfield, Sussex in 1831 to a family of grocers and drapers in the area around Tonbridge. By the age of 30 she was living as a housekeeper with an elderly relative, Thomas Killick, in Spelthorne. He happened to have a young assistant working with him called Albert Underwood who came from a family of grocers and drapers in Merstham, Surrey. It seems that they fell in love and agreed to marry even though Albert was eight years younger than Ann. Albert, however, was unwell and suffered from consumption, or what we know as tuberculosis. The family, however, had some means and it was decided that the clean air of New Zealand would give him the best chance of surviving, so despite the pregnancy of his new wife they hastily set sail on the ship the Ragalina for the other side of the world. As it happened their daughter was born aboard ship and given the name of Mary Ann Ragalina. We don’t know exactly what Alfred and Ann did in New Zealand but it would seem surprising if they did not set up a grocery business. As far as we know the business thrived but Alfred did not and he died in New Zealand. At this point Ann decided to return home and agreed with her brother William Killick to setup a lodging house in Tunbridge Wells.
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About the same time in Topsham, Devon a family of Wesleyan schoolteachers gave birth to their sixth child and named him Gilbert Peterson Roberts. William Roberts and Mary Ann Roberts (nee Day) had been brought up in Liverpool, although the family were originally from Denbigh in North Wales. In the 1850s they had traveled to the new Wesleyan Methodist training college in Westminster, London and after completing their studies around 1860  were sent to Topsham where William took up his post as teacher in the Wesleyan elementary school.

By 1871 Ann and Ragalina, together with uncle William, were running a lodging house at 36, London Road with the help of a Lady’s Maid called Miss Gully. Lodging houses in Victorian England had a rather fearsome reputation as places of vice and disorder and inhabited by the very worst classes of society. Tunbridge Wells, however, was different – even then it was a beacon of respectability and middle-class virtue! And it seems that William and Ann’s lodging house was a very respectable affair, catering for middle-class women perhaps visiting the spa. In 1874, however, William died but it seems that Ann was a resourceful woman and she carried on running the lodging house.

By 1881 William Roberts had been moved to Redhill, Surrey and lived at “The Beeches”, Gatton Road, Reigate. Whilst here his sons William Day and Howard began careers which would lead them to becoming accountants and it seems that something similar was planned for Gilbert. He became a clerk in Mincing Lane in the city of London where he survived in lodgings on marmalade sandwiches. The life, however, didn’t seem to agree with him and Harrison tells us that he became unwell and had to return home. His first attempt to build a career had proved a failure. 

	Name
	Birth
	

	William Roberts
	1838, Liverpool
	

	Mary Ann Roberts (nee Day)
	1838, Liverpool
	She outlived William and was living with her daughter Mary in 1901

	William Day Roberts
	1857, Birkenhead
	Lived in Surbiton. Married to Harriet, four children. Accountant With Marine Insurance Firm. He died March 24, 1924

	Mary Roberts
	1859, Topsham, Devon
	Married a Dr Aird. Three children. She died in 1907 in Wallington. Apprently a photographer.

	Edith Jane Roberts
	1861, Liverpool
	Appears to have died in childhood

	Reginald Roberts
	1863, Topsham
	1881 A drapers assistant but no trace after that

	Howard Roberts
	1865, Topsham
	Lived in Wallington. Married to Anne. One son Norman Latimer. Insurance broker

	Gilbert Peterson Roberts
	1867, Topsham
	


Mary Ragalina was also having her own struggles around this time. In 1882 when she was just 19 her mother died, leaving her alone in the world. Yet it seems she remained in Tunbridge Wells and although we have no details about her life during the 1880s from what we can gather she received support from the Miss Gully previously mentioned and also a family called the Simcos who were lodging house keepers in the same area.

By the end of the 1880s things were beginning to change for Gilbert. His father whilst preaching at Burgh Heath Methodist Church heard that a local farmer William Hodson was opening a jam factory and needed some managerial assistance. The young Gilbert walked the eight miles across the Heath to Burgh Heath enjoying the fresh air and song of the birds singing in the gorse bushes. He got the job and was employed by 1891 as a Chief Commercial Clerk. But he was also setting his sights beyond the little heathland village and one Sunday was to be found in an Anglican church in Tunbridge Wells where across the pews he spied an attractive, athletic young woman. He asked for an introduction and it was not long before Mary Ann Ragalina Underwood agreed to become Mrs. Roberts. Keeping up this romance would have required some energy as Tunbridge Wells was over 35 miles away, a journey which would have taken Gilbert over three hours on his bicycle.
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Gilbert and Mary Ragalina

Nonetheless in 1890 the couple were married and settled in a cottage in Burgh Heath called Copley’s where their first son Gilbert Underwood was born. For a time the work at the jam factory seemed to go well and Gilbert formed a relationship with a fellow worker at the jam factory called Aaron Christmas. They agreed to set up a store in Burgh Heath where Mr. Christmas and his family would live, even though there was already a well-established Grocery Store in the village run by James Russell (Percy Russell, his grandson, became a well-known local businessman). Exactly what happened next is not completely clear, but there seems to have been some kind of falling out between Gilbert and Mr. Hodson. Much later in 1906 Mr. Hodson was evicted from his farm, ending up as an estate agents clerk in 1911 before dying in 1912. This event may have coloured Harrison, Gilbert’s son, recollections of the affair and it is difficult to untangle the full story. What we do know is that for some reason Gilbert had to cease his employment with Mr. Hodson and seemed to be pondering buying out Mr. Christmas and taking full responsibility for the Burgh Heath stores. At this point he was visited by Lord Russell of Killowen, a significant local land owner, who wanted to take possession of Copley’s cottage. Gilbert told him his plans, but said that he needed to receive the appointment as sub post master of Burgh Heath in order to make the move. Lord Russell seemed to approve of these plans and we are told that in The Times next week Gilbert read that Lord Russell, who was at the time Attorney General, had had a meeting with the Head of the Post Office. Very soon the news was received that Roberts was to become the sub post master at Burgh Heath and we have a record in 1895 of this appointment. Gilbert and Mary Ragalina saw this as providential and agreed to move into the Burgh Heath premises which was renamed Roberts Stores. After these upheavals the Roberts family and Roberts Stores became part of the life of Burgh Heath. The family gradually grew and so did the business.
The Roberts family in the 1911 census
	Gilbert Peterson Roberts 
	43
	Grocer

	Mary Ann Ragalina Roberts 
	47
	

	Cassie Underwood Roberts 
	17
	Telephonist

	Donald Roberts 
	13
	

	Harrison Day Roberts 
	10
	

	Hugh Llewellyn Roberts 
	4
	

	Gilbert Underwood Roberts
	20
	Living in Worthing as apprentice gardener
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Gilbert employed an assistant in the shop, at least between 1901 and 1911 this was a man called James Oliver and it also appears that Mary Ragalina had an important role in running the grocery business. One suspects that the Underwood and Killick families were of some assistance in this, although we know nothing of the relationship with the well-established Underwood grocery and drapery businesses in Merstham which was only six miles away. Gilbert’s energy does to not seem to have been put into the face-to-face running of the business but he was always keen to innovate and keep up with the latest developments. Harrison remembers him often being away in London. He made a number of innovations such as buying a Bercel meat slicer, which at the time was at the cutting edge of technology. He also developed a refreshments business, attracting parties of schoolchildren from London and became a photographer producing postcards for sale in the shop. These postcards have become collectible and are now on sale for as much as £75 as well as making an important contribution to the photographic history of Burgh Heath and Banstead. The Post Office would have been an important part of the business making Roberts Stores a centre of the community, even more so in the early years of the 20th century when the telephone arrived in Burgh Heath. James Oliver’s wife and Gilbert and Mary’s daughter Cassie worked as telephonists during this time. Nonetheless Harrison recalls that his father said it took the business some time to pay off the debts incurred from buying out Mr. Christmas, but gradually they managed this and so laid the foundations for future expansion.

In the 1890s Burgh Heath was still a small rather remote village, still part of All Saints parish, Banstead. The community would have been dominated by the large houses such as Nork House, owned by the Colman’s mustard family, with its establishment of over 20 servants. Delivering to these large houses became an important part of the business. There were also numerous farms around the village and these attracted a small Irish population as farm labourers as well as more local workers. There were also less grand houses such as Little Burgh, home to George Earl the Victorian dog and sporting painter 
and Copt Hill where Mary and Ethel Wallis were living in 1901, they were part of a network of evangelical Christians that was to come to play in important part in the life of the Roberts family. At this time the family attended Burgh Heath Methodist Church and they became
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great friends with William Furse and his wife Elizabeth who was the local Methodist schoolteacher. They also seem to have been friendly with a local farmer Matthew Templeton, a Scotsman who lived at Canons Farm even though he disapproved of Gilbert selling tobacco in the shop! There was also a rough aside to life in Burgh Heath. Gypsies were common on the Heath, particularly attracted by Epsom racecourse and the associated horsetrading. The children also played with local children such that when Gilbert’s mother Mary visited she found it necessary to warn them to speak properly and not with the rural accent of the locals. 
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Burgh Heath, however was beginning to change. In 1901 the Chipstead valley railway arrived connecting the village to London and laying the foundation for its transformation into suburbia. There were also changes happening at Burgh Heath Methodist Church. Harrison tells of some kind of altercation between Mr. Hodson and Mr. Furse such that Gilbert constructed a tin room on his property which served as the Methodist school for some time, before the rift was repaired and things went back to normal. More seriously Gilbert and his friends were concerned at the changing theology being preached at the church. Young ministers in training had been influenced by the liberal theology that was making inroads into Methodism and there were heated discussions about this in the upstairs lounge at Roberts Stores. Around 1910 Gilbert, however, was approached to become the superintendent of Tadworth Mission, a mission hall which had originally been set up to reach the Gypsies on the Downs but by now seems to have had a more general mission. He eagerly grasped this opportunity to become the leader of a congregation committed to traditional evangelical teaching and the promotion of evangelical Christianity was to play an increasingly important part in his life. As ever he was supported by Mary Ragalina who played an important role in the Sunday school.

The family was now well-established in Burgh Heath, the children were beginning to become adults and the business was beginning to prosper, but then the family, like everyone else, was caught up in the great convulsion we know as the First World War. Sometime toward the end of 1916 Mary Ragalina was in the shop at Burgh Heath when a telegram arrived from the war office. She had already heard that her son Gilbert had gone missing and she must have been full of anxiety, not least because Maurice the son of her friend Elizabeth Furse, the school master’s wife, had died in France a few months earlier. But when she read the telegram she was overwhelmed with joy and ran out into the street waving the telegram shouting ‘He’s alive. He’s alive’.

The first impact of the war for the Roberts family was that they found it difficult to find staff and Don was taken out of school to help in the business. Even though Don was seven years younger than Gilbert Underwood it may have been that he was the first to enlist and that he was one of many who lied about his age in order to do so – he would have been 16 when the war broke out. We only have Harrison’s recollections about what Don did during the war. He became a machine gunner and remembered mowing down German soldiers as they advanced across no man’s land, this was to have a profound impact on him and it seems that he experienced what we would now call posttraumatic stress disorder, often waking in the middle of the night with a nightmarish recollection of those dreadful days. Harrison tells us that it was during a period of leave that Don learned that his unit had been almost wiped out in a battle, it seems he did not return to France but saw service in Ireland during the troubles there. We know more about Gilbert Underwood’s war record. On the 23 March 1916 he enlisted in the 23rd Battalion of the London Regiment. Conscription had been introduced in January 1916 so he may have been conscripted or else volunteered in face of the inevitable. Things do not seem to have gone smoothly for Gilbert up until this point. Harrison tells us that he didn’t prosper at school and so was sent to live with a much loved uncle Robert in Liverpool and in 1911 we find him boarding with a gardener in Worthing, apparently learning horticulture and especially the growing of fruit trees. This was certainly not the kind of profession that would have been expected of him by his father, so one suspects that he struggled academically and that working in the family business was not seen as a viable option. The records of the 23rd Battalion tell us what happened to him after he joined the Army
1 October-2nd October 1916

8:30 am. Moved to SWITCH LINE arriving at noon. Battalion placed that disposal of 141st infantry Battalion at 5. 30 p.m. under orders of 141st infantry Battalion Battalion moved forward to PRUE TRENCH, one company being detailed to carry bombs from HIGH WOOD. Headquarters to STARFISH. That's 9. 30 p.m. further move into OBI and at 11 PM warning order received to reinforce 141st infantry Battalion through EAUCOURT L'ABBAYE at dawn. Final order received and dictated at 4. AM, and after delay owing to congestion of trenches, advance was made from OBI, in four attacking waves at 6. 45 am. Capt AT Fearon in command of firing line. The attack was held up by heavy machine gunfire and Capt Fearon was ordered to reorganize in OBI. Battalion withdrew at dusk under orders of 141st infantry Battalion to PRUE TRENCH and later was ordered to move back to HIGH WOOD and was placed under the orders of 142nd infantry battalion. Headquarters in BLACK WATCH TRENCH at 10 PM. Casualties 5 KILLED, 83 WOUNDED and 75 MISSING

This is what would have led to Mary Ragalina’s joy. She had obviously heard that he had gone missing in this action and then at a later date received the telegram that he was not dead but had been taken prisoner and was in a German prisoner of war camp. This action was part of the infamous battle of the Somme. In the prisoner of war camp Gilbert began assisting the Padre and this led to an increasing sense of calling, so that after the war he trained in Glasgow and became an evangelist with the Caravan Mission to Village Children which later was to become part of Scripture Union.
The Roberts family must have counted their blessings that none of them died during the war, but it was not without its costs. We have already heard about Don’s posttraumatic stress and it also seems to have had an impact on Mary Ragalina. Not long after the war she developed a blood disorder and retired to her bed, eventually dying on December 5, 1922. It is often said in the family that she was worn out by overwork

In Loving Memoryof

Mary Ann Ragalina Roberts

who went to see the King

in His Beauty

saved by the precious blood

of the Lord Jesus

Mary was buried at Kingswood Parish church on the 9th December. Harrison reports that she was highly respected in the village because of her concern for others and for the way she ran the store and raised her family. She is still remembered in the family with great respect and affection. What impact her death had on Gilbert we don’t know, but one can imagine it was significant and it certainly would have had a practical impact given her important role in the business and Tadworth mission.

After the war Harrison wanted to become a surveyor, but his father was against it and insisted he went into the business so, reluctantly, he agreed. Nonetheless he tells us of a conversation with Don when they decided that they would work together to really get the business going. At some point Gilbert had bought a shop in lower Kingswood from the builder Robert Costain and this, perhaps, was the first indication that the business was ready to expand. We don’t have much information about this crucial time when the next generation took over the running of the business. Gilbert lived at the Burgh Heath premises until 1927 then in 1928 he moved out living for a year in Chapel Street, Tadworth before spending 1931-34 at Mardlebury which was perhaps some kind of lodging house
After the war Gilbert continued to be involved in local evangelical religion. He seems to have continued as superintendent of Tadworth Mission Hall, apparently overseeing its rebuilding. He was also involved in the planting of a new Mission Hall in Lower Kingswood and we have this record from a history of the church

The earliest record of the proposal for the opening of a new Mission Hall is a letter dated 12 January 1923 sent out signed by Mr. G. P. Roberts of the Post Office at Burgh Heath, the leader of the Tadworth Mission Hall (opened in November 1899), Mrs Tredinnick (wife of one of the founders of the Tadworth Mission) and Miss Ethel G Wallis of Rose Bank, Lower Kingswood announcing a decision to “erect an iron room on land already secured in Smithy Lane, in which to carry on Gospel work, and it is thought that many who have the Lord’s work at heart, especially in the villages, will desire to have fellowship in this effort. The building, preparation of land etc will cost roughly about £200, towards this £110 is already promised, and any further help will be gratefully received and acknowledged. “It is proposed to invest the property in the Tadworth Mission Hall Trust [dated 15 June 1921], in connection with which work it will be carried on. This will secure it being conducted on undenominational lines and maintaining that Gospel teaching dear to all who love our Lord Jesus Christ, and stand for the full inspiration of the Old and New Testaments.” 

The Tadworth Mission Hall Trust was clearly an important instrument for the furtherance of Gilbert’s evangelical aims and his desire to maintain preaching of the traditional evangelical gospel. It seems likely that in furtherance of this he would have had some involvement with the setting up in 1922 of A Fellowship of Undenominational and Unattached Churches and Missions by the ex-Baptist minister Joshua Poole Connor which was to become the Federation of Independent Evangelical Churches (FIEC). We have no definite proof of this but his contacts with people such as the Bendor Samuels and the affiliation with the FIEC of the churches with which he was involved are strong evidence.

It is this involvement with networks of free evangelical Christians which seems to have led to the penultimate move of Gilbert’s life. Sometime in 1936 he moved to Bournemouth where he paid for the building of Tuckton Evangelical Church together with a manse and accommodation for himself. We have little further information about his time in Bournemouth but we do know that at some point he married a woman known in the family as aunt Connie. She seems to have been quite a formidable woman who kept him in order – something he wasn’t used to(!) but, perhaps, necessary in view of his advancing years. There is some evidence that he looked especially to Harrison to maintain his legacy in Surrey – writing to him from Bournemouth about taking on the pulpit supply at Tadworth. For the family he seems to have been quite a distant figure, but people do have memories of visiting him and Connie, his appearance for Christmas celebrations and receiving postal orders on their birthdays. Gilbert also seems to have kept contact with the churches he was involved with in Surrey, ‘being’ as his granddaughter Mary White records ‘ an authoritative, determined, strong-minded character with fixed ideas, these meetings were reported to become quite heated at times’

Gilbert and Connie moved at from Tuckton to a bungalow at Lancing in Sussex and it is here that he died on October 2, 1955, although he was buried in the Anglican Church in Kingswood, presumably with Mary Ragalina. An obituary notice was retained by the family

Mr. GP Roberts

On October 2, Mr. GILBERT PETERSON ROBERTS of Lancing passed peacefully into the presence of his Lord, aged 88 years. As a young man Mr. Roberts served for 25 years as a Methodist local preacher and Sunday school superintendent. About the year 1910 he responded to a call to the superintendency of Tadworth Mission Hall where he continued until he retired from business. In 1936 Mr. Roberts founded the Tuckton Evangelical Free Church, Bournemouth, and maintained a keen interest in this Fellowship conducting the 19th anniversary service in July last

And this, finally, is his probate record
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The Roberts family in 1945

Mary  Dick  Hugh  Joan  Harrison  Ellen Hugh John  Judy

Don  Cassie  Gilbert  Connie ‘Father’  Triss  Reg  Kathleen

Derek  Margaret  Alan
Mary & John are the children of Don and Kathleen
Hugh was the son of Gilbert and Triss

Judy was the daughter of Hugh and Joan

Derek, Margaret & Alan the children of Harrison and Ellen
More information is available at my website:
www.storyman.org.uk
The Underwood family, Merstham 1851





William Underwood 		49   Grocer


Mary Underwood 		45


Mary Anne Underwood 	20


Sarah Underwood 		18


William Underwood 	16 	


Took over running the business from his father dying in 1915. Succeeded by his son Ralph


Alfred Underwood 		12


Edward Underwood 		8


John Underwood 		4


Richard Underwood 		4





Mary Ann Roberts – mother of Gilbert 





Tuckton Christian Centre 2016





Mr. and Mrs. Furse at Copley's





Harrison as a child





"Father"





Gilbert and Connie








