
 

Friday at 3 by Margo Atkinson 

I left school in 1962 and for the next ten years every week was focussed on 3 
o’clock on Friday. 

All I’d ever wanted was to work in a library but when nothing came of that, the 
headmaster recommended me for a vacancy at the Ilkley Gazette under the firm 
hand of Ronald M Green. He wouldn’t hear of my learning about journalism on a 
college course – he wanted me to learn his way. He was a strict task-master but I 
could have done a lot worse. 

In my new role as Junior Reporter, I was in at the deep end with a desk in the 
reporters’ room at the office in Wells Road with Brian Lynch and Chris Green. I 
had a telephone, a notebook and pencil, and an enormous black Underwood 
typewriter. That Christmas I asked Santa for a Remington portable!  

We had an efficient office internal communication system: a loud buzzer 
rigged between Editor’s and reporters’ room. A short buzz summoned Brian, two 
buzzes were for Chris. A long buzz was for me. It could sound particularly 
fearsome. An immediate dash to see what Mr Green wanted was required. 

At this point I should mention one other member of staff – the part-time 
receptionist-cum-advertising lady–cum-switchboard operator -  with special 
responsibility for making teas and coffees during the  day, principally under-
studied by Yours Truly. Barbara Virgo, Pat Webb and Gill Nicholson all became 
good friends. 

The business owned by William Walker and Sons was old-fashioned even 
then – “shoestring” comes to mind. For example, we never had the privilege of 
typing on new paper. We had to use the reverse side of press releases which 
poured through our letter box from national agencies. Anything of a secret or 
confidential nature had to be burned in an open grate in the cellar. 

Although Mr Green had control of the content of the Gazette, the purse strings 
were firmly held by William Walker & Sons of Otley. For years Mr Green 



advocated front-page news and we even put together a mock-up but front page 
advertising brought in more money so we had to put up with that. 

The Monday to Friday working days would begin at 9 o’clock with some vague 
idea of finishing at 5 o’clock. We took it in turns to hold the fort for limited 
Saturday morning hours. However, there could be hours pass with little or 
nothing happening and certainly many evenings when one or all of us would be 
attending a meeting or event of some kind. NB There was no time off in lieu! 

One of the few routines involved a daily visit to the Police station .......... those 
were the days – a police station open 24/7!................ to see if they could alert us 
to anything interesting. 

I had two other important daily chores:  

• One was a brisk walk at 10 o’clock through the railway station and down 
the tunnel into Railway Road to collect warm sausage rolls from Thirkell’s 
pork butcher’s . 

• The other was to meet the 76 bus under the bridge in Brook Street at 1pm 
and 4pm with a packet containing news and advertising copy for our Otley 
works. An interesting detail: we had to use a manilla envelope tied with 
string and hand over 2/6 to the conductor.  

Mr Green had his pet hates and you forgot them at your peril. The worst sins 
were “very unique” (things are or are not unique!) and putting a note on the office 
door if you were the Saturday morning one-man-band saying “Back in (so-many) 
minutes”. You had to indicate an accurate time for your departure and anticipated 
return. 

Although I could learn many things “on the job”, I was directed to take 
Pitman shorthand and typing lessons with Mr Arthur Sharpe – upstairs in 
Sedbergh Building, Chantry Drive. It is interesting to recall that Mr Green himself 
typed with only his two index fingers – at an amazing speed. 

But even as I tried to get a grip on touch-typing and light and heavy strokes 
above, on or below the line, I was sent out on reporting jobs straight away. The 
only answer was to speed-write in a system all my own.  

I was dropped into a huge amount of networking, seeking out information face-to-
face or on the telephone. We each were expected to make the most of our 
existing connections but each of us shared out attendance at meetings of most 



organisations in town. Between us we knew everybody who was anybody – plus 
many others!   

Back to the thorny problem of my shorthand: many of my early notes were taken 
at colour-slide travel lectures, writing in the dark. These were mostly organised 
by Ilkley Conservative Association or Ilkley Ladies Lifeboat Guild Luncheon Club. 
They must have thought my reports were OK because they kept asking me back.  
I met some intrepid explorers and some interesting people such as the real 
Fabian of The Yard and Gwen Berryman (who?............. Mrs Dale from the radio 
series “Mrs Dale’s Diary”) and enjoyed some free lunches.  

Then there were all the annual general meetings (British Legion, tennis club, 
choral society, Wharfedale Music Festival). If my luck were in, some of the agm 
reports would be circulated in written format for me to precis, but I still had to 
wrestle to understand balance sheets – smile sweetly at the treasurer and ask 
him to supply a suitable summary?  

NB Although my shorthand skills never achieved any degree of competence, my 
typing forged ahead and within a year I had a certificate proving my basic ability.  

Every Wednesday morning I headed to Addingham to track down darts and 
domino results and any other news. Cups of tea or coffee at the Methodist 
Manse and St Peter’s Rectory were always welcome interludes. It was a juggling 
act to meet the bus times back to Ilkley but it didn’t matter on fine, sunny days 
when a walk back to the office was welcome.  

The rest of the week we had to take hour-by-hour - the mad dash to find out 
where the fire engine had gone; families to visit in the event of a death or, 
occasionally, a hundredth birthday party.  The busiest times were during the 
Wharfedale Music Festival and Ilkley Tennis Week when we not only had to hang 
around until all results were in but had to head back to the office, type up the 
results then telephone them to all the provincial newspapers.  

All these adventures were expanding my list of contacts - people to ring or who 
would ring me - with information. Woe betide if Mr Green hit on a story I had 
missed! 

I was eventually introduced to meetings and sub-committees of Ilkley Urban 
District Council where 100% accuracy was important, still using my own brand of 
speed writing. Ilkley Road Safety Committee eventually became “mine”. I was 
also responsible for keeping a log of the daily weather reports delivered by 



someone from Ilkley Council (Alan Titchmarsh from the Parks Department, or 
Richard Grunwell or Peter Miller from the Surveyors’ Department), duly reporting 
any astounding records - “the wettest since records began” kind of thing. 
Concerns about the weather were not without danger. Is the Tarn frozen? Is it 
thick enough to walk (or even skate) on? There was only one way to find out – 
send me to try it! 

New skills had to be acquired, such as learning to decipher a cricket score 
sheet and write a comprehensive report of a match I hadn’t actually seen. On a 
sporting theme, when the touring rugby teams from Australia and New Zealand 
were staying in town (usually at The Ilkley Moor or Troutbeck Hotels) it was 
necessary to be there to collect the team selection list to distribute nationally. It 
was intimidating to sit with all those enormous rugby players – although they 
were for the most part gentle-giants. 

There were certainly perks! When the managers of the two local cinemas (The 
Grove and Essoldo) brought in their advertisement, they would supply me with 
press releases on the feature films to précis. The reward was free admission to 
any number of films – great! 

The paper was produced each Friday morning under the supervision of Mr 
Green. I never did get to visit the Otley office or printing works. I had other 
responsibilities on Friday mornings: the receptionist/advertising/switchboard 
person only worked on four days so I had to take over. This also involved writing 
address labels and subsequently posting papers on subscription, plus hand 
delivering copies to our “reliable sources” – Police station, town clerk etc. There 
was also Mr Green’s office to tidy and I learned what to file and what to bin. 
Difficulties subsequently arose when Mr Green couldn’t find things the following 
week. My middle name became “Where’s my ....” as I was called to account for 
missing items. 

The Friday job I eventually took over and loved was ploughing through the old 
files to prepare “Across the Years”. Mr Green kept 100 and 75 years for himself 
but gave me 50 and 25 years. He was a renowned local historian and loved to 
tell stories and share anecdotes. Much of this appeared in the paper over the 
years but he never did get around to publishing a book – pity! It amuses me now 
to read 50 Years Ago to read things I wrote in the first place! 

A man known not to suffer fools gladly and to take up arms in support (or 
against!) local causes, Mr Green had friends, or otherwise, in many quarters and 



had a habit of giving them irreverent nicknames known to us but not them: Flo, 
Bertie, Charlie, Silly Cat ............. but even now you won’t get me to tell who was 
who! A journalist never reveals sources of information. 

There were the occasional more unusual events such as a General Election 
count at Ilkley Town Hall which involved signing the Official Secrets Act. The 
result declared, there was a sprint back to the office to ring the result through to 
the Press Association and provincial papers (one reporter assigned to each). I 
liked having the PA one - followed by a dash home to see if I could be there 
before the result came through on the TV news. 

The most dramatic event of my journalistic career was the fire at the Ilkley Moor 
Hotel. I responded to an early morning knock on the door by Mr Green, my remit 
being to find and interview witnesses to the tragedy. I arrived at the hotel to find 
the blaze under control and the first bodies being removed.  

Two other events brought connections which lasted far beyond my days as a 
reporter:  

I went to the International Wool Secretariat when Princess Margaret visited: a 
few years later I worked there, part of my job being to work on press releases. I 
was also sent to a meeting to hear a proposal to re-launch Ilkley Amateur 
Operatic Society. I signed up to register my on-going personal interest and have 
been an active member ever since! 

I have often been asked if I would have wanted to move on to work with daily 
provincial or even national papers. The answer is a very firm “No!” 

In the 1960’s most women journalists were expected to concentrate on fashion or 
cookery. That didn’t appeal to me: the nearest I got to that arena was in receiving 
the forms with local wedding details (listing names of bridesmaids, flowers used 
in bouquets, style of gown etc) for me to lick into some kind of report. 

Although it would appear I only worked at the Ilkley Gazette for ten years, in 
reality it was much longer. As long as Ronald Green, succeeded by Brian Lynch, 
were editing the paper they would ring me: “What do you know about .... ?” or 
“Could you attend such-and-such a meeting?” 

Thanks to some good teaching, I have been able to serve as press officer for 
nearly every organisation I have subsequently joined! 


