                                               Barry’s Story…
Okay? Okay, it is April the 10th, 2013 and I’m here with Barry in his office. My name is Simon, and Barry would you be able to spell your surname please?

Yes. My name is Barry Albin-Dier. A-L-B-I-N, hyphen, D-I-E-R.

Okay, um, let’s start from the beginning basically, um, tell us about when you left school and the first job you went to, if it was this job or another job.
Well probably umm.. goes back to…much further than leaving school, it goes back to being born really, being born – my mother and father were both funeral directors.  So I guess I’m a thoroughbred funeral director from birth within my blood so. I was born in Westminster at Guys Hospital and the stables and the garages and the first business of the Albans funeral directing business – which I now own, was in that very street. So my whole family and my whole life began living in above the shop.

So was it always expected of you to go into the business or was it?

Well my father was very clever – he tried to get me to do everything else knowing, that I’d probably would always come back.

Why do you think he thought that?

Well, he would be very passionate and my uncle Fred and my dad George would been very passionate about continuing the business for my 223 years this year. And um, often the best way to get people to be passionate about it themselves is to give them every opportunities to do something else. And I thought that was quite clever really. So from a young lad, my very first job at the age of seven was to clean the brass, the original name plate, sitting behind you there um – every single day. That would be my first arduous task you might say. But one at 7 you were never allowed to forget and also making buttons for the screw covers on the coffin – little wooden buttons and you had to put pins on them and pin them on to a board and polish them. Quite a simple job and I used to pretend there were soldiers and I can remember that well at the time and play with them a little as I went along.

How do you feel when you were doing that? Can you remember how you felt about it?

Well it was natural for me it was natural to be – you know -working with my family around me everyday – you got away with absolutely nothing. And everyone in the community knew my family and knew me from a very young age, umm which is the case now. And a funeral director you see was always regarded as a poor man’s lawyer; he was somebody who could give you advice, somebody you could trust, somebody that had a reputation of being honest within his business. And if he didn’t have that reputation then he wouldn’t have that business - one way or another. So growing up there was a little bit like watching the film Olivier Twist the musical – when he was in the funeral directors. So you used to be put down the cellar which was a little trap door -The little office only held two people - and my father and somebody went out and used to open the carpet up and trap door and drop me down because I was small enough – light a candle – and that’s where all the coffins would be kept you see. There would be premade, put down there and when one was required – brought up to be polished. So it could be done quite quickly. So it was too heavy for me then so we used to undo the lid you see and push up the coffin lid and then push up the coffin itself and that coffin would then go in the shop window and be polished. And that was no communication – there wasn’t telephones – they were but not in the way we all have them today and the only way you found out somebody was dead was ‘oh it’s a coffin. Look for the name plate in the window.’’ And the name plate had been engraved it would go in the window. And that would show that somebody had – ‘ah Mr Jones has died’. That be the first way it went from word of mouth around Bermondsey. And if somebody came into arrange a funeral, bearing in mind it didn’t take very long then because everyone did exactly what my father asked. Because you got to remember nobody had inside toilets, nobody had hot running water or running water – probably many people. And therefore their expectations were quite low and whatever my father said they would probably say-‘Oww thank you Mr Alban we’ll go along with that’. Whereas today it takes 69 man hours, you’ll have 8 or 9 people arranging the funeral and it a momentous task, it’s like arranging a wedding. But - having two weeks to do it, [laughs] which is - has all the same formalities in it. So in those days I’d shut the trap door down and just I’d have to sit and wait. That’s when I looked like Oliver twist I guess. Just sitting there and - with coffins all around me, sitting on one you know, waiting for something to happen. Umm and If they’d forgotten me I’d have to bang on the top- later on. It sounds a very sad life or an existence but it wasn’t, because from a very early age our dad never closed any doors to me or my granddad or anybody then. I was allowed to go anywhere, speak to anybody do anything. So there wasn’t anything in later life I was afraid of. We make fears for people today by closing doors and not letting you know what’s on the other side. So I had the great privilege of growing up with death all around me, you could say that kids didn’t come to my house for a stopover you know- it wasn’t yeah it wasn’t the most popular thing in the world and I suppose there was a bit of a stigma on it when I was a boy, people was at school - yeah I think probably was in the early days. But then, you know, all through my life I’ve been terrible privileged and lucky to be doing this because people I went to school with, pretty certain, you know, perhaps we as a firm would bury a granddad or a a a a a Nan and they’ll be coming to that funeral and they know its something to – and they’d respect that. And think’ ahh they looked after my Nan’. You know that’s very important.  Bermondsey was very good at that kind of communication. And then of course as it went on, then it was their mums and dads, as I got older and began to run the business and I’d turn up to look after their mums and dads as a natural progression. Sadly sometimes young people of course but, and now I’ve got to the stage where it’s my generation. You know and I’m turning up for their funerals and things so I’m terribly privileged to be invited into their homes at the worst time in anybody’s life.

So you kind of get a continuity of story of someone – you get to know people, the story of their life?

Yes I know yeah, the funeral business, if you look back through my books, it’s a historical mantel umm of the history of the borough and the people that lived in it and the continuous names of the families, which you can go back – and if you went back a very long time, you would see that we would have children consistently you know children young children – funerals per week, twenty maybe sometimes- little children still births.

What kind of era are we talking about?

Bout the thirties, the twenties, the thirties, the forties. It begins to tell to off, as actually health begins to improve -with the national health and the way babies were brought into the world, better food – better homes for people to live in. All had an effect on the mortality rate of children. You know. And, you know, mothers would lose children and even when I was a little boy. And it was far more acceptable – not acceptable that’s a- but they were stronger, they, they, they were, they would have thirteen to keep nine. So they wouldn’t expect to keep all thirteen there was an expectation of their – because the mortality rate and the deprivation in the area and the despret needs which, you know, very great people have come along and tried to change in in in in in this century. The Salters, being you know the Doctor Salters of this world being great pioneers to the change of those things. So ah you know I’ve seen many great changes as I look through the books, and and I can see today how very rare it is to lose a child. Of course, there are foetuses we lose. There are some still birth children. Um, but nothing like the mortality rate we used to have. To lose a child now is a desperate act. And as a young man, as I was learning to conduct and arrange funerals and and things, you would have been sent first of all a child’s funeral, because… It sounds like it’s not an important…but it was more acceptable and less important, I think, in the time. It was it was just the way society was. Mothers moved on very quickly and had another child and it didn’t mean they didn’t have that great loss within them, and I never understood or knew that in those days, but of course a mother would still be just as devastated but stronger in a way and willful, “this is the way things are” and move on again. Whereas today to lose a child would be a terrible tragedy within that light. And and when I think about it, they were the most difficult funerals to do.

Why?

Because people were.. they’d lost a child. People were in a position where they never knew how to act and losing a child isn’t a natural act, is it, for people? In succession. And to send a young man along there to handle some of that grief, and now I’m talking about the 60s, was pretty traumatic really.

So tell me about that initial training process. How would you..I mean it sounds like, from a very early age you were given the culture of it. But once you came into work, did you come straight from school in into the work, or did you go …

I, I mean I from an early early age, um school holidays etc I came into the business um.. my father made sure I went to a very expensive university… a polytechnic (laughs) um..a very inexpensive university. No, um… it’s a university now of course down at Westeminster, but it was Central London Polytechnic. And you know I went there, and I did a business course there. And it was the first time I’d ever met people in any sort of magnitude that came from Manchester, Scotland, Liverpool and, I, you know, I thought it was a very strange thing really. And made life-long friends, from that situation, you know. It opened my eyes really. If anything in Bermondsey this is the most wonderful place in the world to conduct funerals and look after people. I live here, work here, play here, never moved from here and probably never will. I’m in love with the people here and not with the area. But umm from around the world there are…massives of different funerals and peoples but it can never get better than here. But I, we’re tunnel visioned in Bermondsey; it is a bit tunnel vision too. Everything, you know, goes from generation to generation which is why, you know, we were so devastated by the closing of the docks and the moving of people to Kent and the new Downhams and places like this, which changed our society forever. But still the family names remained. And still for their celebrations and their funerals and their big events, they come back here. 

So If I was to say, what are the family names of this area, what would they be? Which ones spring to mind?

Oh I mean, you have to go, I mean there are various Seamuses, and the O’Sheoneys and the O’Learys and the Italian the Defacos, you know there are whole ranges because the other thing you have to remember about growing up in Bermondsey… there was one black boy in my school. One black boy. Who I saw yesterday. Kene (Mana?) I saw yesterday, bless his heart. And we’re as good friends now as we was then. I knew nothing about the culture of West Indians and South Africans or Indians or anything about it, only what we saw in Geography or what you knew in the world. But Bermondsey has always been regarded somewhat racial, from the outside..um..that’s a total lack of understanding; it’s no more than anywhere else would have been. I’m not saying it doesn't have any racism anywhere in the world does, you know, it’s an eternal fact I’m afraid. But it was always the most welcoming borough to immigrants. The Irish came here to build the tunnel and build the bridge and settled and the Catholics became a very prominent part of of of Bermondsey. And the big churches you see round here and the communities. They came just before the war lots of Italians who fled from Italy, which is why I mentioned a couple of the names there. And they settled here and had greengrocer shops and food places and worked within the community and I went school with lots of them. And then of course you had the Jewish immigrants that came here and, and ran the shops all the way along here, you know. Soapy Jacks, it used to be called, the radio shop and the Strakers, they were, all the people – they were Jewish! And you know, Bermodnsey embraced them and they embraced Bermondsey. So to say that were prejudiced in any way when we were a home for these people is, particularly the Irish, you know, is just not true really. Um, so, but what we didn’t do and what I I guess I never did, until later in life, was try and understand the culture, and the culture in funerals. I remember my father dictated how a funeral was and the way I do a funeral today is very much dictated by the history of funerals and Victorian times and superstition still great superstitions..

So tell us a bit about that.
Superstition?

Superstition or how funerals have changed over…

Well if you took the fact that, you know, one of the first funerals that I went out to do was for a West Indian child. I knew nothing about, actually I think, it was an African child I think… umm, but I knew nothing about that culture. And nothing about the burial rights of that family or what have happened if they were home. And, I remember turning up and my my grandfather standing there and go straight to the house collect the family, go straight to the cemetery after the little service, bury the child, don’t have any other nonsense and that’s it. And that was my grandfather’s way, you know, that was just the way we were. So, off we went and uh and I got to the house which was at Brixton Hill, which was a bit off of our manner, anyway you know and the father come out and I say “Oh we just arrived, sir” “Oh, good good good, okay. Bring the child in.” And I said “Oh, sir I can’t do that. Sorry I can’t do that. You have to come and we have to go and we’ll do it…” “No, no no, my child has to come into the home.” But my grandfather said, “We can’t do that, you see” That’s my, you know the inexperience of coming through, that’s my, that’s why I know now, that was never the place to start. Because, you know, that probably was twenty years before the mortality rates were different. You know in the 60s became a much more cultured look at health systems and expectations of health. So, um, I said I have to go and phone my grandfather, so I had to get the pennies put them in the box: “no, no no no no no no you can’t take him in” “But you’re not here, dad, you know I really need…” “Well, okay, if you take it in don’t let anyone else touch it though, just take it in, let them do round and bring it out. Don’t let open it don’t let do anything.” And I’m “Okay, okay, we can come in sir with the coffin.” I mean I cringe at thinking this way now but it’s the truth. And I, I went to take the child, and the father said “I will carry my child” and I said “Oh no Sir, I’ve got to carry, my grandfather says I’ve got to carry the..” “But he’s my son, I will carry him…” Now I could, I’m shriveling up thinking why, why didn’t I just give him his son, it’s his son? What was the problem? There’s absolutely no problem at all but because I never understood the culture, nor did my grandfather, and times had changed radically, or were beginning to change radically. And, back on the phone “Oh he wants to carry his own…” I’m afraid of my grandfather, I’m afraid of this. And in the end he said “Well if he really must” and I said “Look, you’re not here you don’t know, this is terrifying” you know. And he just carried his son, in his arms, cradled him, you know, quite lovingly in. And as we walked in all the ladies cried and they put him on the little table and they were crying and they started to sing to him, you know, and I thought “Oh… this is lovely really.” You know, and I thought “this is so much better” And then he said “Oh well, we want to open the coffin” and I went “Oh you can’t open the coffin, my grand dad…” you know back to the phone, pennies in the box and going “Oh they want to open the coffin..” and in the end, you know what, I just said … I opened the coffin. And they put little bits of fruit, food… and they touched him and they sang to him again, and you know, that, that was, and they put it down and they carried it out and we did the funeral at the graveside. They wanted to fill the grave in I said “Oh, you’re not allowed to do that” “Ooo, that’s what we do” So they just started doing it. And I come back to my granddad, had the worst day of my life really, you know, and the greatest experience and I said to him “you know, Grandad, I really learned something today. I’ve learned that funerals should be the way people want them not the way we want them to be.” And, he said “Son, you might be right, but… it will be a rod to your back forever. If you do that.”

Why did he say that?

Well because he knew that people’s expectations and once you start to involve people you go from ione thing to the next, and he’s he’s been absolutely right. You know my first rule as a funeral director is “It’s already bad enough, don’t make it any worse.” The answer’s ‘yes’ now ask me the question and let’s try, you know, if you want me to walk backwards Miss  it doesn’t hurt anybody else, physically hurt, mentally hurt anyone else, that’s fine, you know. Umm, but most people ask you to put the culture superstition in to what we do. You know, and the Victorians were great people for superstition, you know. And now when I do a West Indian funeral, shall we say, or a… they’re the most wonderful celebrations of life you could ever seen. You know we go in the church, we undo the coffin, they come and say good bye, people cry, laugh, drink and they’re great celebrations of life and I’m glad a, you know, that I’m involved in those cultures. And every culture I’ve come across has enriched me, you know in that sense. But, you know, it’s very difficult arranging a funeral now. So much that goes into it.

So… with people who have been bereaved.. what’s the process you go through with them? Or would you simply be with them in a way?

(pause). The first thing is to learn something about losing somebody. If.. I’ve never lost a child; thank God it doesn’t ever happen. So, I’ve seen it a thousand times… but I haven’t got the audacity to tell someone I know what they feel. Cos I’ve never been there, and I really don’t know what they feel. And I have a doctorate in the psychology of loss and bereavement, but, and I give lectures and talk to people about loss and how to cope and what to do. I’m a patron of a child bereavement trust, so I know how to listen to people; I don’t know how to talk to them. And and, the beautiful thing is, is if you listen, you will learn as much as they will learn. 

So how do you listen then?

First of all I listen by um…when somebody first comes in, I don’t, I try to get them comfortable and not to talk about it to begin with really, it’s to get them comfortable “ can I get you something? Can I get you a tea? You probably been out all day, what sort of a messy day have you had?” let’s talk about your day and the difficulties you have because perhaps when you come in here this is the first time I want you to be treated as a person and not a number. Cos you probably been at the hospital with ten other families, twenty other families, and been waited to see on rotation. And you gone through ---- with the other families and taken a number and waited till they called your number and this should be the first time you can sit in a comfortable environment, and if you see through there in the office there’s the settee and and you sit down, and you relax and you talk to a family where life is going on around you. I bring in my grandchildren in with me occasionally, you know, there swaning in around today because life and death are the same factor, there just different moments within them. And I think the fact that there are children coming on, it’s not a terrible thing. Walking around when people are going in the chapel and going “shhh” and we don’t want too much noise, but talking naturally, not in a “Sunday” voice but talking in a neutral voice, answer the phone normally be normal around these people, you know. Don’t be sad around these people, they’re sad enough for everybody, you know. They’re sad enough for you. Don’t make it any worse by being sad as well. So don’t be afraid to smile, don’t be afraid to listen to a funny story or try to get them to tell you one. So look, I start off by being anything but a funeral director really. And then talking about their day, and what’s happened and how they got that done and then you start to get into the formalities of it “And did they give you a green form? Oh that’s wonderful that you got that” you know “that’s a great start. And have you got the death cert…Oh let me copy that right away, you keep the original” and someone will come in with a cup or tea or water or whatever they want right away and then, you move into the formalities, you know. 

And what are the formalities?

Oh, well the first formality is find something out about the person you're dealing with. You know, they’re just not a number or name on my sheet; I want to know where they come from “Oh where did mum and dad grow up? Where did you go to school?” You know, if I’m, because we’re all from the same area… “you’re not so and so’s sister are you?” And something will come out if “Oh no you don’t know him, but you know my friend” and then we’re actually, for a moment, a brief moment, they’ll forget about the bereavement. And then feel terribly guilty that they have. You know, the next moment. And then we sort of, we work through everything. I won’t do anything on a computer at that point. It all goes on to a computer. But at that point we just write it down, and cross out anything we’re not happy with, you know the formalities we need to know the date of birth, date of death, death certificate, where you live, who the next of kins are, all of them. Not just “you’re the next of kin. Do you have a sister? Did she have any brothers or sisters herself that were alive?” you know, still, when I go to do the funeral I want to recognize everybody. You know, I don’t want to be a cold funeral director and, you know, people like the Co-op (laughs) you know, it’s difficult, it’s very difficult for an arranger to work in a Co-Op, because she doesn’t know what cars are going to turn up or what staff are going to turn up or whether she’s going to get them there so the support for somebody with a shop on their own and a funeral home on their own, it’s terribly difficult, so you got to wing it and carry it themselves. It’s really quite hard for somebody today. Here, when you arrange a funeral, you know who’s going to conduct it, y you know who’s going to drive the car, what cars you’re going have, it’s all self-contained, it’s much easier, in that sense, and warmer, so it’s a harder factor than to do it. That’s not say they don't do a good job, there’s some brilliant managers, brilliant people arranging and that’s the truth doing funerals there, there’s some lovely conductors for big firms. So much harder, for them, to do the job. In that sense. So, we would have already done something for that family: history tells me, or we would have had a connection with that family or an affection or somebody they know here because Bermondsey is a small-huge place. Umm.. and once you got those things and the first formalities done then you can give them a break really and say “Okay, we got the date and the time and the balance of things” We’ll talk about the service sheet we’ll talk about the music a little later on, “You’ll be coming back with Dad’s clothes, I’m sure you will, we’ll have a little chat then” And so you do it in stages. That’s my… that’s the way I’ve worked. Most of my arrangers are women… a very good reason… and all of my directors are men.

Why’s that? Why have you chosen that?

Well, something historical I guess you’d have to say…I think that women are the mothers of the world, the carers of the world. Much easier for a woman to put her arm around on your shoulder than me. That would be okay with her, you know I know her mum and her family, but, you know, it’s much easier for a man to be comforted by a woman than me to comfort a woman, unless I know her very well. So that’s always a interesting thing and you know I think there is a deep element of caring in a woman that I think sometimes a man has to dig deeper for. Not that we care less, but the expressions are more difficult sometimes. And going to conduct a funeral: it’s a very difficult and physical job to do. If you want to have a presence, if you want to stop the traffic, if you want the traffic to stop for you, if, you know, you want people to recognize the strength that you have and the knowledge that you have within it. But it’s a physical job: you have to lift the coffin, you have to get the people under them, you have lower and control them. And most women that conduct.. just stand there… they don’t really know what they ought to be doing and it’s.. a woman walks differently to a man you know….(laughs) you have to have a stronger walk. you might say it’s a little bit chauvinistic but you know square pegs and round holes you know, I think women in this profession are absolutely essential. And I think, well, you’ll get the occasional woman who will be absolutely brilliant, I guess, and the occasional man who is an absolute brilliant arranger, you know. But in general terms, we fit into the boxes a bit easier like that and err you know, we just have everything in house here, really, and we like to be self contained.

Have you ever had unusual requests? In terms of…

Huge! Massive!

What was the most unusual?

You couldn’t put your finger on the most unusual. You know, I’ve had 40 ice cream vans all playing different songs on a funeral I’ve had the strangest of things. I’ve had an Indian priest who was almost a god, you know, from where he came and in the service we had to embalm him sitting, sitting in to the crate all upright and all the robes and everything and send him home sitting up you know that was a very strange thing to have to do. I’ve had massive horse funerals I’ve had fights on funerals I’ve had all sorts of things really. And I’ve got to the stage in my life, I guess, where I’m very lucky in Bermondsey, because my son probably works much harder on a funeral than I would do today. And the end of it he says to me, he said to me again today actually “Oh John you were lovely today, tell your Dad. Not as good as your Dad though” (laugh). But the fact is, that’s not really true, he’s every bit as good. And he’s trying. But in a way when you, like my dad did, when you get to a certain age and you’ve done so many family funerals, even the younger people are relieved to see you come, , there’s there’s a comfort in seeing your face there and normally my hair is normally the colour of my hair there’s a comfort within that, , “oh Barry’s here, it’s okay” I won’t do any better than John really, but it makes people feel comfortable and tradition “oh he buried my Grandad, and he’s still with us today,” it’s a comfortable thing. So you’ve earned the right to turn up and comfort people already, automatically, which is brilliant, which is a lovely thing to … And sometimes they’re angry, they’re angry you know people don’t want to pay for death do they? You know, they’re happy to pay for a new car or a new radiogram or whatever it is… oh that show’s you how old I am doesn’t it? … an ipod or whatever, but umm to, to pay for a funeral…

It’s an expensive business really isn’t it?

No.. no, it’s incredibly cheap.

You would…

Yeah you say I would say I would say I keep show you some evidence of that if you want, if you want to go back to the-uh, the times in uh to uh 1923. There’s a bill in there, 1923 for £21 for a funeral with 3 coaches and uhh as they were then cars, but they were coaches, and horses, went to Nunhead Cemetery had a burial there and it was £21. If you go to how long you get the average wage of the docker at that time, that funeral was something like nineteen times his average weekly wage. Hugely expensive. Hugely expensive. Phenomenal! Today, two and half, three and a half times the average weekly wage is a funeral. And in real terms, it’s not so difficult.
Wouldn’t want to do it every day, but yeah.

Well, no. Anything worth doing, buying, having is expensive, isn’t it? You know, and I can honestly say at the lower end, when I need to be, I am cheaper than anybody…At the higher end, where you want absolutely everything and total perfection I’m probably dearer than most. But the fact is, it’s what money you get from...

Okay, In terms of the choreography of dealing with the body, in terms of on the day and things like that, the actual process, what do you do?

Well the first thing to remember is that, the body as you call it is sacred. That‘s my, what I install in absolutely everybody. There’s a boy just starting a four year apprentiship today and installed in him, the first thing is the body is sacred.

What do you call it? If I said the word body, what would you, what would you call it?

That’s fine. No, it’s fine. I can use a million words. I call myself a “funeral director,” I’m still an “undertaker.” I still undertaking jobs other people don’t want to do, that’s how we came into existence. Sometimes you don’t call me “late for dinner” you can call me what you like you know, it’s that scenario really. But the body is sacred, that’s where we start. It’s your mum, it’s my mum, it’s whoever it is. And that must be from the ‘second-one’ never forgotten, you know. So, there’s no detail goes untouched. From the washing, the removal, how we remove somebody, the vehicle you put you in, and somebody very famous was moved at the weekend in a van, you know. Not very good: in my view. You know, the vehicle you move somebody in is very important. It’s not the end of their life; it’s an extension of the journey. And to you it’s very very important. So I like people to be in their own clothes. I’m very fussy about that. I like it when if I dress somebody I’ll talk to them. It sounds completely crazy, but I don’t agree. I might say, if I’m trying to get trainers on somebody’s foot I might say “Oh come on, give me a hand” because it’s quite difficult you know, because I don’t want to forget who they are. They’re not just something laying there, they’re a person, belonging to people and then when we come into a chapel here, our chapels, we never move a person from that chapel. When you see that person is where they stay. They’re air-conditioned I don't have to move them to a colder place. And that’s your room, its nobody else’s room, so you can bring your pictures and put ‘em up and decorate them in your own way and whatever you want to do. And it's your space. And your family can come in, not just by appointed times as some funerals might but when you want to and that’s including Saturday and Sunday and you know, within a time-straight of that day, so on Sunday we’re only open a few hours, but we’re open every Sunday. So you can come in Christmas Day I open up the business, Christmas morning… because people want to be with somebody if they’ve lost them over Christmas. And I totally understand. So that’s where we start from. Okay and then the carrying of the person again reflect straight back to how sacred that is. And that’s the training, we go through endless training my staff, you know, that’s so important. Measuring people up correctly to be in the right place, putting people in the right kind of coffin and the right [there is a loud thump] Woah, woah woah woah!
Child’s voice: Sorry.
You alright? 
Right…where were we….the carrying..

Oh the carrying is sacred in the way that we do it, and very special. And when somebody leaves here, I wish you could have seen it really, but the coffin is carried on the shoulders out of here, very, very slowly. If the family are here or outside, if they’re not it’s the same thing. And we have a bell tower and we have bells that ring as the person – it chimes and the leave. And it has a good balance to it and we arrive at the house. And it’s my job to put in front of those people, nothing should be their problem. It shouldn’t be their problem if the traffic’s bad. It shouldn't’ be their problem if the coffin’s heavy or big, it shouldn’t be their problem. So I don’t want it to be. You know, I make sure that when we get to the church if there is a problem for the minister or anything at all; it’s mine, not theirs. It’s my job to protect them. You have to be a a a everyting. A master of all things: from being a ringmaster, a master of ceremonies, being able to read at a funeral, give a eulogy for them, being able to identify correct flowers, you know, all these things are very very special and need to be dealt with. And so, when the moment I leave them I want them to think “you know I feel”  actually I feel you know now that I’ve gone they actually feel a little bit empty, you know because they’ve been cared for. And that’s what we’re here to do and we do that for an ongoing situation. For the weeks coming up for them and then because of our lovely garden here, people come in and still visit and say ‘hello’. So it’s very much a place of, you know, a a a healthy bereavement. 

Yeah. So it sounds a profoundly ethical place…

Well I have a social corporate responsibility about the people I employ. I have a very strong Socialist belief. Umm… in..the care of people. And I believe it starts with, if you’re a good employee, if you pay people properly and I will guess we pay nearly twice as much as any other funeral director… if you pay people properly you will get the very best results. I mean they’re out all day sometimes and miss a bit of food so I will always, if I have half an hour, I always buy something or make sure they’ve got it. They don’t pay for their own food here. When we have, we have breakfast every single day ‘round the table and talk about the work, and what’s going to go on, who’s doing what and what went wrong yesterday or what went right. You know, things go wrong. You know, we’re not invincible, if we make a mistake, its how you deal with it. That’s the key to success in what you do. You know, it’s to stand up, take responsibility and deal with it. Don’t blame everyone else to begin with, even if it’s not your fault. Worry about that later. Get things right first. So, we have breakfast…everything’s bought for them, even underpants. Yup. You probably wouldn't’ believe that… even underpants. Absolutely everything is here. And then everyone looks the same and everybody behaves the same. And, you know, I don’t, if somebody comes not to work here, which is rare, because most people stay forever. Well if they do, and they’re not right for this place, I don’t sort it out the staff do really. They don’t fit in; nobody will fit in with them. If they fit in, it’s absolutely brilliant.

So in what ways does that process…is it almost unspoken?

Well people, I have long list of people that want to have jobs here. I’m very fortunate I never have to advertise. And along the line, you know, when I’ve met those people and had their CVs I’ve always ticked a box and if something comes up, I’ll then try to get to see them. Most people have waited a job, boy just joined me now, four years he waited for a job. Someone else was seven years. You know, but, they’re the right people for that job. And, so I’m very very lucky with the people I’ve got. They’re very loyal. 

So what sort of qualities are you looking for?

Well, I wrote a book called Square Pegs in Round Holes, and that’s what you should never do. It’s very simple really. People have different qualities, you know, there’s a man that works for me, very good looking man, he’s a lovely fellow, he’s just 40. Very kind, very polite, drives beautifully. But, I’d say slow in his thinking, you know, he could be easily fooled into something, believing something, he’s a bit naïve. You know, the other morning, we all meet in the cafe on Saturdays in the morning when we’re working. Very early, you know, I treat them to breakfast; it’s all a community thing. And he went into the cafe that was shut and he tried to get in the caff and we’re all going, “We’re here! We’re here!” and, you know, he’s been there before and then we had a laugh and say, “Oh what are you like?” You know, but we love him. And at his job he is brilliant. So he’s Einstein, at driving that car. So for me, you know, its square pegs, round holes. If I put Einstein in that car, he’d probably crash it. You know, so it’s, you know, everything’s relevant. So I respect people’s abilities, I respect what they can do. And I hope they respect me. And I try and if something’s wrong they all have medical cover they all have doctor’s  scheme so they can see a doctor if they come into work on the same day. You know, and we eat together we feed together and go through illnesses together, you know. And we’ve got a fantastic set up and we don’t make the same sort of profit as maybe another firm that would do this thing, but what you got around you is fantastic. A place you love to be. My PA’s been with me 24 years, you know. My average length of staff is 10 at the moment, you know. So, and that’s not ‘cause I’m wonderful, it’s just been a very very good way to live your life. With people around you that you treat properly, because they treat you properly back and you care about each other. You know, tremendous affection. And you know, one of them, his child’s lost an eye, and we bought the uh the uh new eye that she has to have and everything, we’ve done everything. And that’s just fantastic, that’s the way it should be. You know, some of the things they’ve done for me at Christmas were just wonderful. 

What sort of things have they done for you at Christmas?

Well, umm my life’s ambition has been to drive the “Milleminia” which is a a thousand mile race in Italy which was won years ago by --- Moss. It’s no longer really a race, it’s just a gentlemen’s drive really, wonderful across the Alps and things, and ummm when I got to 60 I decided that was it I was going to do it. So I’m doing it this year, at Christmas, and I’ve bought the car to do it in. 

What’s the car?

A Morgan. But they bought uh, bought me everything to go with it. And it must have cost them £1000 what they spent. The hat, the glasses, the coat and things. And it was just, I just blown away by that kindness that they put their hands in their pockets and done something for me. There’s not many things I want to do in life, that’s just the one thing. You know, staying here is a great love and privilege. It’s my life you see.

Over time, you’ve been absolutely enmeshed in this community and you’ve seen the changes that have happened. In relation to your job, in relation to the changes in this community, have you seen anything in parallels with people. In terms of things like the decline of the docks and things like that, obviously you’ve talked about the changes in the ethnicity of the area….

In a very slightly different way to sum it up for you in that when I was a kid if I walked along, let’s see where shall we start? In Tanner Street, all I could smell was the hide, the leather, stuff being done there. As I walked up Bermondsey street, you know, there were other smells because you had the umm you know where they make mink and all those sorts of things, which was quite vile smells and then you walked further up and there was the perfume factory in Grange Road and you got a whiff of the perfume. Not always nice because in its production it’s not. And then you get to to Pearce and Duffs and there’d be the smell of custard stewing and you ‘d get to the Blue and you’d have Edwards’ or Spa Bakery and you’d have that lovely bread smell and you’d get to where the biscuits were being baked: coconut on a Thursday, Bournville on a Friday, you know. And you’d get the different smells and then you’d get the Lindtt chocolate factory. And everything in this area is summed up for me in smells. You’ know that’s my memory of all smells that relate to people and things. And, people say Bermondsey’s changed, yep, you’re absolutely right. It’s not the same as it was ten years ago, twenty years ago, thirty years ago, fifty, a hundred years, two hundred years. Wherever you go there will always be change. Without change there is no healthy society at all. People have changed. Immigrant societies come and go. New society people come in now, some wealthier than we’ve been used to and some less. Umm that’s not the problem, there are new smells now. There’s the “mogul” that I can smell with those lovely spices when I go passed it, you know? There are the the Turkish bakery at the back of the shop opposite Rummies. You know you got that Turkish bread baked and you can smell, you know. And you get down by Costello’s and there’s a pizzeria garlicy smell. And so, for me, Bermondsey has changed. It will always change but the smells are still there, the smells are just different. And the people are just different. The values are the same. And the good old Bermondsey people, you know. And you’ll be one of those because your mother is, and because her mother was, you know. So you’ll still have that foundation. And people put their roots here and will stay, you know. And I run an International Business as well for Albins and I have 14 different languages. Most of them live around here. And they’re lovely. They’re just different …diff…different ways of fitting in the business really that you learned to have to change with them. So if that sums it up… I’ve seen those tremendous changes. But with the Victorians came all this superstition, that you never had red and white flowers together: blood and bandages. Always make sure all the petals are off the back of the hurse before it pulls away, because petals on the back of the hurse means they’ll be another death in the family very soon, you know. Never tip your hat to anybody; always lift it. Because if you tip it you’re marking their card. So I never tip it. Never go under the tunnel with a person who’s died; never take anyone underground before their time. They’re huge superstitions. But if I went over that tunnel someone would say to me “Oh you took my mum under the tunnel” They all know that’s wrong. You see kids today holding their collar when the funeral passes. You still see it today. They don’t know now why they do it; they just know its superstition. But it comes from the nursery rhyme, during the, you know, the Plague, and the deprivation and children dying. It’s “Hold your collar, wollah wollah wollah/ Never catch a fever” Now they’ve added to it: “Hold your collar until you see a four-legged animal” you know, that’s you know so superstition grows. It’s only superstition, but it grows! And changes! But the foundation of it is still there, you know. So they’re very important things and I see great changes in the funeral business. I saw a great decline in the 60s to less care. To “let’s just have a cremation” “Let’s just have, Oh we’ll just have a hearse going there” or “we’ll have a memorial service later”. And my Grandfather used to say: “the body is sacred. And cremation” which he hated “that will be the end of funerals”. Because people will have a cremation, and then they will have a memorial service, and there won’t have a funeral. And the society will not be a good thing for it. And he was right about that because in the sixties that’s what we went to. Less people involvement. And you know we’ve come full circle to a funeral being a funeral, whether it’s a burial or a cremation it’s just a different end. And everything’s the same and the flowers that people buy depicting the hobbies that they had, or the wonderful things, or the football club they supported. Going through Milwall it’s a common occurrence and me to educate them to come out and to see the families, which people will love. And then, you know walking through the Blue is a common occurrence. I mean your mum must think I do it purposely, but it’s a common occurrence walking through the Blue, it’s a common occurrence. It’s very important. You know, that’s where people mostly did their shopping or that’s where they grew up. So there’s that lovely feeling, and I know everybody, so I’m talking to everybody all the way through the Blue. You know, I’ve got the most enriched and full life, you know. I’m not hard up, I’m I’m lucky, I spend my money here I love the people here. I try to be as generous charitably as we can be. I’m on every trustees committee you could be on, or part of, or, you know, some of the ancient trusts and charities. I have my own charity here, which I run, and contribute a part of my income into, plus national ones. But this is the most, you know, a fabulous place to be involved. 

Great. Thanks for that. Have you got any questions you want to ask? No? No, I think we covered it. I have to say thank you Barry that was lovely.

Okay, I will be buried here, by the way. If that’s the last thing: in that garden.

In that garden? Is that your last wish?

Yeah after about three weeks of going round Bermondsey in a procession. Cos I’m going round to see everywhere 

It’s sort of interesting, isn’t it, how people plan their last moments…

Well people are planning for these things now. And it’s very important that you do. 
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