
Letter from Walter Fielding-Cotterell, 18 February 2015 
 
 
Dear Editor/Residents, 
  
Thank you for sending me the Birlingham News, I have enjoyed reading about the fortunes of the 
village from "down under". 
  
I was born in the Whitehall house itself in November 1940. I think the house was divided into three 
separate units at the time. My mother's sister Dorothy (Doll) Bennett (nee Camm) her husband Arthur 
Bennett (a farm worker) and family were tenants in the house at the time. I'm pretty sure that part of 
the house to the left of the tree in the attached photo was the part they lived in. I can recall they had a 
magnificent collection of horse brasses hanging on the wall of the living room. I can also recall a well 
situated near the house (behind the tree) and a quaint old outdoor privvy with a three hole (small, 
medium and large) wooden seat. I think it is the end of this building that shows on the extreme right of 
the photo (faithfully preserved I hope). My mom and dad actually lived in Birmingham but mom moved 
to Birlingham to escape the worst of the wartime bombing raids when she was expecting me. When 
things quietened down we moved back to Birmingham. Despite this we frequently spent our holidays 
at Birlingingham staying mostly with Mom's brother and sister in law, Bill and Alice Camm, at No. 2 
Gravelly Hill, on the Eckington Road.  
  
Following the death of Arthur Bennett my aunty Doll married widower, George Sparrow. Members of 
the Camms, Bennetts and Sparrow families are buried in St James churchyard. There is also a 
plaque to my mother, A. E. Fielding-Cotterell (nee Camm) near the wall of the church. 
 
I do not know how many of people I used to know still remain in the village. When I visited 
Birlingham in 2007 I obtained a copy of the Birlingham Bystander. It mentioned that Wally Wood was 
leaving. I remember Wally as a motorcycle enthusiast (as am I) along with Dennis Phelps and a few 
others in the village. 
 
It was sad to read of the passing of several residents of "auld acquaintance" (40 odd years ago) 
namely Alan Cooper (a keen motorcyclist with a collection of vintage Scott machines), Bill Quarrel and 
Joan Gill.  
  
I remember meeting Brenda Quarrel when my cousins, the son and daughter in law of Arthur and Doll 
Bennett, lived in the (then) council houses opposite the Swan pub but that would have been fifty odd 
years ago. 
  
Also sad was the loss of the old cedar tree in the churchyard. This was a large tree when I was a lad 
70 years or so ago. As an arborist (semi retired) I am interested in what may have caused the death 
of this tree which normally is a long lived species. In my visit to Birlingham in 2007 the tree looked 
quite healthy.  
  
I have been dealing with the decline and death of cedars in a park in a local N.Z. town recently. I 
believe the deaths have been caused by the application of broadleaf weed killers in lawn areas 
where cedars (and other susceptible species) are growing. Was there any investigation/report carried 
out on the cause of death of the church cedar that is available? 
  
On the home front we are still awaiting the completion of house repairs for earthquake 
damage suffered in the first of the series of 'quakes to hit Canterbury and Christchurch City in 2010. 
  
The weather here is sweltering and we are currently in the grip of a severe drought (bad for our 
agricultural exports but probably good for yours). 
  
Well folks, must close now. 
  
Kindest regards, 
  
Walter. 
  


