
MY EDUCATION IN ANTIQUES

During the 1930s, two or more free public lectures were held daily at the Victoria and 
Albert Museum . It was, I think, by sheer chance that on 6 November 1931, visiting the 
museum, I joined one of these talks which was on old English oak furniture. I was so 
impressed that I took my mother along the next day, and she spoke to the lecturer, Fred 
Wilson, and asked how I could learn about old things. He said he needed to think on this, 
but came up with the suggestion that, for a fee, he would be willing to take me on as a 
student. I would attend his lectures, read in the museum library, be sent to view and attend 
London salerooms and he would take me to occasional exhibitions. At the end of this time 
he would get me into the antique shop of my choice. During this time a little tuition was 
arranged, but not until October 1932 did my three seasons of study really start.

I owe an enormous debt of gratitude to Fred Wilson for all he taught me. 
Academically, I learned a great deal more than many dealers of that day, although 
nothing I fear of the financial side of the trade. By 1934 getting the shop of my choice 
was no longer a possibility. It was the bottom of the slump. Businesses were closing 
everywhere and there were no jobs on offer. So I put an advertisement in the three 
different collecting magazines and got a reply from each. One was from an old dealer in 
Nottingham whose main concern was if at nine o’clock each night I’d brew his cocoa 
strong enough. I didn’t follow this up, but another, from a shop in Spring Street, 
Paddington, I did. The owner and I met, were extremely polite to each other, but left 
matters open. A week later a telegram arrived in Bournemouth summoning me to his 
bedside at the St Stephen’s Hospital. On arrival I was refused entry, but showing the 
telegram gained admittance through a barrage of doctors and nurses to an inert figure in 
bed in a darkened room. A key was pressed in my hand, and I was told to go to the shop 
the following Monday, and not to write to him more than once a week. I was then rushed 
from the room. On the Monday began my first experience of shop-keeping, with the 
opportunity of making my initial mistakes in someone else’s name, at Number Seven, 
Spring Street, Paddington (street numbering has now been altered). On arrival, after 
dusting the shop window and doing a little re-arranging, nothing, literally nothing, 
happened. By one o’clock, in need of food and facilities, I locked the door, rushed to 
Paddington Station and rushed back again, and again nothing happened. I was beginning 
not to be too impressed by the bustling antique trade of London, so I settled down in 
front of the gas fire in the back room with a thriller. Suddenly the shop door burst open 
and there was an immense policeman. What, I wondered, had I done, or had the shop 
owner died? A bang on a table and another crash of the shop door and I was alone. I 
hurried in to the front of the shop and on the table was a list of all the stolen property 
in the metropolitan area. As I recollect the same procedure happened several times a 
week and never did the policeman and myself exchange a single word.

In due course Brian Roach, the owner, recovering, but needing convalescence, called at 
the shop to find that all was well, but there was little business doing He gave me 
permission to bring in certain items of my own to try and sell, and allowed me to delegate 
shop-keeping responsibilities to my mother or aunt who lived in London, while he went 
off to his home in Devonshire. I was thus able to again attend the Caledonian Market on
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Fridays: I learned how London is really made up of a series of villages, one of which was 
Spring Street, and how the shop keepers - however varied their trade - made up the 
community. Shortly before my arrival this had been strengthened by the fact that above 
some of the shops, including Number Seven, was a somewhat doubtful hotel. The police 
had raided it one afternoon, and among those fleeing had been some well known 
politicians and other celebrities, who had had to clamber down drainpipes and knock on 
rear shop windows in seeking escape. Sadly this event didn’t occur again while I was there.

Although so little trade was done, I did from time to time get summoned to flats in 
the area where owners wanted repairs undertaken. Through this I got to know a local 
cabinet maker, and Mr Smith the china riveter of Homer Street, at the far end of Praed 
Street; a contact I was to keep up over the next five years. After exactly three months in 
Spring Street, at my suggested salary of one pound a week, I gave up the job believing I 
had learned all that it had to offer me. A few days later, packing two suitcases with some 
of the items I had accumulated while in London, I made my way to the Caledonian 
Market, but this time as a seller. I rented a pitch on the stones for one shilling and 
sixpence and sold several small items, I am now sure, far too cheaply. The pitch next to 
me was a second-hand clothes one, and the teenage daughter of the owners kept me 
supplied with tea - too strong - over the half day I spent there. It was then a matter of 
packing up and moving northwards to Yorkshire, and, as I believed, leaving London for 
all time as a place to live.

Now, looking back over sixty odd years, I realise how fortunate I have been in many 
ways. I was given the opportunity to do the job I wanted, and to gain a good knowledge 
of antiques, even if of a fairly academic nature. By now I knew the whole London area 
very well, and to a lesser degree its museums, could find my way round sale rooms with 
ease, and also had a sound knowledge of the workings of provincial auctions. What, 
perhaps, I lacked was sufficient capital, but managed just enough due to a small legacy, 
my wages in Spring Street and stamp dealing. It was now up to me and my mother to 
find somewhere to live in southern England where I could also start a shop. Thinking 
back, what does surprise me is the vast network of contacts that I had been able to 
establish with dealers all over the country as well as London. There were admittedly far 
fewer people in the antique trade then, but to a degree I had become known.

I celebrated my twenty first birthday in London in 1934, and can remember being 
given five pounds by a relative. I thought that it would be rather fun to spend this at a 
Sotheby’s sale. Sadly, my opening bid of one pound got the item I wanted - a seventeenth- 
century Continental marquetry box, and I appear to have been spending the spare four 
pounds ever since. A few days later we were in Yorkshire, collecting our car which had 
been stored there, and then we set off for a much-needed holiday at Carr Bridge in 
Inverness-shire. I can remember my uncle trailing us in his car to the top of Shap, which 
in those days was a very dangerous road, with loose stones and sometimes boulders 
which had fallen down the hillside. He waved us off, and we proceeded up to Crawford, 
where we spent a disturbed night, as there were celebrations for King George V’s Jubilee, 
and the Scottish dancing went on into the early hours. While at Carr Bridge, I thought I 
ought to see something of the Scottish auction scene, and so one day I went off to a farm 
sale, picnicking en route in blazing sunshine, and getting back with difficulty due to a
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violent snow storm. Forty eight hours after returning to Yorkshire my mother and I set 
off on our fateful journey south, house hunting, trying to find somewhere suitable to live 
and also for me to start and run a business. First of all we stayed with my uncle in 
Guildford thinking that that area would be suitable. Among many places visited was 
Horsham, and I am still mildly haunted by the house - not very suitable nor very nice - 
called the Druids, which had in one of its upstairs rooms a vast leather painted screen. 
Over the next year or two I made many attempts to buy this item, but was never allowed 
to do so.

My own feeling was that the Surrey/Sussex area was too near to London, so, 
encouraged by a friend, we drove on to Wantage, but after a few days there didn’t like it 
very much. Visiting a friend in Oxford who was showing me the sights, we went to the 
top of the Sheldonian. He pointed westwards and said, ‘Over there is a town called 
Burford’. I replied that I’d never heard of it, but he went on to tell me that the previous 
week he had seen a chair he was sure I would like in one of the two antique shops there. 
The following day we had planned to go and visit my uncle in Bristol, but en route 
decided to divert through Burford to look at the chair. Just as we were leaving Wantage 
I found a junk shop, in which for twelve shillings and sixpence I bought a so-called 
English Delft blue dashed charger painted with Adam and Eve. This dated from about 
1680, and the subject was one of the few religious themes found on pottery of that date, 
due to the fact that it could be sold to both Protestant and Catholic.



7. Roger Warner Antiques, High Street, Burford. The shop traded between 1936 and 1986


