
Ron Smith 100 years old on 26th.June. 

Ron Smith was born to a heavily tattooed milkman near Crystal Palace in South London on 26th. 
June 1920. His earliest memory is as a three year old when he put his father's best hat in a bucket of 
water in case of fire. His dad wasn't very impressed! He was an inquisitive child and loved to 
experiment with new discoveries. As a school boy he used to buy sweet cigarettes and collect the 
miniature glass negatives they gave away. He made contact print from them and fixed them with salt 
from crisp bags. He was fascinated with the process and the photography bug soon bit him hard. He 
soon established a thriving developing and printing business for his friends and neighbours. He loved 
to read and his favourite book was '100 harmless experiments for boys'. Among other things it 
taught him how to make gumpowder which resulted with him demolishing a brick wall. He was a 
keen cyclist and swimmer and by the age of twelve he had a host certificates for both sports. 
Another hobby Ron enjoyed was conjuring. He loved to play tricks on his friends and family and 
when he was 18 he'd progressed so much that he did his first paid show.  

Ron's first camera was an Agfa Isorette which he used to hide in his cycle cape and smuggle into the 
Port of London to document life there. He later progressed to an Ensign Selfix and later a Kodak 
Brownie Hawkeye which used 120 roll film. When Ron turned digital he quickly mastered his Leica 
Digilux 1 and the last camera he used was a Nikon D90. When he was young he used to develop his 
black and white films in the family toilet. His father frequent banged on the door wanting to use the 
lavatory!  He made his prints with a homemade enlarger from a Sanderson plate portrait camera. 

In 1934 Ron left school unqualified at 14 but soon got a job as an office boy in the Port of London 
where photography was prohibited. He went everywhere by bike and combined it with his love of 
photography to record the beautiful countryside he toured. He regularly cycled 200 miles on a 
Sunday and considered 25 miles a sprint. Ron briefly worked for Siebe Gormans as a clerk, where 
they also tested gas masks. After an argument with the manager over a pen he was sacked and 
joined the TA in 1937. After two years training in training in the TA he was called up to serve in the 
Second World War initially based in Caterham in Surrey but soon transferred to Bude in Cornwall. 
That put an end to his cycling racing, but his cycling skills were appreciated by the army  who made 
him a keyman. His duties included cycling to the homes of men who'd been called up by the forces 
and tell them to report for duty. To keep the men occupied a mass start cycle race with over 150 
competitors was arranged which Ron won. Another popular sport they enjoyed was bacon wrestling 
where the objective was purely to lift their opponent off the ground. 

Life in Cornwall was initially a bit disorganised and they had the wrong type of ammunition for their 
guns and the 'dragons teeth' placed on the beach blocked off their generator. However, Ron moved 
again, this time to protect an oil refinery near Southampton. It was a nervous time for the troops 
there as they were sitting on a bomb. Whilst there, Ron was involved in entertaining the troops and 
helped form a comedy act called Smith and Gannon. Ron would perform some magic tricks and his 
colleague would mess them up, Tommy Cooper style much the to amusement of the audience. 

Ron's next stop was the Isle of Wight where his exceptional sense of smell lead to the whole island 
going into lockdown. While on sentry duty one day he sensed the smell onions which was the sign of 
a gas attack. As no one in the area was cooking Ron reported it and within minutes the siren was 
sounded and the population put on their gas masks and went into hiding. It was only later that it was 
discovered that someone was cooking onions across the Solent in Southampton and the smell had 
drifted over to the Isle!   

After Southampton Ron was transferred to Acol near Margate a lot nearer the enemy. One day while 
he was manning a Lewis gun he spotted a German Heinkel bomber approaching. He immediately 



took aim and fired. The plane came down and crash laded in a nearby field. The supporting troops 
rushed to it and promptly arrested the injured pilot and co- pilot. Ron was a hero, but later it was 
discovered that the plane hadn't been hit and the pilot was attempting to land because he'd been 
shot earlier. 

One of Ron's duties in Acol was to train the 1500 ATS girls to fire weapons amongst other things. He 
soon built up a profitable photographic business photographing them in their smart uniforms for 
them to send the pictures home to their families and partners. When Ron was on reconnaissance 
duty he operated a radar type of device called an Electronic Sound Locator Indicator Equipment, 
which was called Elsie for short. This was housed in a wigwam like tent. Ron used to enjoy telling 
people he spent the night in a wigwam with Elise!  

Ron met his lifelong sweetheart, Bonne when she was 15 in 1939 when he was stationed in 

Caterham in Surrey. Ron eventually married her in 1942 after he'd negotiated a weeks' leave. Bonnie 

was 18 and Ron 22. He booked a week at the Wilton Hotel in Caterham for their honeymoon. 

However, the day after their marriage Ron was called back by the army and civilian Bonnie went 

with him. He had to process and copy some reconnaissance photographs taken of new German 

planes from a mosquito aircraft.  The photographs were then enhanced by an artist who filled in all 

the details. What a way to spend your honeymoon! 

In 1942 Ron was sent to the Orkneys where he joined the 46th. Lincolnshire TA regiment. Ron's task 

was to teach them about ELISE. Being so far north the Orkneys didn't see much action. As the 

weapons were in more need in the South of England the Orkneys were protected by life size wooden 

replica guns and tanks!  Enterprising Ron quickly established a photographic business there. He 

developed a skill for hand tinting prints and it wasn't long before the troops were supplying him with 

plenty of business. The weekly ration boat soon became a source of photos sent from the mainland 

to be skilfully colour tinted by Ron. However, Ron got bored with the quiet life there and applied for 

a WOEB (War Office Election Board) in London. This was for 3 days of officer training. He then 

returned to Orkneys where he was told he'd been accepted for officer training. However, the entire 

unit was transferred by boat to Cornwall. On the boat they were given riffles and told to shoot all the 

magnetic mines in the sea as long as they weren't too close to the boat. Ron didn't stay long with the 

regiment in Cornwall, he went to Catterick in Yorkshire for officer training. He was enrolled on a 6 

month heavy gun course. All that kneeling had damaged Ron's left knee which swelled badly and his 

knee cap kept popping out. In 1944 he was sent to hospital and on D-Day, 6th. June, he listened to 

events there on a radio. 

Shortly after Ron returned to Catterick, his London home was bombed. His wife Bonnie survived 

with baby Michael by sheltering in the Morrison shelter under the kitchen table. They were able 

move to a fruit farm in Suffolk for temporary accommodation. However, the army refused to grant 

Ron 48 hours leave to visit Bonnie so he went AWOL and hitch-hiked down to see her. Their house 

was uninhabitable, but Ron and a friend from the wet fish shop were able to recover some 

belongings using the fish mans horse and cart. Somehow they managed to slide a German built 

upright piano down the stairs and on to the cart which they carried to Ron's mother's house.  

Ron and Bonnie were now homeless and in desperation to find somewhere to stay he arranged to 

have a leaflet drop from an aircraft asking for some accommodation. His appeal was answered by a 

doctor who had two spare rooms in his surgery. Ron and Bonnie moved in with baby Michael. 



Unfortunately, the baby's crying upset the doctor during surgery and when Bonnie was taken ill Ron 

left the door open so he could see her across a passage. The patients had to walk through the 

passage and the doctor's wife ordered Ron to close the door, but he refused. There was an argument 

and they struggled over the door. The doctors wife fell and hurt her leg. The doctor called the police 

and Ron was charged with assault. He went to court and was bound over to keep the peace and told 

to leave the doctors'. When he returned to the army he was punished by having his upcoming 

promotion rescinded and he was sent to Cleethorpes.  

After a while they were asked for men with dock experience to become 'blue caps' (Royal Military 

Police). Ron stepped forward to volunteer and was sent to Darlington for a 3 months police training. 

When it was complete, to Ron's surprise he was handed a red cap. He was sent to serve in 

Nottingham where he joined the Nottingham and Notts Photographic Society. Their secretary just 

happened to own a chemist shop and was able to supply Ron all the chemicals he needed to process 

his films and paper.  As an MP he did road duty, Special Investigations and had to police theft from 

the local 'naffy' club. Ron was there undercover for a week eating cakes and drinking tea and never 

caught anyone. Another time he was called to a bar fight where the Americans were fighting the 

British. Ron approached gingerly and waited for the American Military Police to come with their 

truncheons and forcefully stop the fighting. 

When Ron was on static road duty as an MP he had to help to set up a speed trap. This was done by 

using a Gunter's chain which is 22 yards long to measure the road. There was a MP at each end with 

stop watch and the used to time how long it took the vehicle to cover the distance and a third MP 

would stop the vehicle further up the road. They would then have to calculate how fast the vehicle 

was doing by reading the figures from a table. They didn't catch many people speeding! 

On another occasion Ron was patrolling Derby station with another MP when a big fight broke out 

over a 1 penny cup of tea in the WVS cafe. The Americans were fighting the British troops, then the  

local Rolls Royce workers joined in. Ron and his mate were soon over whelmed and they were put 

and railway carriage by the mob and pushed away. However, they managed to escape and blow a 

whistle to make the train pull out. This stopped the fight as all the troops had to catch the train to 

get to their barracks. 

After the war, in 1946 Ron studied art at a teachers training college in Watford. While he was there 

he learned to sculpture and make pottery. After the 18 months training he got a teaching post at the 

Leo Boys School in the Old Kent Road, London. There he taught puppetry, pottery and photography 

for 3 years and built the school a saw dust kiln. He got on well with the pupils and formed a cadets 

unit. They went on summer camps and had sports competitions. At a Christmas party in the small 

gym Mr. Brown, the science teacher suggested the staff dress up for the boys. Ron dressed up as an 

old photographer with plate camera and a magnesium flash. Mr Brown had mixed the powder as 

Ron had run out. When Ron took a photo of the pupils at the tables the magnesium exploded and 

set fire to the decorations hanging from the hall roof and it created a lot of smoke and chaos. The 

boys panicked and jumped up knocking over the tables and the jelly and cakes went everywhere. 

Fortunately, no one was hurt and there wasn't any permanent damage. 

In 1958 a lot of these smaller schools, including Leo School were closed down and were replaced by 

the comprehensive schools. Ron applied for a job as a photography teacher at a new school called 

Holland Park School in London. He was the only applicant and got the job. He taught there between 



1958 and 1983 with an enthusiastic and engaging style until he retired. It was the first school in the 

country to have a dedicated photography department. One of Ron's pupil's was Peter Dazeley BEM 

FRPS who progressed to become a successful fine art and advertising photographer. Ron also found 

the time to get a degree while he was there. 

Whilst at the school Ron also found the time to become an excellent badminton player. Bonnie and 

Ron formed a great doubles team and their son Michael became a badminton champion and a top 

coach. Ron and Bonnie actually played in a Wimbledon badminton tournament, but unfortunately 

they got knocked out in the first round. However, Bonnie became seriously ill with asthma and spent 

a month in intensive care and when she recovered her badminton playing was restricted. Ron 

continued playing badminton until he was 83 when he had a fall. 

Ron was also keen on camping and caravanning, although Bonnie liked her home comforts too much 

to be as enthusiastic as Ron. Ron paid £400 for his first small and basic caravan. At that time he only 

owned a small Renault 4 which struggled to tow it. If he was going uphill he had to make sure he got 

a good run up to it so he would manage to get to the top. When he upgraded to a bigger and better 

caravan he bought a Ford Angelia to tow it. Now he was getting serious he joined the Middlesex 

Caravan Club which had meetings nearly every weekend. He took his son and grand children all over 

the country for themed weekend breaks. Sometimes he would put on a magic show in the club 

house for the residents. When he moved to Crewe it became more difficult for him to drive the long 

distances south to enjoy it as much and sadly when his son passed away his grand children lost 

interest and the caravanning adventures came to an end.    

In 1976 Ron was awarded the Hood Medal by the RPS for his services to photographic education. He 

was in good company as the previous year the renowned nature photographer Heather Angel won it 

and in the following years it was won by Jacques Cousteau, Lord Snowdon, Sir David Attenborough 

and Harold Evans. 

When he retired Ron and Bonnie moved to Crewe nearer his brother. Once he settled there he 

became an active member of Crewe Photographic Society in 1999 where he gave many entertaining 

and hilarious talks. Ron always like to push the boundaries of photography. Much to the then 

Secretary's horror, during one of his practical and interactive talks to Crewe Photographic Society he 

was photographing without a camera. He used a flatbed scanner to record coloured dyes in a glass 

tray of water. The Secretary was terrified that Ron might blow us all up! He donated a trophy to the 

club which he wanted given to the member whose work showed outstanding creativity in a 

particular year. Those who remember Ron knew exactly what he meant and the selectors always feel 

him looking over their shoulders when they make that award at the season's end. In gratitude for 

the service Ron contributed to Crewe Photographic Society they awarded him a life time 

membership. Ron missed teaching so much that he also joined the U3A and started giving 

photography classes there. His total service to education must have been well over 70 years! 

Ron was full of engaging stories, his memories of his pupils were still fresh, showing real compassion; 

it is easy to see how he earned their respect and attention. Along the way the audience had the 

privilege of seeing items from his personal museum of analogue photography, just at the cusp of the 

digital take-over. Not that Ron was stuck in the past, he was investigating the digital world with a 

youthful curiosity that quite shamed his contemporises. He was adventuresome and independently 

minded with his own work too and shunned any form of following fashion. 



Sadly, by the time Ron reached 95 his glaucoma had progressed to the extent that he was blind and 

he gradually suffered a loss of mobility too and became bed ridden. That put an end to many of 

Ron's interests like his photography and conjuring. Ron and Bonnie have now been married for 76 

years and they both live in the Belong Care Home in Crewe. Although Ron is blind and bed ridden his 

mind is still bright and he can remember remarkable details from his past. Even his seeming endless 

list of jokes! One joke he told me was about his own blindness. He said he was playing blind man's 

buff and won three times. Then he got disqualified for not wearing a blind fold.  Bonnie is now 96 

and on 26th.June 2020 Ron turns 100 which is an amazing achievement. 


