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Background 

My father, James Hume died on November the 30th, 2011 of pancreatic cancer.  It was 
not pleasant. He lost a massive amount of weight and was in great pain, controlled by 
morphine, which caused severe nausea.  But he faced it with an acceptance and 
courage.  Memorably, he wrote an e-mail to me when he was diagnosed to say: 

“Dear David.  Have been diagnosed with pancreatic cancer.  Prognosis grim.  Love 
Dad”.     

He went downhill fairly rapidly, with a number of efforts to unblock his bile ducts rather 
unsuccessful and doing little more than knock him drastically around with anaesthetic.  
He did not complain about his progress on the weekly phone calls. When asked how 
he was, the worst he would say was that he was “ a bit ordinary”.  When he was in 
hospital, he told me that “the poor old fellow next to me has real problems”.  He 
certainly did.  He had advanced dementia and had broken his hip.  Dad was still well 
and truly in possession of his faculties, and showing the real empathy that was an 
important part of his complex personality.   

Two years after he passed, it is time to set down my memories of my father.  He was 
easily the dominant figure in my life.  Like most oldest sons, I spent much of my youth 
trying to reject him, especially his authority, whilst at the same time seeking his 
approval (given in rather small doses).  Of course, I ended up much like him in many 
ways.  I do not want to paint an unduly rosy picture of him.  Some of his flaws 
impacted quite seriously on the lives of all of his children.  But, as I came to realize late 
in life, he was a product of his time and his extraordinary background.   

He left us with a great gift; a diary of his wartime experience.  It is difficult to imagine a 
life spent from the age of 13 training to be at sea, and then spending the years from 
16-21 fighting a war and in serious danger.  For his life up to my own birth, that 
document is almost the only record.  I have transposed it from a scanned copy of the 
original, produced in the rather early days of desktop publishing.  That document was 
only available in a small number of hard copies.  I have also inserted additional 
photographs.  A copy of the original has been lodged with the Australian Archive.  

 

Early Life 

James Hume was born on the 29th of April, 1924.   His father, David Lionel Lumsden 
Hume, was the minister in Airdrie.  His mother, Agnes Charlton McCubbin, lived with 
her Aunt (her mother having died when she was 13), in the house across the road 
from the Manse.  He was conceived out of wedlock, when his father was 34, a survivor 
of the WWI battlefields, and his mother was 29.  They married in February 1924, 
although they subsequently set this date back by a year to Feburary, 1923, when 
entering it into official records such as the FASTI.  According to the family myth, Agnes 
(known as Nancy) was very ill after they were married and was treated in England.  
James was born in the Acorn Nursing Home in Harrogate and apparently given up to 
the care of another family.   One can only wonder whether his parents thought they 
would be able to claim him in some way at a later time.  Perhaps the depression 
intervened, or the birth of their daughter, Margaret, in 1928.  Until I made contact with 
the family in 1998, James did not know of the existence of his three sisters and he 
chose not to know them even after the event.  
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The full extent of what James himself said about his own upbringing is contained in the 
preface to his war time diary 

 

Conceived in the aftermath of World War I, (that war to end all wars), when there was 
a great optimism that the World would be a better place to live in, it was not long 
before this dream of our parents was shattered by the Great Depression. ' 

As a primary school student, I was the product of that depression in which our parents 
had to count every penny and frequently skimped themselves to provide us with 
adequate meals. Our clothes were hand-me-downs, passed from child to child until 
threadbare and no longer patchable. Christmas presents were usually hand-made by 
parents or second-hand. One great joy of mine was a second-hand clock-work Hornby 
train set on my eighth birthday. 

We learnt to waste nothing and spend carefully. As an extended family living on the 
one stipend, Grandparents, two maiden aunts and the four of us there was not much 
to go around. We boys used a simple prayer out of father's hearing: · 

Heavenly Father, bless us And keep us alive;  

There's ten of us to dinner, And not enough for five. 

Many children were less fortunate and there was no shame in patched school 
uniforms. As the depression came to a slow end, we were faced with the threat of war, 
there was the Spanish Civil War and the Italian war in Abyssinia. 

The League of Nations was seen as a hope for peaceful resolution of conflict but failed 
abysmally. 

My ambition was to go to sea. Most avenues were far beyond my father's very modest 
stipend as a Presbyterian Minister and the only hope of gaining entry to a Training 
Ship was winning a bursary (Scholarship). 

There were three hundred boys from all over the Commonwealth (aged between 
eleven and twelve) who sat for the two bursaries to HMS Conway and I was one of 
those lucky enough to be awarded one of them for September 1937 entry. 

My parents were initially against acceptance and thought that after the sheltered life of 
a Manse it would be too traumatic, but in view of my determination reluctantly agreed. 
Although father admonished me not to say I hadn't been warned. 

The precise identity of the people who raised him as a small child is impossible to 
know, and the mystery will may await the release of the 1931 census, or may never be 
known (since the English census records for 1931 were destroyed in WWII).   He says 
quite explicitly that he enjoyed the sheltered life of the Manse.  In a later part of his 
diary, he refers to the loss of his family at some time late in 1940 or early 1941.  My 
rather painstaking effort to find the name of a Presbyterian minister who died around 
this time, through trawling many church magazines and obituaries in the New College 
library in Edinburgh, has not produced any clues.  Similarly, I have trawled all the 
possible parishes in the FASTI, the record of all Scottish Church ministers, and found 
no obvious and unequivocal candidates.   The only clear candidate is the Reverend 
George Grieg, who with his wife Elizabeth, was killed at sea in a U-boat attack on 
February 18th 1941.  He may have been a little young, since he would only have been 
21 when Dad was born.  The argument in favour is that their home in Newarthill, near 
Motherwell is close to Airdrie, and his father and mother, James and Marion, were 
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alive until 1937, when James died.  Also, their chosen role as missionaries would 
explain why Dad was sent to school in London.  

The only other clue Dad gave was that, when asked where he grew up, he said Leven, 
a town on the coast of Fife.  Two additional pieces of information that favour this 
interpretation are that David Hume, his father, grew up in Kirkcaldy (the next major 
town along the coast). His aunt Kathie, David Hume’s sister, also settled in the Leven 
area, and his grandmother, Mary Rae Hume, lived in nearby Lundin Links, until her 
death in 1938.   One tantalizing candidate is the Reverend David Rose Hume, who 
was the minister of the Muiredge Manse in Buckhaven, Leven.  However, his wife, 
Florance, died in June 1935 and he himself died in 1946, at the age of 82.  The family 
lost their only son in WWI, but had five daughters, including two, Catherine and Vida, 
who never married but lived on to ripe old age; the former dying in 1995.  None of their 
daughters provides candidate foster parents.   

3 Kemplay Rd, 
Hampstead, (the right 
hand side of the duplex) 
where the Hart family 
lived, as it looks today. 

The only certain 
information became 
available following James’ 
death in 2011, when the 
records of his time on 
HMS Conway were 
released.  This revealed 
that he went to school in 
London, at a school 
called York House.  This 
was a small preparatory 
school for boys, 
established and run by a 
Reverend Cambridge 

Victor Hawkins, and located in a large at 1 Crediton Hill, in Hampstead Heath in 
London. The house is still standing on the corner of Lymington Road, now converted 
to flats. Exactly how long James attended this school is difficult to know; it may have 
been for the entirety of his schooling until he left in 1937. In the Camden History 
Society Newsletter number 73, September 1982, there is an article by Mary Elsy about 
schooldays in the 1930’s. She remembers her brother attending York House School, 
Crediton Hill. The blazers, caps, ties and sock tops were green and mauve.  Two 
women taught the younger boys and administered discipline with the aid of an old gym 
slipper.  The headmaster Mr Hawkins was a round-faced, bespectacled man was 
nicknamed ‘ the Owl’.  The school relocated to the country during the war, and is now 
an exclusive posh school.  

The only record of James’ attendance is a short essay he wrote describing his 
impressions from the review of the fleet by King George VI for his coronation in May 
1937 (see below).  This is notable for his clear fascination with ships, and attention to 
nautical detail, notably the fact that the ARK Royal had her funnel moved aft.   
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The other detail that emerged from 
these documents is that his 
“guardian in England” was a 
Dorothy C. Hart of 3, Kemplay Rd, 
Hampstead Heath.   When I first 
made contact with the Scottish 

family, Auntie Nana mentioned the 
name Dorothy Hart as someone she 
had heard of, who might be involved, 
and also mentioned a photograph she 
had of two boys, with the names 
Peter and James written on the back, 
in which one of the boys was the 
image of their father (which James 
certainly was).  So, the discovery of 
the key document from HMS Conway 
closed that loop and confirmed both 

the link and the fact the Harts were known to the Hume family.   

The house at 3, Kemplay Rd, where James lived was occupied by Isabella Hamel Hart 
(nee Sutton) and her two daughters, Dorothy Campbell Hart and Adelaide Mary Hart, 
and they were apparently listed as the sole occupants on the Hampstead Electoral 
Register in October, 1937.  They moved there from 6 Park Terrace, Glasgow some 
time between 1911 (the census) and 1920, their father (the husband of Isabella) 
presumably having passed away (he was 60 in 1911).  They were first on the electoral 
roll in 1920, at 5 Christchurch Rd Hampstead (the home of their brother/son) but by 
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1922, they were at 3, Kemplay Rd. Isabella died in London in January, 1940, and 
would have been 81.  

 

“Hart, Isabella Hamel of 3 Kemplay-road Hampstead London N.W.3 widow died 13 
January 1940 Probate London 8 April to Adelaide Mary Hart and Dorothy Campbell 
Hart spinsters. Effects £180 0s. 4d.” 

 

The family was originally from 
Glasgow, and the girls had an 
older brother, Arthur Douglas 
Hart who served in WWI and 
who died in Hampstead in 1924.  
He was married to Mary 
Eleanor Hamilton, and they 
were also in Glasgow in 1911, 
but in Sussex in 1921.  Mary 
Eleanor Hart (nee Hamilton) 
died in Paisley, on the 20th of 
May, 1940, of lung cancer at the 
age of 59.   Her death was 
reported by her brother, 

Alexander Mitchell Hamilton, who also reported the death of his mother, in Paisley in 
1931.   The brother and two sisters (Alexander, Elizabeth and Mary E.) seemed to 
have lived together in Paisley.  In terms of extended family, the Arthur Hart of the 
previous generation; the father of 
Arthur, Dorothy and Adelaide, was 
one of seven so there would have 
been plenty of relatives around.  
Arthur Douglas Hart and Mary 
Hamilton Hart had at least one child, 
an Arthur Michael Hart, who was 
killed in an air attack while a prisoner 
of war in Germany on the 14th of 
April, 1945.  He was in the territorial 
army in 1939, in the First Fife and 
Forfar Yeomanry, so may have been 
taken prisoner much earlier.  It is 
very likely that he would have been 
well known to James, and could 
have been the “brother”.  A second 
son, brother to Arthur Michael is 
mentioned with the initials W.D. (probably William Douglas) in the records of the 
Edinburgh Academy.   

Dorothy and Adelaide Hart did not pass away until the 1960s, I wonder whether my 
father ever knew.  

HART,  Dorothy Campbell of 3 Kemplay Road Hampstead London died 4 September 
1966 Probate London 5 December to Leonard John Cost solicitor and Keith Lionel 
Manning landscape gardener. £6057." 
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"HART, Adelaide Mary of 3 Kemplay Rd Hampstead London died 7 March 1968 
Administration (with Will) London 19 August. £14658".  

James is very explicit about an extended family of four (parents and a brother, who 
may have been named David), with two maiden aunts and grandparents.  It seems 
rather unlikely that the Hart family looked after him as an infant.  So, my feeling is that 
he was sent away to school in London, with Dorothy Hart as guardian, and the Harts 
were somehow known to his adopted parents and/or his biological parents.  Our 
mother said that James referred to his Aunts in Hampstead; it was probably Dorothy 
who told him that his father had died in 1953.  

When did James come to know of his biological parents?  They had in their 
possession a photograph of James, in his cadet uniform, signed “yours gratefully, Jim”, 
presumably taken around 1940.  His enrolment at HMS Conway lists his parent only 
as Clergyman, which suggests there was still a measure of secrecy.  What was he 
told?   

The open question is whether he ever had a home in Scotland, perhaps only for the 
summer holidays.  The only picture of him as a child (above) shows him playing at the 
seaside.  Could he have come up to Glasgow to stay with other members of the Hart 
or Hamilton families?  Or perhaps members of his grandmother’s family, the Raes, or 
the many Adam family cousins who lived in the Airdrie area.   

In his account of his wartime experience, he talks of taking the SS Ballycotton to 
Liverpool to join the HMS Conway, and there is a picture of him on board.  However, 
that is not possible, because the ship was sold in 1936, and in any case, maritime 
records indicate Ballycotton did not call at Liverpool, instead travelling as a kind of 
shuttle between London and Glasgow.  So, most likely the trip was the previous year 
and James was en route from school in London to Glasgow when this picture was 
taken.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


