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Sawbridgeworth to South Australia via Minnesota 

Betty’s Journey 

Birth and childhood 

Strictly speaking, Betty’s journey did not start in Sawbridgeworth. 

Betty was born to an unmarried 
mother in an Anglican Orphanage 
and convent, run by the sisters of St 
Margarets in East Grinstead, West 
Sussex in May 1925. See Photo 1 
opposite. 

 Fairly soon after her birth, Betty (not 
her registered name), was adopted 
by Horatio and Rose Say. The Says 
had both been born in Southwark 
and had married there in 1915. 
Horatio had served in the trenches 
and been wounded. Horatio and 

Rose did have a child, Cyril, who died at the age of three, from complications 
following measles. After Cyril passed away, they had no further children, and 
adopted Betty.  

Some time later they moved to Sawbridgeworth and into number 55 Cambridge 
Road. Betty attended Fawbert and Barnard school and won a scholarship to Herts 
and Essex High School. Horatio died in 1934 from TB complicated by mustard gas 
exposure in the trenches. See Photo 2: Betty is eighth from the right, back row. 
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To get to Herts and Essex, four miles from her home: “I rode my bicycle there and 
back or rode the ‘Greenline buses’ which stopped outside our house” 

She also attended Sunday school, in her own words: ‘I started going to Sunday 
school at a Congregational Church. I remember being taught about Joseph’s coat of 
many colours and Moses. The year ended with exams and prizes were awarded, I 
won an honorary mark for my efforts and I still have the certificates.’ 

Later she attended confirmation classes at Gt St Mary’s, was duly confirmed and 
attended church on important occasions such as Christmas and Easter. 

On 23 September 1939, the Says, along with the rest of the population were 
recorded in the 1939 register. This was designed to list all residents for the purpose 
of issuing ration books and possibly to be used for determining those eligible for 
conscription, in the event of mass mobilisation.  

  

See Photos 3 and 4 above of the 1939 register and 55 Cambridge Road: Betty’s 
name is obscured as she is still alive and less than 100. 

Betty would have left school at 16 in the summer of 1941. She would still have been 
at school when the bomb fell in Cambridge Road. The majority of the damage 
occurred to the houses on the opposite side of the road. Dorothy Chappell who was 
one of the casualties was the mother of Eileen one of Betty’s school friends. 

“During the bombing of London  I could sit on my window sill and see the sky lit up 
by the exploding bombs, the night St Pauls Cathedral was bombed was particularly 
frightening.” 

Leaving school 

On leaving school, Betty worked for Stanley Tee as a secretary and also joined the 
National Fire Service. However, Betty’s first job was “working in the P/O- a small 
country one- very small. Situated on a small street, between a butcher shop and a 
habadashery. Across the street on the corner was a cake shop and café where my 
girlfriend lived, who married a NZ pilot and moved away to NZ after the war.”  

Betty also worked for a time at Walter Lawrences, winding armatures for electric 
motors. See Photos 5 and 6 below. 
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Romance and marriage 

Betty has always been writing down her life history .What follows are notes about the 
D-Day landings, meeting her future husband and getting married: 

“It was the year of 1944 and the Allies in a war worse than the Great War of 1914-
1918 which was said to have been fought to end all wars. England was host to a 
million United States servicemen as well as large numbers of men and women from 
the Commonwealth and other sympathetic countries. On the eve of D-Day the night 
hours were troubled with the constant rumbling of thousands of trucks and even 
tanks making their way to the south coast of England. In the morning of the next day 
countless planes droned overhead all flying in V-formation, also heading south. The 
attack saw the turning point of the war.” 

"My best friend Barbara Drew and I were at Sawbridgeworth train station with our 
bicycles.  Suddenly 2 handsome young men in American uniforms came running up 
to us. 'Can we borrow your bikes...we've missed the train and we need to get back to 
base...we'll return them.' My friend 'Babs', that's what I used to call her, said, ' of 
course.' I was very reluctant to hand over my bike, especially to two American men 
we didn't even know...but we did. They wrote our addresses down and then they 
sped off. Naturally I thought that would be the last I saw of our bikes...but a few days 
later I was up in my room and I heard my bike bell ringing outside in the street. There 
was Hank (Henry) bringing my bicycle back! He was smiling, and so was I...” 

“In due time we were engaged. In less than a month we were parted and my fiancé 
embarked with thousands of others to France. When he wrote to say he was coming 
back on furlough and suggested we set a date for the wedding, I was the one who 
had to make all the arrangements. On Friday December 15th the guests arrived, the 
hour for the wedding had been set for 2pm, the Minister was waiting at the church 
and the organist was in readiness. I was waiting with my bridesmaid and our local 
florist delivered my bouquet. As the hours passed and the time for the wedding 
neared it became quite clear that the groom had not arrived and neither had I 
received any message from him. It was a very emotional experience. The minister 
had to leave to fulfil other commitments, so too did the organist and the invited 
guests regretfully went home without receiving any explanation on my part. I knew 
something terrible must have happened to prevent Henry from arriving as planned. 
After all we were fighting a war and I soon heard that other prospective brides and 
grooms had also been prevented from arriving for their ceremonies. The reason 
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soon became clear. A massive combined military push by the Allied forces was in 
operation and the Battle of the Bulge was in process”. 

“Life settled down again and in time a delayed telegram arrived from the American 
Red Cross, notifying me why Henry had not been able to keep our wedding date as 
scheduled. All leave had been cancelled! Our letters continued to flow back and 
forth. The following February (1945) I was surprised and delighted to see Henry 
coming through the gate to our house. Our wedding took place after a flurry of 
activity on my part, notifying guests, making other preparations. This time all went 
well. We spent 9 days together in London but then I watched as many other young 
women did, as my new husband boarded the train taking him to the south coast and 
from there back to 
the continent”. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Photo 7. 

 



5	
	

   

Later in 1945 Betty was photographed at the disbandment of National Fire Station  
See Photos 8 and 9 above. NB “By the time of the Group photo in 1945 Betty was 
already Betty Christensen” 

Emigration 

Eventually, in 1946, Betty followed Henry to the 
United States. According to passenger lists she 
sailed from Southampton on the Queen Mary on  21 
February 1946, headed for Minneapolis, Minnesota. 
She arrived in New York Harbour on 1 March 1, 
1946. See Photo 10 opposite.In the United States 
Henry and Betty lived in Minnesota (Henry’s home 
state) farming and raised a family of seven children, 
one of whom died in infancy. 

In 1952, Rose Say moved to be closer to her sister 
Ada Ballantyne, who had married an Australian 
serviceman. Ada had emigrated from England to 
Melbourne, Australia. 

In 1966 Betty, Henry and their six children decided to 
follow Rose, immigrating to South Australia. There 
they had another daughter. 

 

Contact from her birth mother 

After Rose died in 1980, Betty received a letter from her birth mother. She was Vera 
Webb (née Rix), living then in Sussex near to East Grinstead. Vera had been born 
(you’ve guessed it) in Sawbridgeworth, the daughter of John Rix and Elizabeth (née 
Brace). In 1911, all three of them were living at 68 Station Road. On the electoral roll 
for 1924, John and Elizabeth were at 5 Vantorts Road and in 1925 at 10 Bell Street. 



6	
	

None of these addresses may correspond to the properties occupying these 
addresses in 2020. Betty had known the Rixs during her childhood in 
Sawbridgeworth so it is probable that John and Elizabeth were keeping an eye on 
Betty on behalf of their daughter. It is possible they even engineered the adoption by 
the Says, although no family or wartime connection between the families is obvious. 
It should be remembered that formal adoption, as it is known today, did not come 
into law until 1928 and until that time most adoptions were inter-family or informal 
even. It might be that John and Elizabeth arranged for Vera to go to East Grinstead. 
Whether this was with the help of the St Margarets home/orphanage or not, Betty 
was definitely born at a place called ‘Sunny Corner’ in East Grinstead, which is near 
the orphanage. More research is being done on this subject. John and Elizabeth may 
have been advised by St Margarets of the family who took Betty (she is registered at 
birth as Helen Margaret Rix, no father named), got in contact and encouraged them 
to move to Sawbridgeworth. It remains a mystery. In 1927 Vera had married Charles 
W. Webb, the marriage being registered in Bishop’s Stortford. Later they must have 
moved to Sussex and had at least one child of their own, by the time Vera contacted 
Betty and the Christensens came to the UK and met up with Vera, Charles and their 
son.  Vera never disclosed who Betty’s father was, as she said they had family in the 
area and she did not want to cause upset. See Photos 11 and 12 below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In 1990 Ken Cook, with whom Betty had 
been at Fawbert and Barnard school, 
published some of her recollections in 
his monthly ‘Sawbridgeworth Diaries’ in 
the Herts and Essex Observer. See 
Photo 13 below. 
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In 1991 Henry (Betty’s husband) and in September 1996 Vera passed away. In 
2018, Ruth Jackel, one of Betty and Henry’s daughters, organised a DNA genealogy 
test for Betty, which produced one family as a probable first cousin. There are three 
possible candidates for Betty’s father in that family, all of whom have long since 
passed away and it is almost certain that her father could never be discovered.  

Ruth Jackel contacted the Sawbridgeworth Local History Society to ask if we had 
any photographic archive of the family which probably included Betty’s father and we 
are seeing what we can find. Betty recently had her 95th birthday and is in early 
stage dementia so we hope to progress this for her. However, the parentage of Betty 
makes the title of this article correct after all. 

 

Photographs 

Photo 1. The convent as it is today (courtesy of Ruth Jackel). 

Photo 2. Fawbert and Barnard School class in 1934 from the Herts and Essex 
Observer. 

Photos 3 and 4. The 1939 register entry for Fairlight, 55 Cambridge Road and the 
house in 2020. From the National Archive, 2020 photo by Chris Finch. 

Photos 5 and 6. Walter Lawrence during the war from the Herts and Essex 
Observer. 

Photo 7. The wedding (courtesy of Ruth Jackel, who supplied the names). 

Photos 8 and 9.The NFS (courtesy of Ruth Jackel), and one photo from the 
Sawbridgeworth Fire Brigade website, www.sawbridgeworthfirebrigade.co.uk). 

Photo 10. The passenger listing for Betty’s emigration to USA. 

Photo 11. Vera’s baptism record. 
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Photo 12. 1911 census for the Rixs.  

Photos 10,11, and 12 are all from the National Archive at Kew. 

Photo 13.  The Christensen family, from Ken Cook’s ”Sawbridgeworth Diaries”. 

Written by Chris Finch, with considerable help from Ruth Jackel and original notes 
made by Betty Christensen. 
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