A Conversation with Elizabeth Locke at The Little Guild Shop

By Brenda Underwood 

Behind the counter of the Little Guild Shop overseeing the sale of bric-a-brac and other merchandise donated for the benefit of the Little Guild of St Francis animal shelter, sits Elizabeth Locke, the manager of the store. Wearing a tailored pastel suit with a matching floral scarf at her neck Elizabeth could be presiding over an afternoon tea for the Queen - especially when you hear her speak.
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Elizabeth Seccombe was born in 1926 and raised on an estate in Lustleigh Devonshire. Her father was second in command of a Home Guard battalion of the West Kent Regiment.   “We lived in a big house with many servants before the Second World War,” said Elizabeth, "my mother never had to do anything."  But when the war started, "we had to let the servants go because everyone was expected to do something to help the war effort.  We sold our house and moved into a smaller one where my mother had to do the cooking and the cleaning, something she had never done before."  

In 1943, at the age of 17, Elizabeth joined the Women's Auxiliary Territorial Service (ATS), a women's voluntary service of the British Army and became a sergeant in the training corps. "I had made up my mind that I wanted to be a driver,” recalls Elizabeth, “but the lady in charge said 'I think you’re a little short for driving trucks.'  I was 5’2”, so I stood on my tiptoes a little - because I was determined I would do it - and she said, 'I’ll let you try.'"  

"We had to learn how to drive big trucks," said Elizabeth, "and were sent to a place where they teach you how to drive all kinds of vehicles including big old ambulances and 15 and 30 hundred weight trucks; it was quite something. When Elizabeth finished her training, her job was to transport officers "who had to go here, there and everywhere.  I don’t know how I ever found the ‘everywhere’,” she said, “since at that point all the road signs had been taken down because we were afraid that German paratroopers would come in. We didn’t want to leave any signposts for them."  

"Strangely enough," continued Elizabeth, "I read just recently that the Queen entered the ATS to do her training as a driver the day that I left.  She was in exactly the same place with the same sergeant I had so, if I had stayed on, I would have been with the Queen.  So that was fun."  The only difference Elizabeth pointed out was that Elizabeth II would go home to the palace at night while she would be in barracks.  Elizabeth was in the army for about 2 ½ years which she considers a very enjoyable time in her life. 

It was a pivotal time in English history because London was being blitzed, there were blackouts and food rationing, "but, fortunately, I was young enough not to be really upset by it but, in looking back at it now, it was a very dicey time.”

“At one point we thought if [the Germans] send in paratroopers we would be in trouble.  I remember my mother saying, “We’ve got to take some of this food and bury it.  So we took the floor up under the stairs of the closet and buried some canned food there but we never had to use it.”  

Elizabeth met Charles Lyndor Locke of Cornwall after the Americans arrived in England and were bivouacked in the lanes and roads surrounding the village of Lustleigh. “I really met my husband through my father,” she said. “He had gone out to pick up our weekly paper and started to talk to the guy on duty. Before he left, my father said to him ‘Well, if you get bored, come up and see us.’  So, he came up and he continued to come up quite frequently. I never thought anything of it until after he was sent to Europe and sent me flowers asking me to be his girl.”

Elizabeth and Lyn were married in 1945 when she was 19.  “Our first kiss was the day before our wedding,” she remembers.  They were married in the local parish church of Lustleigh and “it was the first time the church bells had rung since the war ended.  They were going to ring them if the Germans came.”

Elizabeth and Lyn started their life together in Cornwall about eight months later when she was granted a visa to travel to America. In those days, with all the requests for visas, you had to wait until your name came up in the alphabet. A year or so after coming to Cornwall, Look Magazine wrote an article about war brides and interviewed the Lockes for that article. The article, entitled “A War Bride from England – The Lyn Lockes, of Cornwall Connecticut” (circa 1950) can be read by clicking the link.

Lyn worked for the State Highway Department for many years and “one of his jobs was to plough the roads in winter.”  The Lockes had two sons, Timothy and Anthony, who kept Elizabeth busy while Lyn was at work, although when she first came over to America she helped out at a day school.

Over the ensuing years Elizabeth tried her hand at many things.  She has worked at the Mohawk Ski area and at Marvelwood School when it was in Cornwall, and, at one point, when Lyn retired, she owned and managed a liquor store in Burrville for about three years. “I thought it would be something we could share but Lyn didn’t really like it.  He used to only come up on Saturdays and sort the empty cans and bottles,” said Elizabeth, chidingly, but with a smile on her face. “I enjoyed it although the hours were long.”  

Lyn died some years ago but Timothy and Anthony still live in Cornwall.  “They do all kinds of things including logging and building stone walls – Timothy lives with me and Anthony lives next door.” Elizabeth prepares her sons’ meals for them and “they even come back to lunch every day.  People ask me, ‘What do you do?’  Well, between cooking and dishes and the shop here, I keep busy!”  
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After 60 years in the U.S., Elizabeth still has her lovely British accent. “I’m afraid I am still very British.”  Up until 2001, Elizabeth used to travel back and forth to England to visit friends and relatives frequently but now, since developing asthma five years ago, doesn’t go as often.  She still misses England and would love to go back but “I don’t know how easy it would be now with my asthma.”  

Elizabeth joined the United Church of Christ (UCC) when she came to Cornwall and rarely misses a Sunday. When UCC was searching for a new minister and decided on Micky, “I didn’t think I was going to like a lady minister but she has turned out to be a real gem.  Last year I fell and fractured my hip and was in Sharon Hospital [for a week] and she came to visit me four times.  I have a soft heart for anybody who does things like that.”  

In her spare time Elizabeth likes to garden but acknowledges finding it a bit difficult since she developed asthma.  She pointed out, however, that her “sweet little miniature daffodils are up. I love those miniature ones and the miniature iris. She has just placed a catalog order for her summer plants and this year is “going to try some canna lilies which look nice in tubs” and is eager to try elephant ears.  I think they must be fun. I’d also like to try smoke trees as I’ve always admired them in other people’s gardens.”  


Someone shopping in the store asked if the chipmunks get the bulbs to which Elizabeth replied, “I think the chipmunks must move the crocus around because they jump out of the flower bed and you find them in the middle of the lawn.  They are rascals!”  

Speaking about the changes she has seen in West Cornwall over the years, “There used to be many more places that were open here.  Much of this, indicating the area surrounding The Little Guild Shop, is unoccupied now.  Soup du Jour closed and it was very successful and RSVP has just re-opened; they have been closed since Christmas. Over the years we have had hairdressers, a laundromat, liquor stores, restaurants, all kinds of places and now there is very little.  There was a really nice restaurant in the house across the road (house opposite pink house) where you could look out over the river [while you dined].”  

“At one time we knew everybody in every house but now one doesn’t,” said Elizabeth.   It’s sad; everybody is so busy and frantic.”  

Author’s Note: I am grateful to Julie Schiefflin for unearthing the above-referenced article from her attic and to her aunt, the late Mary Schiefflin, for having saved it. 

Interview: April 6, 2006

