
Peggy Fitzgerald’s childhood memories 

There are two halves to Newport. It is split in two by the tidal River Usk. 
I was born on the West side in the poorest district Pilgwenlly, commonly 
called Pill. I was never aware of being poor because everyone else was . 
Pill is the dockland area and has a large immigrant population, and in my 
youth had a very cosmopolitan vibrance. 
There was lots of industry, busy docks and Whiteheads Steelworks.  My 
Dad and uncles were exempt from army call up because their work in the 
rolling mills was essential.  
One of my earliest memories is of being in bed and listening to the tramp 
of  an army of work clogs marching to work along the street. I lived near 
the bridge over the railway line that took them to the steelworks. 
They worked in 8 hour shifts, 2 til 10, 10 to 6, and 6 til 2.  We would go 
to sleep to the sound of this marching army, and then be woken at the 
shift change. 
I remember the boots having thick wooden soles with hobnails in. 
My two young uncles would entertain with clog dances, and were able to 
strike sparks on the pavement. 
The work was dangerous.  Uncle Jack had a burning rod go through boot 
and foot. He kept the boot on display. 
The East side of the river was like a foreign country to me. The only 
means of getting there was via the town Bridge, too far for a small child 
and no reason to use it. But Pill had the Transporter Bridge, an amazing 
feat of engineering, built so high  big ships could still get up the Usk to 
the shipyards. 
Those brave enough could go up and over the top, by what to me, looked 
like hundreds of steps.  For the rest of us there was the Gondola, 
suspended by many steel hawsers, and it traversed from East to West and 
back again every 15 minutes. 
My first memory of the bridge is from the end of the war.  I was born in 
1941 so I must have been about 4 or 5.  The gondola was decked in flags 
and was so crowded I thought the suspension ropes would break, and 
plunge us into the muddy Usk. My Dad and lots of others braved the 
climb over the top and met us the other side where there was a massive 
party in Coronation Park.   
As I got older the East side of the river with its park and playing fields 
became a mecca for Pill kids to play.  There was a big slide and swings, a 
football pitch, and baseball was played.   
From the exit of the Eastern side steps ran a raised riverbank which ran 
southwards following the river towards the Eastern dry dock and the 
estuary, which ran into the huge River Severn. Along here was a row of 
cottages with a large pond in front. The occupants of these cottages were 



employed at the Docks on both sides of the river, and used the riverbank 
path daily to access the bridge and work.   
The children of the cottages lived in semi isolation, having no other 
neighbours, and during the long August holidays would entertain 
themselves by building a raft to float on the pond.  Adventerous Pill kids 
would have raiding parties to try and capture the raft for their chance to 
sail and be pirates, only to be fought off by the makers. Little did I know 
then that this is where my future destiny lay, as in about 10 years time I 
would meet and marry one of the raft designers.  
A lasting childhood memory is one of the River Usk salmon.  In years 
gone by when the river was not so polluted Salmon swam up with the tide 
to a place beyond Newbridge to spawn.  The Usk has one of the biggest 
tidal reaches in the world.  I’m not sure of the technicalities but the 
highest tides could wash the bottom of the gondola, however the 
riverbank  prevented the low lying fields of Coronation park from 
flooding. The lowest tides revealed parts of the river bank ( before the 
days of supermarket trolleys. )  
Near the bridge and accessed by the old dock timbers was Monkey 
Island, and at the lowest tides salmon would find themselves stranded 
here flapping about.  I remember being part of a chain that went from the 
river bank down through the shiny oozing grey mud, to reach the salmon, 
which would be passed back til it reached the bank. 
Being a girl I was put near the bank, but I remember now the feeling of 
sinking in the mud, and the sucking squelch as you were pulled out. Hand 
over hand each chain member was pulled out until unrecognisable but 
triumphant the salmon was carried to be sold at Harper’s the 
greengrocers.  I think my share was half a crown, (12 and a half pence 
now), then we would go to a house with a hosepipe to clean ourselves. 
At the highest Summer tides there would be swimming in the river.  You 
could dive or jump off from the old dock timbers. I never went far from 
the safety of these as the river currents and eddies were strong and 
unpredictable.   
The bravest, strongest and most foolhardy swimmers would swim 
beneath the Gondola, hold on to the struts, and drop off when the gondola 
began its crossing.   
Some even hung on to the other side to avoid paying the penny toll. 
Although dangerous I never heard of anyone drowning. 
When I was about 14, my Tomboy days over, I started taking an interest 
in boys. One boy ( I won’t name him  but he was our paper delivery boy ) 
asked me to go over the park with him.  Now being a strictly brought up 
Catholic girl there was no sex education.  It was a taboo subject, indeed 
for a long time I though the word ‘ pregnant’ was a swear word.   Ladies 
were never described as being pregnant, they were ‘ like that, you know’, 



or in the family way.  The only advice I was ever given was from my 
Gran who told me that if I was going out with a boy to always ‘ keep your 
and on your a’penny.’  
The paper boy knew of a wooden hut in the middle of the bit over the top 
of the Tranny, used by maintenance men. He persuaded me to go up there 
with him. It turned out he was something of a Lothario, and planned to 
have his wicked way with me, a sort of mile high club, before aeroplane 
travel.   
Remembering Grannie’s advice I told him ‘only kissing mind’, and kept 
my hand firmly on my a’penny ( half penny ).  In later years I wrote this 
story in the Transporter memory book and using my ‘ only kissing mind ‘ 
as a title, a play was put on at the Riverfront Theatre, my claim to fame.   
I started work aged 16 for Cambrian Dairies in Jenkins Street on the East 
side of the river, and met my future husband.  He travelled daily from the 
Eastern Dry Dock cottages, where, as I have said, he lived and was the 
pond raft designer.  He had an apprenticeship with Mount Stuart Dry 
Dock.  He actually fancied my older sister, but she had a boyfriend.  I 
think I was second best.  We were courting for 2 years before getting 
married when I was 18.  I would meet him over Coronation Park and we 
would sit on the stiles of the riverbank path.  If we went to the pictures he 
would take me home, and then have to walk home himself from Pill via 
the Transporter Bridge.  It did not run at night, and he would climb over 
the turnstile and gate, and go up, over, and down and then along the 
riverbank.  He said he loved those starlit walks, not when it was windy 
and raining though.  

  


