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THE LING FAMILY
Singing Traditions  
of a Suffolk Family
1 Green Bushes Geoff Ling
2 On Board the Leicester Castle  George Ling
3 The Lobster Percy Ling
4 Died for Love Geoff Ling
5 Little Ball of Yarn Geoff Ling
6 The Lakes of Coolfin George Ling
7 The Deserter George Ling
8 Little Sweetheart Percy Ling
9 Jolly Jack the Sailor George Ling
10 A Group of Young Squaddies Geoff Ling
11 On the Banks of the Clyde Geoff Ling
12 Underneath Your Apron Percy Ling
13 The Bonny Bunch of Roses George Ling
14 Nancy of Yarmouth George Ling
15 The Man all Tattered and Torn Percy Ling
16 Fagin the Cobbler Percy Ling
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 Most of the people in Blaxhall will tell you that there 
are two big families in the village, the Smiths and the Lings. 
The Smiths are known as good stepdancers and the Lings as 
good singers. Intermarriage and the relatively stable popula-
tion of the village, now altered by an influx of newcomers, has 
made a complex web of relationships which are very difficult 
to disentangle. It seems, however, that most of the population 
are related in some degree, and that people define their own 
relationships with each other broadly on the basis of a “close” 
relationship or a “back” relationship. Close relatives are moth-
ers, fathers, siblings, aunts and uncles, grandparents, and cous-
ins; all others are “back” relatives. Confusions arise through 
marriage when names are changed, but awareness of family is 
strong and identity is kept. Lings can be traced in the genealo-
gies of every other local family. The Lings split into factions 
whereby some Lings say that they are not related to other 
Lings because they have different historical or geographic ori-
gins. Ruby Ling in Snape, Percy Ling’s wife’s family, who were 
also Lings, and George and Basil Bennett whose mother was a 
Ling, all say that they are not related to the Blaxhall Lings. The 
Lings identify themselves into family groups, and it is in one 
of these particular groups that several singers are found.
 An examination of the Blaxhall parish registers shows 
how intermarried the Ling family and all its branches are, 
and it is nearly impossible to draw family trees because of 
the repetition of names, illegitimacy, incompleteness of the 
registers, and changed names through marriage. The trees that 
can be drawn, stemming mainly from Samuel Ling and Mary 
Thurston who were married on 3 September 1813, and James 
Ling and Susan Boot, who were married about 1849, are 
dotted with singers. Most of these people were farm labour-
ers; a few were gamekeepers, servants, horsemen, shepherds, 
maltsters and gardeners. They mainly worked on the estates 
around Blaxhall, although some went to sea with fishing fleets 
for some years or worked in mines in the north of England.

Of the Blaxhall Lings, all of the following singers are related: 
Abraham Ling, Geoff Ling, Percy Ling (now
moved to Snape), Cyril Poacher, Lenny Savage (also in 
Snape), Priscilla Savage (died January 1975), Wickets Rich-
ardson (now in an old folks’ home in Aldeburgh), and Reg Jay. 
Two other singers, Ben Ling and Alice Messenger (née Ling) 
say that they belong to different branches of the family and are 
only back relatives if related at all.
 The core of the singing Ling family seems to have 
been a group of brothers. Stanley Day, a retired seaman living 
in Blaxhall, says, “Alf (Wickets) Richardson’s mother, Cyril 
Poacher’s mother, my mother, were three sisters. They were 
born up there in Station Road. Percy Ling’s father was another 
brother to my mother. It seems as though in Blaxhall, the 
Lings married the Smiths and vice versa. ‘Cos my grandfather, 
Croney Ling they called him, he had a brother, Aaron Ling 
(Priscilla Savage’s father), there was three brothers, Aaron, 
Croney, and I forget the other one.’ Geoff Ling remembers six 
brothers, but perhaps three of them were more well known as 
singers. This group of brothers was a major source of songs in 
the village and transmission of songs from them to younger 
members of the family was common. Cyril Poacher: “When 
I first started to hear songs I was about eight years old. My 
grandfather used to sing, Croney Ling, William Ling his name 
was, he’s the one what l learnt the Nutting Song off, I learnt 
that when l was only eight.” Geoff Ling says, “That (Green 
Bushes) was my grandfathers song, ah, my aunt Prissy what 
you went to see, that was her father, so that’d be my grandfa-
ther, he used to sing that. He used to sing in the “Ship” years 
ago, you know, when the time was, that’d be I’s about eleven 
years old then, and they used to sing them songs, you see, after 
the harvest time.”
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It is clear that the transmission of songs within a family is 
common, and that there must be an inheritance of ownership 
from one generation to another. Songs can be held in com-
mon in a family with no ill feeling, and passed down by un-
derstanding rather than by formal giving. At home, the rules 
of song ownership were suspended in order to allow transmis-
sion of the song inheritance. Once children knew the songs, 
ownership was endowed by their place in that singing family, 
and the audience could then come into play and prefer one
performance to another. Once a particular song becomes 
identified with a particular singer, ownership of the song
is usually defined, but within a family there is more flexibility 
of ownership. George Ling, who died in September 1975, 
moved from Blaxhall to Croydon but was always regarded 
as the rightful performer of Green Bushes when he returned 
to Blaxhall. Lenny Savage says, “Well, like cousin Geoffie. 
He sang that Green Bushes. Well, he sing that in the “Ship”, 
but if brother George from Croydon come down on holiday, 
you never hear Geoffie sing the Green Bushes if his brother 
George is there. George can sing it exactly like his mother 
did.”
 The transmission of songs within the family has oc-
curred both at home and in the pub. Singing competi-
tions between the brothers are recalled by Cyril Poacher and 
Geoff Ling: “Now my grandfather and Geoff ’s grandfather 
and Abie Ling’s grandfather, they were three brothers. Now 
you‘re talking about competitions. They used to, them three, 
and they used to get wrong with one another over it too, yes 
they did, very nearly get to scrapping about it, who sung best. 
They’d sing one against the other the whole dinnertime, one 
against the other.”
“All the Lings, all the brothers, they used to set in there, they 
used to set and sing against the other - they were all good sing-
ers. At the pub, the “Ship”, they used to hold ‘em all there.” 
 At home, mothers and fathers sang to their children. 
Cyril Poacher remembers sitting on his grandfather’s knee and 

having a puff of his pipe and a swig of his beer while listening 
to and learning songs. Reg Jay listened to his mother, Celia, 
singing, and Geoff Ling often heard his mother, Susan, sing, 
and also his father, Oscar. One of the loveliest descriptions is 
given by Lenny Savage: “She (mother, Priscilla Savage) used 
to have us, you know, I just remember at the end of the ‘14-18 
(war), - father was out all hours nights, he was either bellring-
ing or hand bellringing, or going back to look at his sheep, and 
he’d get to “Clemham Lion”, and then after turn out there he’d 
gotta walk right from Clemham to here, he never had a bike 
in his life, did he. So she used to have us round, you see them 
little stools, little footstools, we all had little footstools and we 
sit round her and she used to sing us all so we got so tired and 
then we faded off to bed`

Ginette Dunn

GEORGE LING
George Ling was born in Blaxhall in 1904 and was the elder 
brother of Geoff Ling and cousin to Percy.
 “I was the eldest child in the family but I was a bit of 
a tich y’know and I had had a little dog called Spider,
well, I weren’t much bigger than him and so people took to 
calling me Spider and I’ve been known as that ever since.
When we were kids, my Mum and Dad would go down the 
“Ship” and me and sister Glad would stay at home with Gran-
dad - Aaron Ling who’d look after us. We’d say to him “Come 
on Grandad - get your accordeon out” and he’d play like mad. 
He was a clever old boy, played the concertina too and made 
little dancing dolls out of wood and wire. He’d put a meat 
skewer through the middle and sat on a board and slapped 
it. They’d dance like hell and he’d sing “Gawd bless yer heart 
when yer legs fly up!”
 When I was a kid there were crowds of gypsies on 
Blaxhall Heath and I used to help them make pegs and play 
with them in Carnel’s Pit and there was an old boy, a scissor 
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grinder called Obediah Taylor, who’d play the violin. I used to 
spend more time in his caravan than at home. He’d say “Come 
on boy, I’ll play you Pigeon on the Gate” and he‘d show me 
how to step dance. I first started work when I was still at 
school - stone picking for threepence a bushel for my Mum. I 
left school at twelve and a half (during World War I) ‘cos there 
were only kids and women working the land then. I worked 
seven days a week for a shilling a day. I used to milk the cows, 
fill the churns - big 17 gallon ones - and take them down to 
the railway station in a pony and cart. Well, when I was four-
teen I was meant to get two bob an hour but they wouldn’t 
pay it on account of my size and old Towler (the farmer’s 
agent) wanted me to sign a permit to work till I was 18 for the 
same money - a shilling. So I went to the Agricultural Union - 
I was paying tuppence a week membership - and they took
the case to Ipswich County Court. My brother gave me an old 
donkey jacket to make me look bigger and the Judge asks me 
what I did at work. I told him and the Judge says to Towler 
“This other boy Wally Hammond gets 2/-.” “Ah, but he’s a 
grown lad” he says. “Is that right, George?” says the Judge. 
“Yes” I said “but I‘ll fight him anyday, he runs away when I set 
into him.” The Judge laughed. “Case dismissed” he said. I got 
me two bob and a week’s notice the same day.
 So I got a job at Snape Maltings as a bricklayer and 
I’ve done that ever since. Bob Hart used to be my labourer 
there and that’s where I heard a lot of my songs in the “Ship” 
of course. We were a happy-go-lucky lot, sing a few songs, 
dance, and wherever we went someone would have an old ac-
cordeon with a red spotted hanky round the stops. There was 
Freddy Ling, Johnny Richardson, Mike Keble, Geoff Keble 
and myself and we all had mouth organs and if we walked out 
somewhere to a pub, you’d hear us for miles in those quiet old 
villages and they’d say “Here come the Blaxhall Boys”. It used 
to sound all right too, that, and we‘d all go bellringing as well.
One year we went to Framlingham Gale and George Leek 
(Spencer Leek’s son and Ely Durrant’s father) played his ac-

cordeon in the Big Room and they all crazed me to sing. Well, 
my uncle Jumbo Poacher (see notes on Jumbo Brightwell, 
Topic 12TS261), an old sailor from Little Glenham, said 
“You sing Nancy of Yarmouth, Spider never mind the others!” 
Well, he went round with his old peaked cap and took about 
fifty bob in coppers and I took it home to me Mum. I could 
step dance well at one time too but I could never beat them 
Smiths. When I passed my apprenticeship I left the Maltings 
and me and my wife Rose moved to Croydon in Surrey.
That would be in 1926 and I’ve been here since. I used to sing 
in the pubs round here ‘cos they loved to hear all those old 
country songs and I used to play the melodeon a bit. Once 
we went to Hastings on the coach and my mother-in-law said 
“Bring the music, George” and everyone said “Play up.” Well 
we got to a pub just outside Hastings and everyone was polka-
ing and Knees-up-Mother Brown, well, when we left I was fed 
up with playing so I kicked it under the table and left it there. 
Never played one since. I like it here in Croydon but I’ve some 
happy memories of old Blaxhall and go back whenever I can.” 
Regretfully George Ling died suddenly in September 1975. 

GEOFF LING
I was born in 1916, I’m a fair bit younger than George. I left 
school at 14 to work as a farm labourer and then I
went to work at Stone Farm with my Dad, Oscar Ling used to 
work as a horseman there. I first started singing
in the pubs when I was 18. I’d go round with Dad to Steel 
Quoit games at pubs like the Marlesford “Bell”, “Mill Inn” 
Aldeburgh, and the “Eel’s Foot”. The Brightwells at Eastbridge 
thought the world of my Dad and my Grandfather Aaron 
Ling. He used to have a long white beard and they reckoned 
it was worth a tanner to see him sing - his old beard going up 
and down. I learnt a lot of songs of him and my mother, and 
I learnt the step dancing off my mother, Susan Poacher, also. 
They`d have contests in the pub - two people would dance 
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together in a “reel”. Me and Spider would dance together to 
see who’d give in first. But them Smiths were good at that and 
old Ely - Ely Durrant. I used to knock about at one time with 
a chap called Denny Kersey, he worked on the council with 
Wickets and we’d get together; he had an accordeon and I’d 
turn his wheelbarrow over and step on it. Made a hell of a din!
 It was hard work on the farm then, but every year 
after the harvest had been collected in they‘d hold what was 
called a harvest frolic - kill a pig and roast it, and the farmer 
would supply all the beer and we’d all have a rare old time. 
A harvest largesse - that’s it. ‘They used to have singing in 
Glenham and Snape but it seemed to me that the most singers 
used to be at the “Ship” and that’s how we’d pick up those old 
songs, by hearing them so often. Well when Wickets used 
to call, let’s say on Elty Bob (Bob Scarce) to sing, well, you 
knew it would be either General Wolfe or Broadside ‘cos 
you ‘d’ heard it so often. Walter Friend, Ben Ling, Spencer 
Leek, Aldie Ling, Joe Rowe - they all sang and all had their 
own songs too. So whenever they were in the pub you‘d not 
sing one of their songs - you know to keep good company. 
So mainly me and Percy and Cyril (Poacher) would have to 
learn the current songs of the day, off the wireless and out of 
books so that we could have a go, because at one time of day 
you could go all round that pub and Wickets would call for 
them to sing, recite or pay for a gallon of beer and not many 
paid. I remember one stranger said “Well, I don‘t sing or recite 
or play an instrument, but just to keep the company amused 
I’ll fight the best man here.” Cor, there was some blood flying 
after that. They used to have more fights than halfpennies at 
one time.

PERCY LING
Percy was born at Old Farm, Tunstall in 1906 and worked on 
the farm until 1934. “l started work as a bird scarer at thirteen, 
for 2/6 a week. I had to be up at five in the morning - did that 
for two years. I first met Bob Hart in 1934 when I went to 

work at Snape Maltings. Bob would be on the barge weighing 
the malt and I’d carry it up to the truck. (Percy now lives in 
the same street as Bob Hart.) When we worked at the Malt-
ings there used to be a whole gang of blokes from Blaxhall - 
Spencer Leek, he was the engineer, Walter Friend, Oscar Ling, 
and we’d go down Snape “Crown” on Saturday dinnertimes 
and we were all issued with beer tickets at work. Well, we’d 
stay there till they chucked us out and go back and sleep in the 
hot malt till it was time to unload the kiln again.
 I first started singing in the pubs when I was 18 - you 
had to be the right age at that time of day. I had some good 
nights in Tunstall “Green Man”, Snape “Plough”, the “Eel`s 
Foot”, Butley “Oyster” and Blaxhall “Ship”. I picked up songs 
from allover - my father Arthur Ling and his father William 
(Croney) Ling. I never did any step dancing - Fred Smith and 
Dick Woolnough were the best round here. Old Fred wouldn’t 
lift his foot no more than that, and there used to be an accord-
eon in every house - my wife used to play one lovely.
Sometimes I’d cycle up to Framlingham with my brother-in-
law Les Ling - he was a good singer. Another relative of mine 
- Alf Ling - Whistler we’d call him, played a big accordeon in 
the “Green Man” when I was a boy. You had to get him three 
parts drunk before he would, but he could really play - swing 
it round his head. One Saturday night I got the bus from Tun-
stall to Snape to go to a fair and they had a singing contest for 
a copper kettle. There were six of us and I was on last. I sang 
Group of Young Squaddies. Well, I tied with another chap - 
we went by what the crowd thought. So we both sang again 
and I did Little Sweetheart in the Spring and I got it!”

Keith Summers
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