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FROM YOUNG SOLDIER TO BLIND VETERAN: LES BROWN’S POIGNANT TALES
Les shares his story with Healthwatch Essex as he faces the end of his life

BIRTHS
At St. Mary’s Hospital

Jan. 18 -- Mr. and Mrs. Bill
Brown, Marylebone., boy.

UNDERAGE SCHOOLBOY
JOINS ARMY

Les, the oldest of five to Ada

& Bill Brown, grew up in and
around Marylebone, London.

His siblings lived at home where
they were well looked after by

his parents within their means.
Tragedy hit the family when the
youngest, Reta, passed away from
malnutrition. To support his
family as best he could, Les found
jobs on London streets rather than
attending school.

From the age of six, Les was

a local newspaper boy known
across the neighbourhood as ‘Boy
Brown’ and earnt half a crown a
week. Being much taller for his
age, he was soon involved with
the local gang and became a
‘Marylebone Finder’: “if you found
it, and it wasn’t bolted down, it
was ours”. In his four years as a
paper boy, he took goods he found
in bins on posh estates, such as
china tea sets, and sold them to

a local Jewish businessman for
money to buy provisions for his
family.

Les or his siblings wouldn't know
what falling asleep in a proper
bed felt like or eat fresh food
until they were evacuated to a
village farm in the West Country
when the war broke out in 1939.
Les enjoyed living and working on
the farm: “It was fantastic, I went
upstairs to bed with a candle like
Christopher Robin.”

-

Returning to Marylebone just a
couple of years later, Les’ sense
of wanderlust was apparent more
than ever as he went to extreme
lengths to join the army even
though he was underage, including
running away from home to
nearby barracks twice before his
Mum dragged him back home: “in
those days, every boy wanted to
put a uniform on and get away to
fight”.

In his early teens, Les was
working day and night as a
fireman at Willesden Junction
railway. Unfortunately, this job
was cut short following a nearby
bomb explosion on a 10,000-ton
ash heap which led to temporary
blindness in one eye. 2020 vision
is required to work on the railway
and so, Les was immediately
transferred to work with the Air
Raid Precautions (ARP) squad
helping to pull down bomb-
damaged buildings.

As part of the ARP squad, Les
found a way to his dream job

by stealing a clock; the only

item untouched from a bombed
building, intent on getting caught.
Magistrates gave Les the choice
of serving time for his crime or
volunteering to serve the country.

With no identification papers, he
confidently lied about his age,
stating he was 17 1/2 years old
and was sent to the Royal Horse
Guards Barracks in Windsor
where his journey as a young
soldier began.

QUEEN RECOGNISES
WORK OF YOUNG
SOLDIER, BOY BROWN

Days into life as a British Soldier,
Les Brown came face to face
with Royalty as the Queen visited
Windsor Barracks. Earls, Lords
and Dukes looked on appalled as
the young soldier addressed Her

Royal Highness as a Lady.

Despite the poor manners,
conversation continued and the
soldier shared what his first
experiences of being a soldier
serving the country was like:
“Well, I'll tell you what I think
Lady, your old man gave me a
shilling this morning and he

told me I've got to serve him for
the rest of my life and I haven't
stopped bleedin’ working since, so
I reckon it’s worth at least half a
crown!”

The Queen was so amused, that
she ensured the next time she
caught sight of Les, he received
the half crown.

MARRIAGES

Mr. and Mrs. Les Brown,
Brighton.

“The greatest blessing in my life
is getting married. She was a

beautiful girl”

BRITAIN AT WAR!
BOY BROWN DEPLOYED
TO GERMANY

In 1945, Les joined the British
Military Government Force.

In charge of transport, he was
regularly sent to the infamous
concentration camp, Bergen-
Belsen. With rations running low,
Les was sent to Holland to collect
supplies. It was a trip he nearly
didn’t return from.

Hitler Youth placed wiring across
the road Les was driving down
as a trap and sent his vehicle
careering off the road and into
the valley. The vehicle was
ambushed, comrades killed and
provisions stolen. Les suffered
injuries to both knees, elbows and
chest as well as a gunshot wound
to his head which destroyed the
vision in Les’ remaining eye.

He miraculously survived, with
his regiment finding him 3 days
later.

ESSEX VETERAN JOINS
VISION IN SONG CHOIR
TO COMBAT LONELINESS

Having a visual impairment can
lead to isolation or loneliness and
make it harder to access services
and support.

Blind Veterans UK launched

a local choir, Vision in Song,
bringing together blind and
partially-sighted servicemen from
across Suffolk and Essex who
served the country in the Army,
Navy and Royal Air Force.

Les, who by this time was
registered blind, was a key part
of the choir often performing
solos and enjoying the spotlight.
He highlighted the sense of
camaraderie in the group: “Living
as I do now, is a bonus over what
it used to be before.”

LES ON TESCO:
TT’S NOW A
DESTINATION’

To support the national campaign
tackling accessibility for disabled
people, known as Purple Tuesday,
Les gave Healthwatch Essex some
insight into how he manages his
sight loss on a day-to-day basis
such as going shopping, preparing
hot drinks and doing housework
on his own.

Being so independent, his sight
loss doesn't knock him back: “You
know what you've got and you
make the most of it”

Les found shopping an even
more an enjoyable experience
than before he lost his sight:
“The senior ladies always have

time for you in Tesco and they’ll
allocate some youngster to go
with you and do whatever it is
you can't find. It’s easy. It's now
a destination, it's not a shopping
trip; it’s where people go. If I can
go every day, I get through the
week because with that and the
singing, the week goes by.”

TERMINAL CANCER
DIAGNOSIS SEES MOVE
TO BRIGHTON CENTRE

On Christmas Eve 2018, Les was
given the heartbreaking diagnosis
of terminal lung cancer. Having
been told he had just a matter of
weeks to live, Les moved his life
from Maldon, Essex to the Blind
Veterans UK Centre, Brighton.

Since 1915, the centre has
provided rehabilitation, practical
and emotional support to ex-
service men and women to help
rebuild their lives. Les filled

his days with working in the
Centre library, joining their choir,
spending time with family and
sharing his stories of a long
adventurous life. He enjoyed the
amazing support: “What’s not to
like? It’s like a 5 star hotel for the
dying”

Sadly, Les passed away in October
2019. Thank you Les, for sharing
your stories with us.




