
PHYLLIS BUTLER (1913-2003) 
 

With her death in 2003, just two days short of her 90th birthday, Crockham Hill lost a multi-
talented, much-loved and respected member of the community; a woman whose vitality and 
presence could light up a room. 
 
Born in Croydon in the summer of 1913, Phyl’s father was lead violinist with the Hallé 
Orchestra, her mother a former ‘Gaiety Girl’, so perhaps it’s no great surprise that art and 
entertainment should feature as much as it did in her later life.  After studies at the Old Palace 
School, and despite having a good academic brain, she had no opportunity to further her 
education at university, so she focused her attention instead on setting up her own clothing 
design and manufacturing business. 
 
In 1939 Phyl married Bob Butler, a wholesale meat merchant, and moved to Oast Cottage in 
Guildables Lane.  With the outbreak of war Bob, who had been in the Territorial Army, 
joined up and was seconded to the Indian Army for the duration.  In his absence, Phyl turned 
her energies to war work and became foreman of a light engineering factory in Croydon, 
making oxygen bottles and pressure gauges for Spitfires.  During the Battle of Britain she 
watched ‘dog fights’ involving these same Spitfires in the skies over Crockham Hill, which 
gave her stories to tell years after.  
 
When the war ended Bob was posted to Singapore where Phyl joined him, and it was there 
that she gave birth to John before they moved to Germany for three years, returning to 
Crockham Hill in 1956 when Bob left the army and resumed his work in the meat trade at 
Smithfield Market. 
 
In 1968 the Butler family moved home again – this time just a few yards from Oast Cottage 
to Langhurst Farm next door, where Phyl’s love of gardening flourished, her kitchen garden 
becoming a veritable market garden with abundant fruit and vegetables.  One memorable day 
in 1985 the house was struck by lightning, which brought down a ceiling and destroyed the 
electrics.  Alone at the time, Phyl called the fire brigade, then made a pot of tea on the Aga.  
That’s what an English woman would do! 
 
Talented and proficient, Phyl Butler was very much a Renaissance Woman, interested in 
everything, ever-willing to learn.  She was skilled as a painter, and her subjects – whether 
landscape, still-life or portrait – have a lasting authenticity.  She was a gifted seamstress - no 
doubt as a result of her early years in the clothing business; according to her family she was 
an ‘unflustered’ cook, a keen bridge player and an active beekeeper.  She served the village 
Women’s Institute for many years, as president and ‘star’ of district W.I. pantomimes as well 
as the murder mysteries written and produced by Iris Stansbury.  She had an encyclopaedic 
knowledge, could recite countless poems, and in her later years learnt from her grandson how 
to use a computer and set about writing a family history beginning in 1800.  Sadly she died 
before the book could be finished, but Phyl’s influence continues beyond the last page.  
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