
Ray Elliott (1926–2008) 

Musician, Teacher and Man of Lincolnshire 

Raymond Edward Elliott was born in January 1926 at Mareham Road, Horncastle and, 

apart from Army and College, lived in the town all his life.  His Dad was an ‘old 

school’ milkman who went to Thornton Dairies early every morning, milked the cows, 

loaded up the cart, sold the milk around town and did it all again in the evening.  For 

those of a certain generation, he was not like Ernie and Trigger with the fastest milk 

cart in the west but there was a passing resemblance! George Elliott had been a miner 

in Derbyshire but came to Lincolnshire to convalesce after an accident and stayed as a 

farmworker.  He was also a self-taught pianist; quite accomplished though his pallet of 

tunes was more popular songs than the classics.  Ray’s Mum was the real Lincolnshire 

lass having been brought up in Bag Enderby.  Her name was Daisy but only very good 

friends used her first name which she disliked – Mrs Elliott, Granny Elliott or Auntie 

E to most.  In later years, when he gave his talks on Lincolnshire dialect, it was his 

Mum’s family way of speäking that Ray remembered; the very same accents that 

surrounded Tennyson in the 19th Century. 

The family had been Methodists with Daisy’s brother being an ordained minister but 

the boys all sang in the Church Choir at St Mary’s Horncastle in their Sunday best.  

Not that Ray was particularly good at looking after his best clothes.  Famously, he 

climbed a fence on the way home from Church and ripped his (short) trousers.  He 

was late home having gone via a friend’s Mum to get it stitched up!  While still in the 

Choir, he begged his parents to pay for piano lessons which was a big ask for them.  

He recalled in later life that he dare not give up or miss practice.  In 1942, the organist 

at St Mary’s, Roy Sorfleet, was called up so Ray found himself at the age of 16 sat on 

the organ stool wondering what to do.  Of course, he took to it like a natural but he 

had been invited to jump in at the deep end.  He did though have organ lessons at St 

Peter in Eastgate, Lincoln.  

In younger years, school was in Manor House Lane, in what is now the Community 

Centre.  He may not have been the most attentive pupil and more than once he was 

sent to the headmaster for the cane.  However, Ray worked out that his teacher did not 

check if the punishment had been administered so rather than going to the head’s 

study, he nipped into the toilets for a few minutes, rubbed his hands to make one of 

them red and then walked back into the classroom looking pained!  This did not 

prevent progression as he won a scholarship to attend QEGS from 1937. 

Raymond volunteered in 1944 for the RAF to be a navigator on Lancasters.  With 

hindsight he was grateful that his eyesight was not good enough for aircrew.  Instead, 

he was called into the 1st Battalion, the Royal Lincolnshire Regiment and was 

commissioned as a Lieutenant in Bangalore and served there as well as in Java and 

Sumatra under Col John Dymoke.  The army in wartime was not always a place to be 

able to practice the organ but he did play at St Mark’s Cathedral in Bangalore.  Back 

at Lincoln, he trained soldiers at Sabroan Barracks in Lincoln where one of the drills 

was to get the squaddies to run up Steep Hill in full pack!  Mind you, he was very 

capable of that level of fitness himself having been QEGS cross country champion. 



Having been demobbed in 1948, Ray chose his long-term career as a teacher.  He 

attended St John College, York for 2 years.  It was then a men only teacher training 

college with many ex-army students.  Years later, Ray complained that the college 

treated the students like monks – one student was expelled for kissing his girlfriend on 

college grounds – how things change!  He specialised in History and Music and, as an 

organist, was shipped out to villages around York to play for Sunday services on 

instruments of very variable quality.  A travelling companion once had to push up all 

the keys while Ray played the hymns as most of the return springs had broken.  It 

sounded awful but the congregation sang along, clearly used to the sticking notes. 

Once qualified and able to secure a job, Ray married his sweetheart from school, 

Molly Gill.  They married on the last Monday in August 1950, not then a bank holiday 

but a suitably quiet day in his new father in law’s butcher’s shop which meant loss of 

trade was limited.  By no coincidence at all, Denis and Angela Kisby married on the 

same day for pretty much the same reasons! 

Ray found his first job at Wildmore Fen School, then for pupils of all ages but in 1952 

he joined the founding staff of the Franklin School, Spilsby rising to be deputy head.  

He taught music and art and was an enthusiastic conductor of the school band and 

painter of scenes for many school plays.  Having studied history at College but not 

teaching the subject, this became his passion in life with years of brass rubbing, 

interest in church monuments and hatchments, local history and dialect. 

Of course, he was still involved with music at St Mary’s. When still in his mid-20’s, 

Ray took over as choirmaster for more than 20 years.  They were ‘glory days’ for a 

traditional church choir in Horncastle with two rehearsals a week and a peak of 36 boy 

choristers.  In fact, the PCC and Vicar had to ask that no more boys were recruited as 

the pay was getting too much for church funds.  The choir was busy with at least 2 

services on a Sunday and regular wedding services to sing for as well as the odd 

football match against other choirs.  Although Ray stood down in the 1970s as 

choirmaster and organist, he continued to play once a month until his latter years.  Not 

that he stood down from church life as he served on the PCC, was Church Warden and 

wrote the tourist guide to St Mary’s.  Ray was a properly good organist and was 

visiting organist at Ely Cathedral one summer but his greatest skill was the ability to 

make the music flow and fit with the service.  The music would be perfectly timed so 

that it finished seamlessly when the Vicar was ready to speak.  Many wedding guests 

would be oblivious to the ‘cheeky’, impromptu theme and variations he would play 

while waiting for the bride to arrive – ‘to be a farmer’s boy’ for the farmer’s son, ‘if I 

were a rich man’ for the banker or ‘there is a tavern in the town’ for the barmaid. 

Retirement from Franklin in 1986 gave the opportunity to put right a regret.  After the 

army, Ray needed to get into a decent job and teaching in the 40s/50s did not need a 3 

year degree.  He took up study at the OU and graduated with a BA in the History of 

Art.  He particularly wanted to study modern art and confessed that, in the end, he still 

didn’t really like it but at least now understood it! 

Ray Elliott passed away in January 2008 having just made his 82nd birthday.  What 

most people will remember is a good humoured man who could entertain and engage 

people to share his enthusiasm and knowledge of music and history. 


