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’Wistful Play is a real-life toy story and 
represents a 360 degree, 100 year,  
journey through family history which  
began in 1920 after my paternal  
grandfather settled in Scarborough,  
North Yorkshire after the first world war.’ 
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Harry & Lilian Wilderspin (paternal grandparents) 

Harry had first discovered Scarborough in spring 

1916 when he enlisted as a WW1 volunteer and 

found himself initially posted from his home in Hun-

tingdon, Cambridgeshire, as a 1st Battalion Hunts  

Cyclist helping to patrol the north east coast.     

 

It was during this time that he met his future wife, 

Lilian, a local girl raised in the Falsgrave area of 

Scarborough. They were married on December 26th 

1916 at Holy Trinity Church in Scarborough with his 

army comrades in attendance and fellow Sergeant  

W. Lacey as Best Man. 

 

Harry wins the Military Medal at Passchendaele 

Shortly after his wedding in spring 1917, Harry was 

transferred to The London Regiment and then left for 

Passchendaele in Belgium to fight in the 3rd Battle of Ypres. On 19th September 1917 he was 

shot in the thigh but saw action again on 20th September when he was shot and wounded 

twice more whilst 

leading his platoon in 

the vicinity of Winni-

peg farm during the 

battle for Menin 

Road Ridge at  

St Julien – an act of 

bravery and achieve-

ment for which he 

was awarded the  

Military Medal. 

 

Harry and Lilian’s wedding: Holy Trinity, Scarborough 26th December 1916 



Post-WW1 civilian life  
After recovering from his wounds in an Oxford hospital, 

Harry returned home to Scarborough, his new wife and, 

also, their first son Derrick who was born in November 

1917 just seven weeks after Harry’s action at  

Passchendaele. As a result of his wounds, he arrived 

back home with a permanent limp and a walking stick,  

which remained tangible reminders of his courage and 

bravery for the rest of his life.  

 

Those early post-war days back in Scarborough must 

have seemed very odd after so much conflict and  

turbulence but he seemed to settle back into civilian life 

fairly quickly and most likely benefited from the influ-

ence of my grandmother who, although physically quite 

delicate, had a will of iron and disposition that proved to 

have such a major bearing on the development of the 

family business in the years to come.  

Harry 1914 

Derrick’s christening 1918 



 

By 1920, they also had another 

young son (Donald) and, during 

the next decade, continued to 

raise the family and develop the 

sporting service and supply as-

pects of the business. 

 

Harry had trained as a saddler be-

fore WW1 and found that his pre-

war skills were valuable in other 

ways after returning to  

Scarborough. One particular  

instance of this related to the re-

pair of cricket and tennis equipment. Both sports gained tremendous public popularity in 

post-war Britain and local interest in Scarborough was especially boosted by the town  

becoming host to major annual cricket and tennis tournaments which attracted the most 

famous players of the time.  

 

Somehow, grandad became involved in  

repairing cricket bats and re-stringing tennis 

racquets with gut strings for the visiting players 

and, as a result, he developed a local  

reputation for these specialist services. I  

suspect this most likely provided the catalyst for 

granny who then started the retail side of the 

business via “Wilderspin’s Sports Outfitters” 

and where locals and schools could buy equip-

ment and clothing.  

 

Eventually, the family acquired a fine,  

mid-Victorian, shop and maisonette at No.57 Victoria Road, a thriving, bustling, mixed 

shopping/residential street within the town’s main shopping area. This became Harry and 

Lilian’s life-long home and the core of the family business until 1985. 

Home above the shop 

No.57 Victoria Road 



After almost ten years in business, their third son (David, my father) was born in April 1929 

and both business and family life continued steadily until the outbreak of WW2 in 1939.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

As for many others, the impact of the second world war affected both family and business 

quite dramatically. Although by now well into middle age, the apparent sense of national duty 

that Harry had first exhibited in WW1 seemed to manifest itself again but, this time, also  

inspired Lilian to  enlist too and both family life and the business were mothballed until 1945.  

 

They were posted to an ordnance depot in Oswestry, Shropshire where they remained until 

ware ended in 1945. As an NCO in the East Yorkshire Regiment, Harry was initially assigned 

the rank of 2nd Lieutenant but then promoted to Captain. Lilian was taken on as an army truck 

driver and mechanic.  

Derek and Donald respectively enlisted in the army and navy and both saw prominent active 

service in various parts of the world.  

 

My father, however, was only ten when war 

broke out and so had no choice but to  

accompany his parents to Shropshire where 

he was billeted out to several farming families 

and eventually the lovely ‘Aunty Hampson’ in 

Shrewsbury. 

 

 

 

A family at war (again)  

Rear Donald, Harry, Derrick / front David, Lilian 



Derrick Wilderspin (eldest uncle) 

Derrick had married Canadian Blanche Eisdown in Bermuda 

in 1940 whilst on active service during WW2 and they had 

lived in America a short while after WW2 ended where  

Derrick developed a career as a medical laboratory re-

search technician. They had a son in the late 1940s but who 

sadly died in childhood from Leukemia. This appears to 

have had a negative effect on their marriage and they even-

tually divorced. Derrick lived in London for many years until 

he retired to a small village near Darlington and lived with 

his late-life partner. I hope he found some degree of happi-

ness in those later years.     

 

Donald Wilderspin (uncle) 

Donald was demobbed from the navy and emigrated soon 

after to Cape Town in South Africa where he married my 

late aunt Nan, a South African war widow. He inherited a 

ready-made family as Nan already had a daughter, Gillian, 

my cousin. After a short period, they opened a shop in the 

suburb of Pinelands and established their own branch of 

Wilderspin’s toys and games. Don died suddenly in 1980 

aged sixty but I still maintain strong links with my South  

African relatives and have many fond memories of my visits. 

 

David Wilderspin (my father) 
As for dad, like many other kids, the war years were very 

disruptive for him and his education suffered. He did not  

ultimately follow his schoolboy dream of becoming a  

famous engineer but, instead, found himself becoming an 

apprentice pork butcher in Shropshire – but even that was 

abruptly halted at sixteen when war ended and he  

returned to Scarborough. There was no real option other 

than to go into the family business on its re-opening in the 

rather dark and austere days of immediate post-war Britain 

but, exhibiting his own father’s stoicism, he knuckled down 

and accepted his lot without argument.                                          

 



 

 

 

 

Triple town centre locations 
My father’s influence resulted in a new chapter of brand and business development and  

between 1946-1960 he set about expanding the business into toys and games as mass  

plastic production gathered pace in post WW2 years and gave rise to a product explosion 

which neatly dovetailed with the Baby Boom years, the end of rationing and a return to  

personal prosperity fuelled by government post-war public investment.  

 

During this period, two more shops were established in Scarborough at 48a Westborough and 

on the corner of North Marine Road and North Street. 

48a Westborough 
The Westborough shop was rather small and 
quirky but it occupied a very prominent and 
busy location at the top end of Scarborough’s 
primary shopping street. (Years later I would 
start my real estate career next door at No48, 
Ward Price.) 

 

 

 

North Marine Road 
Another prominently located shop in North  
Marine Road on the corner of Hope Street. In 
1960, when granny retired, this became a  
summer-season shop which only opened  
May-October and proved to be a magnet for 
day-tripper footfall making its way to North Bay 
beach from William Street coach park.  
 

Before the advent of lightweight, folding  
pushchairs, their ancestors were heavy, bulky, 
things which weren’t made for day trips to the seaside by coach or train. Dad quickly per-
ceived a demand for pushchair hire and seemed to purchase much of Scarborough’s redun-
dant pushchair stock from local families whose offspring had outgrown them and, after a bit of  
wing-nut repair work and wheel-oiling, set about hiring them out!  



 

The acquisition of No.59 Victoria Road 

By the late 1950s, dad was effectively managing the business and Harry and Lilian were 

thinking of retirement. He was keen to expand the Victoria Road business and which  

resulted in the acquisition of the adjoining property at No.59 Victoria Road, a mirror image 

of No.57.  

At street level, the dividing 

wall between the two retail 

units was removed which 

resulted in the creation of a 

single, large shop space 

completed in 1960 and 

announced to the world via 

a grand opening ceremony 

complete with ribbon-cutting, 

champagne and cake!    

1985: The end of an era  
By the early 1980’s, out-of- 

town retail parks and brands 

such as Toys R Us had 

changed consumer habits and 

the trading landscape was  

becoming much harder for  

independent local businesses.  

 

Also, courtesy of packaged travel, people were increasingly holidaying abroad and which 

impacted on Scarborough’s traditional annual influx of  annual holiday-makers. Such  

changes in consumer behaviour signalled the end of an era for the original family business 

and dad eventually sold the bricks and mortar and retired in 1985.                                                   



 

 

 

 

Childhood toy magic 
From the moment I was born, I grew up surrounded by, and immersed in, the wonderful world 

of toys and games retailing and the everyday ups and downs of family-business life.   

 

Some of my earliest and most vivid memories are of my chubby little legs dangling over  

glass-topped counters of the three afore-mentioned shops. From the age of 2-3 years, I would 

spend hours with dad and granny at weekends, school holidays, lunchtimes and after school, 

subconsciously absorbing all the various aspects of everyday retailing: managing staff; devel-

oping customer relationships; witnessing parents, grandparents, aunts and uncles paying 

weekly amounts to save towards buying Christmas and birthday presents; travelling salesmen 

randomly appearing with suitcases full of toy magic; and the unrivalled excitement of delivery 

lorries pulling up outside, their drivers depositing a myriad of large boxes on the shop floor – 

followed by several hours of pure joy lost in the task of helping to unpack, price and display 

the most amazing array of wondrous things: tiny toy soldiers; enormous pedal-operated cars 

and tractors; beautifully crafted wooden sailing boats; rock-pool nets; role-play costumes; cap-

guns; electric train sets, Scalextric; and, of course, the new phenomenon that was Lego. 

 

My paternal grandparents had  

always lived above No.57 Victoria 

Road but then my mothers’ parents 

also moved into the maisonette 

above No.59 when they retired and 

moved to Scarborough from Lincoln.  

 

Whenever my parents were out  

socialising, I would stay overnight at 

either No 57 or No 59.  

On many such occasions, I loved to 

sneak downstairs in the early even-

ing and enter a big magical world 

where I was the only inhabitant. 

 

 

Outside 57-59 Victoria Road as they are today - December 2019 



 

 

 

One of my favourite past-times was riding around on the trikes, pedal cars and other  

‘ride-ons’. I also loved ‘Lego’ and which, in the early 1960s, I actually saw being made at 

the factory in Wrexham – all those enormous vats of densely coloured liquid plastic! 

 

Geoff Hurst and the plastic football experience... 

When I was eleven, dad took me with him to the London and Brighton toy show which he 

attended every year in January with a view to purchasing new stock. He always loved this 

great annual adventure and I suspect was rather disappointed that I was rather less  

enthusiastic on the one occasion that I went with him.  

 

Whilst I loved the bright lights of London and staying at Regents Palace Hotel on Piccadilly 

Circus before heading down to Brighton on the Brighton Belle, I was often bored and tired 

of traipsing around endless hotel conference rooms.  

 

Possibly the greatest thing I’ve come to regret, though, is the almost-immediate loss of a 

plastic 1966 World Cup football signed by Geoff Hurst and which came about during one 

of the interminable afternoons of toy-buying at the Brighton Metropole hotel when I was 

idly kicking around waiting for dad to finish bartering with some salesman in a dark suit 

selling ‘Johnny 7s’ and ‘Action Men’.  

59 Victoria Road at the time of its opening in 1960 



I always knew that I would ultimately need to dabble in the commercial world again and, 

after one or two false starts, began to have nostalgic visions of rocking horses,  

kaleidoscopes, snowstorms. spinning tops and tin money boxes! I suspect that much of 

this was subliminally triggered by finding myself buying such items for the latest member of 

the family and marvelling at the obvious enduring pleasure, fascination and imaginative 

play value being derived following their receipt by little hands. 

So, after spending time researching and cogitating, I decided to give it a go and attempt to 

blend all that I like about battery-less toys, face-to-face retailing, open-all-hours online ac-

cessibility and the efficiencies of C21st integrated systems technologies together with my 

natural, slightly nomadic and wandering-gypsy-like disposition and attempt to create some-

thing reasonably palatable from such a melting pot of disparate ingredients. And so, 

‘Wistful Play’ is born!  

I felt myself being grabbed by the shoulders and manoeuvred to stand next to a very tall 

man along with another – but rather more enthusiastic – child and at which point a plastic 

football was thrust into my hands with the command of ’Say cheese!’ followed by sudden 

and temporary blindness caused by several simultaneous flashbulbs. At some point, the 

very tall man signed the football before rapidly disappearing and being replaced by my  

father who had frantically been searching for me.  

 

Not being a football fan or in tune with recent football related events, my father seemed to 

have little to say about ‘the plastic football’ experience and all I can seemingly remember 

is returning home with it and it disappearing fairly soon after, either as a result of the dog 

getting hold of it – or, quite possibly, dad sensing a golden trading opportunity and selling 

it for some extortionate fee to someone more worthy of its significance. 

 

From toys to veterinary science to real estate to digital to landlady and back to toys… 
I was never encouraged to go into the family business and, after the disappointing  

realisation that my understanding of chemistry would never lead to my being a vet, I  

somehow ended up studying urban estate management – which led to a bit of a  

detour for several years working in real estate in London and then a fundamental career 

switch to digital media and which lasted until semi-retirement in 2014 – at which point I  

returned to live in my native North Yorkshire after my parents died from ripe old age within 

six weeks of each other. 



2020 is such a fitting year to be launching ‘Wistful Play’ as it’s effectively 100 years since my 

paternal grandparents founded the family toys and games business. 

 

What would they make of it all now? Retail is obviously changing. When dad retired in 1985, it 

was all about supermarkets and out-of-town retail and, now, ecommerce. Dad did live long 

enough to experience ecommerce and actually thought it was great and very useful given his 

very rural lifestyle and which the likes of Amazon seemed happy to oblige. 

.  

Like many aging people, I have become increasingly nostalgic in recent years. In my own 

case, such nostalgia has unexpectedly – but delightfully - led me to the idea of trading in  

traditional toys and games and which is proving to be a lovely thing to have re-connected with 

after all these years. The fight against plastic is also something that is personally important. 

 

The idea of trading via local markets as well as online also has strong personal appeal and is 

a great way to get out and about, visit some lovely places and establish lots of new personal 

relationships.  

 

For me, there is also another fascinating aspect which relates to marrying old-fashioned per-

sonal trading to C21st. expectations. Having spent over twenty years working in the digital 

sector designing and implementing process-based digital systems, the idea of integrating of-

fline sales to fast and efficient online financial and fulfilment management is an additional pos-

itive challenge. 

 

I’ll be advertising my market diary dates via Facebook and digital newsletter so if you have a 

need to buy traditional toys and games or simply share the same nostalgic passion for  

all-things traditional, then I look forward to seeing you sometime at some market stall! In the 

meantime, please feel free to follow ‘Wistful Play’ on Facebook and Instagram and to sign-up 

for periodic digital newsletters and special offers.  

 

Thank you for reading the story (so far….!) 

 

Merryn Wilderspin 

01/01/2020 



Appendix 1: 20th September 2017 – Harry’s Passchendaele Centenary 

100 years to the day on September 20th 2017, I visited the exact spot at Passchendaele 

where grandad had won his Military Medal at Winnipeg Farm. I also visited Yorkshire  

Regiment graves at Tyne Cot and scattered rose petals from my garden.  

 

 



Appendix 2: 26th December 2019 – Harry’s and Lilian’s 103rd anniversary 

I visited the exact same spot where my grandparents were photographed outside Holy Trinity 

Church in Scarborough103 years previously.  

 

Appendix 3: Random pics... 
Some additional photos of my grandparents in later life, my parents - and some rather scary 

dolls in the shop window of 57 Victoria Road in 1949! 

 

 



Appendix 4: 7th January 2020 – Wistful Play’s first product sample arrives! 
Major excitement and historic moment as the first product sample is delivered and assembled!    



Appendix 5: 22nd April 2020 – Wistful Play is launched online! 
By late March 2020 it was obvious that the original plan to launch Wistful Play at Coxwold  

village market would not be happening owing to Coronavirus lockdown. Instead, we focused 

focused on launching online and set a target date of 22nd April 2020 - my late father’s birth-

day and also the date of mum’s funeral - which both seemed like a fitting memorial. We did it! 

 

 

 

   

Launch site: Home page Launch site: 1st collection—’Village Market’ 



Appendix 6: The 1st Collection—’Village Market’ 
Having been working towards Wistful Play’s launch at Coxwold market, it made sense to  

base the first collection around the core stock that had been purchased for that event. I creat-

ed a mock-up of the stall in my garage and which was by now doubling as the ’warehouse’. I 

took some stills and selfies and which struck me as having a very retro feel - ultimately inspir-

ing the idea of creating a ’Goth’ version with the potential of Whitby’s Goth weekends in mind. 

Before the stall was dismantled, I also made a short video for social media. 

 

 

 

   


