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Angels
in Wanstead
Colin Bird

Thirty-five years? It seems like only 
yesterday. I had a terrible day 
yesterday." "The drive was so tight that 

if my car had another coat of paint it'd have 
scratched the sides." "You should have told 
me you went to the Vatican, because I have 
the Pope's phone number. It's a great one:  
VAT 69". If you are into off-colour jokes over 
coffee at Nice Croissant, then Colin Bird is 
your man. One of the shop's other regulars 
told me: "Sometimes his jokes annoy the hell 
out of you, but he has an absolute heart of 
gold."

Colin talks to absolutely everyone, sharing his 
quirky, clichéd, tacky jokes whether we like it 
or not. At times, it seems he lives there, and 
Colin is still one of the stalwarts of a group that 
seemed to accrete at Nice Croissant gradually, 
comprised of individuals from disparate parts 
of Wanstead. We'd just roll up to share coffee 
and a chat outside (because some of the 
group were smokers) in the fresh heat of late 
spring under beautifully-scented lime tree 
blossoms, sheltering from summer showers 
beneath the awning, watching passers-by and 
the awesome autumn colours in Christchurch 
Green, or taking care to dress warmly enough 
to sit outside and enjoy the group's company 
in winter. I call us the coffee mafia, for no other 
reason than the words sound good.

I was off to the Maldives at the end of 2004 and 
looking forward to it so much that the coffee 
mafia had as little choice in being subjected 
to my plans as they did to Colin's jokes. Off 
I went to have fun and got 'tsunami'd' with 
everyone else.

I don't know how many houses he visited 
before finding my parents' place, but my 
parents (who had never met him) tell me he 
turned up to ask if I was alright, just after the 
tsunami had hit. On discovering that I was, this 
man, who I had only met casually in a coffee 
shop, insisted on driving all the way to the 
airport to collect me and take me home. It's 
typical of Colin, he goes out of his way to help 
people and then turns it into a joke. 

This first article was delivered late because, 
when I asked if we could meet for coffee so that 
I could write about one or two of his less off-
colour jokes, he had no time because of driving 
an elderly couple to the station: "Look at them, 
she's 82 and he's a spring chicken at 76. They 

shouldn't have to get the tube, so I'm taking 
them to Kings Cross."

Colin makes time to help anyone. Last year, 
when it was snowing and treacherous 
outside, he telephoned som e of the oldest 
Nice Croissant regulars daily to find out how 
they were. "He knew they'd be missing out 
on a highlight of their day, so he called them 
all regularly, collected them from home and 
brought them here to the café and back 
again," explained another regular. Colin talks 
of their pin-sharp sense of humour and what 
lovely people they are, and when challenged, 
responds with: "They're friends, it's what you do 
for friends." If only more people did.

Carole has published an Angels in 
Wanstead calendar – available from 
Wanstead High Street shops – to raise 
funds for the charity Cyclists Fighting 
Cancer. A 2015 version is also being 
planned and Carole would like to hear from 
anyone with suggestions for stories and 
models – email opkikkertje@gmail.com 
or leave a message for Carole at The Larder, 
39 High Street, Wanstead.
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