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Preface
With the years swiftly passing and age ever advancing, I feel a compelling urge to record the history of my family, and, in particular, the first sixteen years of my own life.
I believe this is a human need and what sets us apart from all the other creatures sharing the planet. Through the ages, mankind has expressed an overwhelming desire to leave behind a history of its times. This is illustrated by the first drawings on walls of caves, all the way up to the millions of volumes of recorded history. It has now become a driving force for me.
My desire to leave a history for my children came almost too late, after the majority of my family had already passed on. It was extremely difficult to trace information about my parents and relatives; sadly, much has been lost forever.
However, I will try to convey something as close as possible to their real lives. I will describe the kind of world into which my parents were born, the grand old city of Belfast, where they lived and where I was born, the difficulties and hardships they endured and survived during those trying times.
It is an important part of my story if one is to understand my own beginnings some forty years later.
On November 11th Remembrance Day in 1997, I was a guest speaker at a banquet in the local branch of the Royal Canadian Legion. Listening to other speakers, it gradually became clear that we were remembering the Second World War and the Korean War, but almost nothing about the First World War. In fairness, we had no surviving branch members from that first terrible conflict. I thought about my father serving in France from 1916 until the end of the war. Did I not have a duty to say something about him? Sadly, knowing so little of his war service, I merely made a respectful mention to the veterans about that ‘War to end all wars.’
It was at this moment that I became painfully aware of how little I knew, not only about my father, but my whole family. It was at that moment that the first seed of an idea to write this book was planted. Now, at the dawn of the 21st Century, I set out to draft my first page.
So this is a story of my early life and of the people involved in it, from the darkest days of Britain at war to the sunny days on the Isle of Wight, and to the morning I left Donegal Quay, on the Belfast docks, to join the Royal Navy
The story is how I remember the events in my early life. I have tried to make it as honest and accurate as memory allows. I have spent months researching books, digging through government archives, surfing the Internet. I asked questions, then more questions from family members all over the world. I inquired from New Zealand to Australia, Ireland to Canada and Prince Edward Island to the Isle of Wight.
Ultimately, this is my story told through my eyes, as a child, a boy, and young man. There is no intent on my part to either criticize or lay blame. That would make no sense. It is the past, nothing about it can be changed, nor would I wish anything to be changed. Those first sixteen years were far from being the happiest of my life. Now older and hopefully wiser, I find I still hold a great fondness for both Lily and Ben.
In the beginning, I shall take you back to the birth of my parents, tracing how their lives came together in Belfast, and the hardships, poverty and two World Wars they were to see during those tumultuous years. I will take you to my birth on January 15, 1939, and my mother’s death on December 26, 1939, then to my first steps into manhood on March 15, 1955. That was the day I marched off to join the Royal Navy as a Boy Seaman 2nd class.
H.M.S Ganges was a place that claimed to turn boys into men, and I would quickly learn the merits of that claim. Forty-five years later, I have to say that the Ganges claim was well founded. I consider myself a survivor of a most severe system, be it for better or worse, now vanished forever. I'm left with the memories of those terrible, harsh, cruel and sometimes happy times. I would never wish to live through them again, but they will forever remain, to the end of my days, a proud and wonderful memory.
*****
*****
Chapter One:
Beginning & End
It is Tuesday morning the 15th of March 1955, the last day of my story and the beginning of a new life. I had risen early, unable to sleep with so many things running through my head. That day represented a very important step for me, and I was excited at the prospect of my chosen future. This was the last time I'd sleep in that small double bed, in the tiny back bedroom, a bed I had shared with my father and brother in the past, now shared only with my father.
I was sure he wouldn't be too unhappy about my departure either; tossing and turning all night, I had probably kept him awake. I quietly tiptoed downstairs; outside it was still dark, and the house was silent and cold.
I didn't waste time lighting the fire, too many other things to do. The previous evening I had laid out my best suit. Anna had ironed and starched my good white shirt. My shoes were polished to a high gloss. There were clean underwear, and socks, and my most colourful tie was hanging with my suit. It was the same tie I had worn to those Saturday night dances. I thought it made me look suave and attractive to the girls!
Quickly, I washed my hands and face under the cold-water tap in the scullery. Shaving had not yet become necessary. I put a small dab of Brylcreem in my hair, rubbing it in well, I combed my hair carefully and parted it on the left, then using the flat of my hand I pushed my hair forward into a wave.
Without thinking, I stripped off my pyjamas and underwear, immediately feeling the chill on my exposed skin. It was customary to wear pyjamas over underwear at night. My father, in winter, kept his shirt on as well.
Standing naked in the middle of the kitchen, I suddenly realised I was in full view of anyone passing in the street. The blind had not been pulled down the night before, and with the street dark and the kitchen light on, a passer-by would have an eyeful. In panic and embarrassment I first considered dashing to the window and pulling down the blind. Already naked, standing in the window would only have increased the risk of being seen. I decided my safest course of action was to dress quickly. I was into my clean underwear in a flash; trousers quickly followed, and my anxious moment was over.
Only then it occurred to me, I could have easily just turned off the light.
By the time the family started to come to life, I was fully dressed and ready to leave. It was a little after 6am. My instructions were to be at the Liverpool boat terminal at 7am sharp. I wanted to leave quickly with no long, drawn out goodbyes. Besides, it was just another working day for everyone else, they would be in a hurry to have breakfast and be on their way.
The moment to leave was soon at hand. I buttoned my raincoat, looked around to make sure I had picked up my wallet and money for bus fare. I shook hands with Jackie, and hugged Anna; Pop put his hand on my shoulder and, like everyone else, wished me luck. This was probably the closest my father ever came to actually embracing me. He told me to look after myself and let them know how I was getting along.
I promised to write as soon as I arrived at H.M.S Ganges. Hot tears began to well up in my eyes, and I fought them back, not wanting to cry. Pop gave me a half crown saying I might want a bite to eat on the boat. Then, very quickly, I said a final farewell to everyone, took a last quick look around the room and left. Out on the street I realised what a nasty cold morning it was. The sky was overcast, with a fine drizzle. I turned up the collar of my raincoat, thrust my hands deep in my pockets, and headed for the bus stop.
It was ten minutes past six as I reached the top of the street. Traffic was still light at this early hour, and just a few people were waiting for the bus. We didn't have to wait long for one to arrive. I boarded and went upstairs to a front seat. I wanted to see as much of the old city as possible one last time. It was as if I needed to save the sights and sounds to a place in my memory, which later I might recall when I was far from home and lonely.
As the bus travelled down the Falls Road, I kept looking at my watch. I had plenty of time, but that didn't stop me from worrying or feeling anxious. The last thing I wanted was to be late on this particular day. At the meeting ten days earlier in the recruiting office, we'd received strict instructions to be on time.
We had been instructed that parents were not permitted at the boat terminal to see us off. We were supposed to be men and must let go of our mother's apron strings. I remembered the stern warning: Should anyone not show up, they would be classified as deserters and the police called to arrest them. All these things ran through my mind as I impatiently waited for the bus to reach the city centre. I planned to hop off at the corner of High Street and Royal Avenue and walk the remaining distance to the docks.
*****
Stepping off the bus, I turned onto High Street at a brisk pace, still anxiously checking my watch more than necessary. I continued at a fast pace, taking a short cut through an unfamiliar back street. I was surprised when I came upon the infamous Du Barry’s Pub. Until this moment I had not known its exact whereabouts, only its notoriety. The pub was a hangout for sailors and prostitutes. As I was passing, it occurred to me that one day I might have a pint in there myself. After all, I would soon be a sailor.
That idea quickly faded, I couldn't imagine associating with prostitutes. I switched to more inviting thoughts of girls falling for me once in my uniform. I silently hummed the tune ‘All the nice girls love a sailor’. With this romantic and appealing notion dancing in my head, I crossed the road to the docks. It was just 6.45 am when I arrived at the terminal. The five other boys travelling with me were already there. The three from the country had stayed in the city overnight in order to be on time. We gathered under the terminal colonnade sheltering from the rain. The air around us filled with excited chatter as we nervously waited for the recruiting officer. The wait wasn't long. Moments after my arrival he appeared carrying our warrants and travel itineraries.
We gathered around him and listened intently as he gave us our final instruction and times. We each received the promised ten shillings for expenses en route. We were warned not to waste it on cigarettes or chocolate. It was for paying bus fares between railway stations and to buy lunch tomorrow in London. We had been told to travel light, bring no luggage, just a toothbrush in our pocket. Along the journey, everything we might need would be provided.
On arrival in Liverpool, we were booked overnight at a seamen's mission. Soap, towels, supper and breakfast would be provided. On arrival at the Ganges training base, we'd be issued with everything we would ever need. Our civilian clothes would then be sent home. The less we brought, the less to pack. I wondered what Anna would think when my clothes arrived in the mail. It might seem like I had cease to exist!
*****
The clock chimed the half hour as the recruiter wished us luck one final time and departed. With his job finished for the day, he was heading home for a hot breakfast. For a few minutes we remained on the dock, hesitant to take the next step. We clutched travel warrants and instructions tightly fearing we might lose them. Collectively we decided to go aboard the ship and headed down to the warmth of the lounge. A boy from Ballymena, Trevor Weir, produced a 10-pack of Woodbine. Passing them around, we each accepted one and lighted up. I was sure a couple a boys were smoking for the first time, but no one wanted to appear different that morning.
For the next fifteen minutes we made small talk, asking about each other, our homes, whether we had girlfriends, what we did before joining the Navy. I suspected there was more than a little exaggeration in our stories we were all trying to impress each other.
At eight o’clock sharp, I felt the first vibrations of the ship’s engines as it started to move. I heard a foghorn sounding from somewhere above. Snuffing out the butt of my cigarette, I went up on deck. I stood at the guardrail watching the deckhands letting go of the shorelines and the gap between the ship and the wharf quickly widening.
Soon we were in the centre of the channel, gathering speed and heading for Belfast Lough and the open sea. I watched as we sailed passed the old cruiser H.M.S. Caroline, where for a brief time I'd been a Sea Cadet. We passed a forlorn and unfinished aircraft carrier moored at a buoy, its once fresh grey paint now streaked with soot and rust. It had been under construction when the war ended, and was never completed. I looked up at the tall gantries and cranes of the shipyards. Off to the west, in the mist, I could just make out the hills of Bellevue and Napoleon’s Nose. I could see the morning rush hour traffic moving on the road along the coast, busy people heading to work.
I felt a strange sadness to be leaving this beautiful place. Slowly the Black Mountains and surrounding green hills began to fade into the mist and drizzle. I wondered when I would see them again. Watching the cold green water racing along the hull, my mind drifted back to the time I crossed the Irish Sea with Lily and the trepidation caused by that decision. I remembered my tin soldier dropping into the sea and watching it disappear beneath the waves.
*****
I thought of the events in my life that brought me to this moment. I was excited to be venturing into a new life, but at the same time afraid of what lay ahead. I remembered the hurt and turmoil of my sixteen years, and wondered how different things might have been if only. I quickly stopped this train of thought. It was a waste of time, and nothing could be changed.
I thought back to the dreadful tragedy that befell our family on Boxing Day, 1939, and how it altered the course of my life forever. I thought about my father, he, too, filled with trepidation and standing on the deck of another ship some forty years earlier as a newly enrolled soldier travelling to France and the Great War.
How difficult had life been for my mother as a young girl? How did she meet my father? What chain of events led from my father's birth to this exact moment? Standing at the guardrail, I reached back to the time and place where all these events began. How they finally culminated here with me. I wondered what chain of events I would follow into my new future on that cold and wet March morning as I moved ever closer to my destiny, these thoughts ran through my mind.
With a stiffening breeze off the Irish Sea stinging my face, I realised it was time to go below. Walking toward the lounge door, I vaguely recalled something my English teacher had once said: ‘They change their sky but not their soul, who cross the ocean.’
It seemed, at this moment, somehow appropriate. She had explained it as a good maxim for exiles, of which Ireland had many. She had first given us the Latin version, which I had promptly forgotten: ‘Caelum non animum mutant qui trans mare current?’
Eighteen Ninety-Five.
At number eighty-two Walton Street, one of many bleak and grimy back streets of Belfast, in the early morning hours of May 18, 1895, a baby boy was born to Thomas and Susannah Rodgers. He was named Thomas for his father, in typical Irish tradition. His proud parents, some forty-five years later, were to become my grandparents.
I'd never have an opportunity to meet my grandfather for he would die before my birth. My grandmother, whose maiden name was Leslie, I met only one brief time in 1945. I had always believed my grandmother’s name was Susannah. However, reading a copy of my father’s old and faded birth certificate I found her listed as Susan. I suspect it was a spelling error, but was unable to confirm it. It will unfortunately remain an unsolved mystery, depriving me of knowledge of relatives from the Leslie branch of our family. My father was destined to be an only child though it’s possible there were others but none that survived. This, too, must sadly remain a mystery. In those closing years of the 19th Century, there existed almost no health care or medical facilities, certainly none within reach or available to the working class poor of the city.
Families were usually large, living in cramped and dirty conditions with poor nourishment and hygiene. This, more than any other factor, contributed to the high mortality rate amongst young children. My father grew up in West Belfast living in a tiny kitchen house, which likely was owned by the local mill, where one, if not both, of his parents worked. These squalid terraced homes, built around the mid-1850s, were crammed into narrow streets, row on row and back to back.
To give the reader a sense of what those crowded conditions were like, imagine a street approximately 400 yards in length, and about 35 feet wide. The main thoroughfare, where horse and cart traffic travelled, was cobblestone. Front doors opened onto a pavement on each side of the street, and there the pedestrians walked.
On a typical small back street you'd find approximately 30 to 40 houses on each side, for a total of 80 to 100 homes. Estimating each family at an average of five persons, some three to four hundred men, women, and children lived within the close confines of a single street. It’s difficult to imagine the densely crowded conditions. However, the numbers suggested are not precise, only an estimate. For example, on Northumberland Street, where I was born, there were 123 homes. They were mostly situated on one side of the street, which was perhaps a quarter of mile long. In 1939, my family consisted of two adults and six children, living in a house with two small bedrooms. Typical housing of the era consisted of two floors, each approximately 250 square feet. They were referred to as kitchen houses, as the main living space was known as the kitchen.
Heating the home depended on a single coal stove, the focal point of the kitchen. It was here that all the cooking was done and the family gathered for the meagre comfort and heat. There was no gas or electricity; candles or oil lamps provided light and there was no hot water, except what was heated on the stove.
Coal was an important and expensive household commodity; personal hygiene, on the other hand, had a low priority.
The front door from the kitchen opened directly onto the street. Some houses had a rear exit from the backyard into an alley. The alley was a narrow passage, mostly used for coal delivery or bin men collecting the refuse. Known as entries rather than alleys, they were dirty and strewn with an assortment of rubbish, dead cats, broken glass and such.
Some houses had a tiny back room on the ground floor, a great help for large families of boys and girls. It was used as an extra bedroom, enabling the girls or boys a modicum of privacy. The only other space on the ground floor was a small scullery tucked in under the stairs. The scullery contained a large stone sink with a single coldwater tap. The back door from the scullery led out to a stone tiled yard. A brick wall, with an area of about 30 square feet, enclosed it. The toilet and gate to the entry were located here. If a family owned a wooden or copper bathtub, it hung on the wall in the backyard. Coal might also be stored here, although in most homes it was stored under the stairs in what was called the coalhole. The advantage of using this spot meant not having to go outside for more coal on cold winter nights.
Stored indoors, it was drier and easier to light, but an obvious disadvantage was dirt and coal dust in the house. It often became a favourite spot for the family cat to relieve itself. The coalhole was usually a dank, dark, and smelly place.
A portable bathtub must have been a real luxury. On the night it was put into service it was, indeed, an extraordinary event.
The tub was carried in from the yard and placed in front of a hot stove. Water was already heating on the stove from earlier in the day. Females would be expected to leave the house on the men's bath night. Modesty and privacy would have prevailed. All the men and boys bathed in the same water, the youngest hoping their turn came before the water turned cold and dirty.
In those fading Victorian times, it was still very much a man's world. Women were expected to do their bathing when the males were working or perhaps at a football game. You can be sure that on the male bath night, the girls returned home to clean up the mess.
They would gather the piles of dirty underwear, socks and shirts strewn about the kitchen floor. Then they had to prepare for a busy washday. Clothes were hand-washed in the scullery sink using a bar of hard lye soap and a scrub board. Drying clothes was often a major problem, the weather generally too wet to hang them outside. Also, in the outside air, clean clothes were often covered in a layer of soot and dust from factory chimneys.
Drying had to be done quickly. The clothes were usually the only garments owned, and would be needed almost right away. Clothes racks were hung from the kitchen ceiling and lowered by aid of a pulley system. Once filled with wet clothes and hoisted, it was hoped they were out of everyone’s way.
That was rarely the case; usually someone walked into the wet leg from a pair of long johns or felt a cold drip down one’s neck.
*****
The upper floor of the house contained two bedrooms. The larger front room was usually where parents slept, and, in large families the girls, too.
Boys all slept in the smaller back bedroom with barely space for more than a double bed. The bed was pushed against the wall, leaving about two or three feet of standing room. Sleeping head-to-toe was the order of the day.
As an only child, my father would not have suffered such cramped conditions. He may also have had better opportunities in the absence of competing brothers or sisters. He may have worn second-hand clothing, but they would not have been worn out hand-me-downs from older siblings. Certainly, his bath night would have been a much less complicated affair. His opportunity to attend school and receive an education would have been much better than most boys his age.
At the beginning of the 20th Century, education was not compulsory or universal. If children of the working classes wanted an education, they had only two choices - the churches or the mills. Mills employed children from eight years of age, and in some cases provided schooling on the premises. Mill children were known as half-timers. Their week was divided into a day of work and a day of schooling. For many, this would be the most sustained and continuous period of learning they ever received. In 1907, it was estimated that over 3800 children worked in the mills. Their earnings barely reached three shillings per week.
Everyone else had to depend on the church schools. Of course, there were private institutions, but who could afford to pay the fees? The churches were hard pressed to cope with the huge demand. The Church of Ireland in particular had great difficulty managing ever-increasing numbers entering their facilities. One school in the town of Ballymacarrett with proper accommodation for only 200 pupils was grossly overcrowded with some 400 children.
By the year 1911, approximately 270 national schools were located in the city and surrounding areas. The enrolment numbers amounted to 70 percent of all children aged 5 to 15. Even counting private schools, gross overcrowding remained a serious problem.
On the eve of the First World War, it was acknowledged that Ireland was 20 years behind the education system in the rest of the British Isles.
In these circumstances, I can only guess what kind of education my father received. If both his parents worked in the mill, it’s probable he was a half timer. He did begin his adult working career as an oilier in a local mill. Perhaps he had been lucky, finding entry into one of the church schools. My uncle Hughie once told me, ‘Your father was a well educated man.’ However, I do not know to what standard he was measuring this comparison.
In all the years I knew my father, I never saw him read a book. I can't recall him showing an interest in world affairs nor discussing current events. In his lifetime he never wrote a letter to me or sent a card.
His consuming interests were horse racing and sports. He possessed a great ability to mentally work out the cash value of his wager should his horse happen to win. His bets were often complicated and consisted of many permutations. Bets of sixpence each way, cross doubles, place and show, trebles, odds on favourites, even money - just to name a few. I never understood nor could calculate as he did. He always knew the exact amount of his winnings, though I seem to remember it was usually nothing. In most cases his horses are all still running. My sister Anna claimed he lost so often he must own the spare wheel on his bookie's posh car. He read and re-read the sports pages, faithfully did the football pools, and studied jockey's form.
He followed boxing and regularly attended Windsor Park to watch Linfield football team play.
My father was a creature of habit, and disliked changes to his routine. This is well illustrated by his work record. Returning from the war in 1919, he was hired by McWater`s Bakery as a bakery labourer. He remained in this job for 41 years, until his death on May 27, 1960.
This is a brief description of the world and times in which my father grew up. It was an era of upheaval and change, and he lived through and took part in the many momentous and historic events taking place.
*****
Unfortunately I know very little about the difficulties my mother faced growing up. Certainly, she would have endured far more deprivation than my father. The much larger Arlow family must have constantly struggled to make ends meet. Shortly before my mother’s birth, my grandfather was forced to leave Belfast to search for work in Scotland.
Not knowing my mother left a huge gap in my childhood and a lifetime of regret. To never experience the love that only a mother can give her child is an irretrievable loss.
The tragedy that befell her shortly after my birth had a devastating effect on my future, and almost immediately altered the course of my life forever.
My grandfather, James Alexander Arlow, whom I was destined, never to meet, died in 1935. In the last decade of the 19th Century he was employed in the Belfast shipyards as a furnace man. At about the same time as the Arlow family began to expand; the shipyards began to slow and started lying off workers. With barely time to celebrate the birth of his first son, James, my grandfather lost his job. The family was forced to move to Greenock, Scotland, to seek work in the shipyards there. While living and working in Scotland, the family grew by eight more children, for a total of nine. My mother, the second born and first girl, arrived on April 8, 1897. She was named Mary for her mother.
In the following 12 years, three more sisters and four brothers are born. Sadly, two would not survive to adulthood. Jinny died very young of tuberculosis, and Alex, a twin to Lily, died when he was just 15 years old. In 1910, the Arlows returned home to Belfast. My grandfather was re-hired to his old job at the now busy Belfast shipyards, and they moved into a house in McTier Street, on the Shankill Road. Two years later, in 1912, the tenth and last Arlow child was born and eventually became my Uncle Hughie. Sometime after Hughie’s birth, the family moved again to a house in Malvern Place, still located on the Shankill Road. Years later, my own circumstances deprived me of the opportunity to meet most of my Arlow relatives. I did come to know Aunt Cassie well, and later met my Uncle Bobby several times. Robert Arlow was the father of my cousin Denis. At the beginning of the Second World War, Denis and I would find ourselves in a similar dire situation.
My grandfather was re-hired to work in the construction of two huge new ships building in the yards. At a launching in 1912, one of those massive vessels would be named Titanic. In 1910, the ships were well underway and the yard a hive of activity. His trade as furnace man entailed heating rivets to a red-hot glow before they were hammered into the hull plates.
Building Titanic must have been one of the greatest events happening in the city. This enormous ship towered some 175 feet into the sky, and could be seen for miles. Some three million rivets were used in the construction of the colossal vessel.
Indeed, building Titanic was surely the reason my grandfather returned to Belfast and his old job.
Life for my mother while growing up would have been difficult and filled with hardship. The large family and the fact she was the eldest girl all placed extra burdens upon her - not only working in a mill, but also being expected to do much work at home. She had to find time to cook, clean, do the wash, and care for her younger siblings. Day to day life was harsh, and money scarce. She would have had little opportunity to do the things teenage girls dream of doing. I can only imagine that after a day in the mill and the chores at home, my mother dreamed mostly of falling into bed. A crowded bed, shared with her sisters.
I have no knowledge of what education she might have received, perhaps none.
In those fading Victorian/Edwardian days, women were not thought to need education. It was considered a waste. They were supposed to look after their men, cook, clean and raise children
Any spare time after that, they were expected to find work to supplement the family income.
I shudder to think of the dreadful times my mother had to live through. Like all girls her age she probably had hopes and dreams of finding and marrying a man who would take her away from the drudgery and toil.
Marriage of course, was rarely the wonderful saving grace these poor girls longed for.
Rather, it was the beginning of the same cycle all over again - in different surroundings, and under different circumstances perhaps, but the same nonetheless.
*****
I have painted a very bleak picture of her life, and for the most part it is quite accurate. However, she surely did have moments of happiness and excitement - a day trip to the beach at Bangor, maybe a tram ride to the city limits for a picnic, walking the road after church on a Sunday evening and flirting with the boys, attending a dance, or decorating the street for a parade, for which Belfast was rather famous - or infamous, depending on one’s point of view.
The people living through those times saw it as a normal way of life. They accepted the deprivation and hardships as fact. It was just the way things were. I can never really know how difficult it was to live in those times. I can perhaps understand a little and compare to something quite close. The living conditions experienced in the early 1950s, although better, had improved little. We were still living in the same kitchen houses. Hygiene was still an old bath tub, galvanized now, hanging on the wall in the backyard; washing or bathing were still not a great priority, and going without a bath for a month was quite normal. We were still sleeping three to a bed, and underwear was changed perhaps once a week. Education was slightly better, but still of limited importance, with the emphasis always put on reaching the age to begin work.
Today it’s very difficult to imagine the living conditions my parents survived. We now take for granted a fridge full of food, clean clothes, central heating, cars, phones and many other luxuries. But it was so different in those long forgotten times when my mother and father lived.
Religion played a large part in my mother’s life and gave her strength during the harder times. Always a sincere Christian, she possessed a great faith in God. It was her greatest comfort, and even at the time of her death, she retained that wonderful gift of faith.
Thomas Rodgers and Mary Arlow were growing up in these difficult years. They worked and lived in conditions that were unhealthy, unsanitary, underpaid and grossly overcrowded. Time moved them toward their destiny - to one day meet, fall in love, marry and become my parents. Before I begin that chapter, I first want to describe something of the city in which they lived.
Belfast will forever be my city, a place I shall always love. I fondly remember her dirty streets and tall factory smokestacks. This wonderful old city remains a grand place in my memory and constantly tugs at my heartstrings.
The beautiful and imposing city hall, standing at the very heart of the city, is indelibly etched in my mind. Closing my eyes, I still see the huge Christmas tree standing at the entranceway each December, with the words draped across the arch; ‘Peace on Earth, Good Will Toward Men.’
*****
When my father was born in 1895, it was very different. There was no city hall, whose planning started two years later, when a young architect named Alfred Brumwell Thomas was chosen to design and build it. Upon its completion in 1906, he would be knighted for his efforts.
The city lies at the head of Belfast Lough, on the banks of the River Lagan. It nestles in the shelter of the Black Mountains and the surrounding green hills. It is believed there were early settlements here more than 6,000 years ago. However, Belfast would not officially become a city until 1613. In that year, King James I, granted the rapidly growing city its Royal Charter. The expansion continued, and by the mid-1800s the newly mechanized cotton and linen industries were thriving. A commercial seaport was emerging, and engineering firms sprang up to service the textile industry. East of the river, shipbuilding and later an aircraft industry prospered.
Between 1850 and 1900 the population grew dramatically, rising from 100,000 to 350,000. By the early 1950s it reached over 450,000.
The grand opening of the new city hall in 1906 symbolized for many citizens a civic pride born out of commercial success. Belfast had grown from virtual obscurity at the beginning of the 19th Century to a major industrial centre. In 1901, it was not only the twelfth largest city in the British Isles, but also larger than Dublin. Dublin was the Irish capitol at the time, and this fact was much to its irritation.
However, while industry boomed, working conditions remained unchanged. The working class struggled to survive on low wages and dreadful working conditions. Conditions in the mills were probably the worst, but they were also one of the largest employers. Most workers were faced with the devastating effects mill work had on their health, but driven by a need to feed their families and make ends meet, people had little choice but to continue working in these awful conditions.
The work force was predominately made up of women and children. Employers preferred them, as their wages never amounted to more than half of those of skilled men.
In 1911 an old female mill worker explained it like this: ‘when you were eight, you were old enough to work. If you got married, you kept working. Your man did not earn enough for the family. You worked until your baby came, and went back to work as soon as you could. Then you counted the days until your child could start working as a half timer.’
The conditions in which these people worked were among the most unhealthy imaginable. For most types of linen spinning and weaving, the atmosphere needed to be hot and humid. It was even worse in the process of cotton. In the spinning rooms where the majority of the children worked, floors were constantly wet and workers went barefoot. Clothes quickly became saturated from the spray, and children in these conditions often developed lung disease. Weaving factories were little better. There, humidity often reached within a degree or two of saturation point. This caused evaporation from the body to cease, leading to body temperatures rising and causing giddiness and lassitude. Further, the workers became very vulnerable to bronchitis and similar illnesses. At the end of a long day, the workers walked out into the cold evening air, their clothes and bodies hot and damp.
However, by far the unhealthiest conditions were experienced in the flax preparation departments, particularly in the roughing and hackling rooms. Here, work was carried on in a constant cloud of dust of large and small particles of fibre. This dust was known as pouce, and would gradually begin irritating and drying a worker’s throat. It went on to attack the lungs, causing violent spasms of coughing. The condition was called poucey, the fore- runner of the lethal mechanical phthisis, a form of tuberculosis. In the flax preparation rooms, a working life was short, and the mortality rate high,
In 1872, the average working life of one employed in these processes was barely sixteen years. Of every one thousand flax preparation workers, 31 died long before their natural life span. Nineteen years later, nearly half of all linen workers who died suffered from phthisis, and 90 percent of them were under 40 years of age.
Besides the unbelievable working conditions, the pay level of earnings was no better. The average wage in 1905 for women and girls was nine shillings per week; boys earned ten shillings, and unskilled men seventeen shillings.
If you compare incomes to the cost of living, you clearly see the desperate struggle imposed. It was particularly difficult for larger families with many children to clothe and feed. The cost of a loaf of bread was approximately sixpence, a pound of meat about the same, and a bag of coal (1 cwt.) cost almost a shilling. The other major expense was rent: A kitchen house cost between three shillings and sixpence to four shillings per week.
Several reasons might be suggested for this miserable level of income. First was the unskilled nature of the work in combination with a constant pool of unemployed people willing and able to work. As already mentioned, most workers were women and children, traditionally earning considerably less than male counterparts doing the same jobs.
I suppose it could be said for these poor women that work offered a modicum of economic and social independence. It was also true in 19th Century Belfast that more opportunities existed for women than in most British cities. This was due mainly to the rapid growth of the linen industry, and resulted in a much higher ratio of women to men. In 1841 there were 38,000 women to 32,000 men. By 1901 the ratio had increased to 188,000 women to 162,000 men.
Poor wage levels in the linen industry were partly due to the fact that there was rarely any attempt to challenge them, in part because of the weakness and sectional structure of trade unionism. Possibly, it was also the result of economic stagnation within the work force.
*****
In 1901 three major industries employed almost one third of the total workforce – textiles-shipbuilding, and engineering. Belfast had risen to become one of the world’s greatest linen producing centres, certainly the greatest in the British Isles. The city was arguably even bigger in its dominance of shipbuilding. In the years between 1900 and 1913, when the British Isles was the world’s greatest shipbuilding nation, 17 percent of total tonnage was built in Ireland, almost all of it in the two Belfast shipyards of Harland and Wolfe and Workman and Clark.
*****
However, while industries hummed along at home, a tide of change was emerging across the Empire. Not all women where content to let things continue as they were.
In 1889, Mrs Emmeline Pankhurst began her campaign to found the Women's Franchise League. In 1903, she went on to form the Women's Social and Political Union. This latter organization attracted worldwide attention to women's suffrage.
Besides the movements for social change and calls for equality and justice, other more dangerous shifts in political views were taking place. The south of Ireland saw renewed efforts by the people to gain independence from the Crown. In Europe the first dark clouds of war were beginning to gather. Most of these world events went unnoticed by the working class of Belfast. Exciting new things were beginning to happen at home. Gaslight and power was becoming available for everyone. The city corporation, ever alert to new revenues, began installing gas in city housing. Each residence was provided free of charge one gas mantle for lighting and one ring for cooking. Installed along with these items was a gas meter into which a penny was fed to have the gas flow. When it began to flicker and fade, another penny went into the slot.
Gas was a wonderful luxury. Water could be boiled for tea, washing and cooking, all within minutes. The list of uses was endless, including a gas light with which to see and do all these things.
At about the same time as gas was being installed in city housing, the Belfast Street Tramway Company was also about to undergo modernization. Established as a private enterprise in 1870, the company had been taken over by the city in 1904, at a cost of one million pounds. This vast transport system owned over 1,000 horses and employed a huge workforce to tend and stable the animals. Among the many employees were hundreds of 10- and 11-year-olds working as trace boys, guiding the horse-drawn trams. But with electrical power about to be installed to run the system, their employment faced an abrupt end.
******
I have often wondered if public transport made any money in those days. The majority of Belfast workers lived within walking distance of their places of employment. To ride the trams would have been considered expensive and a luxury, something of a special treat only used on high days and holidays.
My parents were living in these times of great change, and witnessed the many new advances. Horseless carriages were appearing on the streets in ever increasing numbers. There was the coming of the wireless and telephone, the wonder of flying machines, immense steam ships building in the yards, photography and the phonograph. Sadly, most of these marvellous things remained beyond the reach of the average working class citizen.
Most struggling families had barely within their grasp life’s bare essentials.
But there was one new phenomenon sweeping the city that was within reach of the masses and something my father came to love and enjoy for the rest of his life: The moving picture. What excitement this new technology created. Picture houses sprang up all over the city featuring the great stars from the era of the silent screen, such as Mae West, Buster Keaton, Charlie Chaplin, Laurel and Hardy - the latter comedians always my father's favourite. Everyone knew the names of the film stars and they were the talk of the town.
The cinema became a great escape into a wonderful world of imagination, an hour or two of pleasure away from the harsh realities of life. In later years, I recall my father going to the pictures at least once a week, sometimes twice. By the early fifties there were between 75 and 100 cinemas in the greater Belfast area.
The first decade of the 20th Century saw many changes for the betterment of daily life, but the excitement of those first ten years would pale in comparison to the second decade. The tumultuous events about to shake the world would forever alter people and nations. At home, there was ever increasing talk of revolution and independence from England. In Dublin and in much of the countryside there was rising unrest and hostility to the British Government and a movement to gain independence from the Crown was creeping across the land. Unease, tension and mistrust were everywhere, with Ulster Protestants firmly loyal to Britain and Ulster Roman Catholics loyal to the Republicans of the South. No one could be sure who was on which side.
In the midst of threats of revolution in Ireland, the clouds of a world war were about to burst wide open in Europe. Government notes and communiqués were changing hands at a feverish pace in a desperate attempt to maintain peace. Across Europe, sabre-rattling was reaching a crescendo.
*****
My father, now 18 years of age, was working in Ewarts Mill as an oiler. It was his destiny to meet a beautiful 16-year-old girl working as a carder in the same mill. This lovely young girl was Mary Arlow. Her destiny was to soon become his wife and later my mother. It is very probable that members of both families also worked in this same mill.
I would speculate that my parents’ first brief encounters were very discrete. In those strict Edwardian times, guidelines were in place for the courtship of a young woman. Disapproval by either set of parents could well end a romance before it even began. Working class families may well have been poor, but it didn't mean they had no standards or pride. They were, in fact, extremely proud and held to very rigid standards. They were not about to allow one of their children to marry without first knowing a great deal about the prospective bride or groom. It could be said that they were class conscious to the point of snobbery. One family may well have considered itself better than another merely because of the street they lived on. Perhaps one parent had a slightly higher paying job than the father of the other family.
My father had to negotiate a path through this minefield of difficult rules. Courtship was fraught with many potential and sometimes fatal pitfalls. His quest to gain approval for marriage from the Arlows would not have been easy.
He fortunately carried his precarious mission to a successful conclusion, and he and Mary soon announced their engagement. The length of an engagement was usually governed by the time it took to save enough money. Once married, they were expected to find a place to live and to provide the furnishings and other necessities entailed in setting up a home. Often, a five- year engagement was considered acceptable. In the case of my parents, world events dictated otherwise.
On June 28, 1914, the Archduke Franz Ferdinand was shot in Sarajevo. It was the spark that ignited the First World War. It lasted four years and involved 32 nations, 28 of which would be known as the Allies.
With the world at war, my father undoubtedly felt the call to arms.
War was still considered a noble and glorious cause; ‘rally around the flag’ rang out in recruiting centres all over the city. Such opportunities and promises of adventure surely didn't happen often. Young men would have been urged to join quickly before the war was over. Why wait and risk missing this great and worthy cause. All my father’s friends were enlisting, and everyone was in uniform. It would have been difficult, perhaps impossible, to resist the call to duty for King and Country.
Their wedding plans were plunged into disarray, and the marriage date would have to be hastily moved forward.
The First World War
When the war in Europe began, many optimists said it would be over by Christmas. When it continued into 1915, these same optimists said it would be over before the following Christmas. However, despite such positive talk of quick victory, the war was fast becoming a stalemate. The battlefields had become trench warfare, with casualties mounting daily. My father was restless to follow the thousands of young men already gone to France. After much discussion, he and my mother decided to marry in the early spring of 1916. At the same time, he began his recruitment process to enlist in the British Army.
Together they visited the Reverent J Haddock, parish minister of the Holy Trinity Church on the Ballysillan Road. The Church of Ireland, like most churches, required the calling of the banns before a marriage could be performed. The banns take a period of three weeks, after which the wedding date could be set. The day had to be chosen quickly and could not conflict with his call up.
My father and mother both continued to work in the mill, saving every penny for their forthcoming marriage. Finally the date was set for April 15, 1916. The horrors of war were momentarily forgotten in the activities and excitement of organizing a wedding. But the happy state was abruptly interrupted one morning with the delivery of an official War Office letter. My father's call up notice had arrived. He was to leave for England and basic training the last week of July 1916.
*****
The wedding took place as planned, with the Reverent J. Haddock officiating, and my parents had, at last, become a reality. The new Rodgers family was about to begin its journey, and with it my story would soon follow.
The wedding was a quiet affair, with just family members and a few close friends. My mother’s best friend, Annie Glendenning, was the maid of honour. Thomas John Flemming stood as best man. My grandfather, James Alexander Arlow, gave away the bride.
*****
I have no details of a honeymoon; though it is unlikely they could have afforded to go very far. Perhaps they spent a night or two in a hotel or boarding house somewhere along the coast. I have only scant knowledge of their life together after the honeymoon. It seems likely they both continued working in the mill.
Grandfather Arlow, in the meantime, helped them find a house. A few weeks after their wedding they set up home in Langford St.
My father spent precious little time in his new home as his call up date was almost upon him.
He left at the end of July, first sailing to Liverpool, next taking a train to London, and on to his final destination of Boot Camp. There, he had to quickly adjust to the harsh conditions of army life, adapting to a rigid regime of training: Out of bed at dawn to drill for hours on a parade square, march with a full pack, double everywhere, wash and iron his kit, then more drill, prepare for inspections in dress uniform, with his brass buttons highly polished. Observing my father at home many years later, I can't honestly imagine him ever doing his own laundry or ironing. He certainly never claimed an ability to do so.
The training continued throughout August. Between learning to use and maintain a variety of firearms, drill and more drill, inspections and more inspections, he had little time to call his own. The war was in full fury, and freshly trained recruits were needed at the front on a daily basis.
The intense training lasted for approximately ten weeks, and during this time recruits could request that they be nominated for specialist training.
For instance, a man who had been a cook in civilian life might be sent to the Catering Corps. Others would be selected for speciality training in artillery, medical corps or engineering. The fortunate ones were selected on their ability, talent and aptitude. However, the majority would end up as infantrymen and sent to the trenches, where life expectancy was extremely short.
My father was very lucky to be selected to train as a driver with an army mobile transport division, a relatively new branch in the army. The use of motorized vehicles for rapid movement of men and equipment was quickly being utilized as an important tool of war.
The automobile was only a small part of this newly mechanized age of war. Both sides were discovering many modern and horrific weapons. The Germans introduced a form of chemical warfare using poison gas, known as mustard gas. It was greatly feared by troops in the trenches because there was no way to escape or avoid it. It was, in fact, not accurate or reliable. Often troops on both sides were subjected to its deadly effect merely by a shift in the wind. Naturally, the troops had been issued gas masks, which offered some protection, but the real danger was not realizing that the gas was there until it was too late. Often, wounded soldiers, unable to put on their masks, suffered a dreadful death.
The war was being waged in the skies with aerial combat, dropping gas canisters and bombs and strafing troops with machine gun fire. The use of radio communication, tanks, long-range artillery and the German dirigibles were all part of a new and terrifying kind of warfare.
The General staffs on both sides seemed unable to cope. Many aging generals still clung to grand notions of honour and glory, charging the enemy on horse back and cutting into front line troops with sabre and lance - tactics from forgotten wars of another age.
The consequence was a dreadful debacle; losses were horrendous, strategies inane, and a stalemate of trench warfare evolved.
*****
The war at sea was little better; Germany was making deadly use of their U-boats, harassing the Merchant and Royal Navies. At Admiralty House in London, the Comptroller of the Royal Navy, Admiral Beresford in 1914, said of underwater weapons, ‘I call them underhanded, unfair, and un-English. They should never be used in war.’ Please check punctuation in that quote. There was no period. ‘In fact I intend to treat all submariners as pirates and hang them’. At that time, the Royal Navy had its own submarine fleet, and one would wonder what affect this had on the morale of those brave British submariners. It must have surely shaken their confidence in the Admiralty's leadership.
This was the deadly and confusing state of the war in which my father found himself. The scene at the front in January 1917 was a cold, wet landscape of mud and shell craters. Everywhere bodies and wreckage lay strewn amid the filth and rat-infested earth. Fortunately, he was not based in the trenches, but on the grounds of a large estate, approximately 35 miles to the rear.
His daily duties were varied, but mostly consisted of delivering dispatches and driving staff officers to and from the front.
The majority of the troops at the base were housed in tents. A few lucky ones had use of outbuildings and stables. Staff officers lived in the relative luxury of the large chateau. I have scant information about my father’s life during those terrible times. I can only imagine how difficult and uncomfortable it must have been for him and his comrades. The only event worth looking forward to was receiving mail from home. He was, after all, still a newly wed, and I'm sure my parents missed each other a great deal.
My mother, by this time knew she was going to have a baby, and undoubtedly my father had received a letter containing the good news. With little money to spare, she tried to make the house on Langford Street a place to be proud of. She wallpapered the kitchen and painted the trim, then sewed pretty curtains for the windows. She made a home my father would be happy to return to when the war finally ended.
I still have and cherish a set of beautiful brass picture frames my mother bought for that home. She cut out two large photographs from a popular woman’s magazine to fill the frames. They were pictures of young ladies modelling fashionable hats, brightly coloured with feathers and fur, very much in the style of the era. They were hung over the fireplace, where my mother quickly discovered that brass tarnished and required polishing with Brasso weekly. Some years later I learned the same lesson when it became my job to polish the frames. It was a weekly chore I dreaded. However, my labours were rewarded when, in the early 1970s, Anna gave me the frames. Since then they have proudly hung in my living room and are polished weekly. Okay, maybe I did miss the odd week! Once, an antique dealer tried to purchase them, but he was sent smartly on his way empty handed.
On one occasion I toyed with the idea of replacing the original magazine pictures with the graduation photographs of my daughters. Thankfully I didn’t do this, and to this day they still have the original pictures my mother so carefully selected almost 90 years ago. When Caroline, my eldest daughter, married in 1992, I gave her the frames as a wedding gift. I included a long explanation about family value and instructions for the weekly routine of polishing.
My mother gave birth to her first child on February 17, 1917. It was a little girl she named Elizabeth, who we later came to know as Lily. Twenty-two years later she was destined to play a large roll in my own childhood.
*****
Still serving in Europe, my father would not have an opportunity to see his daughter until she was almost two. Nevertheless, I'm very sure he was proud and excited to be a new parent. It is unlikely he received a baby photo until much later. My mother followed a strict tradition of never taking a newborn out of the house until it was first taken to church to be christened. In Lily's case this did not occur until October 31, 1917, when she was taken to St. Anne's Cathedral in Belfast. In those days, very few people owned camera. To send my father a photograph required visiting one of the many city photography studios.
My mother favoured a studio on Garfield Street by the name of Turnbull & Sons. This particular business seems to have been popular with most of the Arlow family. All the family photograph taken back then appear to have been taken by Mr. Turnbull. Photographs were made up in the style of postcards, with the person's image on the front and on the back a space to write a short note and place an address and stamp. Across the top of the reverse side was the photographer’s name and address.
My father looked forward to letters from home. They were his one link to the outside world. To receive a photograph of Lily, his first born, would have been a marvellous treat.
However he would not, as they say, ‘wet the baby's head.’ My father was never one to drink alcohol, and he remained firm in that his whole life.
He did once, unknowingly, consume a very large quantity of black rum, but to relate this tale I must start at the beginning. It was a story my father told me late one night in 1959 as we sat by a dying fire. He was smoking a last cigarette before beginning his nightly routine of wounding the clock, putting the empty milk bottles out, and locking the doors.
During the last year of the war, he recounted? his main duty was driving a senior staff officer from headquarters to front line command posts. The Colonel's responsibility was to collect the latest information on enemy troop movements, strengths, causalities etc. He also passed on any new directives, information and orders.
The vehicle my father drove was a late model ‘Talbot.’ The British Army favoured the car for its rugged build. Originally produced by a French Auto maker it was known as ‘Clement’ and later manufactured in North Kensington near London. The army version had a powerful six-cylinder engine of 2.6-litre with a rating of 15/20 hp. The popularity of the car was due to a combination of smoothness, reliability and speed. The latter was not something to be appreciated on the rough tracks serving as roads in the war zones of France and Belgium.
It was considered one of the finest cars of the day, and even painted in drab olive green it remained an imposing automobile.
On one of the trips between headquarters and the front line command posts sometime in early February of 1918, they had set out just after dawn, in cold and miserable weather conditions. The foul weather caused them to run well over an hour behind schedule. By the time they arrived at the final post it was already late afternoon. The sky was dark and overcast, making for poor visibility, and my father knew that, in the growing gloom, the return journey would not be easy or pleasant. Even in reasonable weather it was at least a two-hour drive back to the base. Driving in the fading light would slow them down considerably. Bad roads and deteriorating weather conditions were a dangerous combination. The car had lights, but it was neither wise nor permitted to use them. A moving light would almost certainly attract the eye of both enemy and friendly snipers. At almost four in the afternoon, he finally started the engine and turned the big Talbot in the direction of the base, a hot supper, a bath and a good nights sleep. It had been a long day; they were tired, cold, hungry and anxious to be finished. To make matters worse, the open car offered no protection from the icy weather.
After driving for about thirty minutes, they had managed to put little more than five miles between themselves and the front. Suddenly and without warning, a German aircraft appeared overhead. Neither man could believe a plane would be flying this late and in such weather. The pilot was obviously lost and had come out of the clouds hoping to spot a landmark. Unfortunately he spotted the car instead, and was turning to attack. The plane circled low ahead of the car, preparing to turn and make a strafing run. My father brought the vehicle to an abrupt halt, almost landing the colonel in the front seat. The German had levelled off and was flying straight down the road toward them. Its single machine gun began stuttering as a line of tracer came toward them. A neat row of muddy splashes raced toward the car as the shells hit the road. For a split second the two men sat motionless, caught in a hypnotic trance, fascinated as events unfolded in slow motion.
Neither soldier knew how they managed to leave the car with such speed that day. As they hit the ditch, the car was raked with gunfire and burst into flames. The German plane disappeared as suddenly as it had arrived, and an eerie silence fell over the thunderous cacophony of gunfire and gasoline exploding.
Slowly and carefully the men crawled out of the muddy, water-filled ditch. Standing alone on the deserted road, their sodden uniforms dripped mud and water, forming puddles around their feet. Looking around carefully and warily, they saw no one nor heard anything. Crackling fire consuming the remains of the car broke the heavy silence. They listened to the hiss of snowflakes hitting the flames and the red hot metal of the burning wreck.
They checked themselves for injuries, but fortunately found nothing more serious than a few scrapes and bruises. Standing shivering in the cold, they estimated being about 25 miles from camp. Both men moved nearer the burning wreckage to benefit from its heat. Standing in the warm glow of the flames, the colonel tried to decide the best course of action. They were more likely to find help sooner if they headed back to the front line, approximately five to ten miles away. But it was already dusk, and it would be dark long before they reached the trenches. Floundering around the front at night could be extremely dangerous. Not only would they risk enemy fire, but they could easily be shot by their own troops. Passwords were needed if a patrol came upon them - passwords they didn't have.
Their safest option was to strike out for the base camp some twenty-five miles away. As darkness closed in and the temperature dropped to freezing, their clothing became stiff and heavy. The ground under foot was strewn with ruts and potholes. Walking through the darkness of night on such tracks was not good. In addition, they were almost completely unarmed. The colonel had a sidearm; my father had two pouches of ammo on his webbing, but it was quite useless without his rifle.
Added to this combination was the constant danger of being spotted by a patrol. It would have mattered little which side they were from. The normal practice was to shoot first and ask questions later. It was a long slow slog to camp and they stopped often to rest and listen for sounds or movement. Both men were scared and close to exhaustion; hunger and cold were taking a heavy toll. It continued snowing and the clouds blocked out any hope of moonlight, challenging their sense of direction. Much of the time they were sure they were lost; then they spotted something familiar and their hope surged back. The hours dragged on interminably until the first faint rays of light dawning through the overcast sky began to lift their spirits. Surely they must have thought they were safe now. Somewhere around six o'clock, they stumbled over a rise to see whispers of smoke coming from campfires ahead. As the daylight increased, they saw their headquarters nestled in the valley below, a safe and warm refuge beckoning a mile or so away. A combination of relief and joy flooded over them and gave them a final burst of energy to help them reach safety.
Half an hour later, my bedraggled father staggered into the orderly room to report the events of the night. A brawny Scottish sergeant on duty quickly saw his dreadful condition. He gently placed my father on a chair beside what must have been a beautiful and welcome sight - a large potbelly stove glowing red. The sergeant helped my father remove his frozen uniform and sodden boots, and wrapped a blanket around his shaking shoulders.
He left my shivering father sitting by the hot stove and disappeared from the orderly room. He reappeared moments later with a huge cheese sandwich and a steaming mug of cocoa.
The two slices of bread making up the sandwich were each a couple of inches thick. This type of sandwich was known in military terms as a doorstep. The size did not slow or deter my father, and he devoured the food in less than a minute. He told me later that never in all his life had he felt as hungry.
Once he finished the sandwich, he gulped down the mug of cocoa. It was sweet and very hot, but he hardly noticed. He felt a wonderful glow as the hot liquid coursed through his frozen body. His ordeal was beginning to tell, he felt dizzy and light headed, and the room seemed to be moving. The sergeant placed a strong arm around his waist and led him off to his tent. Removing the rest of his wet and tattered uniform he helped him collapse onto a cot. Lastly, he carefully wrapped and tucked several blankets around his cold body.
We laughed about it later that in his entire army career, this was the only time a sergeant had shown him such kindness. To be put to bed and tucked in by a sergeant was surely unheard of in the British Army, and it all happened without my father being aware. By the time his head hit the pillow, he was out for the count. He slept through the next day and well into the night, only rousing in the small hours the following morning. He awoke feeling rested and refreshed, the only lingering effect of his ordeal being a nasty headache.
He dressed and reported back for duty at the orderly room. The same sergeant was on duty and seemed pleased to see him. He offered my father a cup of tea, and asked how he was feeling.
‘I'm fine,’ my father replied. ‘Well, except for an awful headache’.
When the sergeant heard this, he roared with laughter. ‘That’s not a headache son it’s a hangover. You drank half a pint of rum in your cocoa last night’.
My father was aghast, shocked and horrified to learn he'd taken rum. Worse yet was to learn that his headache was actually a hangover. .
‘When you came in last night there was no medical staff available,’ the sergeant went on to explain. ‘Your lips were blue and I was concerned about your body temperature. I decided to lace you're cocoa with a strong dose of black rum. It seems to have worked just fine. Rum must agree with you’.
My father was never to touch alcohol again, his headache serving perhaps as a lasting reminder of the evils of drink.
*****
The war continued through the summer of 1918, but there was a new feeling of hope in the air. Many things had changed in the last few months. The United States had entered the conflict. The Russians were out, embroiled in their own revolution. Germany and her allies were suffering from shortages of men and equipment. Fresh U.S. troops and a seemingly endless supply of war materials were having a devastating effect on German morale. The end of the conflict was in sight, and for my father it couldn't come quickly enough. He was longing to return home to his family, to peace and quiet in a world free of war.
It finally ended with the signing of an armistice on November 11, 1918. Overnight, my father’s duties became obsolete, and he began thinking he'd be home within a few weeks.
This, unfortunately, was not to be the case.
When a war ends, many things must be completed before demobilisation.. He soon learned he was being transferred to a prisoner of war camp for guard duty. It was not a job he relished, and it would keep him from going home. The boring nature of this posting only caused time to drag even slower. In the previous two years he had grown accustomed to living in constant danger, and in his new slow-moving duties time seemed interminable. He remained in France throughout the Christmas season and into a new year. Thousands of German prisoners were housed in camps awaiting repatriation and as long as prisoners remained, there would have to be guards. With no other choice, he had to make the best of it and get on with the job at hand.
One morning, while patrolling the fence, a German soldier beckoned to him through the wire and asked him if he could get him two tins of Gold Flake cigarettes. In return, the soldier offered to make picture frames from the empty tins. He told my father they would be nice gifts to take home for his wife. They made a deal; the German got the cigarettes, and a week later he presented my father with two beautiful and intricately woven picture frames. He was delighted and amazed by the results of this man's skill. He wondered why someone so talented should be wasted in such a futile cause as war. So pleased with this set of frames, he showed them off to the other camp guards. Later, he carefully packed them in his kitbag ready for the day he could go home.
*****
Eventually the time arrived for him to leave. Happy and excited, he began gathering his kit for the journey home. But when he went looking for the frames he had so carefully stowed away weeks earlier, they were nowhere to be found, almost certainly stolen. It was too late now to do anything about it; soldiers had been leaving camp daily for the past two weeks, and any one of them could have taken the frames. He realised all too late his mistake of showing them off. Even had there been time to make more, it was still too late since the talented prisoner was gone. Frames or no frames, it really didn't matter: he was finally going home, and nothing could spoil that. The war was over; no more gunfire, no more bombs, no more living in tents, and no more uniforms.
It was back to a normal life, to see his wife again, and to meet his new daughter. Once more he would be able to watch Linfield, his favourite football team, or drop into the bookies for a wee flutter on the horses. The future was bright and exciting, and his beloved old town was calling him home. I would reverse this sentence; ‘His beloved old town … and the future seemed bright and exciting.’
It wasn’t, however, for returning troops. While a nation is at war, industries run at full capacity to meet the endless demands. The sudden cessation of hostilities causes them to grind to a halt, throwing or catapulting thousands of workers into unemployment and often causing nations to plunge into depression. Added to this were hundreds of thousands of returning soldiers anxiously looking for work. Those were the conditions facing my father when he landed at the Belfast docks in early 1919.
He had three weeks of demobilization leave but in reality it meant the last three weeks of pay from the army. The money would not last very long, and finding a job was imperative.
Like the thousands of other veterans looking for a job - any job - the going would be tough. But in my father’s case, the problem was fortunately and quickly solved.
My mother had an uncle working in McWatter’s Bakery, and he had an opening for a labourer. My father wasted no time in applying, and he began work almost immediately. He was lucky - had his name been Arlow instead of Rodgers he couldn't have been hired. In any case, I must assume he had no higher ambition than to find a steady job … and he continued to work in the bakery for the next 41 years, until his death in 1960.
Between The Wars
My parents settled into a routine of work to keep up a home and family. Although the war was over, there remained much tension in the air. In the South of Ireland, talks between the British government and Irish Nationalist Leaders were taking place. There was a great deal of fear and mistrust for the Northern Loyalists, and the danger of a United Ireland was a constant worry for the Protestant majority. They saw their way of life threatened with the loss of jobs and homes, and, more importantly, political power.
There was street fighting, skirmishes, even scattered rioting and shootings. It’s difficult to understand how people could harbour such hatred and fear based on Christian beliefs.
One would have thought that, with the war just over, there had been enough violence and death to last a lifetime.
In Dublin, an agreement was reached and issues settled (dare I say the Irish situation was ever settled?) Ulster would remain a part of Britain, while the other three provinces became the Irish Free State. Michael Collins would see the Irish Tri-Colour raised over Dublin as the Union Jack was lowered. But this wasn't the end of the troubles. Shortly after the Irish Free State came into being, his own people assassinated Michael Collins. His murder resulted from the 1922 decision by the Dail (Irish Parliament) to ratify a treaty with Britain, an agreement that was considered by many Irish nationalists to be a humiliating compromise. Eamon De Valera and the Sinn Fein Party would continue to oppose it. De Valera would enter the Dail in 1927 as the leader of the Fianna Fail party. He would eventually become the Premier of Eire in 1932, but that’s another story! If I'm wise, I will leave the history of Ireland for those better qualified to tell it and get back to my own story!
*****
Regardless of the ongoing political strife, a wage at the end of the week was still the single most important item for most people. I would reverse this, ‘for most people the single most important … was a wage at the end of the week.’ Wages and living conditions had improved little from pre-war standards. There was seldom enough work, never enough money, and often barely enough food on the table.
Victorian/Edwardian diseases, such as rickets, tuberculosis, and polio ran rampant in the city. The lack of good health care claimed the lives or warped the bodies of hundreds of children.
During this time, my father's job remained secure and he continued to provide a small but steady income. Shortly before the birth of my second sister on May 14, 1921, the family moved to 21 Matlock Street. My new sister was named Mary after my mother, but she was always May to us. I don't know for a fact, but it seems obvious that changing names was mostly to avoid confusion. Too many Marys, or perhaps it was an Irish thing, but whatever the reason, the habit continued of naming a newborn one way, then calling it by another. Because, as I mentioned earlier, it was traditional to name firstborn sons after their fathers, and daughters after their mothers, and so on, many family members and relatives ended up with same first names. As an example, I had a great-grandfather named Thomas, a grandfather named Thomas, a father named Thomas, and soon a brother named Thomas. The same names would be perpetuated forever, to the point that one might even see a certain advantage in not being a firstborn.
Women seemed better able to find a solution to the problem. Hence my mother, baptised Mary, was known as Minnie; her sister Catherine was Cassie; my sister Elizabeth was Lily, and my sister Mary was May.
As the family grew, everyone began calling my father ‘Pop.’ This nickname remained with him for the rest of his life. Even in later years his grandchildren called him Pop.
The most significant and exciting event of his life was the birth of his first son. I suspect he had secretly longed for a son, and his wish was fulfilled on January 25, 1924, when my brother, Thomas arrived.
*****
Pop was a responsible parent and he laboured long and hard, never missing a day of work. He was fond of betting the horses, he enjoyed a cigarette, and was an ardent football fan. Like everything in Ulster, football teams are divided along religious lines. Linfield, a Protestant team, played in the colours of red, white, and blue. Their main rivals were the Catholic Belfast Celtics, who wore green, white, and gold. Each team's colours represented their national flags, the Union Jack and Irish Tri-Colour.
I have a photograph of the 1929 Linfield team, which appeared in a popular newspaper of the day, ‘The Peoples Friend,’ sometimes referred to as the ‘Favourite Home Journal’. It cost two pence a copy. Pop carefully cut and saved the photo from the sports page, and had a friend, John Bunting, who possessed some artistic talent, touch it up. He transformed the black and white photo by colouring the player’s shirts blue. The team included stars such as Tommy Sloan, team captain, Joe Bambrick, centre forward and top goal scorer. The photograph was taken on the home field at Windsor Park. Pop had it mounted and framed, then hung in a place of honour in each house we lived in. Today the condition of that old newspaper clipping is very poor, suffering as it is from the dampness and grime of more than 70 years. However, it is still reasonably easy to recognize and read the names of the players. Like my father before me, I have it hanging in a place of honour.
With the help of modern computer technology, my wife and youngest daughter reproduced a copy of this photograph, and they were remarkably successfully in removing all the water stains and marks. They presented it to me on Fathers Day of 2001, newly mounted and framed. It was a wonderful gift that brought tears to my eyes. If my father could have seen it, he would have been very pleased.
*****
While Pop was a good provider, he was of little help around the home or with the children.
Set in his ways, he intensely disliked having his routine upset, though I suspect that, with a young and growing family, it likely happened quite often.
My mother was probably the real power in the home, making all the important family decisions. Pop would have merely followed along without protest.
As my eldest sister Lily grew up, she became very close to my mother. She was a great help around the home and with the children. She may have attended school, but probably only until the age of eight or nine. Around that time she probably began working in a mill, first as a half timer and later as a linen room worker. This was the uninviting future open to most young girls of Lily's age. The extra income she earned would have been needed and a big help in meeting the demands of a growing family. May and Tommy both followed the same path, attending school until they were old enough to work.
It was always Pop's desire that his eldest son become an apprentice baker, though I seriously doubt Tommy shared his ambition. My father, a bakery labourer himself, wanted his son to become a qualified tradesman.
*****
Sometime during the late 1920s, my parents moved from Matlock Street to a house on Eastland Street. Like the previous move, I have no idea why. It could have been for several reasons: Lower rent, more convenient location for work, better neighbourhood, perhaps a larger house. The last reason is the most likely since my mother was pregnant again.
On January 6, 1930, my third and last sister was born. She was named Susannah May after Grandmother Rodgers. This is the first name in the family not to be changed to something else. It would be shortened to Anna, but at least that was still part of the original name. Shortly after Anna's birth, my mother became very ill. The severity of her illness forced her to remain in bed for some six weeks. The ailment, usually associated with pregnancy, was commonly known as milk leg. The official medical term is Postpartum Thrombophlebitis of the femoral vein, and sometimes referred to as Phlegmasia Alba Dolens.
The first sign is that blood tends to pool in the area of the thigh. This quickly becomes a painful condition causing serious swelling. The swelling cuts off the normal flow of blood to the lower leg, resulting in it turning white. Hence, the term ‘milk leg.’
The doctor strongly advised my mother to have no more children. His advice, while valid, was not easy to follow in those days, with nothing but the most basic birth control.
When she finally recovered, there remained an open sore on her leg that refused to heal. Yet, barely two years later, she was pregnant again. Lily was very upset and blamed Pop, accusing him of recklessly endangering our mother's life. She claimed he didn't care and had ignored the doctor’s warning. This almost certainly was the start of an ill will that festered between Lily and my father for the rest of his life.
My second brother, James, arrived on September 25, 1932. Our family now totalled five children, three girls and two boys. We moved once more, this time to number 53 Northumberland Street. It was a wide main city thoroughfare with bus routes, and it ran parallel between Shankill and Falls Roads. It was on this street seven years later that my mother gave birth to her sixth and last child. On a bleak Sunday afternoon, January 15, 1939, with the world once again on the brink of war, I arrived as the last member of the Rodgers family.
I'm named Frederick, for my mother's doctor, Frederick Smythe. He'd cared for her with gentle and kind regard all through her pregnancy, and I'm sure he had serious concerns for her health.
My mother had become fond of him, and to show her appreciation she named me after him. Like Anna before me, my name was not changed, but shortened to Eric.
The world in which I was born was a grim place. Across Europe there was great cause for alarm. In Germany, Adolf Hitler was at the zenith of his power, his Nazi troops rapidly expanding their territories across the continent. Spain was embroiled in a civil war. Italy, under the leadership of Mussolini's Fascist government, saw itself as a newly emerging Roman Empire. In Britain there was cause for concern. Our nation was ill prepared for another war, so the government hastily began a program of rearmament while Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain tried hard to save the peace. Unfortunately, all his efforts failed, and many citizens saw his attempts as a policy of appeasement that too readily gave in to the upstart German dictator. Winston Churchill's lone voice resounded through the halls of Parliament, warning that war was unavoidable. All too soon he would be proven right.
*****
Back in Belfast, I'm just a baby, oblivious to the world’s problems, but my parents and brothers and sisters would have been very much aware of the coming conflict. Everywhere in the city, people were making preparations for war. Industries were running at full throttle, trying to catch up with rearmament programs.
During the summer of 1939, our family carried on in its usual fashion. Pop continued working at McWatters. Lily and May were working in the mills, and Tommy was a message boy at the bakery.
My mother's health, meanwhile, had begun a slow and steady deterioration. I don't think anyone was aware of how ill she was becoming, except for Lily, who may have sensed the coming calamity. It’s probable my mother may have confided in her. But for the moment my mother appeared healthy; the sun was shinning, and the world was still at peace.
One particularly fine July Sunday afternoon, I was dressed in my finest baby outfit, finished off with a knitted blue bonnet whose purpose was to keep neighbours from asking if I was a boy or a girl. My parents were also dressed in their finest Sunday clothes. The pram was prepared with a fresh clean pillowcase and a snowy white wool-christening shawl. When Pop donned his bowler hat, it signalled we were ready for the planned afternoon outing, a pleasant stroll down the Shankill Road, a popular Sunday pastime quite traditional with local families.
My mother walked beside the pram carrying her one prized possession, a box camera. My father pushed the pram with me tucked in the shawl, cosy and content. We ambled along the left-hand side of Northumberland Street on to the Shankill Road; then, turning right, we headed toward the city centre. At some point along the way, I became hungry and started crying. My mother gave me the bottle, immediately answering my needs and quieting my cries, which would have otherwise undoubtedly caused a problem for Pop.
The usually busy main road was quiet on a Sunday. On working days it bustled with traffic, bread vans, milk floats, coal carts and trams. But on that day only a few city trams clanged noisily up and down the lines. Walking on the left side of the road, we were shaded from the sun by the storefront buildings. Pop decided we should cross over to the other side to enjoy the sunshine. There was a tram coming, but it was still quite a distance away and moving slowly. My parents determined they had plenty of time to cross over before it arrived, but, nevertheless, my father automatically picked up the pace when he stepped into the street. The extra speed and the cobblestone surface caused the pram to bounce around, and I lost the grip on my bottle and once again began to cry. Pop, who couldn't cope with this sort of situation, became flustered.
He stopped the pram in the middle of the tracks and looked to my mother for help. She quickly soothed me by replacing the bottle in my hand, and after she tucked me in everything returned to normal. By now the tram was closer and was ringing its bell. Pop quickly got the pram under way, safely reaching the other side of the road. He carefully raised the front wheels of the pram to mount the curb - he didn't want me to lose my bottle again – and back on the pavement we continued our afternoon stroll. By then, the tram had come to a complete stop and was relentlessly clanging its bell. A few people were looking in our direction and pointing.
My parents, too embarrassed to look back, tried to ignore the commotion and get on with their walk. They were probably feeling guilty having caused the tram an unscheduled stop. With their heads down, trying to fade into the scenery, they continued down the road, but the bell continued to ring, and now the driver was on the road, calling out to them. Flustered and embarrassed, they finally turned to see why he was shouting, and they immediately realised the cause of the commotion. Sitting squarely between the tramlines was my mother’s prized box camera, which she had inadvertently set down while attending to me. In her haste to get out of the way of the tram, she had failed to pick it back up. With her face bright red, she meekly walked back to retrieve her camera, and feeling very silly with pedestrians and passengers watching, she thanked the smiling driver. Then she turned around, and left the scene with as much dignity and speed as she could muster.
*****
As summer faded and the first chills of autumn blew through the city, no one could have imagined what winter held in store. The German Army was massed on the border of Poland, poised to invade, and in the early dawn of the first day of September 1939, their invasion began.
The governments of Britain and France, each with treaties to come to Poland's aid, sent urgent ultimatums to the Germans. They demanded from the Berlin Government an immediate withdrawal of troops. The notes were ignored, and on September 3, 1939, the British Prime Minister, Neville Chamberlain, made the following radio broadcast to the nation: ‘We are once again at war with Germany.’
I have often wondered what my father's thoughts were on that fateful day. It must have been so hard to believe the radio broadcast of another war. Indeed, I wonder how any veteran of the first war must have felt that day. Had they not, just 20 years earlier, fought a war with Germany that was supposed to end all wars? How was it possible that in so few years we were fighting the same foe again? Who was responsible? Who had allowed this to happen? Were these the questions running through the minds of people on that dark September morning?
Fortunately the British Government had for sometime been facing up to the fact war was coming. They understood that, sooner or later, it was unavoidable despite all efforts to negotiate and avert the conflict.
The nation was prepared for the worst, and rationing began almost immediately. Gas masks were issued to every man woman and child. Major cities had searchlights, sirens and anti-aircraft defences installed. Civilian air raid shelters were erected, and items such as historic archives and records were moved from harm’s way.
Belfast, while certainly a major industrial city, was not considered an immediate priority for installation of air raid defence systems or shelters for the civilian population. We were located beyond the range of most German bombers, and appeared to be in little danger from the air. This decision later resulted in the city being one of the most vulnerable industrial centres in the British Isles, and we would come to suffer the most severe consequences of this misjudgement. But at the moment, with the war seemingly far away, little concern was raised about it (it seems clear what you are talking about without repeating it.) In late 1940, the city had approximately 25 percent of the defences needed in the event of an air raid. Shelters remained, for the most part, non-existent, and little thought was given to where the population might go in the event of a raid. Of course, not everyone was shortsighted and many made preparations as best they could. City Hall wisely removed the beautiful stained glass windows from the great hall and sent them to safe storage in the country.
The first months of war had little impact on our lives at home. Shortages in the shops became more apparent with the effects of rationing, and there was contention about carrying a gas mask everywhere, but these were the only inconveniences thus far. The period in the closing days of 1939 came to be known as the ‘phoney war.’ Our world seemed calm the only sign of conflict the thousands of people walking the city streets in uniform.
There was nothing phoney, however, about the war at sea. It was, indeed, very real. Within the first hours of war, the British liner Athenia was sunk by a U-boat, signalling the beginning of the Battle of the Atlantic. It was to become the longest running battle of the war. Britain was dependent on a constant supply of food, fuel and materials from across the Atlantic, and Hitler's U-boats would come very close to cutting this vital supply link and winning the war. The struggle to keep this lifeline open was vital to the survival of the nation.
*****
While the war raged across the sea, at home my mother had become very ill. Forced to bed, she was no longer able to cope with caring for her family and home. Pop decided Lily must take the month of December off work to relieve the burden and give my mother an opportunity to rest and recover. No one believed she wouldn't regain her health.
Everyone went about his or her usual busy routines preparing for Christmas. Lily did the shopping for what meagre food supplies were still available, and she quickly learned to stretch the newly issued ration coupons, without which food couldn't be bought. She cooked, cleaned, and cared for her younger siblings. Everyone helped ready the kitchen, wrapping gifts and hanging decorations.
Yet, something was missing, Christmas lacked its usual excitement. A feeling of dread was settling over the family. The depressing effects of war, and our mother's worsening illness contributed to the gloom. The doctor was visiting with an increasing frequency. Each time he came, we looked for good news, a hint that she was improving. He could give us none. When he left, a heavy burden descended, leaving us feeling helpless.
Christmas Day saw my mother near death, and the doctor told us to prepare for the worse. My father, brothers and sisters sat with her through Christmas and into the early hours of Boxing Day. It was the darkest and most tragic Christmas any of us would ever live through.
My mother died in the early morning hours on December 26, 1939. I was just eleven months old.
The burial took place in Carnmoney Cemetery, a huge place just outside the city limits, to the north. The long sweeping hills looked down on the rough green waters of Belfast Lough. It was a quiet and beautiful spot, nestled between green fields and rolling hills.
We had no money to provide a head stone or surround for the grave, so for many years it remained distinguished only by a grassy mound and a rusty metal tag.. In the centre of the mound was a small hole with a flower vase. I don't think the vase was real - it looked more like an old glass jam jar. It wasn’t until shortly after the death of my father, a little over 20 years later, that the family erected a marble head stone and surround.
The loss of my mother put the family was in an extremely difficult situation. If we were to survive, my father had to keep working. Anna was nine, Jim seven, and I was yet to reach my first birthday. May was eighteen and working in a local mill. Tommy, about to turn sixteen, was itching to join the Royal Air Force. His ambition almost didn't come about. He had first begun work as a message boy for McWatters Bakery, and later as an apprentice in the bakery. He hated it, and was fortunately rescued when Cookie found him a job in the shipyards. But working in the yards meant he was in an essential service and not eligible for the forces. He first tried to join the Navy and was promptly turned down. A few weeks later, the RAF was having a recruiting drive and Tommy went to their office to apply. Someone at work told him that when they asked what he did, he should tell them he just swept the floors. It worked, and Tommy got his wish to join up.
The job of running the home and caring for the children fell to Lily, who Pop ordered to remain at home and assume the household duties. In fairness, he really had no alternative - no one else could do the job. Lily, at 22, was hardly of an age to replace her mother. I can only imagine her anxiety to be burdened with so much responsibility. Like any young girl, she had dreams of her own. The task was especially difficult considering how abruptly it had been dropped on her young shoulders. She was not asked or given a choice.
In grieving the loss of her mother, she may well have felt a duty to care for the rest of us, but I suspect that she mostly felt the oppression of being caught in an impossible situation. What could she do? She couldn’t leave - where could she go? She had no job and no money. As I turned one year old, Lily was a victim of circumstance, trapped, with no apparent way out.
The Blitz
While Lily assumed her difficult task of caring for the family, she quickly discovered that life in a city at war was far more challenging than in peacetime. Rationing began slowly in September of 1939, and gradually spread to include all commodities. By January of the following year the impact of shortages was fully realised. Many new problems arose, and housewives had to adapt quickly or see their families go hungry. It was essential to get to the shops early, while food was still available, and to avoid ever-growing queues for bread and meat. Struggle to put a meal on the table while learning to budget monthly rations coupons seemed endless.
Failing meant running out before the month was over. Without stamps there was only the black-market, and few people could afford that. Keeping a family fed was just one of the difficulties caused by wartime restrictions. One had to make sure everyone went to work or school carrying their gas masks, teach children to be aware of the local air raid precautions, and install blankets or blinds on the windows to meet blackout requirements. If it were done incorrectly, it wouldn't be long before an air raid warden knocked on the front door.
Besides these endless wartime responsibilities, Lily also had me to care for. Not much help came from the rest of the family. May did her share, but was also working full-time. Besides, at 18 minding me wasn't her idea of fun, especially in a city teeming with young men in uniform.
Anna and Jim were too young, and neither Pop nor Tommy considered me their responsibility. Therefore everything was pretty much left up to Lily.
This was reflected in an unfortunate incident that occurred in the spring of 1940. Without consulting Lily, Pop allowed Anna and Jim to have a kitten. This little creature barely four weeks old was not house-trained and was into every kind of imaginable trouble. It was hard enough to complete all the household chores and a kitten under foot was the last thing Lily needed. Running late one morning, she rushed to dress and get to the shops before they sold out. The kitten began a rampage in the scullery, knocking over jars and causing general mayhem. Lily caught him and hastily looked for a place to put him where no more damage could occur. Seeing the deep scullery sink as an ideal spot for he could not climb its slippery stone sides, she popped the little rascal in. With the kitten problem solved, we headed to the shops. Returning home a few hours later, Lily went to the sink to let the kitten out. Aghast, she found the sink half full of water and poor little cat drowned. In her earlier haste, she'd failed to notice the plug in the drain. The tap, which continually dripped water, had slowly filled the sink, drowning the helpless animal. The minute Anna and Jim arrived home from school they looked for their kitten. Lily tried to be sympathetic while explaining the accident. However, as might be expected from children, they reacted in angry disbelief, blaming their older sister.
When Pop came home, the first thing he heard was how she had deliberately drowned their kitten. Lily once more found herself with no way out, blamed and held responsible. The only positive thing to come from this incident was a rule banning future pets. She told me this sad story a few years later, when I'd asked to have my own kitten. Lily explained how she could never trust herself to have another cat.
*****
The spring of 1940 saw the German Army advancing on all fronts. Norway surrendered in early May, and in June France fell. Britain was suddenly standing alone, her troops trapped on the beaches of Dunkirk. A daring rescue using everything afloat managed to save our soldiers from capture. In the streets of Paris, the Germans paraded and celebrated their victories.
In London, Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain resigned, and a coalition government was quickly formed with Winston Churchill as the new leader. The immense task facing Churchill must have seemed all but impossible. His most immediate job was to rally the British people. Thousands already feared we were doomed. He declared the successful evacuation of the troops from Dunkirk to be a victory. Indeed, in many ways it was, but at best it only offered cold comfort. More than 300,000 soldiers were snatched off the beaches. They came home exhausted, wounded, without weapons or equipment, but they had come home. These brave soldiers would live to fight another day.
While Nazi hoards stood poised only 25 miles from Britain’s shores, I turned 18 months old and began forming my first words. I was learning to stagger around upright on my feet. Soon it would be time to fit me to my first gas mask. In the first year of the war I had been issued a gas canopy. I was too young and probably too small to wear a regular face mask. The canopy was a type of chamber that folded up when not in use. Nevertheless, it remained bulky and difficult to carry, especially when a mother had a baby and shopping bags as well. Like the gas mask, it was mandatory to have it with you at all times. In the event of a gas attack, I was slipped inside this contraption, and with a pump Lily fed air for me to breathe. Fortunately for both of us, its use never became necessary.
With France and most of continental Europe in German hands, Britain's situation reached staggering proportions (you mean became critical?). With former allied airfields in the hands of the Luffwaffe, the threat of bombing raids became very real. Hitler first concentrated on RAF bases and landing sites, knowing that to have a successful invasion he must first defeat the RAF and gain control of the skies. During these critical days of war, with an imminent invasion, Churchill broadcast to the nation that is perhaps his most moving and rallying of wartime speeches: ‘We shall defend our Island home, and out live the menace of tyranny, if necessary for years, if necessary alone. We shall not flag or fail. We shall go on to the end. We shall fight in France; we shall fight on the seas and oceans. We shall fight in the air; we shall defend our Island, whatever the cost. We shall fight on the beaches; we shall fight on the landing grounds. We shall fight in the fields, and in the streets, we shall fight in the hills. We shall never surrender.’
As the world watched, it seemed certain that England would soon fall to the Nazi invaders. The Battle of Britain was about to begin. Across the country, preparations were being hastily made to defend against invasion. Signposts were removed, and in cities, towns and villages, names and other information were removed from buses, commercial vehicles, businesses and shops. Even information on letterboxes and phone booths were blanked out. Major roads were blocked with whatever was available - an old car, tractors, ploughs, anything that was useable – and the milestones dotting the roadsides and country lanes were removed altogether.
Into late September, the RAF still managed to deny Hitler's vaunted Luffwaffe supremacy of the skies. The failure forced Hitler to change his strategy, moving from airfields to major cities and populated areas. Germany now pursued a vigorous policy of terror bombing. To the people of Britain it quickly became known as the blitz. Hitler believed that if he could demoralize the population by killing large numbers of people, he could destroy cities, create havoc and make millions homeless. The people would then call on the government to sue for peace. This policy however, backfired steeling people’s resolve to continue the fight.
*****
While Nazi troops goose-stepped in Paris, at home I was becoming ever more mobile and vocal. I adopted a habit of going around the supper table with an empty teacup asking everyone for a share of their tea. From each I received a small amount poured in my cup, and once satisfied I'd received enough, I sat down in a corner to drink it.
Lily, meanwhile, was coping well with running the home, although not often popular with other members of the family. Her authoritative nature was not well received by her younger brothers and sisters. Fulfilling her roll as mother and yet remaining a sister was a very difficult task. May was at an age when she was expected to contribute considerable help with housework. However, just as stubborn as Lily, they often ended up doing more arguing than cleaning.
I fondly remember a story May told me some years later. She'd arranged a date with a soldier on a night when it was her turn to look after me. Lily refused to let her go out unless she took me along. Meeting the young soldier with a baby in her arms wasn't May's idea of dating. Determined not to give in, she finally stomped angrily out of the house, taking me with her. Showing up with a baby was a poor start to the potential romance! I can imagine the soldier’s reaction upon seeing me. He may well have believed I was May's baby, and the scandal associated with being an unwed mother in those days would have been quite outrageous. His opinion of my sister’s moral standards was probably low, if not in the gutter. Even if he accepted that I was her brother, the date would still have been a total disaster. How could they hope to snog and kiss with me in the middle? Maybe I helped with the kissing!
May smiled as she retold the story of that disastrous date saying. ‘I used to hate you, Mr. Eric!’
She was joking of course, but I’m not so sure. Back in 1941 she may well have hated me. I would have hated me under similar circumstances. Calling me Mr. Eric was a common practice in our family. My other two brothers were also referred to as Mr - not so much a mark of respect, but more as a hint of friendly sarcasm from our sisters.
*****
Just before Christmas, Lily took me downtown for my first baby picture. I was posed on a white blanket and handed a teddy bear to hold for the portrait. Everything went fine; I smiled at the right moments, kept still, and generally pleased the photographer. The problem arose when he tried to retrieve the studio teddy bear. Having just been given it, I wasn't about to give it up. But after much tugging, crying, pleading, and promising, they finally separated me from the bear.
My next encounter with Lily was the fitting of my first very own gas mask. At two years of age, gas masks didn't attract me the way teddy bears did. If you have ever worn one, you will understand why it’s not something a two-year-old readily pops his head into. In the hope of encouraging children to wear them, their gas masks were designed slightly differently from the adults’. Of course, they were smaller and designed in bright colours, looking somewhat similar to Mickey Mouse. The mask issued to me had a blue rubber face with two floppy red ears, and the big round eyepieces and central canister created a semblance to Mickey Mouse. But none of this made me any more willing to cooperate in wearing it. It was very uncomfortable and made breathing difficult. Fortunately, it wasn't something I had to wear very often - I just had to carry it with me. Later, when I started school, I had to wear it often for school drills, but by then it wasn't so scary.
*****
With the second year of war the blitz intensified. London was suffering the heaviest and most frequent raids. Many other major cities were being hit hard too, and millions of people found themselves homeless. Hundreds of children were orphaned, thousands more evacuated to the country or overseas. We didn't know it then, but our turn was coming. The failure to sufficiently protect the city was about to be realised. Belfast still lacked sufficient anti-aircraft defence, fighter cover, searchlights or shelters. When the sirens first sounded on the night of April 7, 1941, people tended to ignore the danger. Some actually climbed the surrounding hills to watch the display. The first bombs began falling on Belfast just after midnight. The raid consisted of six Heinkel 111 bombers, each carrying a payload of over one thousand kilos. They dropped waves of incendiaries, high explosives, and parachute bombs. Major fires were started in residential areas of East Belfast. Factories and businesses around the city suffered moderate damage. The shipyards were hit hardest, causing severe damage.
When the all clear sounded at approximately 3:30 am, 13 people were dead, 23 were seriously injured, and many others suffered a variety of minor injuries.
Belfast had been lucky, getting off lightly on that first night of bombing. But from this first raid it seems certain the German pilots reported how vulnerable the city was, and no one imagined what lay in store just one week later.
Tuesday, April 15, 1941, was Easter. People were enjoying a day off work. The holiday began with beautiful sunshine and unusually warm temperatures for that time of year. Some people left the city on day trips to the country. Those unable to afford a trip, sat outside their front doors, enjoying the sunshine or watching men go by on their way to an afternoon football match at Windsor Park. The roads and streets had been cleared of the damage caused the previous week, and trams and buses were once again running on time. For the citizens of Belfast, life had returned to normal. Or so they thought.
That afternoon it’s unlikely anyone noticed the lone German reconnaissance plane flying high overhead, a harbinger of things to come in the relaxed city below enjoying the holiday. Just hours away in occupied Europe, the winds of war were turning in our direction as more than two hundred planes prepared for take off on runways in France and the lowlands of Holland. Pilots anxiously awaited the signal to go, their target that fateful night, Belfast.
The advancing bombers were made up of Heinkel 111s, Junkers 88s and Dorniers. The Junkers alone could carry in excess of a 3,000-pound bomb load. City sirens began wailing shortly after ten thirty that evening. Having experienced the danger of bombing a week earlier, people now took the sirens seriously and scrambled to find shelter. The bombers approached the city from the north, sweeping in low between the Divis and Black Mountains. The first wave dropped flares across the city, lighting up the intended targets. They were relentlessly followed by wave after wave of bombers. The air was suddenly filled with incendiaries, high explosives and mines. The shipyards put up a huge smokescreen, attempting to disguise their location. A Royal Naval cruiser, repairing in the yard, joined the defence of the city, her guns blazing into the night. All night and into the early dawn the bombs rained down. The Germans methodically razed factories, mills, and homes. Telephone communications were knocked out and gas supplies were cut off as fires erupted. Leaking gas mains sent towering flames shooting high into the sky. The local fire brigades were soon overwhelmed, with water pressure too weak to stem the blazing inferno. Desperate calls for help went out across the Province.
Thirteen brigades from Dublin, Dun Laoghaire, Dundalk and Drogeda raced north to answer the call. The brave men from the south were unprepared for the destruction confronting them. They worked tirelessly and with grim determination, but lacking the necessary wartime equipment, they were finally withdrawn. There was also the risk of a fatality, which could cause serious difficulties for the neutral Government of Eire.
This night of bombing wasn't restricted solely to Belfast. The towns of Londonderry, Newtownards and Bangor were also hit, but none as badly as Belfast.
Northumberland Street was just one of many without air raid shelters. People had to find their own means of protection. Pop and my two brothers sheltered under our heavy wooden kitchen table. Following civil defence instruction pamphlets, they hung blankets around the table to protect against flying glass and debris. My three sisters and I huddled in the cramped coalhole under the stairs.
During a lull, Pop muttered something about Percy Street having a shelter, and why didn't we have one. That dreadful night seemed to be unending, explosion after explosion crashing around us, sometimes far away, sometimes right outside our door. Each explosion was followed by a tremendous shock wave blasting heat and debris in its path. We heard breaking glass, and the rumble of walls collapsing while houses trembled and shook. The air was choked with smoke and dust from fires roaring everywhere. The night was filled with a thousand noises we couldn't identify, buildings slowly caving in, bricks and beams tumbling into the streets.
My terrified sisters were sure we would not survive the night. I suffered the least. I was afraid of course, but too young to really understand the danger. Bombs fell on the hapless city all night long. When the last bomber disappeared and the all clear sounded, it was after 5 am. The city had been under attack for more than six hours. Very good description, you really feel it happening.
As the first grey streaks of dawn broke over the city, people began crawling from shelters and homes to a scene of devastation. Some families, anxiously struggling but unable to open warped doors, climbed through broken windows to reached the street. Everyone was caked in filth, dust and debris, some wearing pyjamas or nightshirts, blankets draped over their shoulders. They stood exhausted and trembling, children crying at their sides.
Bewildered, they gazed in disbelief at the sight confronting them. Whole areas where once had stood familiar houses and buildings were now gone. All that remained were piles of smoking wreckage. Everywhere buildings blazed, a pall of smoke hung over the city blackening out the sky. It was difficult to breathe the smoke and dust-laden air. People tied cloths or rags over their noses in an attempt to avoid the smoke. The streets were littered with bricks, bits of concrete, and shards of glass and wood splinters. We took stock of our house, or what was left of it. The front door still opened and closed, but no windows had survived. Remnants of torn curtains fluttered in the breeze; dishes, picture frames and ornaments lay smashed on the floor.
Incredibly, our clock, which had been on the mantelpiece, still kept time, ticking in a pile of rubble. Ceilings plaster had fallen in on the kitchen, coating everything in a film of white powdery dust. In the bedrooms, daylight flooded through the rafters where few slates remained. We were unable to brew a pot of tea; there was neither gas nor water. As people assessed their damage, news began to filter through from other parts of the city. A passing air raid warden told of a direct hit on the Percy Street shelter, where some 60 souls had died instantly. Pop, concerned about Aunt Cassie and family, decided to go check on them. My eldest brother Tommy volunteered to go with him.
As they passed through Dover Street, they came upon Bob Adair’s house. It was wide open, and apparently deserted. Bob was a friend of the family, so they ventured inside looking for some sign of life. On the kitchen table stood a wire container with six eggs. It seemed careless to have left them there they were so scarce. Finding no one home, they continued on to Cassie's house where they learned that everyone had survived the night okay.
On their return journey about 20 minutes later, they passed where Bob Adair’s house should have been. There was nothing left but a pile of rubble. Strangely, in the middle of the wreckage stood the kitchen table, the six eggs still in their container. Pop later learned that a delayed fuse bomb had lodged in the chimney. Air raid wardens had hastily evacuated the house, but neglected to post a warning sign. We have no idea how long after Pop and Tommy left the house the detonation occurred; however, it was surely a very close thing. Stories such as this, all similar, all telling the same fateful tales, continued to pour in.
*****
Belfast was given little time to recover as more nightly raids continued through the month of April and into the first days of May.
Over 900 people were killed, thousands more injured. The city was a catastrophe; it would take weeks and months to reach a semblance of order. Streets and roads were blocked, businesses closed, and services almost non-existent. No trams were running, water and gas supplies were cut off. The few shops that survived attempted to serve a starving population. Hospitals still able to function worked with wonderful efficiency, treating thousands of injuries under the most trying conditions. Mortuaries overflowed with the dead. Corpses were stacked in the Falls Road public baths and at St George’s Market, near Cromac Square. Public funerals had to be held, burying up to 150 bodies at a time. The supply of coffins quickly ran out.
That second night of bombings set in motion a chain of events that would soon affect Lily and me. Caught in the shipyards during the raid was an old First World War destroyer, the H.M.S. Viceroy. Having just returned from convoy duties in the Irish Sea, she was in dock for boiler cleaning. In the aftermath of the raid, members of the crew were sent to assist Civil Defence workers.
Help was badly needed rescuing people still trapped in the wreckage, fighting fires, clearing blocked roads, and a thousand other tasks. A young British sailor found himself working in the area of Northumberland Street. His name was Ben Cook. At the same time, and in the same place, Lily was volunteering with a Women’s Service Corps, serving tea and refreshments to the workers. This was their first encounter, and they chatted briefly while Ben enjoyed a cup of tea. The moment passed and he quickly disappeared back into the mass of workers. Neither gave much thought to this chance meeting, and it seemed unlikely they'd meet again. However, in time of war destiny sometimes works in strange ways.
In the early morning hours of May 4 or 5, the last and most savage raid set the entire city on fire. More bombs were dropped than in any previous raid. A Berlin radio announcer flying in one of the planes later stated that it was like looking down into a sea of flames. Of all British cities bombed during the war, the Belfast raids were the heaviest recorded. Only the city of London, and perhaps Liverpool, suffered heavier and more sustained attacks.
Near the end of May, the neutral city of Dublin was suddenly bombed. This unprovoked attack resulted in the loss of some 34 lives and over 300 houses damaged or destroyed. The Irish State Capitol was unprepared and taken completely by surprise. The German Government later apologized, promising to pay compensation. The Nazis never paid, and it wasn't until 1958 that the West German government agreed to compensation.
While the raids continued, city authorities implemented an emergency evacuation plan. Known as the Hiram plan, it was designed for families most in need, but to qualify for evacuation they had to meet a list of requirements, such as family income and housing situation. Having recently lost our mother, we had a good chance of qualifying. My father applied, and a few days later we were told to be ready to move. Lily, Anna, Jim and I were sent to live with a family in the village of Bushmills, a beautiful place set along the rugged coastline between Portrush and Ballycastle, roughly 70 miles from Belfast. Bushmills is famous for the malting of the very finest Irish whiskey. Of course in those days I still preferred a bottle of milk, and it would be some years before I acquainted myself with Irish whiskey! We stayed in the village for the remainder of the summer, returning to the city in September. My memories of Bushmills are extremely vague, which, of course, had nothing to do with the local products!
The thrust of the war, meanwhile, was changing. With the invasion of Russia, Hitler was now heavily committed to a second front. Air raids continued over the British Isles, and remained intense, but the threat of invasion appeared to be over. While we were safely out of harm’s way living in Bushmills, the Viceroy continued visiting Belfast for rest periods. During his time ashore, Ben Cook often ate at a popular High Street restaurant. It was here that he struck up a friendship with the headwaiter, Bob Adair, the same person who had lost his house in the second raid. A widower, he was now living with his daughter and niece in Dover Street, and Lily and Bob's niece were best friends.
Bob invited Ben home one weekend shortly after we had returned from Bushmills, and during that visit he and Lily meet for a second time. Now in a more tranquil atmosphere than their first encounter, a spark occurred and very soon they begin dating. Romance quickly followed, and they arranged to see each other at every opportunity, which wasn't very often with Ben's naval duties.
They wrote to each other regularly and began making plans for their future. The first important step was for Lily to bring Ben home to meet Pop. They talked about marriage, a subject Pop didn't want to hear: Ben was four years younger than Lily, he was English, and, worse yet, he was a Roman Catholic.
Pop cited these as very important objections, but I doubt they were his real reasons. Rather, he saw the looming possibility of losing a housekeeper and mother, and he feared the crisis this marriage might cause. Jim and Anna were not the problem, both at school and old enough to manage until he got home. I was the real concern, barely three years old and still requiring full-time care. This was something he couldn't possibly provide will continuing to work. In fact, even if he'd left work, I seriously doubt he could have properly looked after me. He asked some of my mother’s sisters if they would consider taking me in, but most already had large young families of their own. Some agreed to look after me from time to time, but not on a permanent basis.
My father quickly realised it wasn't a good time to be giving babies or young children away. If I had been the only child needing a home and mother, things might have turned out differently. Pop and my Aunt Cassie were close, and it’s very possible she may have taken me in.
However, my cousin Denis, three months older than me, the son of my uncle Robert Arlow, was in more immediate need. Robert and Sarah Hunt had married in the early 1930s and, perhaps because of his army service and lack of time spent at home, or perhaps a host of other reasons no one really knows, it was a marriage doomed to fail.. Divorce, considered a scandal that brought shame to the good family name, was never discussed in those days. So Denis had been left in the care of an ageing grandmother, and no one knew his mother’s whereabouts. The Children's Aid Society, acting on reports from neighbours, contacted Aunt Cassie explaining that her brother had listed her as next of kin. They told her that if she couldn't take Denis, he would have to be moved into an orphanage. My aunt was a kind and caring person, and quite incapable of saying no. She acted without a moment’s hesitation and made Denis part of her family.
*****
Pop was no closer to solving the problem of finding someone to care for me. His only real hope had been Aunt Cassie. With the arrival of Denis that possibility disappeared. Now in difficult circumstances, he merely waited, hoping something would turn up.
With the year drawing to a close, many things were changing in my family. May was engaged to a boy named Thomas Cooke. Lily was not yet engaged, but it appeared likely to happen soon.
The coincidence of both sisters marrying men with a surname of ‘Cook’ was quite unusual, although Tommy spelled his name with an ‘E’ and Ben didn't.
My eldest brother Tommy, meanwhile, was nearing the age when he could enlist in RAF, and soon he would be leaving us to join the war.
In the spring of 1942, May and Cookie were married. No one ever used her husband's given name of Tommy - he was always known as Cookie. Shortly after their wedding, my eldest brother fulfilled his dream of joining the Royal Air Force, and he departed in late May to begin training somewhere in England.
For Lily and Ben life became more complicated when the Viceroy was transferred to the east coast port of Rosyth, in Scotland. With the ship no longer docking in Belfast, seeing each other was suddenly impossible and planning their marriage even more difficult. Pop, of course was happy about this; it was an answer to his prayer. Just as he began to relax thinking the crisis was over, fate was about to intervene again. The Viceroy was involved in a collision at sea, which forced the ship to limp to the nearest available dry-dock. This happened to be on the Tyneside at Newcastle.
While repairs were being carried out, some of the crew was granted leave, and Ben was among the lucky to get a few days off. In a hurried visit to Belfast, he and Lily announced their engagement. They then travelled to England to meet with his parents, where I suspect their news was received coolly. His parents were just as upset as Pop about the differences in age and religion. Lily, Irish and poorly educated, was hardly the sort of girl they'd envisioned for their son. Their attitude only compounded the problems the young couple were already experiencing from my family?
With both families equally discouraged and opposed to the impending marriage, making wedding plans was very difficult, not just because of family resistance but also due to the war. But, as is usually the case, love finally prevailed. In September, the ship was again docked in Rosyth for boiler cleaning. Ben somehow managed a three-day pass, and arranged to meet Lily in Coventry, where relatives on my mother’s side lived and worked. Lily was able to arrange to stay with them. She arrived in Coventry one day before Ben's leave started. A three-day pass was short especially considering the time lost travelling. Cancellations and delays were a certainty on the overworked wartime railway system.
Fortunately, everything went as planned and Ben arrived in Coventry on time. The next morning, on September 17, 1942, they were married at the local registry office. Lily’s cousins were needed to stand as witnesses, but could not afford to lose a day's work, so Ben paid them each a day’s pay. After the wedding, the newlyweds caught a train back to Rosyth. In the hurried circumstances, the train ride came to serve as their honeymoon.
Rail travel was an unpleasant affair in wartime Britain. Air raids and a host of other delays made long and uncomfortable journeys a daunting experience. The carriages and corridors were packed with troops and their kits. Lily and Ben sat on their luggage in a corridor for the duration of the trip north. But discomfort aside, they were at last married and very happy. Their love for each other made the journey a little more endurable.
In Rosyth, Ben rented a small upper flat in the house of another naval family. This would be their first home together; at least for a little while. At the time there was no telling when or where he might suddenly be transferred. Shortly after settling in, Lily travelled back to Belfast to collect me. I'm unaware of what agreement was reached between my sister and father. As a result, however, I returned to Rosyth with Lily to live as their son.
*****
By then I was at an age where I began to retain fragments of the memories unfolding around me. Moving to Scotland caused me distress; for the first few weeks I was unhappy in my new surroundings. I missed my family, brothers, sisters and the familiar routines of my young life. Lily comforted me, and her presence's was reassuring. Since birth she has cared for me and was really the only mother I had known.
Her agreement to begin married life with a ready-made family must have been a very difficult decision. Newlywed, making a home in a new land with a new husband, would on its own have required considerable adjustment. Having me along must surely have been an unexpected burden. Ben, too, must have been very understanding in coming to terms with this unusual arrangement. This can only be described as a very unselfish and charitable act of compassion on the newlyweds’ part. Once married, I was surely no longer their responsibility. That duty should have fallen to my father. Yet, he so easily gives me up. For a little over three years, I had lived on Northumberland Street, growing up happily alongside brothers and sisters. It was the place where I took my first steps, uttered my first words, cried and laughed, played and loved. I realize that people say, ‘Don't worry, children bounce back quickly,’ which is probably true. And I probably did. Nevertheless, my life was altered forever, family bonds shattered, feelings of belonging never to be completely regained.
Today, older and wiser, I better understand the difficult situation my father was in. I hold neither malice nor anger for the part he played in those events so long ago. To Lily and Ben without whom who knows where I might have ended up, I will forever owe a huge debt of gratitude. The successes and achievements in my early life must be attributed to the start they gave me.
Yet, it is also true that the greater part of my first 13 years was also a most unhappy period of my life. It was wartime, and life was hard for everyone. I thank God that I was more fortunate than many. But no matter how I rationalize those early times, sadness will always linger for what might have been had I remained at home.
Across the Water
The trip to Rosyth was perhaps not my first train ride, but it’s the first one I remember. Like Lily and Ben's earlier honeymoon journey, we found ourselves sitting on suitcases in a crowded corridor. Lily quickly discovered that travelling with me was not easy. I needed the toilet, I needed a drink, wanted a proper seat. I was hungry and I wanted to go home. My complaining tongue keeping perfect time with the click-a- clack of the wheels below our compartment.
The old coal burning engines were extremely dirty, depositing soot and dirt everywhere. I quickly got my hands filthy rubbing dirt into my mouth and eyes. I spread it onto my hair, my clothes and Lily. I was bored and restless, fidgeting and constantly causing annoyance to nearby passengers. A moment of excitement relieved the tension when we approach the Forth Bridge. This massive structure is an impressive sight for anyone to see, and for a 3-year-old boy it is awesome. The bridge spans the mouth of the River Forth, near Queensferry, and claims a few notable firsts. It was the world’s first all-steel, long span bridge. At the time we were crossing, it was still one of the world’s longest bridges. The unusual design has towers at each end, rising 157 feet above the high water mark. The cantilever portion in the centre measures 5,300 feet from pier to pier.
The original design was based on the same engineering principles used on the Eiffel Tower and the Statue of Liberty. It held the record as the world’s longest cantilevered bridge until 1917, and is still in use today. Closing my eyes, I still see those huge iron girders flashing past the carriage window as we rumbled over the cold grey waters far below.
*****
Eventually we arrived at our Rosyth flat, tired, hungry, and, in my case, very dirty. The flat was tiny comprising a kitchen and two bedrooms, one small and one only someone my size could fit into. I think it was originally a cupboard or pantry. There must have been a toilet, but I can't remember where. Perhaps we shared one downstairs? There was a bathtub, but no bathroom. The cast iron tub stood in a corner of the kitchen, offering no privacy. It sat opposite the gas cooker and sink, with barely elbowroom between the kitchen furniture, cooking pots and cupboards.
None of it was important to me, as I required no privacy. I just wanted to play and splash in this strange new object. I never considered it a place to wash, and I vigorously avoided Lily's attempts to scrub my ears, which she claimed had enough dirt in them to grow potatoes. Even with its shortcomings this old tub was a luxury that both Lily and I were unaccustomed to. Being bathed regularly was something else I wasn't accustomed to. I failed to see a need for weekly bathing and, besides, I had never found potatoes in my ears, as Lily claimed.
During the war, everyone required food ration stamps and clothing allowance books. My new guardians decided that the least complicated way to get these items for me was by legal adoption. Difficulties arose each time Lily visited a government department and used my surname, which was different to hers. It inevitably raised questions, caused delays, and required the same lengthy explanations time and again. Ben too, required some form of legal documentation in order to claim a child's naval allowance. Therefore, the reason for adopting me was as much a matter of convenience as it was a desire to make me their son. Many years later I traced my adoption record, and found it was granted at Dunfermline Sheriff’s Court on May 31, 1943.
At the time of my adoption it was apparently not a requirement to notify the original office of birth registry. Failing to pass this information on to Belfast caused my original birth certificate to remain unchanged, showing no record of adoption or name change. When I returned to live in Belfast in 1952, I went to City Hall to have my name changed back to Rodgers. Only then did I discover no such adoption was recorded. According to their official records, my name had never been changed. I had no reason to question this information, and in fact I was extremely happy to have my name back. With the information received at the Belfast City Hall I naturally assumed no actual adoption had ever taken place. I gave the matter no further thought. I was Rodgers again, and had a birth certificate to prove it.
Only after I began writing this story and digging into the past did the mysterious question of names and adoptions resurface. Now I'm left wondering if my name is legally Rodgers or Cook. I know in Ireland it’s Rodgers, but perhaps in Scotland it is still Cook. It might well be wise for me to avoid Scotland in the future. Who knows what outstanding taxes I may have incurred in the Highland’s? Whatever the case, I'm too old and it’s too late to worry now.
*****
One weekend in late October while Ben's ship was in harbour, a church marriage ceremony was arranged to solemnize their earlier registry office wedding. It took place at a local Presbyterian church. I apparently attended, but have no recollection of the event. For the rest of the year not much of note happened as we continued living in the tiny flat. Life as I remember it was generally good, considering the times and shortages.
The Viceroy was sailing the Russian convoy routes, running desperately needed supplies north to Murmansk. These convoys operated in the worse possible weather conditions. The dreadful freezing snow and ice and frequent storms made life aboard ship extremely harsh. If sunk by U-boat or air attack, the chances of surviving the frigid waters were quite hopeless.
Ben's safe return to our home always created a feeling of relief and joy. It was a time when the strain of those long gruelling voyages was temporarily forgotten. Sometimes when he was home we took a bus to Dunfermline for a day outing. Other times we took the train to Edinburgh, once again crossing that marvellous bridge. I always insisted on sticking my head out of the carriage window to better see. This always resulted in getting soot or ash in one or both eyes. This caused me a great deal of suffering, and I fought hard when Lily attempted to remove the dirt with the pointed tip of her hanky. I suspect that, in most cases, the dirt probably washed out with my tears. Oddly, I never learned from my mistake, putting myself through the same thing again and again!
*****
Christmas of 1942 was the first year I really began to understand what it was all about. As the special day approached, I grew more and more excited. On Christmas Eve Lily put me to bed early with a warning that Father Christmas would not come if I were awake. Falling asleep on this particular night wasn't easy for an excited little boy. I lay in bed worrying what might happen if he arrived and found me still awake. In my very active imagination, the events taking place on that night would for many years remain real rather than a dream. First, I would hear a strange noise outside my bedroom window. My bed was against the window, making it easy to stand and peer into the dark night sky.
Air defence posts routinely swept the sky with powerful beams from searchlights probing the dark sky. In one of these bright rays I would see something so incredulous I hardly dared to believe my eyes. There was Father Christmas, driving his sleigh through the sky, complete with six reindeer. I suddenly became very scared. Had he seen me in the window? Would he still come, knowing I was awake? At that point I would dive under the covers and out of sight. I prayed he hadn't spotted me, and laid very still, hardly breathing and trying very hard to fall asleep. It must have worked, for the next thing I remember is Lily waking me, telling me to come see what Father Christmas had brought me. All my life, I have retained the wonderful memory of that magical night. Was it merely a child's imagination?
During the war no manufacturing of toys took place. Industries were geared to the maximum output of war materials and essential goods. Shortages existed everywhere, and toys were at the bottom of a long list of priorities such as food, clothing, pencils, paper, soap, and a host of other things. Born only months before the war began, I was unaware of the shortages. I couldn't begin to miss things I had never had - sweets, fresh fruits, or ice cream. It didn't mean I had no toys or didn’t receive Christmas presents. Quite the contrary, I remember handmade toys far more ingenious than anything in the toyshops today.
Almost all of our toys reflected the theme of war and its dreadful violence. Boys often received handmade models of the famous Spitfire. Other toys included tanks, ships, guns and soldiers, all made of wood.
I must confess, I have little idea what girls received - perhaps a dollhouse or cradle, again made from wood. The only metal toy I remember owning was a tin air raid warden helmet. The rim had very sharp edges that were quite dangerous.
*****
On that wonderful Christmas morning, I unwrapped a hand-made cargo ship and torpedo. It was the most amazing toy I had ever seen. The ship was about a foot long, with a small trap door on the port side of the hull. The door was held in place by setting a mechanism similar to a mousetrap. I had difficulty setting it and often required help. Once secured in place, the ship would float with the door partly below the water line. Next came the torpedo, which, aimed at the trap door, sprang it open on impact and sunk the ship.
Tragically unaware, I happily played with my toy in the bathtub while the same thing was happening to real ships crossing the Atlantic. I don't know who made my ship; possibly it was made during the long hours of convoy duty by one of Ben's shipmates.
Christmas was marred by the fact that Ben was at sea. Lily and I celebrated as best we could, and later joined festivities with the family downstairs. Christmas dinner was a sparse meal - no chicken or gravy, no Christmas crackers, no plum pudding; perhaps a tiny portion of pork or beef, if Lily had been lucky at the butcher shop. If not, a slice of Spam would be the main course, accompanied by a few potatoes and maybe a vegetable.
*****
As the second year of war came to an end, things were still going badly for us. Convoys with better-equipped escorts were managing to survive the U-boats in the Atlantic, but losses remained heavy. Perhaps the tide of war was slowly turning in our favour. Hitler's armies were grinding to a halt in the savage winter conditions and stiff resistance on the eastern front. U-boat losses began to rise as detection methods improved.
The Japanese attack on Pearl Harbour on December 7, 1941, brought America into the war. It was a great boost for morale, and people began to believe we would eventually defeat Hitler. For Winston Churchill, U.S. entry into the war must have been an answer to a prayer. But retribution was not yet at hand, and everyone understood we had a long hard road ahead.
The following year, Ben continued on the same convoy duties operating out of Rosyth. Lily and I often stood along the shore watching his ship glide down the Firth of Forth and out to sea. Looking through my eyes in those dark days of war, the world appeared as a sombre and dull place. At night the city was cloaked in blackness. Walking the darkened streets was difficult and frightening. Everywhere buildings were sandbagged and windows taped, the drab and faded paintwork pealing and giving an impression of neglect and decay. There were few bright colours to be seen, save a few tattered and soiled Union Jacks fluttering in the breeze.
The clothing people wore, if it wasn't a uniform, was old, patched and faded. No neon or flashing lights, no brightly coloured canopies over shop windows. Trains and buses would rumble pass without a glimmer from a lighted window. Car headlights were narrow slits, their mudguards and bumpers painted white in an attempt to be more visible to pedestrians. It wasn't a major problem since few vehicles were on the roads, mostly military traffic.
Petrol was scarce and strictly rationed. Priorities for fuel went first to the military, the government, and then farm vehicles. To prevent petrol from reaching the black market, it was coloured with a red dye. It was illegal to use red petrol in private vehicles. Police routinely checked for the scarce commodity. If a policeman stopped a motorist and found red stains on the rear bumper or around the filler cap, he immediately suspected the driver of using government petrol. The standing joke and answer in such an event was to reply, ‘it’s not red petrol, its blood!’ This suggested it might have been less serious to run down a pedestrian than to be caught using red petrol.
*****
Living in Scotland was not so different from Ireland. Like us, the Scots spoke in a broad colloquial brogue not too dissimilar to our own Irish accent. Our mannerisms and style of dress blended in with the locals so we didn't stand out in a crowd as strangers. I was a normal four-year-old boy, socks around my ankles, my short trouser too short, and the rest of my clothing too tight. Growing like a weed, I continually scuffed my shoes kicking anything resembling a ball. I found it easier to wipe a runny nose on my sleeve, and save my clean handkerchief. Generally I fit in well to my new life as Lily and Ben’s son. In early June, Ben received the news that his ship was transferring to the Mediterranean. It now became pointless for us to remain in Scotland, so Lily decided we should move south, to a place near London. It was unlikely Ben's ship would ever return to Scotland. The idea of moving to London prompted Lily to begin teaching me some mannerly improvements. Why she hadn't considered them necessary in Scotland, I'm not sure.
I was first taught how to conduct myself in public. I was told to carry myself like a little gentleman and always act prim and proper. My first lesson was how to express a need to visit the toilet while in public. I found it complicated, normally I indicated my need at the last second by cupping my hands between my legs and making contorted faces. It had always worked in the past, so why did I have to change in order to live in London? Apparently, it was improper to say out loud in public, ‘I need to wee wee,’ or ‘pee pee’ or mention the lavatory. Instead, I was supposed to say, ‘I need to spend a penny’.
This didn't make any sense: If all that was needed was to pee, public toilets were free. The matter became more complicated when we discussed the other function. In this event I was to say, ‘I need number two’. At this point I was really becoming confused. ‘Number two’ in a public toilet actually required spending a penny: In order to open the door and enter a cubicle, a penny had to be dropped in the slot. Surely, this is where the term, ‘spend a penny’ originated! For girls, on the other hand, the term ‘spend a penny’ was always valid. I knew this was a fact because on a few occasions I'd used the ladies toilet with Lily. I didn't fully understand why, but knew girls sat down for both jobs. Lily's new instructions simply made no sense to me. Let’s face it: In the past I'd often used a tree, wall or bush when no toilet was available, and that cost nothing. Why, then, did Lily insist on referring to it as ‘spending a penny’?
It was a silly issue, but one to which she attached much importance. Heaven help me if I failed to say it. Even when I was much older, she still insisted on using this inane term. It was supposedly to set a good example for her son Roy. As my revenge, I taught Roy a few other choice toilet terms such as, ‘pissing and shitting’ daring words in those days. I was once caught using the word ‘bloody hell’, and had a bar of soap put in my mouth.
It took the rest of the day to rinse the horrid taste away. It apparently taught me nothing, for the moment I was out of earshot I called Lily a ‘bloody shit bugger’. One other toilet challenge faced during the war was a shortage of paper. This could be a very a serious predicament if unprepared. Rarely was toilet paper available in a public toilet. Consequently, we always carried some with us in case of emergency. To say ‘we’ is not really accurate. I usually forgot. It’s quite possible that the popular way of referring to underwear as ‘unmentionables’ originated with mine.
The English seem to differ from the Irish and Scots in that they are very class conscious. There appear to be three basic classes - upper, middle, and lower or working class. We most assuredly fitted into the lower - certainly I did. Yet I remember Lily striving in those early days to appear as middle class. I see my toilet training standing out as an example of this. I confess I have never fully understood why she so vigorously pursued this end. I remember our many working class neighbours as warm and friendly people. My impression of the upper class, and those thinking they were, was mostly one of snobbery and rudeness. They usually just ignored us anyway, so why try to emulate them? Nevertheless, Lily worked tirelessly trying to be just like them. She made a great effort to disguise her Irish accent. Mine was gone if indeed I ever had one when we left Belfast. My brogue had been mostly baby talk. Why Lily so wanted to appear English begs the question: Was she ashamed of her heritage. I can never know for sure, and can only speak for myself, having always been proud of my Irish roots.
*****
In June of 1943, Ben's ship sailed for duties in the Mediterranean. The balance of power in the Middle East was shifting to the Allies. The invasion of Sicily was about to begin, and Italy was considered the soft underbelly of the Axis powers.
As the Viceroy disappeared over the horizon, we began our plans to move south, and a week later we arrived in England. Lily rented a flat in a semi-detached house located at Seven Kings, near Ilford.
Our new home was larger and more updated than the tiny flat we had just left. Here we had use of a real bathroom; no more sitting in the tub with spuds boiling beside me. Seven Kings was a bustling town situated on the outskirts of greater London. It was a stark contrast from living in the small naval port of Rosyth. The most noticeable difference was the grim and regular nightly attention we received from the German Air force. We found ourselves spending almost as much time in the shelter as in the flat. That aside, London was exciting and humming with activity. The roads and streets were alive with military personnel from all over the world. With so my different uniforms, I was utterly confused as to which army they belonged. American uniforms were by far in the majority, and they seemed to be everywhere. Listening to their strange use of the English language with many varied accents was curious to my ears. There was a constant rumble of heavy army lorries, jeeps, tanks and guns moving through the streets. It was like living at the centre of the world. I was learning a whole new perspective of the realities of wartime Britain.
*****
Lily and I visited Ben's parents for a couple of days late in July. It was not a particularly pleasant stay. Without Ben we felt like intruders, and quickly returned to our flat.
Air raids became a daily part of life, seemingly every night we ended up in the shelter. Ours was an Anderson shelter, a very common type that dotted the English landscape. There were thousands in back gardens all across the nation, their popularity probably due to being quick and easy to erect. The installation started by digging a pit about four feet deep, though the overall dimensions of each shelter varied with the size of the family using it.
The shelters consisted of an arched corrugated tin roof, which, once in place, was partly covered with soil. The entranceway was sandbagged with steps leading down to the interior. It had a stout wooden door, and, inside, planks that covered the usually wet ground. The meagre furnishings consisted of a couple of benches, sometimes fashioned as bunk beds. For lighting we used matches, candles, or a torch if we had batteries. None of these items were plentiful, so we mostly sat in the dark. Sometimes people ran an electric cord out from the house.
However, for several reasons, it was not considered a wise way to light a shelter. Often there was no power anyway. Moreover, an electric bulb was too bright, usually violating the blackout. But I suspect the biggest danger was loss of night vision. Sitting in bright white light made it impossible to adjust to the outside darkness. If a shelter had to be evacuated in an emergency, this could cause serious difficulties.
Sitting through the long nights in cold and damp shelters was uncomfortable and frightening. The noise of bombs exploding, anti aircraft guns firing and the general mayhem made it impossible to sleep. In daylight raids, which thankfully didn't occurred too often, we were sometimes caught in the open. At times like this we scrambled to find the nearest shelter. Usually, everyone ended up in an underground tube station. Dreadfully overcrowded, they were smelly and stifling hot. We either had to stand or sit on dirty concrete platforms and passageway floors.
During this time, I began suffering from severe headaches and high fever. My appetite was gone and I complained of an upset stomach. I couldn't stop scratching my head, get comfortable or fall asleep, and I rapidly became very irritable. Lily carefully inspected my scalp, and found a nasty mess of blisters and scabs. She had no idea what they were, but realized it was serious enough to seek medical attention.
Arranging to see a doctor in wartime wasn't easy. Hospitals and medical staff were constantly swamped with a multitude of injuries from raids, fires and explosions. Lily took me to a local hospital hoping to find help. We ended up sitting in a crowded hallway with hundreds of others, all seeking the same help. Surprisingly, our wait was short. A passing nurse noticed me curled up on Lily's lap and stopped to ask what was wrong. Lily explained about the sores on my head. Inspection of my scalp caused an immediate reaction and I was promptly moved to a nearby examination room. The nurse wasn't sure what I had, but quite certain it was contagious. Shortly after, a doctor came in to look at me, and his brief examination revealed I had shingles. He explained it was a disease similar to the virus causing chickenpox, in medical terms it was known as ‘Varicella Zoster Virus’.
In 1943, shingles was considered very serious, and in elderly people it was often fatal. The sores and rash were more commonly found on the trunk or torso of the body. It was the first time the doctor had seen it on a child's head, and he told Lily it was a disease rarely ever found in children at all. I was at once admitted to the hospital, and remained there for a week.
My first hospital experience wasn't fun. I was poked, prodded and painfully jabbed by nurses administering injections. The worst thing of all was the embarrassment of having them bathe me. My bed was tucked into a far corner of the ward with screens to hide me from the other patients. In the crowded wartime conditions this was as close as they could come to proper isolation. It wasn't all-bad: The food was marvellous.
Supper on my second night came with a real sausage, which was absolutely delicious. I say real sausage, but in truth I had never seen one before, so really couldn't be sure. But the food was the only thing I'd miss upon my release. The day I was finally allowed to return home was a very happy event, or it was until I tasted the ghastly medicine the doctor had sent home with me. For the next six weeks I was restricted to bed; I was still contagious, and to be kept clear of anyone not having had chickenpox.
By the time a month had passed, I was my old self again. It was great to get outside and play with other children once again. Shingles left small scars on the back of my scalp, which, when my hair was cut short, showed as small white dots. I quickly learned to tell the barber not to shear me too close in that area. It was embarrassing when other children, seeing the scars, asked what was wrong with my head.
*****
While I was recovering in Seven Kings, Ben was involved in the invasion of Sicily. This was one of the first major Allied offensives of the war, a first attempt to invade the enemy’s homeland. The landings began in foul weather conditions on July 10, 1943. High winds caused many paratroopers to miss the beaches and land in the rough seas. With heavy equipment on their backs, they struggled and floundered in the angry waters. Their calls for help went unheard amidst an armada of troop-laden landing craft. The crowded vessels racing for the shore dared not stop to attempt rescue. In what seemed a certain catastrophe, the courage and determination of the Allied troops finally won the battle. The successful landing and the establishment of beachheads were heralded as a great victory, but also one that came with a heavy loss of life.
During the next four days, the Viceroy was stationed a mile off shore, part of a screen of ships providing landing areas with air defence against frequent attacks. Gun crews remained at action stations night and day, eating and sleeping as best they could, manning their stations. No hot or cooked meals were possible, no fresh vegetables or fruits. Crews existed on hard tack biscuits, cocoa, and whatever else they could manage. Ben's action station was an anti-aircraft gun on the port side of the bridge. The bad weather, lack of nourishment and loss of sleep were slowly sapping his health.
When this arduous duty ended and the ship finally returned to Gibraltar, Ben was in the sick bay with serious stomach problems. He remained hospitalised until the ship arrived in Plymouth a few weeks later. He was transferred from the ship by stretcher to a train going north to Aberdeen. In Scotland he would receive treatment at a naval hospital facility.
The Admiralty were very thoughtful, arranging for Lily to meet his train in Queensferry, and travel with him to the hospital. She was permitted to stay over night, sleeping on a cot beside his bed. It was a short visit, and she had to return home the following morning. This whirlwind trip involved a hectic travel schedule, but seeing Ben in the flesh helped to ease her mind. To have stayed longer was not practical since I had been left in the care of a neighbour. Having only recently recovered from illness myself, Lily was anxious to get back to me. A few weeks after the visit, Ben was released from the hospital, and sent home on sick leave. When he joined us in Seven Kings, Lily immediately set about nursing and caring for him.
This wasn't as easy as it sounded. The naval doctor gave instructions as to what he should eat. His stomach was on the mend, but still very tender. The recommended diet consisted of lots of milk, plenty of fresh fruit and vegetables, and little or no red meat. Reading this list of requirements, Lily wondered if the doctor knew we were at war. Avoiding red meat was easy. We could avoid meat of any colour in those days. We were lucky to have Spam. Where did he think we might get fresh milk, fruit or vegetables? Did condensed or powered milk count as fresh? Could a potato be considered both a fresh fruit and a vegetable? Under strict rationing, a special diet was a problem we could scarcely solve.
*****
The lady next door kept chickens, and one morning she gave me a newly laid egg for Ben's diet. At four and a half years of age, I was hardly the most reliable person to be entrusted with an egg. It was especially foolhardy considering an egg was such a rare and fragile commodity. In the inevitable consequence that followed, I have to this day considered myself blameless. I did manage to bring the egg safely into the empty kitchen. With no one to hand it to, and too short to reach the table, I did the next best thing, and placed it on a chair.
This too, would have been okay but for one small detail: The base of the seat was scalloped to fit one’s rear end, curved - not flat. Placing it carefully in the centre of the seat, I was not quick enough to react when it began to roll, and just as Lily entered the kitchen, it fell to the floor breaking into a hundred pieces. The egg and Lily appeared to explode in unison. Didn't I know food was scarce, didn't I know eggs should be handled with care, did I think the lady next door would ever give me another egg? I just stood there, and there was nothing I could say or do. While continuing to verbally lash me, she scooped the egg from the floor onto a plate and began picking out the hundreds of pieces of broken shell. The egg was salvaged, and duly served for breakfast, scrambled, of course! Food was never wasted, and that particular morning no egg was wasted on me. I didn't receive a share and knew better than to complain. Ben, of course, unaware of the mishap, enjoyed his breakfast.
*****
As the war dragged on, it seemed that every night we were roused from our beds to go to the shelter. We were so very tired - tired of war, tired of shortages, but most of all, tired of the damp and dirty shelter. To help fend off the cold nights, Lily bought me a siren suit, a product developed out of necessity. Almost every young child had one. It was a one-piece outfit that could be pulled on over pyjamas or nightshirts; it had no holes for feet or hands, and included a hood. Quickly buttoned, it was easy to put on a sleepy child and was ideal for long nights in the shelters. The suits were usually donned when the sirens sounded, hence the name Siren-Suit.
On one of many endless nights in the shelter, Lily complained of being very thirsty. During a lull in the bombing, Ben made a dash to the kitchen to find a drink. Supposedly, there was a bottle of lemonade sitting on the counter to the left of the kitchen sink. With a strict blackout in effect, Ben dared not use a light. Instead, he fumbled in the dark feeling for the bottle while, at the same time, listening for the bombs to start falling again. Finally, his hand touched a bottle on the window ledge. Thankfully recognising it as a lemonade bottle, he grabbed it and dashed back to the safety of the shelter.
Handing it to his thirsty wife she immediately put it to her parched lips and took a long swig. Almost instantly she began choking, spitting and gagging! We couldn't see what was wrong in the dark interior. Ben, obviously concerned, struck a match that dimly lit the shelter. Lily had her head between her knees spitting out the last dregs of whatever it was she'd just swallowed. She slowly regained her composure and then her voice. Turning angrily toward Ben, she asked, ‘What in hell was in that bottle?’ Flustered and unaware of its contents, Ben was about to reply when the match flickered out, burning his fingers. ‘Damn!’ he said, It was his turn to swear. Having returned to darkness, I could no longer see Lily's angry face. Ben first smelled and then tasted what had been in the bottle. Clearly, it was not lemonade, and in the end turned out to be paraffin, but he felt completely exonerated. It was, after all, Lily who had filled the bottle with paraffin in the first place. No more attempts were made to quench Lily's thirst on that particular night!
*****
On the last night of Ben's leave he took us to the cinema. Going to the pictures was an exciting and rare treat. During the early war years, when the blitz was in full swing, cinemas were shut down. It was too dangerous for groups of people to gather in one place.
Heading home that night after the show, I was happily riding on Ben's shoulders and Lily was walking at his side when the sirens began to wail. For some reason, Ben decided it was a test, not a raid. Tests were carried out sometimes, but I could never tell which was which. Ignoring the noise, we continued walking and talking with not a care in the world. Suddenly, planes were overhead, and then we heard the whistling of falling bombs. Ben yelled for Lily to drop to the pavement, at the same time dropping with me still on his shoulders. I crashed hard onto the cold concrete hitting my nose and making it bleed. Already extremely frightened, the sight of blood didn't help matters. Ben quickly gathered us close and we lay very still.
Bombs were exploding very near as we huddled tightly together, pressing ourselves into the pavement. We heard the thud of a bomb landing in a garden just a few feet from where we lay. Instinctively, we braced for the coming blast, but incredibly it didn't explode. We didn't hang around to find out why. In seconds we were up and racing for the nearest shelter. Ben carried me under his arm and pulled Lily along beside him. Bleeding from my nose, scared and crying. I must have looked like a real casualty. An ARP warden standing in the entrance of an underground shelter waved us toward him. He anxiously urged us to hurry before the next wave arrived. Reaching the entrance, Lily quickly grabbed me and ducked inside, leaving poor Ben to explain to the angry warden why we'd failed to heed the siren. That night remains in my memory as a close call, we survived only because the bomb failed to explode.
When Ben's sick leave ended, he was ordered to report for duty at the naval base in Portsmouth. Still classified unfit for sea duties, he found himself in the role of a public relations officer. It was a fancy title, but in reality he was just a guide. His new duties mainly consisted of showing Allied military personnel around the dockyard and visiting Nelson’s famous ship, H.M.S. Victory. It was repetitive and tiresome explaining who Nelson was and the history of his naval victories. Few U.S. servicemen had ever heard of Nelson, and knew even less about his history. When he returned the groups to the dockyard gate, he was often thanked for the tour of HMS Nelson. Understandably, he grew restless in this boring role; it wasn't what he'd joined the Navy for.
In the first years of war, his career had been, to say the least, quite remarkable. In 1940, he was serving on the battleship Malaya, which successfully transported Britain’s gold reserves to Canada. This was done at a time when a German invasion of Britain seemed certain. Later, he was involved in a series of near misses while participating in the rescue of troops from the beaches of Dunkirk. When France surrendered, he was on gunnery course at Whale Island, near Portsmouth. In the emergency, he was sent to crew the old Isle of Wight paddle steamer ‘Gracie Fields..’ In the chaos on the beaches, the steamer managed to embark approximately 700 troops. As the ship was about to sail for home, it was struck in the engine room by a bomb.
Two ships quickly came alongside to rescue the surviving troops and crew. Ben was fortunate and stepped from the steamer's deck onto a waiting ship. Many soldiers and crew caught in the mid ship section were killed or badly burned by escaping steam from the boilers. The paddle steamer was taken in tow, but it almost immediately sank. A few days later, safely back at Whale Island, Ben was again ordered to the French coast. This time travelling on a harbour tug named Fairplay 2, they crossed the channel towing several lifeboats. At a place named St. Valerie, an attempt was made to rescue what remained of the 51st Highland Division. The soldiers had been forced to retreat to the tiny port and were now trapped.
The lifeboats were released from the tug and headed for shore to pick up the survivors. Ben's boat was no sooner underway when it came under heavy fire and sank. He was thrown into the sea, and later picked up by a minesweeper. He was taken to a hospital in Brighton, and a few days later declared fit to return to duty. He arrived back at Whale Island, and this time managed to complete his course. Now trained in the use of the latest naval gunnery, he was drafted to the Viceroy on convoy duties in the Irish Sea.
After such an active and dangerous career sailing from crisis to crisis, his Portsmouth duties must have indeed seemed boring.
Acting as tour guide for allied servicemen may have been a cushy number; nevertheless, Ben did all he could to get reassigned. Soon thereafter, an interesting opportunity presented itself when, recently promoted to Petty Officer, he was selected as a candidate for the newest branch of the navy ‘Naval Commandos’.
The idea for these new units came from Lord Mountbatten and they were designed to provide advance-landing parties on the beaches of France. The new commandos were training to land, hold and control beachheads. The idea was to ensure unimpeded passage for invading troops coming ashore.
Ben was sent to Dunoon, Scotland, to begin training. Here in the secluded Highland Lochs, he was taught to handle landing craft on and off beaches. The new unit was named ‘Victor Commando,’ and the teams comprised five officers. In command was a Lieutenant Commander assisted by a Lieutenant and three Sub-Lieutenants. Three units were made up of one Petty Officer and approximately twenty men. Ben was first put in charge of Victor One group. Later promoted to Acting Chief Petty Officer, he was responsible for all three units.
The training was intensive, and on completing the landing craft phase, they joined an experienced Army commando unit. This second phase was extremely hard, demanding physical endurance and skill while learning hand-to-hand combat. Later, they joined a rifle brigade, and were taught to drive tanks and lorries on and off landing craft.
Much of the initial training was carried out in and around Inveraray, on Loch Fyne`s rugged coastline. This beautiful loch is, without doubt, one of the Scottish Highlands’ most scenic spots. In winter it is also one of the coldest and most unforgiving places in the Highlands. On completion of training, the group transferred to the tiny village of Padstow in Cornwall (is this hyphenated?). In this time of ultra secrecy, they had quietly moved from one end of the country to the other. The shores and beaches at Padstow were similar to the shores where soon the invasion of Europe would be staged. We were living in a time of much rumour and speculation. An Allied invasion appeared imminent, and guessing the time and place was a popular topic. Across Britain, a cloak of the uppermost secrecy had descended. Even the little village of Padstow was classified a restricted area, with limited movement allowed in and out.
*****
In the early spring of 1944, Lily and I were still living in our Seven Kings flat. We continued to endure frequent air raids, spending our days in the flat and our nights in the shelter.
Ben arrived home for a short visit at Easter and was appalled to see the extent of destruction in our neighbourhood. Concerned for our safety, when he returned to Padstow he requested we be allowed to move down there, or with him. It wasn't an easy or straightforward request because travel restrictions to the area made it difficult.
While we awaited word to move south, top-secret invasion plans were being set for early June, just weeks away. Ben wrote to tell us our approval to move was unlikely to be granted due to the high state of security everywhere. Then like a bolt out of the blue, and with no explanation, we received word we could come to Padstow. What takes place shortly after we moved leaves me wondering if it was an act of God or merely a twist of fate. I leave you to judge. Regular nightly bombing of London was something everyone had gradually become accustomed to, at least as accustomed as was possible. It was a time when the nation was full of rumours that Hitler was about to unleash new and terrifying secret weapons on us. They were, until then, only rumours, and few people really believed such weapons existed.
The British population was buoyant, enjoying a growing sense of confidence. Everyone believed Hitler was finished and the invasion of Europe just around the corner. Once back on French soil, the war would quickly end.
Londoners went about their business, happily speculating that the war was won. People no longer feared danger from the skies with the same intensity has had been the case when the blitz began. Hitler however, held a different view of who was winning. On June 13, 1944, London experienced the first of Germany's vengeance weapons. V1 flying bombs began falling on the city and surrounding areas. It was a confusing new experience, unlike any previous bombing raids.
The new weapons came by night and day, giving little or no warning. Citizens could no longer rely on the warning sirens. Over the next 80 days this terror bombing campaign filled the skies. London suffered hits from approximately two hundred each day. In total, Germany launched some eight thousand V1s at England. The attacks continued until advancing Allied troops at the end of March 1945 overran the launch sites.
Over 6,000 civilians lost their lives and almost 18,000 were injured before this phase of war ended. The V1 could actually be seen during the daylight hours and its motor was clearly audible. Indeed, as long as one heard the motor running it was okay. The danger began when it stopped. The bomb immediately started a nosedive to its target, taking about 12 seconds from engine cutout to impact. The warheads carried approximately 1,800 pounds of high explosive, causing massive destruction wherever they landed.
Just weeks before the first flying bombs struck London, we had received permission to move to Padstow. As it was considered a temporary move to a restricted area, we were allowed only one suitcase each. Expecting to return in a month or two we left our furnishings and belongings in the flat. On the last day of April, we boarded a train to begin the journey south.
A few days after the first rockets fell on London, our flat in Seven Kings suffered a direct hit. Where the house had once stood remained only a huge crater. The Anderson shelter in the garden, in which we’d spent so many nights, had disappeared. Our landlord was lucky to have survived, as he was working night shift when the bomb hit. He later wrote Lily, saying how fortunate we were to have moved. We lost everything, save the few articles taken with us in two suitcases. The unexpected move to Padstow saved our lives, and for that, I thank God.
Our air defence people soon spotted the weakness of this new flying weapon - speed. The missiles were not fast enough to elude radar, anti-aircraft guns, or Spitfires. The Ministry of Defence quickly moved air defences from London and other regions to the coast near Dover. Here they enjoyed good success shooting down V1s before they reached land. RAF fighters shooting them down over the English Channel destroyed many more.
Returning from Padstow in late August, I was about to have a first encounter with a V1, or Doodlebug, as they were now called. I receive an injury, which I later proclaim as my war wound. The event occurred while we are living in digs at Lowestoft, on the east coast. The day was cloudless, sunny and warm. Through the open front room window we heard a commotion in the street, and at the front door we discover many of our neighbours standing in the middle of the street gesturing and looking skyward. Clearly visible overhead was a V1 flying bomb streaking across the clear blue sky.
It appeared to be low, the drone of its engine clearly audible. The metal casing was shimmering in the bright sunlight. People had their hands raised to shield their eyes from the bright sun. They stood motionless, gazing skyward, watching in fascination. The street, which had been so noisy moments earlier, was now silent. The only sound was that of curtains flapping in the strong sea breeze, and the drone of the bomb. I never heard the engine stop, nor did I see where it finally came to earth.
Standing in the doorway mesmerized, and with my fingers curled inside of the doorjamb, a sudden gust slammed the door shut. The door crushed the tip of the middle finger of my right hand. Flying bombs were instantly forgotten in this moment of blinding pain. My piercing scream echoed through the silent street. Everyone's attention shifted abruptly in my direction. Some neighbours must have thought the bomb had struck me. Lily rushed me to the local hospital, where my screaming increased when a nurse tried to pry my injured hand open. She told me I was lucky - no broken bones, no permanent damage. My finger would soon heal and be fine. While she was probably right about the injury, I had great difficulty understanding why she thought me lucky.
My middle finger never completely returned to its original shape. The nail was badly damaged and eventually fell off. Waiting for it to fall off was more of a problem than one might think. Although very loose, it stubbornly remained attached at the corners, forever snagging on my clothing and causing sharp pain. Lily wanted me to let her remove it with scissors, but I was not about to let her near it. After a few weeks, a new nail began to grow, and waking up one morning I found the broken nail gone. My new nail was slightly deformed, sporting a square edge on one side. Still today, I proudly show it off telling everyone it’s an injury from a Doodlebug attack. Well, it was almost the truth, and it could be considered a war wound.
But I'm getting ahead of myself. It’s still only May 1944, and we are living in Padstow.
Padstow, like Rosyth, is a completely different experience from living in London. This tiny fishing village located on the west coast of Cornwall was peaceful and far from the sounds of war. There were no crowds, and few vehicles used the narrow lanes and roads. The most noticeable thing was the absence of air raids. Going to bed at night meant not having to get up again until morning. No wailing sirens, no fumbling in the dark dressing in a siren suit, and no long hours in cold damp shelters.
Ben rented rooms for us in an ancient whitewashed stone cottage. It was centred inside a stone, walled garden overlooking the bay. Owned by a local unmarried fisherman, it had been his family home for generations. Does the fisherman have a name? I was surprised to find a homemade dugout shelter in the back garden. It was rather crude, yet vaguely similar in size and design to an Anderson shelter. It was obvious to me it had not been used recently, perhaps ever. The interior was dark and foreboding with a foot of water covering the floor; the entranceway was overgrown in weeds and brambles. One evening, I asked the fisherman why his shelter was such a mess. ‘Hitler doesn't know where I live, so he can't bomb me’ he said. He then went on to warn me not to play inside it because a huge rat lived there. He said that someday he'd have to catch it and kill it. I needed no story about a giant rat to keep me out of that dark and dingy place. I'd already made the decision to give it a wide berth. He went fishing early every morning, and bad weather was the only thing to alter his daily routine. He was usually home by noon and always carrying a freshly caught fish for supper. Lily wanted to help with the cooking, but he insisted on doing it himself. Having never married, he was set in his ways and accustomed to taking care of himself.
Lily felt guilty letting him do all the work, so one evening she decided to at least help prepare supper. She peeled the potatoes and put them on the stove with a dash of salt from a jar found in the larder. When we sat down to supper that evening it became quickly evident that something was wrong. The potatoes Lily had prepared tasted awful. The fisherman asked her how she had cooked them. ‘I just peeled and boiled them,’ she replied. Then, after a short pause, she said, ‘Oh, and I added a little salt’ The man of the house stood up and moved toward the larder, ‘Where did you happen to find salt?’ Lily produced the jar she had found in the pantry.
‘Aha!’ he said, a grin slowly forming around his mouth. ‘I don't keep salt in the house. That jar has sugar in it.’
Everyone began to laugh - well, everyone but poor Lily, who was feeling rather embarrassed. In fairness, she could hardly be blamed. We hadn't seen sugar for so long we didn't know if it still existed. For years, all we’d used to sweeten our tea were those dreadful saccharine tablets. That particular supper ended in laughter, but Lily never again attempted to help prepare a meal in Padstow.
*****
The rat inhabiting the unused shelter was eventually killed a few days later. It was a cold and stormy morning; the fisherman had risen early as usual, but seeing the driving rain and high winds, he decided to stay home. As he was standing at the kitchen window filling a kettle for tea, a movement in the vegetable garden caught his eye. Peering through the rain-streaked glass, he spotted the rat digging a young carrot out of the soft, wet soil. Creeping quietly out through the back door, he picked up a nearby gardening fork. The hiss of the rain and roaring wind masked any sounds he may have made. The rat was intent on its task and heard nothing to alarm it. Using the fork as a spear, the fisherman launched the unlucky rat into the air, impaling it and killing it instantly. He told me later that it was bigger than a full-grown cat, and all four tines of the fork had pierced its body. I never knew how true his story was: By the time I got up, the rat was already buried. It later occurred to me that sometimes fishermen tended to exaggerate the size of their catch!
One Sunday afternoon, Ben took me up to the Nissan huts, where the commandos lived. The day was warm and sunny, and many sailors were swimming in a concrete pool recently constructed in the rocks by the shore. Excitedly, and before Ben could stop me, I leapt into the water and quickly learned three things: Salt water tasted awful, I couldn't swim, and I couldn't breathe underwater. My only swimming experience to date had been in a bathtub. Fortunately, there were many willing hands to save me from drowning. After splashing and playing for half an hour, I was finally hauled out of the pool shivering, shaking, and cold. Someone wrapped a thick fleecy towel around my shoulders and carried me into the warm mess hall. I was given a steaming mug of sweet hot chocolate and a doorstep-size slice of fresh bread liberally spread with margarine and marmalade. It was the most marvellous food and drink I had ever tasted. In all the years of rationing I had never seen such luxuries as marmalade or hot chocolate.
Living in Padstow was wonderful. Lily and I often spent the afternoons on the beach, just a short walk from the house. The surrounding scenery was so lush and green, the sea sparkling in glorious sunshine, trees and bushes alive with the chirping of a thousand birds. I was in a world far removed from the horrors of war.
Food too, was more plentiful. There was an abundance of fresh fish, fruit and vegetables, milk and eggs, which unfortunately, I did not always appreciated. I didn't much like fish, and vegetables were not high on my list of favourite foods. Adults repeatedly told me to eat lots of fish, that it would give me brains, but I was too smart to fall for that. Sometime around 1940, the government had passed a law to supplement children's diets with a monthly issue of one bottle of concentrated orange juice and one of cod liver oil. As a result, I remembered being subjected to a daily tablespoon of dreadful cod liver oil. Sometimes, castor oil was substituted for cod liver oil, and if there was a difference, I couldn't tell. Both tasted equally vile. The orange juice didn't help much either since it was so watered down to make it last that it barely tasted sweet or of oranges.
Lily was very clever at making me eat things that were supposedly good for me. She often managed to find something for dessert, perhaps gooseberries, blackberries or an apple. To qualify for dessert, I had to first clean my dinner plate. It was a good motivator and usually worked.
Padstow is noted for its May Day celebrations and, in particular, its famous dancing ritual, ‘Hobby Horse’. Lily and Ben took me to the village square one Sunday afternoon to see the pageant. Watching these make-believe horses whirling around the square was exciting and strange. They were quite scary, both in appearance and actions, and somewhat difficult to describe. The main costume was a black circular disk about four or five feet in diameter. In the centre was a hole for a person's head and shoulders.
A skirt was attached around the outer edge of the disk, reaching to the ground. It, too, was black, and hid the legs and body. A tail hung at the rear end, and, at the front was a mouth with a long beard. The mouth and beard were held out in front on long sticks, and were called ‘snappers,’ or ‘mappers’. The person inside operated the sticks, making the mouth appear to snap open and shut. On his head he wore a conical black hat with red and white ribbons. They moved in a circular motion, whirling and dancing to the music, gay ribbons and bright colours flashing and flapping in the sunlight. As the horses danced, they snapped the mappers at people in the audience. Children squealed in delight, jumping up and down trying to attract a horse's attention. I was completely in awe of this wonderful spectacle, such a happy moment of celebration after the long dreary days in London.
Meanwhile, my actions on one of my visits to the beach brought into question the theory that eating fish improves brainpower. While paddling at the water’s edge, I spotted a jellyfish floating in the water. I didn't know what a jellyfish was, but it looked quite harmless and piqued my curiosity. I scooped it out of the water with both hands and dashed up the beach to show Lily. When she realized what I was holding quickly knocked it from my grasp, and taking me by surprise, she grabbed my hands to see if I'd been stung. If I had, checking my hands would have been quite unnecessary! I learned that day that a jellyfish could give a nasty sting and I should never pick one up again.
Late in the month of June, in Padstow harbour, Ben almost created a D-Day-type calamity when, with slightly too much exuberance, he led the tiny fleet of landing craft toward the beaches at high speed. It resulted in almost swamping local fishing boats and drowning their crews. For a few days, the commandos, and Ben in particular, were not very popular in the village. Our landlord grumbled that the incident caused him to lose some of his fishing gear, not to mention thoroughly soaking him!
*****
It was probably fortunate that the remaining training days in Padstow were numbered. Soon they would be moving on to new duties. The Victor units had not been used in the recent and successful Allied invasion of the Normandy coastline. Obviously, there was no point to continue training for something that was already over. The commandos didn't have to wait long for new orders, and in early July were transferred back to Scotland.
Lord Mountbatten, who had been or was appointed Commander in Chief of the Burma campaign, decided to use his Victor group in the Far East. Ben found himself back in Argyll Scotland, stationed near Inveraray, training for a new campaign against the Japanese.
D-Day was over, but for some reason the village of Padstow remained a restricted area. Lily and I could not leave until we received permission from the Admiralty. It was September before Ben finally received approval to move us to Lowestoft. By the time we arrived, the commando group had completed training in Scotland and were in barracks near Lowestoft. Preparations were well under way for shipping out to the Far East. The men were receiving necessary vaccinations and were issued tropical kits.
The units were due to sail on a troop ship leaving Scotland near the end of September. It gave Lily and Ben a little time together, but left them facing an uncertain future. The war in Europe was drawing to a close, but the Japanese conflict might go on for years, and Ben had no idea how long he would be gone or where he might be stationed. All we knew for sure was he'd be on the other side of the world.
We rented a small, furnished room in a Lowestoft home. Having lost all our belongings in the bombing, it was the best we could manage. For the time being we would be lodgers - not an ideal situation, but our only choice. At the end of September Ben left for Asia.
This was a difficult time for Lily, her husband so far away and who knew for how long. In the past, we’d always moved to be near him, but that was no longer possible. While living in lodgings and deciding what to do next, the war took an unexpected turn for the worse.
On September 8, 1944, in a quiet suburb of London, there was, suddenly and without warning, a tremendous explosion. The BBC radio later reported it had been caused by Germany's latest secret weapon - the V2 missile. Fortunately for us, it came too late in the war to save Germany, or turn the tide, but we could not adequately defend ourselves against this new weapon. Flying at super sonic speed, it was undetectable by radar and too fast to be shot down by fighters or anti-aircraft guns.
Until the Allies overran the last bases in March of 1945, approximately 1,100 V2 missiles were launched against England. More than half fell short of London, but from those that reached their target, 2,224 people died, with thousands more injured.
The V2s notwithstanding, I found myself with much more immediate and pressing matter. I was about to start school. Lily had actually tried to enrol me at the school in Padstow, but the headmistress thought it best to wait until we moved. Her decision was wise: Just days after school began we received permission to move to Lowestoft.
My destiny was upon me, and I wasn't excited at the prospects of going to school. One disadvantage of always moving was never having an opportunity to make lasting friendships with other children. Consequently, I was entering this first school in Lowestoft as a complete stranger. I was also starting a couple of weeks later than everyone else. It didn't make for a very good beginning, and left me anxious and nervous.
Monday morning Lily took me to the local school board office to register. There, she was directed to take me to a primary school on High Street. They would call ahead to inform the headmistress to expect us. Turning on to High Street at a brisk pace, we spotted the school across the road, on the corner. Having sustained much bomb damage through the long years of war it looked like a derelict building. There was no sign of children in the playgrounds; obviously classes had already started. I was late - not a good start for my first day.
To make matters worse, a teacher was standing in the middle of the empty playground looking in our direction. Dressed as she was in clothes appearing to have come from the last century, to me she looked absolutely terrifying. She stood erect in a stiff military posture, wearing black boots with matching leather leggings. They were tightly laced, and they disappeared below a long black skirt. Her arms were behind her back, where she held a thin bamboo cane.
The cane was shaped like a walking stick, but much thinner. A black jacket buttoned from the waist to her throat completed the ensemble. Her grey hair was pulled tightly back and tied in a bun. Thick horn rimmed glasses perched on the tip of a pointed nose. There was no trace of makeup, and no hint of a smile on her face. The only thing I thought missing from her outfit was the SS emblem and a Swastika armband.
Lily appeared intimidated, too, as she nervously introduced me and apologized for being late. The headmistress barely acknowledging her turned to me with a barrage of questions. Fortunately, Lily answered for me, so scared I had been rendered speechless. Lily was directed to the school office to fill out the required forms. I was grasped firmly by my right arm and led down a dim and gloomy corridor. The walls of the hallway were cracked and pealing, and ceiling plaster had fallen, leaving large holes. Many boarded up windows caused the gloomy interior. This school was in serious need of repair. Marching through these bleak surroundings, I imagined myself in Gestapo headquarters.
Finally arriving at a classroom, I was introduced to another teacher. Thankfully, she was younger, nicer, and dressed in a more customary style. Thus, my education began. I quickly fit in and began to enjoy this new phase in my life. With so many classrooms having suffered bomb damage - some so badly damaged they were considered unsafe and not in use – the school was overcrowded. To alleviate the classroom shortage, an old aircraft was parked in a corner of the playground with its wings and engines long since removed. At one time, I think, it had been a civilian passenger plane. I never had an opportunity to see inside; it was strictly used by senior classes only, and, still retaining a fear of the headmistress, I never joined other children to sneak a peak inside.
*****
Walking to school each day, I passed a shop window displaying a fabulous handmade jeep complete with its own garage. I often stopped for a brief moment to admire this beautiful toy. Having lost everything in Seven Kings, I had no toys. Lily walked me to school and met me again in the afternoons. I tried to stop her at the shop window in an attempt to interest her in the jeep, and I'd ask if she thought Father Christmas might bring me one. But always I received the same answer: ‘who knows what you might get if you're good.’
By mid-December, Lily was aware she was pregnant, and immediately a much greater dilemma loomed over us. With Ben gone, expecting a baby, looking after me, and living in a furnished room were hardly practical. Options were limited, however. Possibly, we could have moved in with Ben's parents, but that was probably a last resort. The only other option was to return home to Belfast. With Christmas almost upon us, Lily decided for the moment to remain in Lowestoft. She wrote to Ben telling him the good news, and no doubt to seek his advice. She also sent a letter to Pop exploring his feelings about the two of us returning to Northumberland Street. Mail in wartime was very slow, so she had to patiently await answers to both letters.
On December 25th I awoke at the crack of dawn to find that fabulous Jeep and garage waiting for me by the fireplace. The same jeep I had eyed in the shop window for so long was mine at last. Christmas morning of 1944 was indeed a very happy time. I had no inkling of the disaster looming over my life, or the events that would shatter everything I believed.
Just a few days after Christmas, the postman delivered a parcel. It was wrapped in brown paper and secured with string; it had at least a dozen foreign stamps above the address. A thrill of excitement ran through me as Lily placed the mysterious package on the kitchen table. Looking back many years later, I often think of the song ‘Brown Paper Packages Tied Up With String’. In 1944, it was, without a doubt, one of my favourite things.
The parcel was from Ben, now stationed in India, and had taken almost three months to reach us. Opening it was very exciting, just like Christmas all over again. Lily began removing the string and paper, careful to save both items for later reuse. Under the wrapping was a large, square biscuit tin with an oval shaped lid. Using a knife to pry it open, she revealed a banana, the first I had even seen or tasted. The skin was black rather than yellow, which I knew from pictures that bananas were supposed to be. It was overripe it was almost beyond use, and the best Lily could do was to spread it on two slices of bread.
Small details like this didn't bother me. A banana was still a banana, and regardless of the colour, it tasted delicious. There were also two very mouldy oranges, so green and smelly we had to throw them out, and two 1/4 lb. packages of Indian tea, which Lily was delighted to find. Unable to remember the last time she'd tasted a real cup of tea, she immediately put the kettle on. Also enclosed were some silk material, thread and needles, a can of meat, and a jar of jam.
‘Wow!’ I thought - this was even better than Christmas Day. Opening the parcel was a happy event, and one I'm sure cheered Lily up, perhaps helping her forget her problems, if only for a brief moment. Smiling, she settled down with a cup of tea to read Ben's enclosed letter.
*****
At the end of January 1945, Lily made the decision to travel home to Belfast and remain there until her baby was born. It was a decision that would have a lasting and disastrous impact on me creating a situation from which I would never completely recover. Everything I had accepted until this moment as family and normalcy was about to come crashing down, and, forever, my life would be different and irreparably damaged. With Christmas barely over, I was leaving my first school and, sadly, saying goodbye to teacher and classmates. I found myself once again travelling on a crowded train and boat across the rough and cold Irish Sea.
We stepped off the ship onto Donegal Quay in the early dawn of a miserable and wet winter morning. We walked to the city centre lugging with us our few possessions. Tired and dirty, we boarded a bus going up the Shankill Road. I was too tired to object to remaining on the lower deck. We got off the bus at the corners of Agnes and Northumberland streets. It was the first day of February 1945, and upon entering the house at 53 Northumberland Street would be a very significant moment in my life. I was about to meet my father, brother, and sister - a family I had long since forgotten.
A Time of Confusion
The most stunning revelation was learning that Lily is not my mother but rather my sister. At six years of age, my life had become very complicated. Only three years old when Lily took me to Scotland, I was too young to retain lasting memories. Therefore I had no recollection of my father, brothers, sisters, or home, and I had grown up believing Lily and Ben were my parents. I had no memory of my mother's death.
Suddenly in utter confusion, I found myself with many unanswered questions, and unsure where to place my loyalties. Should I answer to my father, to Lily, or both? Concerning my brother and sister, it was wonderful to be reunited with them. Jim and Anna hadn't forgotten me, and were delighted to have their little brother home. They fussed over me and competed for my attention, which were a marvellous feeling and a whole new experience. But I was confused by their actions and the things they wanted me to do.
On one occasion, Pop gave Jim money to take Anna and me to the Shankill Road for ice cream. I indicated I should ask my Mum if I was allowed to go, and they both shrieked in surprise.
‘Lily's not you’re Mum, Eric! She is your sister,’ they said. They patiently explained that Pop had just said it was okay, and he was my Dad, but this was the difficulty confusion? I faced again and again. I was never sure who to obey or seek permission from. I didn't want Jim or Anna to think I didn't believe them, yet I couldn't shake the need to check with Lily.
Generally, living in Belfast was a good experience. Jim, so clever and wise, fast became my idol. He invented games and told great stories, and he let me walk him to school each morning, just a couple of streets behind our house. I wasn’t allowed to enter the playground, so I walked as far as the school gate, and then left him to return home alone. I was still waiting to start a new school, and secretly hoped it would be the same one Jim attended. Lily said she had to find a primary school close enough so I could walk on my own. I was unaware, but her pregnancy was beginning to slow her down, and walking was becoming difficult. This may indeed have been her reason for waiting; however, I think she had other reasons that I wasn't privy to - not that I would have understood them, in any case.
Lily was acting very oddly, deferring to Pop and fussing over him when he came in from work. I was still trying to gain the courage to call her Lily like everyone else. I rarely used the term Mum anymore, which didn't appear to anger her. I thought that soon I would begin calling her Lily, just like Jim and Anna. Lily's purpose and reason for treating Pop so nice soon became apparent. Her main issue was the size of the house. It had been fine when only three people lived there. Pop had the larger front bedroom all to himself, while Jim and Anna each had a single bed in the back bedroom. Our arrival complicated matters, causing rather cramped conditions in the back room. I suspect Pop did not offer, nor had any intentions of offering, to give up his bedroom. In the smaller back room, Jim and Anna shared a single bed, sleeping head to toe, while Lily used the other bed. I was still small enough to fit in anywhere, and chose to sleep with Jim and Anna. Every night was a competition as they tried to persuade me to sleep at their end of the bed. Jim usually won because of his talent to tell stories; in fact, most nights we all ended up at the same end. A master story and joke teller, he regaled us each night with his wit. I was so often in stitches laughing I couldn't get to sleep. These many years later, I still recall some of those funny bedtime jokes.
One story he told was about a little boy getting ready for church. His mother was baking currant squares, and the boy asked if he could have one. The mother said yes, but told him not to eat it until after the service. He put the square in his pocket, and off he went to church. During the sermon the minister said in a very loud voice, ‘God is everywhere’. The little boy looked up and said, ‘I hope he's not in my pocket eating my currant square!’
The next joke had to be explained to me, but once I understood it I almost fell off the crowded bed laughing. A man was flying over London, and needed to use to the toilet. He asked the stewardess where the toilet was located.
‘I'm very sorry,’ she replied ‘there isn't one on the plane. You will have to use this tin can.’
‘That's no good,’ the man replied, ‘I need number two’.
‘Oh, in that case, sir, you will have to stick your bum out of a porthole’.
Just as he was doing this, the plane was passing over Buckingham Palace. The King, standing on a balcony, looked up and said to the Queen,
‘Look, my dear, there's Winston Churchill looking out of that aeroplane.’
The Queen replied ‘Yes, I see him, dear, he never goes anywhere without that cigar in his mouth’.
Being reunited with my brother and sister was wonderful; life was good and I was very happy,
But still troubled by questions about my family. It was hard for me to think of Pop as my father, given that until very recently, he had been a complete stranger to me. And I struggled to not think of Lily as my sister. I grappled to understand how all this upheaval of returning to Belfast would affect me later in life.
More immediately, however, as February gave way to March, I had yet to start school, and I was soon to discover why.
One morning, I was told that we were moving to a bigger house, a few streets away. Apparently, this had been Lily's plan all along and was probably the reason she was being so nice to Pop. She had intentionally waited before starting me in a school until she knew where we were going to live. We moved everything on a weekend, though with the little furniture we owned it wasn’t a major operation. My sister May and her husband Cookie came over to give us a hand. Cookie rented a horse and cart, and with this we moved all the heavy items such as beds and chairs. The rest of us walked the short distance carrying what we could. May pushed a pram with the twins inside, and explained that I was their uncle – which confused me because I thought I had to be a grown-up to be an uncle!
The new parlour house was in Bedeque Street, which ran between the Crumlin and Old Park Roads. Outside our front door was an air raid shelter, no longer needed nevertheless a novelty to me for there had been none on Northumberland Street. The city shelters had brick walls and a concrete slab roof, an entrance at each end, and a blast wall. They were very different from the Anderson shelters I was so used to. The war in Europe was almost over, Germany was too busy defending herself to bomb us, and we were well beyond the range of doodlebugs. I soon discovered the unused shelter was in a dreadful state of neglect. In the dark interior it was easy to step on a dead cat, discarded rubbish or worse.
Our new home had more space, but also a more costly rent. Lily and Pop reached an agreement to share the extra cost between them. Pop further agreed to allow Lily to have Ben's name on the rent book. By doing this he effectively gave Lily total control of the house. She, in return, agreed to keep house, cook and clean, and generally look after the family. For the rest of us little changed: Jim still walked to school, Pop and Anna caught a bus to work, and within the week I was in a new school. Starting a second term late was like starting school all over again. Strangely, the only thing I remember about my brief time in this school was learning to be quiet enough to hear a pin drop. I’m not sure of the purpose, but it was my teacher's favourite exercise.
*****
One evening, Jim showed me how to make a double-decker bus out of an empty Swift brand matchbox. Pop saved him all the empty match boxes from work. First, he drew wheels and windows on each side of the box, and the engine grille and windshield on the front. Then, using a glossy, hardcover book as the road, he placed the buses at the top, and as he tilted the book downward, they slid down the length of the cover. The first one to reach the bottom was the winner.
Some days later, I was delighted to find an empty matchbox in the street, and quickly turned into my own bus. When Jim arrived home, I challenged him to a race. We set our two buses evenly at the top of the book, and then began the tilt. Jim's bus slid down the cover to easily win, while mine remained at the top, never budging. Jim, having discovered why, was in stitches laughing: I'd drawn my bus upside down, so the emery striker, which should have been the roof, was on the bottom and, of course, prevented the bus from sliding.
Another of Jim's great inventions was making paratroopers with tin soldiers. Using a handkerchief as the parachute, he tied four equal lengths of string to each corner, and attached them to the soldier. Balling the handkerchief up in his hand, he heaved high into the air, and as it returned to earth it opened like a parachute. Sometimes when Lily was out, we used the front bedroom window and threw the parachutes even higher. To add fun to this game, Jim drew areas on the pavement to represent Germany, France, and Britain. If my soldier landed in Germany, he became a prisoner of war. I was never sure which country I had landed on since I was still unable to read.
Jim was never without a funny story or joke to tell me. One I fondly remember was an unfortunate story about his best friend, Danny Fulton. The Fultons lived four doors down from us, at 61 Northumberland Street. Apparently, one evening, after taking a bath, Danny stepped out of the tub and stood with his backside to the fire. Stepping backward to be closer to the heat, he stumbled on the hearth rail and sat his bare buttocks squarely on the hot coals. Pop laughed so hard when he heard this story that he almost choked on his pipe. Jim said Danny sat down very quickly, but apparently nothing compared to how quickly he stood again. Pop said he was trying to imagine the sight of a naked boy shrieking and hopping around the kitchen with his rear end aglow! We all laughed even harder, but I don't suppose poor Danny found it very funny!
Many evenings, after supper we sat around the fireplace, talking. Pop often had stories about the bakery; he especially liked talking about his friend ‘John the Bap’. He told me he had been so nicknamed because he made ‘baps,’ which are bread rolls. Pop worked in the flour room, so I asked if they called him ‘Pop the flour.’ I wanted to know if all the bakers had funny names, which led Jim to pipe up, ‘Most bakers make loaves of bread, and are called loafers’. This set off another round of laughter.
Two weeks later, on a Sunday afternoon, Pop took me to Ewarts Row to meet my grandmother. This was the one and only time I ever met her; unfortunately, she died a few years later. When we entered the kitchen, she was sitting in a rocking chair by an old iron coal stove. She had a shawl wrapped around her shoulders, and looked very Irish. She'd never bothered to have gas installed, and still relied on candles and oil lamps. The stove was her only source of heat and she used it for all her cooking needs. She was dressed in a long black skirt, or it might have been a dress - it was difficult to tell as it was mostly hidden under the thick wool shawl. Her long grey hair was tied back in a bun, and she appeared to be quite tiny. Her outfit was typical of the style and fashion of elderly ladies of that era.
*****
When I returned home later that day Jim was waiting for me in the parlour. The radio was on and buzzing with speculation about Hitler. The Russian Army had surrounded Berlin, and soon the war would be over. Nobody was sure of Hitler's whereabouts; there was much speculation that he had fled Berlin. Listening to the radio, we realized he was the world’s most wanted man. Suddenly Jim decided it would be fun to make me look like Hitler. Damping down my hair, he combed it over my eyes just like Hitler. Then, he stuck his fingers up the chimney for soot to give me a moustache. Then, he began goose-stepping around the room, giving the Nazi salute and mimicking Hitler making a ranting speech. Always attempting to emulate my brother, I did my own impression of Hitler and the German language, and I must have sounded funny because Jim stopped marching and was rolling around in laughter!
By then, the war almost over and, reunited with my family, I was experiencing the time of my life. I was totally unaware, therefore, of the changed atmosphere within our new home. Lily was no longer fussing over Pop, and she often quarrelled with Anna. Neither Jim nor I were old enough to feel or understand the mounting tension, or to realize that it was about to explode. What actually occurred at this point on Bedeque Street remains unclear, for I had difficulty reconstructing the facts. The only two people still alive who were there when the trouble erupted were Anna and myself; I didn’t witness what happened - I was probably in bed or at school, and Anna was reluctant to talk about it, and what she did tell me was in direct conflict with Ben Cook’s version.
He, of course, was on the other side of the world at the time, so his version had to have come from Lily. Whatever the cause, Pop, Jim, and Anna moved out of the house abruptly. When I discovered they were gone, Lily refused to give me an explanation, but I clearly recall that she was very angry and agitated. What triggered the row is that someone’s face was slapped. I have heard it was Pop who slapped Lily, or Lily who slapped Anna. I still don’t know which is the truth, but I can say with certainty that in all the years I knew my father, I never witnessed him striking any of his children.
Lily, on the other hand, struck me around the ears and legs more times than I care to remember. She had a violent temper, and was probably not thinking rationally when she ordered them out of the house. There was little my father could have done but leave carrying what few things he could manage. What happened to the furniture he left behind is also a mystery. The morning following the incident, I came down to find Lily alone in the kitchen. I didn’t find this unusual since Pop and Anna had usually gone to work before I got up. I did wonder where Jim was, but sensing Lily’s bad mood I was afraid to ask. I ate my breakfast, and quickly headed off to school. When I returned home that afternoon, I waited in the street for my brother, by suppertime it was obvious he wasn't coming, and I wondered why.
Finally going indoors, I mustered the courage to ask Lily where he was. Still angry, she said they had all gone for good, and we were going to live on our own. That was the only explanation she offered. Her black mood scared me from asking why, or where they'd gone, and when I opened my mouth to ask another question, she snapped, ‘Little boys should be seen and not heard.’ That ended the conversation, and I would never learn what actually took place on that fateful night.
We often say things in the heat of an argument that we later live to regret. That was certainly the case for Lily, and her angry outburst resulted in serious problems. Now by herself, she could no longer manage the house, look after me, have a baby, and pay the rent. She was back in a situation similar to the one we had just left behind in Lowestoff. I’m unsure of what took place next, but I do know that Lily was very fortunate when Aunt Cassie, my mother’s younger sister, agreed to me in. Lily was almost eight months pregnant - certainly not a good time to be alone. It appears she moved in with her friend Lizzie Adair.
Aunt Cassie`s family lived on Manor Drive, just off the Old Park Road. It was too far for me to continue at my present school, so she arranged for me to enrol in the same school as my cousin Denis. It would be my third school in my first year of schooling - not a good start.
.
*****
After leaving Bedeque Street, Pop and Jim moved in with my grandmother, on Ewarts Row. As there wasn’t room for Anna there, she went to live with May and Cookie. Basically, Jim and Anna had disappeared from my life, and I had no idea why they had gone. I couldn't visit them and didn't dare ask Lily what had happened. Aunt Cassie, certainly aware of what had taken place, but was always tactful when I asked. She told me not to worry, that I'd soon see them again, but never said where or when. Once again I had to quickly adapt to many changes and another new school at a time when I was in turmoil and utterly confused. If Pop was my father, then why wasn't I allowed to see him? If Jim and Anna were family, why couldn't I be with them? I could not understand the sudden separation, and no adult offered me an explanation.
Fortunately, my cousin Denis, a few months older than me, helped to compensate for losing Jim, and we quickly became good friends, enjoying each other’s company. In the street, his friends soon became my friends, and still just a little boy, I was left with no choice but to accept my present situation and make the best of it.
*****
On May 8, 1945, Germany surrendered, and all Britain celebrated. The war in Europe was over. No more gas masks to be worn, and soon rationing would be eased. Perhaps we'd see toffee and sweets again? It seemed the whole city turned out to celebrate - flags were everywhere, and people danced in the streets, singing and cheering. I must confess, most of these celebrations were lost on me. Having only lived in a time of war, I didn't immediately realize or appreciate the effects of peace.
Meanwhile, living with Aunt Cassie and Uncle Willie was very good. Aunt Cassie was a gentle and kind person, and she treated me just like she did Denis. In fact, she became a major influence in my life. Answering to her held no complications, unlike answering to Lily.
I didn’t see much of Lily during this time she too had disappeared from my life. I still remained unsure of how to address her, was it Mum or Lily?. I didn't want to call her Mum any more - after all, she was my sister. I also wanted to change my name to Rodgers, the same as Jim. When meeting other aunts and uncles, I was always introduced as ‘Tommy Rodgers’ wee boy.’
Denis seemed to lead such an uncomplicated life compared to mine. I often wished he were my brother; that would make Aunt Cassie my mother. I told myself that my mother had been exactly like Aunt Cassie, and, in bed at night I'd sometimes pretend she wanted me to stay and become a member of her family. I yearned for a sense of permanence and love, a family filled with warmth and security. The first years of my life had been reasonably uncomplicated, even considering the difficult wartime conditions. But around the age of six, I began to understand things, and that created questions and discontent. It was clear that returning to Belfast had caused me unending problems and confusion. But how was I to realize how gravely the war and the loss of my mother had contributed to my situation?
Certainly the war had been the most devastating in the history of the world, but I could hardly be held accountable for it. Yet, it appears it had become a convenient excuse for decisions made about my future. My education, already suffering, appears to have been a low priority, and the knowledge of the truth about my family guaranteed that, from that moment on, living with Lily would be difficult. It was impossible for me to ever think of her again as a parent and mother.
For the moment, though, my world with Aunt Cassie was happy. I was young and too busy to spend my days in depression. I had my cousin Denis to keep me company, and that was great; it was summer and school was out. We played football in the street with our gang, and on Saturday mornings – the best times of all - Aunt Cassie gave us money to go to the matinee at the Park cinema. The picture house was within walking distance, at the top of the Old Park Road. We were cowboy crazy which was easy to understand since, at the time, cowboys were kings of the silver screen. Roy Rogers and Gene Autry were the most popular, though not always favoured by their young audiences.
We became upset with their constant serenading of girls in every movie. Loud boos erupted every time there was singing; we just couldn't understand why they ruined a film with stupid girl stuff. Tom Mix or Hop-along Cassidy never behaved in that manner; they didn't sing, or own guitars. They used six-shooters to catch bad guys and put them in jail!
At noon, when the film ended, hoards of kids spewed from the exits pretending to be cowboys, mounted on our imaginary steeds, with imaginary six-shooters strapped to our hips. Our posse galloped off down the left hand side of the Old Park Road, slapping our horses’ rumps as we went. Actually, the right cheek of my bum doubled as my horse’s rump. Two of us would move ahead, becoming the bad guys, and the remainder, acting as the posse, gave chase.
At full gallop, we raced down the road shooting over our shoulders at the pursuing cowboys. The gun was my right-hand forefinger and thumb. Sometimes I had twin six-guns, and used both hands. Once we gained a lead, we would look for places to hide and ambush the posse. Some houses along the road had small front gardens with shrubs or bushes. They usually had a foot-high brick wall, which, before the war, had wrought iron railings.
The iron had long since been salvaged and turned into bombs or weapons, and with the railings gone, it was easy to hop into a garden and hide behind a bush. Then, at the right moment, we would leap out and shoot up the unsuspecting posse. Surely such imaginary cowboys should have been hired by Hollywood; we were the finest actors on the street. We were masters at dying from gun shot wounds, and everyone dramatically tried to outdo the other. Each death followed a similar pattern: First I would be hit. Then, clutching my stomach, agony spreading across my face, I would slowly sink to my knees.
Not finished yet, however, in a superhuman effort I would raise my gun one final time. But right as I would be about to fire, the gun slides from my hand, and I would slowly fall forward, dead by the time I hit the ground. Seconds later, I would jump up to be applauded for my amazing performance. Then, assuming the role of yet another gunfighter, we started all over again.
During one of these running gun battles I received my first lesson in Irish religion. In Ulster, religion is best described as Roman Catholic or Protestant, ‘Micks’ or ‘Prods,’ ‘Fenians’ or ‘Orangemen.’ Since the question had not arisen before, I was never sure which I was. I was probably the same as Denis, but didn't know which he was either. Hopefully, it was the right one.
In any case, the religious question arose as I was looking for a better place to hide. When I suggested we cross over to the other side of the road, someone quickly pointed out that that was the Fenian side! Not wanting to appear stupid, I said ‘Oh, yes, er... you're right… I...er... forgot,’ thus saving myself from serious embarrassment.
*****
On June 25, 1945, Roy was born. I was ushered into the bedroom to meet my new brother. Babies held no interest for me, and besides, he wasn't my brother. I was his uncle if what May had told me was true. I was his uncle because Lily was my sister. Quite unimpressed by the whole affair, I left hurriedly. No one even noticed my disinterested departure, busy as they were fussing over the new baby. The bedroom reverberated with Ooh’s and Aah’s, compliments, smiling, kissing, hugging and handshaking. No wonder I escaped so fast. Years later, I discovered that Roy wasn't his name; it was Robert Samuel, after Ben's father. Lily didn't relish the idea of her son becoming a Bobby or a Sammy, and insisted on Roy.
It never occurred to anyone that I might have a problem accepting Roy as a brother. This was another of the many complications that were to become part of my life. There was no one I could question or seek reassurance from. I hesitated to ask Aunt Cassie; she was so taken by the baby that I was afraid it might upset her. Of the many questions, there was one in particular that puzzled me a great deal. I didn't understand where Roy came from. I knew I'd been found under a cabbage, but we had no garden or cabbages here. I didn't know anyone in Belfast who owned a garden. Wherever Roy came from, it would remain a mystery to me. I couldn't resolve it, Denis didn't know, and nor did our friends in the street. I bet that Jim would have known, but I couldn't ask him. Finally, I did the sensible thing: I forgot the question, and got on with life.
Through June and July the weather was good, and Denis and I spent most of our time outside. We played football in the street and followed our cowboy routines each Saturday mornings. Then, like most young boys, we soon got bored, and started looking for new things to do.
There were bombs sites all across the city, buildings destroyed during the air raids, and now, wide open spaces. Many had been cleared up but were not yet declared safe by the city, and Aunt Cassie issued strict instructions for us to stay away from such areas. She had good reason to warn us; they were dangerous places. There was always the possibility of an unexploded bomb, broken glass and other sharp objects hidden in the rubble. Of course, this was just the sort of adventure we were looking for. One morning, our gang headed for a bombsite near the Old Park Road. We told Aunt Cassie we were going to play football in a local schoolyard.
There were six of us in the gang - not really a gang, just the kids from our street. We were very excited as we anticipated what we might find on the bombsite. Sometimes, broken toys, jewellery, or other interesting things could be uncovered. The site we selected had been there since very early in the war. Already well picked over, it offered little chances of finding anything. When we reached the site, another gang had already laid claim to it. Immediately it was decided that they were Fenians, and we began yelling for them to clear out of our territory.
A boy hurled a brick in our direction and quickly we retreated to cover. It happened to be bin day, and dustbins where set out along both sides of the street, waiting to be emptied. One boy came up with the great idea of pinching the lids off the bins and using them as shields. Lids were ideally suited to this purpose: Round, roughly 2-feet in diameter, and a handle in the middle, they made for a perfect shield. Now, adequately armoured, we sneaked back and launched a surprise attack on the enemy, showering them with bits of brick and rubble, and gaining a foothold. It was their turn to make a hasty retreat, and we stood in the centre of the site, cheering our great victory. It was short lived however, as they soon reappeared with their own shields. The battle continued at a steady pace, rocks and stones hurtling back and forth. Inevitably, someone was bound to get hurt: Denis miss-timed a piece of flying brick and was struck on the side of his head. Besides drawing blood, it also drew a piercing scream.
The battle was over, and both sides quickly disappeared. I took Denis home to Aunt Cassie and lied that he'd cut his head playing football. It was a just a little lie, which was accepted without question.
Some years later, I learned in history of a small band of Spartans marching to defend Thermopylae Pass against invading Persian armies. The illustration in the history book reminded me of our bombsite battle years earlier. Spartans used large round shields and swords; we had used large round bin lids and bricks. The Spartans however, knew whom they were fighting. We never knew if the other boys were actually Fenians or not.
*****
As July 12 approached, we prepared for the annual William of Orange celebrations. I was about to learn a few more lessons in the bigotry of Irish religion and politics.
The air raid shelters in the city, while waiting to be demolished, has been sealed off with the installation of wooden gates to keep the public from using them as dump sites. The gates quickly disappeared, however, as teenagers gathered wood for the street bonfires held on the night of the eleventh. At the end of our street, there was a dummy hanging from a corner lamppost, apparently destined to be cast upon the fire during the celebrations. I was vaguely aware of a similar event that took place in England on November 5 each year, but having no idea who this dummy represented, I asked a member of our knowledgeable gang. I was told it was De Valera, whoever he was. I was no wiser for it, but didn't risk asking anymore questions. They already thought me a bit dumb, but were mostly forgiving, saying I'd lived in England too long.
I was slowly and carefully being conditioned in Protestant beliefs and thinking. Older and wiser now, I consider Eamon De Valera one of Ireland’s great leaders and statesman. In those distant times, however, Irish history was never taught in the public school system. Bigotry, of course, was not a stranger in England, though the emphasis was rarely on religion. British school children were taught to believe themselves superior to other races, particularly Negro races. The method of teaching was subtle, and it took many years before I questioned it. For some, it would never be questioned in a lifetime.
One example was a common nursery rhyme widely used by children when picking sides for a game. It was similar to the well known ‘One potato, two potato’ method, and it went as follows:
‘Eanie Meanie Minie Moe, catch the nigger by his toe. If he hollers, let him go, Eanie Meanie Minie Moe’.
This wasn't some rhyme we just happened to make up while playing. Rather, it was learned from published children's nursery books. I recall a glossy, coloured picture of a little Negro boy trying to escape from happy, laughing children, hanging onto his toe. This little boy was depicted as rather simple, with big wide eyes, large grinning teeth and a mop of fuzzy hair. There were many other examples, which at the time seemed innocent and natural, and I accepted them as being right. The Robertson Jam Company, for instance, made a popular brand known as ‘Golliwog’ Jam. The jar featured a little black doll on the label. The same Golly Wog dolls were available in toyshops and they were similar to a rag doll except for a black face and frizzy hair. I often heard adults referring to natives of Africa and other similar lands as Wogs. Typical ‘Boys Adventure’ books often featured big game hunters as heroes surrounded by happy smiling little coloured boys carrying their equipment.
Films mostly made in America followed the same theme. Negroes were always portrayed as railway porters or silly grinning maids - never in starring roles, or as heroes. Nor were they ever featured as having much intelligence. In this type of environment, children grew up believing such things were acceptable, and were unaware of the underlying racial nature.
*****
Summer ended and I returned to school for my second year. I thought I was doing well and learning fast. Of course, my teacher may not have agreed. By then I could read, perhaps on a limited basis, and it opened up a new and fascinating world. I could understand posters and signs, and knew what picture was showing at a given cinema. I could find the ‘Men's’ toilet without help. However, if it said ‘Gentlemen,’ I might have had a problem.
I was settled, happy attending school and living with Aunt Cassie. I didn't see a lot of Lily, who was busy looking after Roy. I noticed his feeding times were a rather strange and secret ritual, and Denis and I were always ushered out of the room, never permitted to see him eat. We could not understand why, and no one offered an explanation.
Then, in October my life was once more turned upside down. Lily informed me that we were returning to England to live with Ben's parents. It was the last thing I wanted hear. I was content living in Belfast. My memory of England was bombs and nights spent in shelters. Explaining to me that the war was over didn't help matters. I simply didn't want to leave Aunt Cassie or my friends.
But Ben's parents were anxious to see their new grandson, and had invited Lily to stay with them until Ben returned from the Far East. The war with Japan was over, and he was expected home soon. Living with Ben's parents had never gone smoothly and I suspected it would be no better this time. I doubted Lily was keen on it, but she had little choice. It would have been unfair to Ben; his parents had a right to see their first grandson, and would have been extremely upset had she refused to come.
So, with no control over my fate, I found myself, once again, leaning on the guardrail of a Liverpool night steamer. As the ship headed into the Irish Sea, I stood alone watching the cold, green-blue water race along the hull. In my pocket I felt for my favourite toy soldier, one of Jim's paratroopers. I took it out, and then hesitantly held it over the water. He had no parachute this time, but it didn't matter. In a symbolic act of sadness, I dropped him into the sea. My soldier would not have to go to England. Then, I looked for a quiet and secluded place to hide and cry.
But I told the Truth
We arrived late the following afternoon at Gasper, the home of Ben's parents. What a fuss his mother and sisters made over Roy! They all wanted to hold him at the same time, talking silly baby talk, saying what a beautiful boy he was, how big he was, how proud his daddy would be. Lovely baby, pretty boy, Grandma's little man, on and on it went. Me? I don't think anyone noticed I was there. Certainly nobody said how nice I looked, or how much I'd grown. No one asked if I was hungry or tired after the long journey. I imagined myself invisible, or perhaps wished I could be invisible. I didn't like this old house it had no electricity - just oil lamps and candles. The toilet was outside at the back of the garden, and I was afraid to use it after dark.
Walking through the eerie shadows was too scary. Fortunately, there was a chamber pot under the bed, and it was my job to empty it each morning, a chore I found very embarrassing. Instead of a bathroom, we had a large water jug and a bowl sitting on the dresser. The bedroom was freezing in the mornings, and using the icy water from the jug just made me colder. I didn't dare complain, or I'd be told I was soft and didn't know real hardship.
A few days after our arrival, Ben’s mother said I must to go to school. She rarely ever used my name, mostly referring to me as the boy, or that boy. I hated it. Aunt Cassie had always used my name. Lily was under pressure, too, and was aware that neither of us was welcome. In turn, the pressure on her was usually passed on to me, and I tried hard not to do anything to aggravate the situation.
There was a one-room school next door, and the eldest sister took me there. Her name was Theresa, and I had the impression she didn't like me any more than her mother did. The younger sister Valerie acted as if I didn't exist. Ben's father was the only person to show me kindness. He seemed to like me, and we got along well. He took time to explain about the things growing in the garden. I was fascinated by the many strange plants and quickly discovered I liked eating the sweet peas right off the vines. However, it wasn't long before I landed in trouble with Ben's mother for doing this.
On the weekend, Ben's dad took me along with him on the horse and cart. Out in the lane, he even allowed me to hold the reins. I helped him with chores around the farm where he worked at least I thought I was helping. Only in these few brief moments did I felt any sense of happiness or belonging.
In the back garden of the house, there was an old van tucked into the hedge that was used as a tool shed. On the side panels I could see faded ‘Brook Bond Tea’ signs. The van was very interesting, and I was anxious to see into the front half. The cab was buried the thick bushes, but I managed to worm my way through, only to be disappointed. Where I expected to find a steering wheel and cab there was nothing. My plans of playing in the front part and pretending to drive it were dashed.
*****
On Monday morning, I started in the little one room school. The teacher agreed to take me in on a trial basis. She wanted to first assess my level of education before confirming anything permanent. This teacher, apparently, had a low opinion of the Irish education system, and suspected that my academic skills were far below her standards. But upon seeing her classroom, I concluded that local standards didn't even come close to those of my last school. In Belfast, we had at least used notepaper and pencils to write with. I now found myself using a slate board and chalk. The teacher seemed as ancient as the school, and was very set in her ways. I was not destined to last more than that first week in this school.
On Friday afternoon, my final day, everyone was given an assignment to draw an object in the classroom. I enjoyed drawing and showed a remarkable talent in my sketches. With slate board and chalk I wasn't quite so adept, but nevertheless, this seemed an ideal opportunity to impress my teacher. I had the feeling that, so far, she didn't think much of my achievements. I scanned the room, looking around for a suitable object to draw.
Then, I hit upon the brilliant idea of drawing a picture of her. I decided on a head-and-shoulders portrait since there wasn't room for more on the slate. When she came around to inspect our finished projects, she took one look at mine and told me to remain after school. What had I done? She rang the bell and everyone raced out, while I remained at my desk. She picked up my slate, marched me home by the arm, and showed Ben's mother what I had drawn. I knew she wasn't impressed, but had no idea why she was so upset. I had done as instructed, drawing something in the classroom. It was surely harmless, but obviously not considered so by my teacher. Ben's mother and Lily were shown the offending drawing, and they sent me to bed without supper. Apparently, I had somehow been rude, but I was bemused by the affair: I sat on my bed, trying to figure out what I'd done wrong.
That was my last day in the one-room schoolhouse. I'm sure it was due to my drawing rather than my level of education. Whatever the reason, the following Monday I was about to start in yet another school. I had now reached a grand total of five schools in barely two years of pursuing an education.
My next school was near the village of Bonham and about a mile or so from the Cook residence. Lily had to walk with me each morning, and meet me in the afternoon. I was still a little young to be let go that far alone as I didn't know the district and could easily have become lost. At the bottom of the lane and near the house was a small lake, and I had to cross over it via a narrow bridge. Close to the bridge was a hole in the water - well, it looked like a hole to me.
In fact, it was an overflow system built from bricks and forming a large circle about eight feet deep. The top of the hole was level with the lake water, and if the water was high it spilled into the overflow. I was mesmerized by this hole, always thinking I might fall in and never get out. The system had been built by Sir Henry Hoare to prevent flooding at the bridge. On the railing was a brass plaque in memory of his son, who had been killed in the war.
The Sunday prior to starting my new school we accompanied the Cooks to mass at the Bonham Parish Church. I quickly became aware this was a Catholic church. Oh boy! If my friends from the Old Park Road could have seen me then! They'd call me a Fenian and maybe hang me from the nearest lamppost like a De Valera effigy.
I'd attended church several times, but never a Catholic service, and I found the experience totally foreign. The church must have been built during the period of stonemasons and cutters, maybe 16th Century. It was in the typical style of churches from that period, certainly built before the use of bricks, and to me it looked to be hundreds of years old.
On passing through the entrance, my first impression was how cold and dank the interior was. I had difficulty adjusting my eyes to the semi darkness and I squinted to see. Everywhere, strange shadows weaved to and fro from the flickering candlelight. The church had no electricity, only candles, and lots of them. The floor appeared similar to the walls, tiled with large grey flagstones. The centre aisle was worn in an uneven pattern from thousands of feet treading their way to the pews down through the centuries. Just beyond the altar hung a life size statue of Jesus nailed on a cross. It was suspended above the altar and tilted forward toward the pews. I had never seen anything like it. So gruesomely real, his face sad and filled with pain, blood vividly painted on his side, hands and feet. Around the walls in recessed spaces were other smaller and brightly painted statues of saints. They almost seemed alive as the candlelight caused shadows to flicker across their faces. The congregation seemed so serious and silent. Some looked in our direction as we entered, but none smiled or greeted us. Everyone was dressed in dark sombre clothing, the ladies with their heads covered.
Lily, like me, was unsure of what she was supposed to do. The Cook family knelt in the aisle, crossed themselves, and then entered the pew. Once in theirs seats, they knelt and appeared to be praying. We quietly and quickly sat down, hoping not to be noticed. I was sure the congregation regarded us as heathen Irish Protestants.
The service began with a procession of boys dressed in white robes, whom entered from the rear and paraded down the aisle. They carried a variety of articles- the leading boy a large Bible, another a crucifix, and others candles. Brining up the rear was the priest. He was dressed in a rich and colourful robe looking far grander than the altar boys. He appeared to be very old and walked with a pronounced stoop, which only served to make him look even more ancient.
Carrying some kind of orb or sceptre, he was swinging it back and fro over the pews. As he drew level with me I was suddenly hit with water. It seemed to have come out of the thing he was swinging around. Later it was explained to me that he was sprinkling holy water on everyone. The explanation didn't do much to enlighten me.
The priest finally reached the altar and the service got underway. At this point I became even more confused. He mumbled something, and everyone replied. This continued throughout the service, and I never understood one word that was said. I decided they were speaking in a foreign language. Throughout the mass I sat very still, afraid someone would notice if I moved. Everyone continued to kneel, sit, stand, and kneel again. Even stranger things were ahead: Soon, people began leaving the pews to form a line to the altar. I was totally lost as I watched each person kneel in front of the priest and stick his or her tongue out. He dipped a small white object in a cup and then placed it on the person's tongue. Closing their mouths, they crossed themselves, returned to the pews, knelt, prayed and sat. I watchfully kept an eye on Lily, prepared to instantly copy anything she did. I was extremely relieved when finally the mass ended and I was once more outside in the warm sunlight.
That was the one and only time we ever attended mass in Bonham, but not because of my discomfort. There was a far more serious and underlying issue to do with the priest. The subject was never discussed in front of me, and I probably wouldn't have understood in any case. It certainly related to things well beyond my comprehension.
*****
Ben's parents insisted Roy is baptized into the Catholic faith. Lily, probably with reluctance, had agreed. Arrangements were made for her to meet the priest for a series of instructional sessions. They were to take place at the church residence one evening a week for about three weeks. However, Lily's first night of instruction was also her last. The priest was new in the parish, having recently returned from years of missionary duties in Africa. I never learned what exactly took place on that first evening, but it’s clear the priest behaved inappropriately.
Perhaps his years working with naive and scantily clad native women led to his behaviour. Whatever the reason, it certainly didn't sit well with Lily, and she returned home angry and terribly upset. With tears streaming down her face, she related to the Cooks her unpleasant encounter with the priest. Naturally, expecting them to be equally shocked, she was stunned when they flatly refused to believe her. They adamantly defended him, saying their priest would never behave in such a manner. Ben's mother was so offended she said, ‘How dare you even suggest such a thing?’
Their suggestion that she was lying was last straw for Lily. Already, agreeing to raise her son a Catholic had been a difficult enough decision. In the face of this development, it was now completely out of the question. No lecherous old priest was ever going to baptize her son. Lily experienced a whole range of emotions; she was livid, exasperated, crying, and desperately lonely. With Ben still overseas, she had no one to turn to. She vowed we would be out of that house as quickly as it could be arranged. However, moving wasn't that simple as we had only what our two suitcases held. If we were going to rent, we'd need furniture, linens, utensils, and much more. The most important item of course, was money, and Lily had very little of that. For the present, she had no choice but to remain in the Cook home. It was a house filled with tension and unpleasantness.
In the meantime, I started at the Stourton Elementary School, and Lily walked me to and from school each day, a chore that was slightly eased when a lady gave her an old high pram from the village of Zeals. The timing was good; she was reluctant to ask her mother-in-law to mind Roy when she had to go out. With a pram, he could be taken almost everywhere we went. The exception was the larger centres like Salisbury or Shaftesbury. On those occasions we had to use a bus, and the pram was too big to take aboard. Consequently, we rarely visited the larger towns. Carrying Roy, a shopping bag, and hauling me along was just too difficult. Plus, I wasn’t much help, usually needing the toilet five minutes after boarding the bus.
Lily, contending with so many problems, was either unaware or unconcerned with my unhappiness. On my first day at the new school, I felt lonely and scared. I wanted so much to return to Belfast. I hated Gasper and believed everyone there hated me. Even Lily seemed to be constantly angry with me. In the house no one spoke except to criticize or correct my manners. I was in a desperately unhappy state of mind, feeling vulnerable and nervous.
Fortunately, the introduction to my new teacher quickly put me at ease; she was kind, compassionate and sensed my anxiety. At last I’d found a sympathetic ear to take an interest in and listen to my troubles. During lunch she asked me to tell her all about myself where I came from, and how I came to be in Gasper. I was ripe to pour out my heart, and gave her the complete family history. I told about my brothers and sisters, Pop and Aunt Cassie, where I was born, and my mother’s death; I told her how Lily was looking after me, but was really my sister. Roy wasn't really my baby brother - I was his uncle. I gave her the complete chapter and verse, and left out no detail.
When Lily arrived at the end of the school day, my teacher headed straight over to talk to her. She was very sympathetic, offering her condolences for the loss of our mother. She talked about the strain of separation from husband and family, and how courageous and responsible Lily was to care for her little brother. Lily stood quietly nodding and smiling. Finally moving off, she thanked the teacher for her kind words. We left the school grounds, and once out of view and earshot, Lily suddenly erupted in fury. I couldn't remember her ever being so angry with me. I was terrified waiting for the punishment about to come. Yelling, she said if I ever dared tell anyone about our private lives again, I wouldn't be able to sit for a week. It was nobody’s business, she said; she was my mother, and that was that. I was never again to say she was my sister or mention our family in Ireland. Perhaps rashly, but believing I was right, I protested that I'd only told the truth. Then, I added rather foolhardy that she was my sister.
The violent sting of her hand across the back of my legs brought tears to my eyes. I tried hard to resist crying, instead focusing on my own anger. I walked the rest of the way in sullen silence wondering what I had done wrong. I knew I'd be punished for telling lies, but not for telling the truth.
Looking back many years later, I see this moment as a major turning point in my relationship with Lily. Her cruel action that day changed my attitude forever. Only six years old, I didn't completely understand what was happening yet I somehow knew things between us would never be the same. Lily, of course, continued to maintain control over me. I was a child and easily motivated by fear. In hindsight, it is perhaps easy to criticize, or suggest a better course of action; time has healed some of my pain. Nonetheless, her behaviour that day is still not justified. Whatever her reasons, it remains a dreadful way to treat a little boy. She was understandably under a great deal of pressure living with Ben's parents. She was hardly what they had envisioned as a suitable wife for their only son. Indeed, Ben's mother had hoped he would enter the priesthood. To this end, he had been baptized as Benedict Edward Matthias, a rather priestly name.
I have often wondered what Ben’s parents really thought of me. Did they believe I was really Lily's brother? Did they perhaps think I was her child born out of wedlock? The latter would certainly explain their unfriendly attitude toward me. Whatever they believed, it was clear that I was not welcome in their home. I truly believe Lily exacerbated the situation by insisting on keeping up the pretence. There were times when I'd refer to Ben as my dad, and this obviously upset and rankled his mother. If Lily had faced the truth, recognising me as a brother, it might have been easier for both of us. In the long run, it certainly would have been better for me. The truth is always the best policy, and would surely have served us more favourably then.
*****
Sadly none of these things happened, and the seeds of discontent were now firmly planted. In the years ahead, they would flourish and grow into angry resistance. Lily denied me both my birthright and identity. Claiming me with a piece of paper, legal or not, meant nothing to me. Entering my teenage years, the problem grew ever larger, and Lily slowly lost her grip on me. Scarred and angry, my rebellious attitude would gradually emerge.
In these unpleasant circumstances, I continued in the Stourton School for a few more weeks. One morning on my way to school, Lily informed me we were moving that weekend. She said she had found rooms in the village of Zeals, and that Mrs. Tanner, the owner of a large house with plenty of space, had agreed to let us move in on a temporary basis. Lily couldn't get out of Gasper quick enough, and was happy to accept. With what little luggage we owned, making the transition from Gasper to Zeals was quite simple.
Moving meant starting yet another school, my sixth. On the morning I started, Lily threatened me with dire consequence should I talk about our family. My last altercation with Lily was still fresh in my memory, and I told my new teacher nothing. While at Mrs. Tanner's and attending the new school, I began to advance my oratorical skills.
My teacher noticed I couldn't pronounce the word ‘the’ correctly. I'm unable to sound the ‘t,’ which came out sounding more like an ‘f’ or a ‘v.’
The teacher explained I must stick out my tongue as I say ‘the’ and it would come out right. She persisted, and finally, to my surprise and relief, I succeeded. Proud of my accomplishment, I grossly overused the word ‘the’ for the remainder of the week.
*****
We remained with Mrs Tanner for roughly a month, moving out when a friend from Ben's school days found us a small cottage nearby. The biggest problem living there was a lack of furniture, cooking utensils and bedding. Lily had no money to purchase these needed items, and even if she had, almost everything was still rationed or unavailable. At least the latest move didn't necessitate changing schools, but it quickly became apparent our new arrangement wasn't working out. Lacking just about every imaginable household item, and Christmas fast approaching, something had to be done. A couple of weeks before Christmas we moved into lodgings in the nearby town of Gillingham. We spent the holiday season in sparse and dingy living quarters, cold and hungry. It was a miserable time, but Lily was adamant we would not visit the Cooks during the festive season. Strangers in our new neighbourhood, we spent a lonely and quiet Christmas.
This latest move also meant changing schools again, and on January 15, 1946, as I reached my seventh birthday, I entered my seventh school.
Since the incident with the teacher in Bonham - and my stinging punishment - I'd worked hard to avoid further confrontation. Yet, it wasn't long before I was in trouble again, this time apparently for embarrassing Lily in public.
While travelling on a crowded bus to Zeals, I was standing in the aisle, near the front. Lily, struggling with a shopping bag and carrying Roy, was directly behind me. A well-spoken gentleman stood and indicated that Lily should take his seat. She was flattered that this obviously well to do person would give up his seat for her. He was dressed in the typical style of an English gentleman farmer: A fawn and wrinkled tweed suit, bow tie, mustard-coloured waistcoat, and soft Sherlock Holmes hat. His outfit was completed with fashionable leather riding boots and crop.
Now standing in the aisle next to me, the man produced a handful of hazelnuts and offered them. I wasn't keen on nuts - they were hard to crack and hurt my teeth – so I politely said, ‘No thank you, sir.’
He smiled, seemingly not offended, and returned the nuts to his pocket. But Lily heard and saw everything, and was immediately angry. The minute we stepped off the bus, she pounced on me: Didn't I know who he was? Why couldn't I just accept the nuts and say thank you like a normal boy? As was often the case, I didn't understand what I'd done wrong. Lily was furious, saying this gentleman was the local squire. To have refused the hazelnuts was apparently tantamount to offending the king. It apparently never occurred to her that I had no way of knowing who he was, and even if I had, what was so wrong with the way I had behaved?
*****
At the end of January, Ben finally came home to await his release from the Royal Navy. I thought life would surely now become a little easier for Lily, Roy and me. Ben had his demobilization pay, which enabled us to buy much needed furniture. Next, we needed to find a place to live and a job for Ben. Finding suitable employment was not easy; there were thousands of returning servicemen all looking for work. Before the war, he had worked as a groom for a Mrs White on a nearby farm. When she heard of his return she came to visit. A Mrs Dupont, her sister and the wife of a local farmer was in need of a groom/handyman. The Dupont farm was just on the edge of the village of Beaminister, about thirty miles from Gillingham. Ben was hired, and in March we once again packed up our belongings and moved.
Beaminister is a tiny village located near the larger town of Crewkerne, in Dorest County. I was excited at the prospect of finally having our own house. I was equally excited to experience life on a farm. The move, of course, involved yet another school, and I was less than excited to be entering my eighth school.
Bedwetting & Bullies
We moved into a large old house at the top of a hill on the Dupont property. It was roughly a quarter mile from the Manor house and main farm buildings. The house was cold and draughty, with no shelter from the wind, which seemed to blow constantly. The only running water came from an ancient hand pump over the kitchen sink. These shortcomings aside, I liked living in my new surroundings. I explored the farm, finding loads of interesting and exciting places to play, and I discovered quite a few other children living in and around the farm. The Dupont family had two daughters near my age, with whom I could play also, and like the other children on the farm, I quickly learned the advantages of playing with the owner’s daughters. Indeed, no one interfered with what we got up to when the Dupont girls were involved.
Beaminister had two small schools, one at each end of the village. Naturally, the nearest was full, and until room became available I had to attend the other. This created a longer walk for Lily and me and meant having to get up earlier. The other children living on the farm attended the nearer school; once again, I was a stranger in a new classroom. Having to rise early on school mornings prompted what I thought was a marvellous time saving idea. At night, instead of changing into pyjamas, I kept my school clothes on and just hopped into bed. The next morning when Lily called me I’d jump out of bed and presto, I was ready for school.
However, appearing dressed and ready for breakfast so fast made Lily suspicious. When I explained my brilliant idea, she quickly put an end to it and I resumed wearing pyjamas to bed, like everyone else.
*****
Settling into the new school wasn't too bad. I had gained much experience changing schools in the past two years, and it helped me to fit in and make new friends. The class was in the process of learning the math tables, and every day we had to recite the two to twelve timetables. The teacher randomly selected one person to stand and recite a particular table, and never knowing where her hand might point was nerve wracking.. If chosen, I knew the two or ten timetables since they were easy to memorize. Of course, she rarely selected easy ones, so it would be the seven or nine timetables, or if really unlucky, the dreaded twelve timetable.
In the evenings and on weekends it was great fun playing around the farm. The Dupont girls had a pony and we were all allowed to ride her. Like most ponies, she was as stubborn as a mule and on those rare occasions when I managed to scramble onto her back she'd refuse to budge. Sometimes she'd just lie down and roll onto her back, causing me a hasty dismount. I might have imagined myself a budding Roy Rogers, but the pony was sure no Trigger.
By then I was reaching the age when motorcars and bikes started to interest me. The farm had an interesting selection of vehicles. Mr. Dupont owned a huge Cadillac sedan, which had been converted into a truck by removing the rear part of the car and replacing it with a truck bed and canvas cover. It was almost too big for the narrow country lanes. Mrs. Dupont owned an old Morris Oxford, and there was an ex-Army Bedford 4-wheel drive truck used for farm work.
One farm hand owned an ex-Army BSA 250 cc motorcycle. It was very basic transportation. It had started life as a military vehicle and lacked such accessories as a speedometer and other equipment. There were no fancy chrome parts, and the paint was the familiar drab army green.
The owner’s son was my mate and we often played together. He continually bragged about the motorcycle - how fast it could go and how his father always took him on the pillion seat when he went out on the road. I had nothing with which to counter his tales of roaring down roads at great speed. Then one morning it hit me: ‘You don't know how fast you go, you have no speedo,’ I proudly declared. I was confident that this time I had him. After a short pause he replied, ‘I know it can go faster than 80 mph. The other day I was riding with my dad when we overtook a car, and standing on the footrests I looked in the car window and saw that it was doing 80 mph. As we passed him we must have been going even faster.’
I was defeated again. Who could argue with those facts, which they seemed very reasonable at the time? Now, years later, I look back and laugh at my naive acceptance of his story. It is unlikely the little BSA could reach anything close to 80 mph and, let’s not forget, few cars in those days were capable of such speed. Also, it’s hard to imagine a seven-year-old standing on foot pegs at such speed and reading anything, let alone a gauge inside a moving car. Lastly, where had they found a road where such a speed was possible? But at age seven, I knew little about such matters and readily believed him.
Ben had a variety of jobs to do around the farm. Besides being the groom, he was also a general handyman. He kept the lawns of the manor house mowed, and looked after a Petter diesel engine that provided electricity to the manor house, cottages and milking equipment. The diesel charged a battery of glass containers with electric plates, and they required topping up with distilled water on a regularly basis. He also had to drive the two Dupont daughters to and from school in Crewkerne each day. However, before he could fulfil this duty he had to pass a driving test. He made an appointment to go into Dorchester and visit the driving examiner’s office. He was told to use the Morris Oxford for the test. But on the morning in question the car wouldn't start. There were no other vehicles available and suitable for Ben's purpose. He certainly didn't want to take his test double-parking the big Cadillac. That only left the Bedford truck, which was so filthy the examiner would probably have refused to sit in it. By a stroke of luck, Mrs White arrived and saved the day by offering the use of her car.
Ben finally headed for Dorchester driving an ancient and rattling Austin Seven. He was glad the roads were dry; Mrs.. White had been unable to find replacements for the bald tires on her car since before the war. Upon arrival at the motor vehicle offices, an examiner came out for the test. He hesitated when he spotted the dilapidated little car rumbling and vibrating at the curb. Ben had thought it wise not to turn the engine off, just in case. The examiner turned and asked what driving experience he'd had in the Navy. Ben explained his various driving duties while the examiner's eyes kept shifting to look at the old Austin. Finally, looking at Ben he said, ‘That’s fine, it’s not necessary for you to actually drive.’ With that, he quickly disappeared into the office, reappearing minutes later with Ben's license.
*****
Shortly after the driving test, Ben offered me my first job for which I would actually receive pay. There was a very stony field on the property that was too risky to plough for fear of damaging their scarce and ancient equipment. In early post-war days, new farm equipment was unavailable and parts for existing machinery impossible to find. I would be paid one penny for each pile of stones gathered. Ben made a sample pile as a guide, then told me to make as many as I could. I settled on a target of twelve, I needed a shilling to buy a toy car in a Beaminister shop window. The car was made of the very latest plastic material and was propelled by winding up a rubber band. I set about my task in a most industrious fashion. I had learned the value of money in school and could calculate that twelve piles equalled one shilling. I was becoming aware of the advantages of education. Within a very short time I completed my task and dashed off to collect my wages. Ben was surprised to see me back so soon, but when he arrived at the field he quickly understood why. My twelve piles were neatly spaced in a row, each one descending in size, with the twelfth one the smallest. I had to start over making each pile match the one Ben had built. I did finally complete my task hours later and was duly paid. I dashed off to the village to purchase my car.
*****
The summer of 1946 was one of adventure and mishap. It was also one of the hottest on record. I recall a particularly hot morning in mid July. Lily sent me out to play wearing only my underpants. At first I was embarrassed, but seeing the other children similarly dressed felt better.
Later that morning, the Dupont girls appeared on their front lawn stark naked. This piqued my curiosity enormously. It wasn't a sexual curiosity, but more a natural interest to see the difference between boys and girls. At this point in my life I had no idea what those differences might be. I asked Lily if I could go and play with the girls, and to my surprise she said yes, but just as I headed for the front door she added a simple proviso that stopped me dead in my tracks: Since the girls weren't wearing any clothes, she said, neither should I; I had to remove my underpants. On the spot, I decided that learning the differences between boys and girls wasn’t that important, and quickly went back to playing with my other scantily clad comrades.
In the main courtyard at the farm there was a huge barrel set up on blocks under a rainspout. Obviously it had been placed there to catch rainwater. At the bottom of the barrel was a wooden bung or stopper, an item of great temptation to us kids. One day when no adults were around I was dared to pull out the bung. My reputation was at stake and I couldn’t possibly refuse. Approaching the barrel, I took a nervous grip on the bung. Fortunately, I had enough sense to stand to one side before trying to unplug the barrel. Next, taking a deep breath and bracing myself, I prepared to give the bung a mighty tug. To my surprise, it almost fell out in my hand and was followed by a huge torrent of water. Everyone disappeared in seconds, hiding in the barns or anywhere else we could find. No one ventured back into the yard for the rest of the day. We were sure we'd be suspects and in serious trouble. I considered myself to be in the most danger since I was the one who'd pulled the plug. Surprisingly, the barrel incident was never mentioned. Perhaps they thought the bung just popped out accidentally.
At about the time of Roy's first birthday, Ben hit on the idea of taking him for a pony ride. One Sunday afternoon the stubborn pony was hauled into the front garden. On its back was strapped a peculiar wicker basket contraption. It was apparently some sort of basket saddle designed for babies, whom Ben assured Lily, was quite safe. I was just glad it wasn't me they planned to put in this odd looking thing. Finally convinced, Lily agreed to allow Roy to be put in the basket. Once he was secured, we headed up the lane, with Ben leading the pony. It was a beautiful sunny day with the pleasant smell of honeysuckle permeating the air. Ben and Lily walked side by side chatting happily and leading the pony. I paid them no attention, busying myself looking for bird nests along the hedgerows. No one noticed the basket gradually slipping under the pony’s belly. Roy, fortunately securely strapped in, was now upside down and not too happy about it. It was only when he began to cry rather loudly that anyone noticed. Lily burst into action screaming orders at Ben to rescue her baby at once. Ben struggled to hold the pony with one hand and right the basket with the other. The pony, as usual, did its best not to cooperate and pranced around belligerently. Finally releasing Roy, Lily snatched him from Ben and without a word turned on her heel and headed for home. He was in trouble; the basket had been his idea, and he had assured her it was safe. I was told to take the pony back to the paddock and leave the saddle on the fence; Ben said he'd take care of it later. With that, he dashed down the lane after Lily to apologise. She would not to be easily soothed; I knew that mood all too well. It would be a long time - perhaps never - before Roy would go riding again. Walking home I began to see the funny side of the incident and decided to treat the pony to a handful of hay.
*****
Toward the end of July, a young girl about my age came to stay with us for a month. She was one of the thousands of children orphaned during the war. Lily was acting as a temporary foster parent while authorities searched for relatives and a permanent home. I can't remember her name, which is not surprising; at the time I hated girls I knew that, just like other girls, she would surely get me into trouble sooner or later.
When I went out to play I had to take her with me. I had no patience with girls; they never wanted to play proper games. On one such occasion up near the back pasture, I was pretending to be Robin Hood, and had an uncooperative Maid Marion in tow. She spotted buttercups growing in a field and wanted me to help her pick a bunch for Lily. This was hardly a job for Robin Hood, not to mention potentially embarrassing if the other boys saw me. I thought fast, coming up with the excuse that a dangerous bull was in that field. I quite impressed myself with my quick wit and brilliant mind. It was a great idea and it worked.
She didn't like the idea of being tossed out of the field on the horns of a charging bull. Saved from picking flowers, I continued hiding from the Sheriff of Nottingham. Coming in later for supper, she told Lily how she'd almost gone into a field to pick flowers. ‘Luckily, Eric warned me there was a dangerous bull in the field’. Ben looked up from his supper and asked, ‘which field? What bull?’ My quick-witted mind of earlier deserted me, and I could think of no way to save myself.
By the end of summer she was gone and I was back in school and in a new class. As the weather was still warm, we often went on field trips to pick rosehip berries, which, the teacher explained, were needed to make medicine for injured soldiers returning from the war. I don't know if this was fact, but it sure gave us a good reason to pick lots of berries. We were a patriotic bunch!
At this point in my life I'm suddenly plunged into an abyss of shame, guilt and fear, a time of unbelievable suffering far worse than anything I’d previously experienced.
It began when I awoke one morning to find I'd wet my bed. When I told Lily, she was upset but not overly angry. She said it was an accident and told me to be careful and not let it happen again. When it happened again just a few days later, her response was very different. She reacted harshly, blaming me and claiming I was too lazy to go to the toilet. In the following weeks my bed-wetting continued to get worse, and, with it, Lily's anger became harsher and more threatening. In the mornings I was afraid to come downstairs to face her. I couldn't understand how she could think I was doing it simply out of laziness. Every morning, from breakfast until I entered the schoolyard, she railed at me.
Night after night I desperately tried to overcome the problem by staying awake and going to the toilet half a dozen times in a matter of minutes. I prayed it would stop. I tried sleeping on the floor, but it was too cold. Sometimes in the morning I made my bed, attempting to hide the evidence, but it only succeeded in making Lily more suspicious. Under a constant torrent of threats, my self-esteem gradually eroded. Lily methodically destroyed what little confidence I possessed. I realize now that she was behaving out of ignorance; nevertheless, it was cruel and inexcusable. I can’t answer why she so cruelly burdened me with such shame and guilt. Years later I continued to suffer feelings of inferiority that I attribute to her merciless onslaught. To make matters worse, I wasn't allowed to drink anything after four o'clock each evening. This, too, was a form of punishment. I had difficulty eating supper with nothing to drink.
I realise my bed-wetting caused Lily much extra work. We had no washing machine, so the sheets were washed by hand; drying the bedding was often difficult, as it rained a lot, and we had few bed sheets. Nevertheless, there was simply no justification for her dreadful reaction. Escaping into the schoolyard each morning was my only relief, but still left me depressed and unhappy. Her usual parting words at the school gate were always a threat to tell my classmates if I did it again. I was terrified someone in the playground would overhear her. I lived in constant fear of being exposed to my friends.
Meanwhile, I was also experiencing all the usual childhood problems of growing up, fitting in, and dealing with peers and school issues. While my struggle at home continued, another problem was about to cast its shadow on me. In my class was a bully by the name of Bradshaw. Everyone called him ‘Basher,’ a title he was very proud of and saw as a fitting tribute to his self-image. Like all bullies, he took pleasure in picking on smaller kids. To resist usually meant ending up with a bleeding nose and crying. He was larger than most of us, perhaps not taller but stockier; in truth, maybe we were scared to say he was fat. When someone was lucky enough to have sweets or biscuits for lunch, Basher always showed up demanding a share - usually a lion’s share, which was either given willingly or painfully. I sensed that one day it would be my turn. In my circumstances at the time, I was unlikely to turn up with sweets or biscuits. Nevertheless, I remained scared; Basher could pick a fight for any number of reasons.
The inevitable happened one Friday afternoon. I never knew what I'd actually done to offend him. Of course, with Basher you didn't need to do anything. Once he decided to pick on you, that was that. That day during a math lesson he passed me a note saying he was going to get me after school. I sat in fearful apprehension for the remainder of the period. When school ended, I headed for the playground with Basher following a few paces behind. To my great relief, Lily was waiting for me at the gate. For the moment I was safe and wouldn't have to worry about him until Monday. I knew he wasn't likely to forget, and as he shoved passed me he muttered that I was a scared little mummy's boy.
On Monday morning my bed was wet again, Lily was angrier than usual at breakfast, and I fearfully listened to her bluster and rage. In a torrent of anger she unleashed a threat that utterly stunned me: She declared she was going to hang my wet bed sheet on the school blackboard for all my classmates to see.
I just wanted to curl up and die; I was so despondent I wanted everything to go away. I can't easily explain the depth of my emotions at that moment; it was a mixture of fear and anger, embarrassment and torment. I felt powerless, frustrated and unable to change anything. I was a boiling caldron of fury and rage. I was filled with a terrible pent-up anger and had no way to vent it. Blinded with fury and fear - I didn't know if Lily had the sheet with her or not – I hardly remember walking to school.
With the impending embarrassment, I'd completely forgotten Basher. But Basher hadn't forgotten me, and the moment Lily left, he appeared. By that time, Lily had told me that she wouldn't hang my sheet out after all, but, though glad of the last minute reprieve, it didn't make me feel any less angry. Basher couldn't have picked a worse moment to confront me with more threats of violence. I'd had just about all I was going to take that morning. When he grabbed at my tie, I surged forward like a steamroller, driving him hard into the school wall. My sudden action knocked the wind out of him. He found himself trapped, wedged between the wall and a buttress. I unleashed weeks of pent up fury violently kicking and punching. Taken completely by surprise, Basher was unable to defend against my onslaught. For once he was on the receiving end and quickly discovering it wasn't much fun. I'm not sure if or when I would have stopped had my teacher not appeared and separated me from a bloody nosed and loudly bawling Basher.
He was taken to the school nurse, who cleaned him up and stopped his nose bleeding. Next he went before the headmistress, who decided it best to send him home. I felt vindicated, and with my anger spent, I felt also much better. However, I was certain I was in serious trouble with the head. All morning I waited through classes for a call to her office, but the day wore on and nothing more was said. Although I began to relax a little, I still couldn't believe I was getting away with it. In the end, I concluded that everyone in school, including the headmistress and teachers, knew about Basher. They probably decided he'd only got what he deserved. For the rest of the week I was quite popular among my classmates. Basher returned to school on Tuesday morning, his legs sporting several bruises. He stayed well clear of me, for which I was grateful; with my anger dissipated, I didn't fancy a re-match.
Bed-wetting continued and, with it, Lily's rage. She found a home remedy, making me eat a dreadful porridge substance each night. It tasted awful, didn't work, and only served to increase my craving to drink. She actually accused me of sneaking drinks in the bathroom, which was the reason the porridge didn't work. She never relented, continuing to blame me; always it was my fault, too lazy to get up. I remember this period as the most arduous and soul destroying of my entire life. Thankfully, the frequency of bed-wetting began to decline, as I grew older. However, it lasted well into my teens, and through those years I continued to carry a burden of guilt and shame. In those awful times I needed love, understanding, and reassurance that it was not my fault. I got none of those things, and the results left me scarred forever.
For many years I suffered nightmares and tormenting dreams of using a chamber pot or toilet. In my dreams I'm unable to stop and the urine overflows the bowl. I'd awake in a wet bed once again. Lily's angry responses caused me fits of temper, something that until then had not been my nature. I would pay a terrible price in self-confidence before finally overcoming this problem.
*****
Autumn had been warm and pleasant, and when winter came it was equally cold and stormy, with lots of snow. Snow wasn't something I was familiar with and I was in awe of the pure white blanket covering the fields. Southern English winters are usually prone to rain and fog, with long cold dark days. It rarely snowed, and when it did it didn't leave any great amount on the ground. Consequently, local children had no toboggans or sleds to take advantage of the abundant snow now on the surrounding hills.
Attempting to save the day and impress my friends at the same time, I set out to produce a suitable sled. Already the kids had selected a great hill and were rolling down it. I knew there was a long narrow piece of corrugated steel roofing in one of the barns. It was roughly five feet long and about two feet wide - a perfect sled. I rushed to the barn and dragged it to the top of the hill. Everyone was impressed until we noticed one important detail I had earlier overlooked: The curved ribs ran across the metal rather than from end to end, as required for a successful sled. As a result, my sled didn't slide, and I ended in ridicule with everyone laughing. But it was soon forgotten, and we set about building a snowman instead.
With Christmas drawing near, my excitement tended to overshadow problems with Lily. I still firmly believed in Father Christmas, and was about to demonstrate just how strong my faith was. On Christmas Eve I hung my sock at the foot of the bed, hoping to find it filled with all sorts of exciting things the following morning. I awoke around six the next morning; it was still dark outside, and the house was silent. My sock lay bulging with presents at the foot of the bed. I wasn't supposed to open anything until everyone was up and about.
Not wishing to start off the day in trouble, I tried hard to resist looking in my sock.. It was quite impossible to expect a young child to exhibit such patience. I decided to empty my sock onto the bed and guess what each package contained. Afterwards, still unopened, I'd re-pack everything and no one would be the wiser. The theory was good and would have worked, but for one small mistake. Among the presents were a few things that weren’t wrapped. It was traditional to have a new penny, an apple, and an orange in the sock. None of these items were wrapped, but were also not tempting enough to be a problem. What really caught my eye was a Mars bar - an irresistible sight! Sweets and chocolates were still rationed, consequently I saw very few and tasted even fewer.
Finding myself with one whole bar of chocolate was just too much. It was the first one I'd ever had. Unable to control myself, I knew I had to eat it. Then, it occurred to me that no one would know about it anyway because it was Father Christmas who had left it. I could safely eat the bar as long as I carefully hid the wrapper. I ate the scrumptious chocolate with relish; I was totally committed but equally convinced I was in the clear.
By 7:30 the family was up and we went down stairs to open our presents together. It was a very exciting moment. In front of the fireplace I found a brand new red scooter waiting for me. Wow! It was my first new toy ever; until then, my presents had mostly been handmade from wood. Once we'd opened everything, it was time to look at each other’s gifts, and Lily asked what I'd found in my sock. I told her about everything, but was careful not to mention the missing Mars bar. I was surprised and puzzled when she continued to press, asking what else I'd got. How could she know about the chocolate? It was impossible. I decided to stick to my story, confident that everything would turn out okay, but in so doing I gradually dug myself into a bigger and deeper hole. The consequence of sneaking my early morning chocolate landed me in trouble after all. Fortunately Lily was in a festive mood and the moment passed quickly. It did, however, cause me to rethink my belief in Father Christmas.
*****
After the holidays it was back to school once more, and for me yet another new school. I was beginning the final term of my second year entering a ninth school. Space had been found in the Old Church School, which was nearer to the farm. Lily said I would now be able to walk to school alone. I didn't actually have to walk alone since several children from the farm went to this school.
With March approaching, signs of spring were everywhere. Bluebells and snowdrops bloomed along the edge of the woods; birds and wildlife were busy nesting and waking from long winter sleeps. It was during this happy season that the Dupont farm was suddenly plunged into a serious crisis. A neighbouring farm had an outbreak of that dreadful disease called foot and mouth disease. It stopped the horse hunter season and restricted everything else related to farming. I remember asking Ben why white power was spread across the roads and lanes leading to the farm. He explained it was a disinfectant for car tires and people’s feet, used to stop the disease from being brought onto the farm.
In the midst of this crisis, Ben announced we were moving. He'd taken a job in Hertfordshire. I don't know why he changed jobs; perhaps circumstances on the Dupont farm had changed. Perhaps it had something to do with the foot and mouth outbreak. Whatever the reason, the move was planned for May of 1947. Lily and Ben explained a little about the place where we were going to live. I became quite receptive to the idea upon learning that I might have to go to school on a double-decker bus.
My bedroom in the cottage was really just the landing area at the top of the stairs. It had no door - just stair railings and a step leading up to my sleeping area. In the weeks leading up to our move, this step became extremely useful in training me to jump on and off imaginary double-decker buses. The exercise was to prepare me for catching a bus that was moving. Similarly, I trained to alight just before it came to a stop. If I happened to be late and had to run to catch a bus, this would be valuable training. I never occurred to me I could actually wait for a bus to stop before getting on or off. I'd seen people hop on and off buses as they slowed at traffic lights or for a corner. By the end of April I considered myself trained and ready for our new home
The moving van arrived early one Monday morning; they loaded our furniture and belongings then headed for the main road to London, and north to Bricket Wood. We were driven into Beaminister to catch the Salisbury bus, then the train to London, where we changed to the Hertfordshire line. When we got off the train at St.. Albans, a double-decker bus took us to our final destination. I excitedly bounded up the stairs to sit in a front seat.
Is it going to rain?
Ben’s new employers were Lady and Miss Gladys Yule, owners of a thoroughbred and Arab stud farm in Bricket Wood. Our house was on the lower farm estate of Hampstead. The yard was designed in the shaped of a U, with horse stalls on each side connected by our cottage across the end. The stalls held yearling Arab and thoroughbreds that were being raised for the Newmarket sales. In the surrounding fields grazed the brood mares. Like at the farm in Beaminister, we depended on a faithful old Petter diesel engine for electricity, but the system here was more advanced than at the previous place. When a light switch was turned on, the engine automatically started; when it was turned off, it stopped.
Living here was quite different. We were more or less alone on the lower farm, with no other families nearby. For me, so used to stepping out of the cottage in Beaminister and having lots of children to play with, it was lonely.
I think Ben realised this and bought me my first two-wheel bicycle. It wasn't new, but that didn't matter. Having a two-wheeler was wonderful and made me feel grown up. I wasn't allowed to take it out onto the road until I satisfied Ben that I was both safe and capable of riding it, so for the first few weeks I contented myself riding around the yard. I didn't mind too much, particularly since I had an alternative means of transport - a pedal car. Actually, it was a US Army-style jeep, a remarkable toy painted in Army green with a big white star on the engine bonnet. The windshield folded down just like the real jeeps, and it sported a spare wheel and petrol can on the back. A shovel attached to the side, completing the accessories. One afternoon I decided to go visiting, and pedalled my jeep out of the yard onto the road. I had travelled less then a quarter mile before someone from the upper farm came upon me. He put the jeep and I on the back of the hay wagon and towed me home. He said he wouldn't tell Ben if I promised not to take my jeep on the road again.
Shortly after arriving in Bricket Wood I was enrolled in school at Radlett about a five-mile bus ride. Unfortunately, my double-decker training was wasted there since the buses here were all single-deckers. A single-decker doesn't have a rear open loading platform - just a single door beside the driver. I never had the opportunity to leap on and off moving buses, as I’d imagined myself doing.
Meanwhile, my talent for drawing was becoming more noticeable, and my teacher encouraged me to continue working at it. The new school was located near the De Haviland aircraft factory and aerodrome, and this surely influenced my choice of favourite subject - aircraft. Of course, with the war only recently over, most boys my age were still very interested in aeroplanes. Many were expert plane spotters, an experience gained from watching thousands of planes flying over during the war. The greatest excitement now was spotting the new jet planes.
Because of my love for drawing, a pencil was an important item and something I was seldom without. I remember our teacher describing at length the best way to sharpen a pencil. Paper and pencils were still scarce, so it was important to make them last as long as possible. We had a pencil sharpener in the classroom, but she discouraged us from using it saying it wasted too much. Instead we were shown how to carefully shave the point of the pencil to a sharp tip using a pocket-knife. I wasn't very adept, usually breaking the tip just as I finished, and often had to start over.
I still suffered from bed-wetting, but not as often as when the problem first began. Lily too, had eased up on blaming me. I'm not sure if she just gave up or realised it wasn't my fault. Whatever the reason, life was a little better. Each night Lily or Ben woke me to use the toilet before they went to bed. This certainly helped, though it didn't completely eliminate the problem. Awakened each night to use the toilet, I soon discover a new and strange phenomenon: I became very concerned to discover my penis was often erect. Apart from anything else, it was extremely difficult peeing down into the bowl with an erect penis. I was absolutely unaware the problem was natural. It didn't hurt, but nevertheless I thought something was seriously wrong.
Rather than asking Lily, I approached Ben in the yard one evening and told him of my quandary. He readily explained in the usual sexual educational methods of the times. These were the times when I still held to the theory that babies are found under cabbages. ‘Erection is normal,’ he said., ‘It just means it’s going to rain..’ I accepted his answer without question, and later the same night found myself with an erection again. To my puzzlement however, the next morning it was sunny and dry, so I decided to explore the issue further. Surely a schoolmate would know, I thought. Arriving at the bus stop I found Tony and Agnes, two of my classmates. Tony will know, I said to myself - he always knew everything. Making sure Agnes couldn’t overhear us, I took him aside, and he immediately confirmed what Ben said was accurate. His mother had told him the very same thing months ago. Still not convinced, I asked him how girls would know. Tony admitted he couldn’t answer that one – neither of us knew much about female anatomy, but were pretty sure they don't have a penis – so Tony suggested we ask Agnes.
Then, he yells, ‘Hey Agnes, Eric wants to ask you something.’
She looks at the pair of us with an air of scorn, her face silently saying that boys are stupid.
‘Well, what?’ she asks.
Blushing and stuttering I ask, ‘Er... how do... er... girls know when it’s going to rain?’
‘Just like everyone else, you stupid boy,’ she replied.
‘Well, er... yes, I know that, but I mean ho...How can you tell?’
‘Maybe listening to a weather forecast on the wireless. You do know what a wireless is?’
Yes, Agnes, of course I know what a wireless is.’ I was beginning to hate her.
She continued, ‘Of course, we girls also use common sense: If the sky is overcast and dark, we usually expect rain.’
I was thinking of a way to tie her pigtails in a knot when the bus arrived. Like young gentlemen, we pushed on to the bus ahead of Agnes and. found seats well away from our oh-so-smart classmate. The subject of forecasting rain was abruptly dropped as the bus moved off.
After this brief and embarrassing foray into female weather predicting, I quickly returned to the more important things in the life of a young boy. By then I was quite adept at riding my bike and was allowed out on the roads of Bricket Wood. However, on one of my solo trips I fell victim to a boy’s inevitable urge to show off. Sitting proudly on my bike outside a friend’s house, I got the idea of demonstrating how fast I could go. I was in part quite successful in proving that I was, indeed, quite fast. Unfortunately, it was done without the bicycle! Standing hard on the pedal expecting to accelerate away from the gate, I neglected to release my hand from the front brake lever. The result was that I left the saddle and flew over the handlebars, crashing headfirst onto the road. For my troubles, I suffered a grazed forehead and considerable embarrassment; but maybe I also learned a lesson.
*****
In late August, just before school returned from summer holidays, the De Haviland aircraft works held an air show. It was very impressive, featuring such things as a first demonstration flight of a helicopter. I had never seen anything like it and could hardly believe this strange contraption could really fly. Ben took the three of us to a spot on a hillside overlooking the field. It offered a great view and was the ideal place for our picnic lunch. All afternoon we watched different aircraft taking off to do aerobatics in formation, and we watched in fascination as the helicopters rose straight upward. They were oddly shaped, with a glass bubble just below the giant rotor where the pilot sat. There was a long thin tail resembling a drainpipe with a smaller propeller on the end. The real showstopper turned out to be the famous new Mosquito jet plane. This marvellous craft could actually break the sound barrier. As it roared into the sky, a hush fell over the spectators, everyone waiting and listening for the sonic booms as it passed the speed of sound. I believe the jet’s test pilot that day was Francis Cunningham.
Besides aeroplanes I was also developing an interest in motorcars. I enjoyed looking in windows of parked cars to see how fast the speedometer claimed the car could go. A lot of boys followed this hobby and at school we compared notes. Bragging rights followed if one had spotted the fastest car on a particular day. The Bricket Wood farm, unlike Beaminister, didn't have any interesting vehicles. The only vehicle I ever rode in was an old Standard Nine truck. It was probably from 1939 or an earlier vintage, and like so many vehicles in those days, it was ex-military, with the cab with a spare wheel bolted on top and open to the rear, and very draughty, with only a canvas cover over the cargo space. While we were at the farm, the owners took delivery of a new Ferguson tractor. It was painted a shiny grey and had headlights. The most unusual feature were rubber tires on all four wheels. Most pre-war tractors had steel wheels with spikes, which were totally unsuitable for paved roads and not something you'd want running over your foot. The Ferguson was almost like a car with a comfortable padded driver seat.
I had the opportunity one day, while sitting on the driver’s knee, to actually steer the tractor. I was very nervous worrying I'd hit the fence along the narrow lane, but with the driver’s help I managed to keep the wheels straight and the fence survived.
*****
The biggest social event to occur since the end of the war was the announcement that Princess Elizabeth was going to marry. Naturally, it held little interest for me; Lily, however, was very excited and already making plans to travel to London to see the wedding. Her trip entailed staying in the capitol overnight, a big deal for us. Lily had never before stayed away overnight.
The Royal Wedding was the topic of the day, but not everyone approved of the prospective groom. Prince Philip of Greece and Denmark had some uncomfortably close connections with a number of princely German families. These connections with our recent enemies made the Royal household and British government rather nervous, so it was decided he should drop all foreign titles and become a British national. He simply became Lieutenant Philip Mountbatten RN, and on the eve of the wedding was appointed Duke of Edinburgh.
Although the first major celebration since the war, it was carefully moderated in terms of pomp and ceremony. The austerity of the post-war era was still very bad; Britons in the thousands were homeless and hungry. To hold a grand and expensive wedding might well have been an insult to many citizens, and, in fact, the king himself paid a large portion of wedding expenses from his own funds. On November 20, 1947, Princess Elizabeth and Philip Mountbatten were wed and the nation celebrated by ringing church bells and waving of flags.
Unbeknownst to me, that same November Ben was again looking for a new position near Hemel Hempstead. We went for a visit one Sunday in early December, but I wasn't privy to the purpose of the trip. For me it was just a day out, and travelling on a double-decker was all the reason I needed. Returning later that evening, we were the only passengers on the upper deck. I was sitting up front in my favourite position, car-spotting on the road ahead. It was the last bus of the day, with few stops along the route. Fifteen minutes into the journey, I needed to spend a penny in the worse kind of way.
Lily said I'd have to wait; we couldn't get off the bus until it reached our stop. But when I needed to go I really needed to go. I couldn't possibly hold it any longer and was in a near panic. I squirmed around in my seat moaning, grimacing, crossing and uncrossing my legs, my pained eyes on Lily. In frustration, she finally said I'd have to pee on the floor. There was no one else onboard, so it seemed a safe solution and surely saved my life. I immediately felt much better and went back to car spotting. A few moments later the female bus conductor came up to ask if we'd spilt anything. She said water or something was dripping on the driver's head; his cab was directly below where I was sitting. Lily, very red faced, somehow managed to retain her composure, saying we'd accidentally spilt lemonade. After apologizing profusely, the bemused conductor returned to the lower deck. Whether she was convinced by Lily's story or not will remain a mystery. We surely looked guilty, and it was fortunate the conductor didn't ask to see the lemonade bottle. It was a bottle we didn't have!
Herman the German
In January 1948 I was reaching my ninth birthday and leaving Radlett to begin school number eleven. The new school was in Hemel Hempstead. We moved into a cottage at Moor End Farm located along a busy main London highway. During our stay here, which was almost one and a half years, I achieved several accomplishments: I made many new friends, joined the Cub Scouts, became a train spotter, tried my first cigarette, and got a dog.
After we settled in the small farm bungalow, Lily agreed that I could have a puppy. It was wonderful and exciting news; I hardly dared to believe I would soon have my own dog. When my new puppy arrived, it was love at first sight. I named him ‘Sandy’ as he was a golden lab with a coat the colour of sand. He was allowed to sleep in my bedroom at night. Usually I brought him right into bed and under the blankets, with his head on the pillow. Lily eventually caught me doing this and quickly put a stop to it.
Every evening after school I'd take him to the field behind our house to romp and play. I threw countless sticks that he never learned to return. Mostly he ran away with them, and I ended up chasing him. I didn't mind. Loving him as I did, he could simply do nothing wrong.
A week after Sandy's arrival, I came home from school one afternoon to find he wasn't waiting for me in his usual place. I went in search and found him in his basket; I left him there thinking perhaps he was just tired. After supper, no matter what I tried he didn't want to play and just lay there, feebly wagging his tail. I thought he might be hungry and dashed off for food, but he wouldn't eat. His little body seemed to tremble, and he looked so sad and forlorn that I became very anxious and worried. When Ben came in from work he quickly agreed that my puppy was sick. He said the vet was coming the following day to check on some cattle, and he would have him look at Sandy.
The next evening I rushed home expecting to find Sandy fully recovered. To my surprise, I couldn't find him anywhere. He wasn't in the yard, and his basket was empty. I rushed to the barn thinking that was probably where the vet had seen him, but ‘Sandy’ wasn't there either and Ben was out on the tractor. I came back to the house to find Lily. I think when I first arrived home she'd tried to avoid me, but now she was waiting. Her serious look only increased my worry. ‘Where is ‘Sandy’?’ I sobbed. I was in tears sensing something bad had happened. Lily explained the vet had seen Sandy that morning and found he was suffering from distemper. There was no cure, and nothing could be done but put him to sleep.
My world crashed in on me at that dreadful moment. Losing my dog was the worse tragedy I could have imagined. Tears poured forth in great torrents. I was beyond consoling and went straight to my bedroom. I couldn't face supper, nor could I sleep. The next morning I dragged myself to school sad and dejected, feeling unhappier than at any time in my life.
Coming home later that afternoon, I found Lily waiting for me on the front door step. My first reaction was to think I must be in trouble. Then I quickly realised by the smile on her face that her reason for being there must be good. Beaming, she told I had a surprise awaiting me indoors. Excitedly I asked where I'd find it. ‘Oh!’ she said, ‘you’ll find it okay, just go inside and look.’ To my surprise and delight, there was another puppy waiting for me and bouncing up and down, tail madly wagging. At first I thought it was Sandy because he looked identical. Lily explained he was actually Sandy's brother, and the last of the litter. I was lucky to get him. He was the same colour as Sandy, so I name him Sandy too. My world had just been put right. It was a happy little boy that night, running off to the fields to throw sticks with his dog.
Hemel Hempstead was an interesting place, with lots of things to do and places to go. We lived near the main Great Northern railway line and the Grand Union Canal. Both ran parallel to the highway and were just across the common from my house. One of the first things I learned from my school chums was the legend of Dick Turpin. Actually, he wasn't a legend, but a real person - a notorious highwayman, horse thief, house breaker, and murderer. Nevertheless, the legend was my preferred version. In his day he operated along the London Road to York, holding up wealthy travellers. I imagined him as a dashing figure, someone like Robin Hood.
On the commons just across the road stood a large, old oak tree. Hanging from a lower limb was an old and rotted piece of rope. Most likely it had been a rope swing tied there by children years ago. However, my classmates said this was the actual rope and tree on which Turpin had been hanged. Naturally I believed them, and in turn passed the erroneous facts along to others. We fancied ourselves as dashing highwaymen racing through the woods on faithful steeds, never being caught by the Peelers. Later, in a history lesson, I learned the truth about Dick Turpin, but I continued to believe the more fanciful story, which did contain a few threads of truth. He had been born not far from Hemel Hempstead in Essex County. He had indeed robbed along the London highway in the 1700s. It was true he was something of audacious and courageous rogue but was also one of England's most wanted criminals. He met his fate on April 17, 1739, but nowhere near our oak tree on the commons. The execution took place in the town of York. He was taken from York Castle in chains, standing in the back of a cart, to a place called Knavesmire, where he was hanged. Along the route, it was said he waved, bowed and lifted his hat to the many spectators.
*****
The London rail lines were always very busy, with trains constantly racing north and south. There is something compelling about watching a fast-moving train. Passengers sometimes waved at me and I waved back, wondering where they were going. Sometimes I wished myself on one of those speeding trains. Watching them gradually became a hobby. I'd sit for hours at the side of the tracks, waiting for the next train to pass.
Engines were identified by large white numbers painted across the front of the boiler; with the name of the train displayed along the sides. But usually travelling so fast it was impossible to read the name. I concentrated on the engine number and recorded it in my notebook. Later, at home, I used a railway reference book to match the number to a name. It was fun collecting the names and comparing them with other train spotters at school. On more that one occasion I actually spotted the ‘Flying Scotsman,’ one of the more famous trains that carried the Royal mail between London and Edinburgh. Most of the trains on these lines were LMS, which stood for ‘London Midland and Scotland’.
As train spotters we considered ourselves experts on the whole British railway system. For this reason, a model train set was often our toy of choice. They were popular and available in every toyshop, not only complete train sets, but also every imaginable accessory such as stations, tunnels, bridges, signals, even porters with hand carts. Every boy had a train set of some sort, some electric, others wind-up. The best and most realistic - and also probably the most expensive - were the Hornby sets. They were electric and were designed to the tiniest detail. I wasn't fortunate enough to own a Hornby, but did have a good wind-up set.
On the far side of the railway embankment was the Grand Union canal, another interesting place to spend time, quieter and slower in pace than train watching, but just as exciting. It was nice to sit along the towpath on warm summer days, watching barges silently glide by. Like the passengers on the trains, I wondered about the barge people. What would it be like to live on a barge? It appeared that whole families lived together on these vessels; some had pets like cats or dogs. Often their wash was hung out on a rope along the length of the deck. Their children played on top of the coal hatches or sometimes on the towpath. I wondered how they lived on a barge and attended school. Ben said they were either tutored by their parents or left with relatives during the school year.
A single, heavy horse such as a Clydesdale or Belgium towed the barges. The barges were clean and decorative, but not usually in bright colours, mostly maroons or dark blues. Cabin windows sported fancy lace curtains, and the cabin sides were trimmed in gold pinstripes. They always had an inscription painted in gold letters along the hull or cabin. The barge people didn't appear to be particularly friendly, and rarely acknowledged our waves or spoke to us. Perhaps it had something to do with the nature of the job. The canal was busy and narrow, requiring close attention when passing other barges. They had to tend to their horse and stop regularly at the many locks along the way.
At this same time, each night Ben was reading Roy and me a bedtime story. It was that wonderful children's story by Kenneth Grahame; ‘The Wind in the Willows.’ As he moved from chapter to chapter, I sought to identify with the characters in the book. I imagined the canal as the riverbank where Mole, Mr. Badger, and Mr Toad all lived. In my active imagination, I pictured Toad Hall in the riverbank. I envisioned his furniture and pictures hanging on the walls of Toad Manor.
I often played alone in the woods behind our house. I was usually Robin Hood, though sometimes I assumed the role of Dick Turpin or Ivanhoe. On one of my many adventures I ended up near a large old manor house. I wasn't sure if anyone lived there, but I stayed clear because it was rumoured to be haunted. Suddenly a woman appeared in front of the house with a boy about my age at her side. She immediately spotted me and began waving and calling. I assumed the worse; she was after me for some equally serious violation or trespassing.
Perhaps the house really was haunted and she was a ghost. I did the only sensible thing I could think of and ran. To my horror she gave chase with the boy. I desperately tried to hide, but she was just too smart and finally caught up with me. I had no idea what I had done wrong, but was in no doubt that I was in trouble. She actually turned out to be very nice, and had only chased me because her son wanted someone to play with. They were living in the manor house for the summer; it belonged to her very rich grandfather.
Her son's name was George, and we quickly became good friends. Lily, of course, approved of George; he was well spoken and from a good family - all the things that were important to her. Personally, I never wanted to speak like George; my friends at school would have laughed. But I was happy to have his company since the other children on the farm were mostly girls. Girls were still no good at playing games and invariably ended up hurt and blaming me.
George may have been well spoken, but he sure wasn't any brighter than me. Together we managed to do some extremely stupid things. The most reckless was daring each other to race across the bullpen. It housed the biggest bull I'd ever seen, a huge monster complete with nose ring and big nasty horns. We showed our bravado by jumping into the pen, racing across its length, and climbing out the other end. To refuse the dare would have been a supreme act of cowardice. It was, to say the least, very dangerous. Either one of us could have fallen and hurt ourselves on the slippery surface. Nevertheless, we both did this several times, and fortunately the bull showed not the slightest interest. I suspect this was how we came to survive.
*****
During the summer of 1948, the farm owner took delivery of a brand new car. I first saw this incredible machine parked on the front forecourt, its sleek, modern, and streamlined body glistening in the sunlight. I was absolutely stunned, for never had I seen such a fine automobile. In fact, it was the first new car I had ever seen. Few people could buy new vehicles in those early post-war years, when the government was intent on exporting every possible manufactured item in order to pay off the huge war loans and debts. Most new cars being manufactured were destined for export to America and elsewhere. Steel quotas were allotted to auto builders based on the number of cars produced for export.
The majority of vehicles on our roads were either pre-war models predating 1939, or ex-Army vehicles. The latter were very utilitarian with neither chrome leather nor other fancy accessories. This new car was absolutely fabulous, the very latest Riley RMA model. It featured a new 1.5 litre engine and a 4-speed gearbox. I could see myself in the sparkling black paint. The low roofline was finished in a soft leather material with red pinstripes along the waistline of the body. Large twin Lucas headlights were faired into the front mudguards on each side of an imposing grille. I was almost blinded by the many chrome fittings, bumpers, hubcaps, door handles, all glittering before my eyes.
The interior was furnished in magnificent red leather upholstery, and the four doors capped in flawless burled walnut trim. The dashboard was an array of gauges and switches set in the same beautiful walnut finish. The steering wheel looked like it was made from ivory, with three sets of chrome spokes radiating from the centre hub. In the centre was the Riley motif and horn button. The floor was covered in thick, red Wilton carpeting that matched the sumptuous upholstery. The whole car oozed a rich aroma of quality and luxury. There was even a fitted radio; I knew of only one other car, the Dupont Cadillac, with a radio. That Cadillac was, in my opinion, no match for this outstanding automobile. I think this was the moment when my love of old British cars first took root. It was to grow into a lifelong hobby that is still with me today. Over the years I have owned a huge variety of British cars, but oddly never a Riley, and in later life I came to favour Rover as my car of choice.
I never had an opportunity to ride in this beautiful new car, which was quite understandable. What owner would want a grubby nine-year-old crawling over his spotless car? The only vehicle I ever rode in was an old Morris 8 hp van. This ancient and battered vehicle of questionable vintage was mostly used for fetching feed and supplies from town. When Ben went to town he often took Roy and me with him. However, after one particularly disastrous trip, Lily abruptly ended this practice..
At the time, Roy was about three years old and quite a fidget in the van. There was nothing like seat belts or baby seats in those days. I usually sat in the back, and Roy sat in the front passenger seat beside Ben. Being small, he couldn't see out, so he tended to climb about, trying to find a better vantage point. The van had two front doors that opened outward, a design that today is known as ‘suicide doors.’ These old and well-worn doors neither fitted well nor shut tightly. Roy, in his quest to find a better position, climbed the side of the passenger door, and under his extra weight it suddenly burst open and swung him out of the van. I know it’s not funny, but this is hilarious! For a moment he seemed to hover, clinging to the ledge of the window frame. Then, he suddenly fell off, rolling onto the busy main road and disappearing from sight.
At the same time, Ben was desperately trying to bring the van to a quick stop. The brakes, like everything else on this vehicle, did not work particularly well. It was fortunate for Roy that the van wasn't capable of much over 30 mph., so at the time Roy hit the road, it was at 20 mph. and dropping fast. Luckily, the traffic was light that morning, and Roy merely rolled onto the verge, without serious mishap. Ben had by now stopped the van and dashed back to pick him up. He was very relieved to find nothing more serious than a few bumps and bruises. That was the easy part; the hard part would be explaining the incident to Lily. I wisely made sure I wasn't around for that, and quickly disappeared in the woods. When I reappeared later, I learned that Roy and I had taken our last ride in the Morris van!
We were soon to be treated to another and more exciting event, one that even surpassed the arrival of the new car. A German prisoner of war was coming to live and work on the farm. There was a POW camp located near Hemel Hempstead, known as Gorhambury Park Camp number 235
All the children were curious - even a little apprehensive - about meeting an enemy soldier. We wondered if he would be wearing his helmet and have swastikas on his uniform, maybe still have his rifle. However, seeing him for the first time turned out to be quite disappointing. He looked nothing like how we'd imagined a German soldier should look. He still wore his uniform trousers and wool jersey, and his shirt, too, was probably uniform, but, alas, no helmet, rifle or swastikas. In fact, he had no badges or insignia of any kind. He was housed in a small wooden hut situated at the corner of the main courtyard. I thought it was rather nice, and wouldn't have minded living in there myself.
Inside there was a cot, small table, and a chair. There was a window on each side, covered with old cotton curtains, but no electricity - just a hurricane lamp hanging from a beam. I'm no longer sure of his real name; possibly it was Kurt or maybe Karl. When he was out of earshot, we called him Herman the German.
We soon came to like him.. Kind and talented, he made us toys from bits and pieces lying around the farm. Using copper wire, he made pins of our names, which we pinned on our jerseys. For the farmer’s two daughters he very cleverly made a little dog (Dachshund) on wheels with separate body sections joined by wire. When towed along, it wiggled and weaved similar to a real dog. Herman received a wage for working on the farm, but it wouldn't have been very much - maybe about a shilling per day. Of course, he received his meals and accommodation for free.
No longer a threat of escape, he worked at the farm while waiting repatriation back to Germany. I can't recall when or even if he went home; many prisoners chose to stay in Britain, especially those whose homes happened to be in the Eastern sector. The Russian military authorities controlled this area and returning home often meant another prison camp much worse than what they'd left behind in England.
*****
When the summer holidays of 1948 ended I returned to school for another term. Like several of my friends, I was old enough to join the Cub Scouts. It was a fun group, and I wore my new cub uniform with pride. One particular thing sticks out in my memory about cubs: Our troop leader showed us how to make a steam-powered boat. On the second meeting night, we each had to bring our own prepared piece of wood, for which we had been given detailed instructions the previous week. The base for each boat was supposed to be ten inches long and three inches wide. One end was sawed to form a point, or the bow of the vessel. At the midship point we fitted two pegs to hold the steam engine. A small piece of copper tubing and a penny candle was provided by our leader to form the engine. The candle was glued between the two pegs at the centre of the boat. The engine – the copper tube - was shaped into a coil and sealed at the inner end. The outer end extended over the back of the boat into the water. The coil was wedged between the pegs directly above the candle. Before installing the tube, we first submerged it in water so it would fill. Once installed on the boat and floating in the basin, we lit the candles. A moment or two later, the water in the tube began to boil and steam squirted from the end in the water, propelling the boat forward. Some went sideways, others in a circle, and a few, like mine, went nowhere. I guess it depended a lot on how accurate our designs were.
Anytime I conceived a foolproof plan to outsmart Lily, it usually backfired. This was the case when she and a neighbour agreed to share ration coupons. The neighbour's daughter, Sarah, and I went to school together, and it was decided we could share a weekly ration coupon. Although the war had been over for some time, many items such as confectionary, sweets, and chocolates remained scarce and rationed. The plan was to alternate weekly: One week the neighbour's girl got a coupon to share with me; the following week I received a coupon to share with her. It worked well for a time; then, one day when I had the coupon, a problem arose. I was confronted with an offer I couldn't possibly refuse. A classmate of mine who was craving sweets offered to trade two tin soldiers and a small toy Spitfire for my stamp. Only half the ration stamp was mine, and I seriously doubted Sarah would agree to trade her half for two soldiers and a Spitfire. I couldn't turn down such a good deal, so I threw caution to the wind and made the trade. My very clever cover story was to tell Sarah I'd lost the stamp. I said I was really sorry, and when it was my turn again I'd give her the whole stamp. Then I made her promise not to tell Lily. She was reluctant, and probably didn't believe me, but agreed not to tell her. With all my loose ends tied up, I relaxed and enjoyed my newly acquired toys. My slip up came about because Sarah hadn't promised not to tell her own mother, who in turn wasted no time in telling Lily. Oh. I hated girls!
*****
The smoking of my first cigarette occurred while walking home from school with two classmates. We passed the time pursuing our favourite hobby of looking in car windows to see the speedo. While peering into a parked car, one of my companions spotted a packet of cigarettes and a box of matches on the front seat. Discovering the car door unlocked, he quickly nicked both. We then ran like hell, fearing the owner had seen us and we'd end up in jail.
Once far enough away to feel safe, we left the main road and walked into the woods to sample our stolen goods. I'd never had an inclination to try cigarettes; it simply wasn't something I was curious about. Neither Ben nor Lily smoked, so I'd never been influenced by example. Of course, I couldn't let the other boys know that, so I pretended to be as excited as them. It tasted awful and I had difficulty understanding why anyone wanted to do this. It did nothing but make me cough and splutter, burning my throat and making my eyes water. I would not try cigarettes again until years later, after I'd finished school. Arriving home, I dodged Lily and made for the bathroom to scrub my teeth and wash away all traces of smoke.
*****
Enjoyable events around this time were the visits from my uncle Bobby, my mother's younger brother. He was apparently the black sheep of the Arlow family. No one ever talked about him, or at least not in front of me. I don't believe he ever went back to Belfast, choosing instead to live in London. Unaware of the reason for his apparent infamy, I always enjoyed his company. The dark family secret was that he was actually my cousin Denis’s father. He and his wife separated and divorced at some point before or during the war, and when the war ended he remained in England, leaving the welfare of his son to his sister, my Aunt Cassie. She had agreed to care for and raise Denis as her own. In those days, divorce was not looked upon favourably; indeed, it was considered a blemish on the good family name. My uncle found himself an outcast, and probably for that reason never returned to live in Ireland. When his visits to us stopped, I asked Lily why and she said he'd moved to Australia. I was never to see him again. During his visits we had played football and talked about all kinds of interesting subjects. He was very fit and he could leap a fence or gate in a single bound. While in the Army he had been a champion boxer, winning many awards and trophies.
On each visit he always slipped me money, usually a two-shilling piece or half-crown - an absolute fortune to me in those days. Unfortunately, Lily was well aware of his generosity, and when he left she always took the larger coin from me, replacing it with a three-penny or six-penny piece. I always objected, but was told it was needed to buy me new shoes or clothes. I have always considered her actions unfair; the money, after all, was rightfully mine. Certainly, I would have wasted it, but had she put it in a savings account for me, it would have been more acceptable. Taking the money and giving me a coin of lesser value wasn’t honest or right. My uncle surely intended it for my use, and he was hardly responsible for my clothing needs.
*****
While out exploring one fine spring morning, I came upon a marvellous cave-like hollow hidden in a thick hedgerow. What a great hideout it would be, and so well hidden in the bushes! Getting into this cavernous hole through the dense and thorny thicket was a little difficult, so I managed to fashion an entrance to climb through without disturbing the hedge. While entering, I took care entering not to impale myself on one of the hundreds of thorns. Once inside, I was completely hidden from the world. I sat there wondering what else I could do to improve it. Should I tell my friends about this secret place? Well, certainly not the girls. I thought of bringing things in to use as furniture - boxes and such – and of covering the inside walls with old feed sacking to make it even more secret and private.
Sitting there quietly thinking and planning, I became aware of a low buzzing sound. It seemed to be slowly increasing in volume, but I was so busy admiring my new hideout that at first I failed to pay attention to the sound. That is, until I spotted a wasp buzzing about, then two, three, four. Oh God, it was a hundred wasps, maybe a thousand. No longer sitting and counting, I was desperately trying to get out at ten times the speed I had entered, the swarm angrily following. No longer concerned about the thorny bushes around my exit hole, I streaked out into the daylight, my feet hardly landing before I took off as fast as my legs would carry me, with a cloud of angry stinging wasps on my tail.
By the time I made it to the barn and slammed the door, I'd been stung six or seven times. My bare arms and legs were covered in angry red welts, and I was bleeding from several nasty thorn cuts. I lay on the straw gasping for breath and thinking I was surely going to die. I eventually crawled home, battered and beaten, hoping Lily could offer a cure for my agony. Roy found it all very funny, laughing and enjoying my painful moans and groans as Lily dabbed on calamine lotion. He was making a serious mistake laughing at my misfortune; my revenge would be sweet. I'd just have to bide my time and await the right opportunity.. A few days later, now fully recovered from my wasp mishap, a marvellous chance presented itself while waiting at the bus stop.
Roy was sitting on the backrest of a bench seat provided for passengers. In formulating my clever plan, I first took care to prevent blame falling on me. I warned Roy to sit down on the bench properly or he might fall over backward. As I expected, he refused, and with a quick push over he went, into a bunch of nettles.
He rushed home crying, and told Lily what I'd done. However, when I explained my version of what happened, I successfully created doubt. Lily had no way of knowing who was telling the truth; being older and smarter than Roy, I gave my story a ring of truth.. Besides, she was aware that Roy often sat on the top of that bench. In the end, that was one of the rare occasions when I got away with it. It wasn't often the case; most times, Roy won, and I felt the sting of Lily's hands around my ears or legs.
*****
On June 9, 1949, we left Hemel Hempstead and moved to the Isle of Wight, a beautiful island nestled in the Solent between the busy seaports of Portsmouth, Southampton, and Bournemouth. Ben had a new job as dairy manager at Brook Farm, in the village of Mottistone.
We moved into a lovely house set in its own garden and surrounded by neat hedgerows and a fence. A garden gate with the nameplate ‘Greenacres’ led to the front door. The house was quite spacious compared to our last home, with two floors and my own bedroom overlooking the back garden. Having my own room was important; I was at an age when I needed space and privacy.
The Isle of Wight was to become the last home I would share with Lily and Ben, and it was here that I recall my happiest childhood memories. Sadly, those memories were marred by a series of dark and unpleasant confrontations with Lily. In the beautiful scenic surroundings of the island, I was fast approaching the age of self-determination, and it was here that I began to seriously question Lily's authority and, with growing courage, to openly oppose her. With equal determination, she would rise to meet my challenges, and I found myself constantly in trouble. In dealing with my rebellious attitude, Lily found new and cruel ways to punish me, but none had the desired effect; indeed, they only led to a more determined resistance. While my first emerging attempts to thwart Lily were weak, with time I became more assertive. As I reached my twelfth birthday, Lily surely realized she was losing her hold over me; by 13 I would oppose her without fear, and my freedom would soon be close at hand.
Belfast and Back Again
Shortly after settling into our new surroundings at Greenacres, Roy celebrated his fourth birthday. It was during this period that I began to see a different standard emerging between Roy and myself. I understood that, being younger he would perhaps receive different treatment than me. However, I couldn't shake the feeling that he was getting special treatment beyond anything I received.
I suppose it could have been partly jealousy, or the natural instinct of an older sibling feeling left out. However, there was clearly a widening gap, especially noticeable between Lily and me. No matter the reason my name was first on her lips when blame was to be assigned. I admit that much of the blame was deserved, but not always. I didn't dislike Roy, nor intentionally pick on him. Of course, I got mad at him from time to time, but no more than usual between two brothers.
The real issue was between Lily and me. For example, at breakfast one morning I had a fried egg. Roy didn't want a whole egg - just the yolk - so Lily scooped the yolk from my egg and gave it to Roy. I complained that I preferred the yolk to the white as much as he did, but I was told to be quiet and eat my breakfast, or spend the day in my room. Such incidents began to build in my mind, creating a widening division between us.
I really sat up and took notice when Roy’s birthday present arrived. It was the largest and grandest tricycle I'd ever seen. Painted fire engine red, it sported a variety of sparkling chrome accessories. Unlike smaller trikes that pedalled from the front wheel, its pedals drove the rear wheels via a chain that was completely enclosed in a casing. Mudguards were streamlined covering the top half of each wheel. At the centre between the handlebars was a push button bell encased in a streamlined cowling. There were carrier baskets on the front and rear. Without doubt, this was the nicest trike I'd ever seen and probably the most expensive. Jealousy certainly played a part; nevertheless it seemed somehow over the top. I had no problem with Roy having a new trike, but the money spent for this particular model could have bought us both new bicycles. For a long time, I'd hoped for and needed a larger bicycle. I had long since outgrown the one bought in Bricket Wood, when I was just eight.
I demonstrated this need quite clearly a few days after moving into our new home. While out exploring in the woods behind our house, I came across a discarded bicycle frame in remarkably good condition. It was missing wheels and a few other bits, but I hauled it home with the intention of fixing it up. Rudge, a highly respected cycle manufacturer of the period, made the bike. The black paint, red pin striping and chrome were in remarkably good condition. I eagerly showed it to Ben, telling him of my plan to find wheels and a saddle for it. I was excited and bubbling with ideas of how to put it back into service. Ben sensibly pointed out the costs involved for parts and the question of my ability to install them.
This wasn't what I wanted to hear, and it thoroughly dampened my enthusiasm. The project went no further, and eventually I dragged the frame back into the woods. However, this incident surely made Lily and Ben aware of how badly I wanted a new bike. For boys my age, bicycles were essential transportation. Every boy in the neighbourhood had a bicycle. It was needed for school, football matches, the beach, and everywhere else we went. Certainly more than a toy, it provided us with a sense of freedom. But my hints went unheeded, and I was left riding a bicycle at least two sizes too small. I often felt humiliation with my peers because I couldn't keep up with them, and, always arriving last, I found myself on the receiving end of jokes and laughter.
*****
As the eldest, an increasing number of tasks were placed upon my shoulders. By then, at ten and a half years old I was responsible for washing the supper dishes every night and was not allowed to go out until they were finished. I had to cut the grass once a week using a pair of clippers, which made the lawn appear to be at least ten acres. I would have considered a push mower a luxury. I also had a host of other jobs, not the least of which was looking after Roy - the Roy who didn’t do any chores at all. Of course, he was too young, but at my age I didn’t consider that a reasonable excuse.
The Greenacres house was a wooden structure and quite unusual in England, where most houses are constructed with bricks or masonry. This is probably the reason we had bats living in the attic. At dusk they came swooping down around the house. Across the road was an old church, where another group of bats resided. Every night we had bats galore. I associated bats with vampires and considered it dangerous to be out after dark. There were stories of bats entangling in one’s hair and driving the person insane. Fearing bats, however, wasn't a big issue since dusk was my usual bedtime. I didn't mind going to bed early because I enjoyed listening to the radio. The BBC featured many weekly serials that I faithfully followed. This was neither an addiction nor unusual; I believe much the same problem exists today with children and television.
On Saturday mornings we received a copy of the ‘Radio Times’ with our newspaper. It was a guide to the radio programming available throughout the week. I became a walking Radio Times, knowing exactly what was on and when. Our next-door neighbours were so impressed with my uncanny ability that they gave me an old wireless set. I was allowed to set up in my bedroom, where I could listen to my favourite programs tucked in and snug. The scarier the stories the better I liked them; of course, I sometimes ended up too scared to sleep. I listened to everything - even boring programmes with Eamon Glendenning, in ‘Down Your Way’. This was a weekly program where he visited different parts of England and talked to local residents. Twenty Questions was an interesting show, but I didn’t understand why the panel opened with the question, ‘Is it animal, vegetable or mineral?’
*****
I started my twelfth school in September, a primary school in the village of Brighstone, about a mile from our house. I didn't much like this new school as we were made to do many things I considered sissy. For example, one classroom period was occupied by basket weaving. I'm not sure which was worse - my hatred for the subject, or my ineptitude at weaving. But, by far the worse subject was knitting; I couldn't believe they expected me to learn this.
I was certainly inept at weaving, but it was good compared to my knitting. We were expected to provide our own wool, and Lily gave me a ball of blue that was to become a scarf. I began the knitting project in September with a goal of presenting the finished item to Lily for Christmas. As the month of December closed in, it was clear that my scarf wouldn't be finished on time. I had barely completed twelve inches, and my ball of wool was getting very small. The teacher said I should fold the scarf in two, sew up the sides, and turn it into a marble bag.
I was grateful to bring this boring project to an end, even if it meant rethinking Lily's Christmas present. While I was encountering difficulties at school, Ben was having problems at work. There was apparently a Land Army girl working on the farm who was overly friendly with the boss and undermining Ben's position.
At the end of October we left Mottistone and moved to the village of Brighstone, a mile down the road. With Ben having found work on another dairy farm, we left the bats behind and moved into a house at number 2 Row Down View. I didn't have to change schools, and was in fact now much closer. Row Down View consisted of twelve semi-detached houses, all facing the Downs. We had lots of neighbours and lots of children to play with. At the end of the row was a vacant field that we used for football and cricket.
On January 15, 1950, I celebrated my eleventh birthday and began to realize my interests were changing. I was still interested in sports, mostly cricket and football, and played at every opportunity. But the most perplexing change was that I was beginning to like girls. I found myself taking note of their looks and sometimes attempting to make friends with them. I did it in a variety of ways - by sitting next to one on a bus, in class or at church. Of course I always made it look unintentional, pretending I hadn't noticed them sitting there. Girls were fast becoming an exciting new phase in my life. It was also something I appeared to have in common with the other boys in my class. Our main focus was generally girls’ breasts, or, failing that, their underwear. In fact, most girls that moved in our circle didn't yet have breasts.
*****
In late January, a doctor and health nurse came to the school to carry out physical exams of all students. Everyone was to be inoculated, although I don't think any of us knew what for. Perhaps it was against TB or polio. Our biggest concern was the fear and pain associated with being stabbed with a needle. On the up side, there were no lessons; school would be a fun day. We were divided into two groups: the boys would be inoculated and examined in the morning, and the girls in the afternoon. We were told to strip down to our underwear and line up in the gym. There, we waited to be examined by the doctor and jabbed by the nurse. While we did this girls were outside in the schoolyard playing games.
After lunch it was their turn to line up in the gym and our turn to play outside. However, with the thought of all the girls standing in the gym in their underwear, playing football was far from our minds.
The windows in the gym were high up the walls and well out of reach from our prying eyes. But we found our way around this by taking turns standing on each other’s shoulders to look in the windows and glimpse the girls inside. It worked well, except we didn't have a lot of time to look. Supporting on one’s shoulders a boy equal in size and weight was neither easy nor comfortable, and in a very short time he had to be tipped off.
My turn eventually came, and with eyes bulging I peered down on the girls lined up in bottle-green knickers and white vests. Everything was going well until a girl spotted us and screamed out the alarm. In that instant we vanished from the windows. When the teacher arrived on the scene, we were involved in an intense game of football. We naturally acted totally surprised to be accused of such a crime. ‘We've been here playing football, Miss,’ we said in chorus. ‘Honest, it must have been someone else.’ We survived the moment, but were thoroughly warned to stay on the ground - or else. Protesting our innocence, we went back to our game of football.
*****
Girls were now part of our daily agenda, and we talked about them at every opportunity. The most popular subject discussed was the colour of their knickers. Girls usually wore a school uniform, which included dark green gym knickers. They were made from a heavy wool material and were probably quite warm. With elastic at the waist and legs, the legs, if pulled down, reached their knees, like bloomers. Naturally, they were never worn that way, always pushed as high as they would go. Lacking any experience in wearing these items, I can only guess that they were not comfortable in warm weather. This probably led some girls to wear lighter silk or cotton knickers to school. On days when they had gym class, they probably brought shorts with them. The popular challenge was discovering which girls were not wearing school underwear.
Once an unsuspecting girl was spotted, the word spread through the school like wildfire. ‘Mary is wearing pink knickers today,’ or ‘Joan has white with lace trim,’ and so on. We spent the rest of the day trying to catch a glimpse of them. The best chance was watching the girls skip rope, or play on the swings. As a last resort, we flipped up their skirt as they passed by, or dropped to the ground to look up their dress.
While preoccupied with girls and their underwear, none of us really understood why.. We certainly weren't familiar with the word ‘sex,’ which was never heard in our homes, schools, radio, or cinemas. If I'd seen it written, I would have assumed someone had spelled ‘six’ incorrectly. When knowledge and correct terminology of a subject are unavailable, children invent their own words. We were no exception to this rule, and unaware of the word intercourse, we used ‘shag’ or ‘do.’ When a girl passed by, a boy might say, ‘Wow, I'd like to shag her,’ or, alternately, ‘I'd like to do her. ‘ We all eagerly agreed, without knowing how or where to begin!
We all claimed to know everything about shagging girls. Most claimed to have seen girls naked, which usually meant they'd seen their little sister in the tub. How we came about our limited knowledge varied from boy to boy. Some spied on sisters while bathing or getting dressed. Information was gleaned from elder brothers, who were apparently experienced in the art of love. One boy told us he had an uncle who had been a sailor in China and had done everything with a girl.
As my ascendancy into puberty progressed, (puberty’ being another word without meaning,) my questionable sexual education continued. But it was soon to be interrupted by other events that would affect me
.
*****
On March 11, 1950, my eldest brother, Tommy, was married in Bristol. He and his wife, Joan, bought a house on a new building estate in the suburb of Kingswood. In the spring, Pop planned a visit to meet Tommy's new wife and see the house. The purchase of a house created quite a stir; no one in our family had ever taken such a step before. While this was happening, Ben and Lily were planning a visit to his parents in Gasper. Lily was eager to visit Bristol to meet Joan and see the new house.
Ben had relatives living in Cowes, on the other side of the island - an Uncle Bernard and a cousin named Eddie. Eddie owned a 1938 Morris Eight saloon car and he had generously offered to loan it to us for the trip. As Pop was arriving in Bristol, we were motoring toward Gasper. The plan was to stay a few days in Gasper, then drive to Bristol to see our family before returning to the island.
One evening in Gasper, Ben decided to take us to Bath to see a film. Arriving in the famous old city, he parked the car on a side street. We climbed out and went in search of the cinema. This took a bit longer than we'd anticipated, but fortunately we found it in time and were seated before the film started. When we came out after the show, it was dark and all the streets looked the same. No one was sure in which direction to find the car.
We walked up and down street after street for what seemed like hours. Then, quite by accident we stumbled into the right street and spotted our missing motorcar. It had taken hours to find, and now we were going to be very late getting back to Gasper. Ben's mother was waiting up for us and was angry at our late return. Lily had a low tolerance for her mother-in-law, and early the following morning we left for Bristol. I'm not sure of the reason for the sudden departure, but more than likely it had to do with our late re-entry the previous night. I didn't care - I was happy to be on the road again. Gasper wasn't one of my favourite places anyway, and I was excited at the prospect of seeing Pop.
*****
The Kingswood Estate was a large expanse on the outskirts of Bristol. Spreading across the landscape was a sea of houses in different stages of construction. The houses on Orchard Road, where Tommy and Joan lived, were the first completed. The road was paved with modern lampposts installed along each side. The row of terraced houses had small front gardens, each enclosed by a low brick wall.
A wrought iron gate opened onto a pathway leading to the front door. Beyond the rear kitchen window was a larger unfenced garden that still looked like a building site; it would need much work before anything could be grown there. Looking across the gentle rising hillside were acres of unfinished buildings. I saw houses without windows, many without roofs, some just a few rows of bricks rising from foundations. There was a constant rumble of machinery moving earth and lorries hauling materials. An army of workers were sawing, hammering and painting. Everywhere was a hive of bustling activity. At the time, I was too young to appreciate what I was witnessing. These were the sights and sounds of a nation rebuilding after six years of war. This same scene was being repeated all across the land. The devastation from the long years of war was disappearing before my eyes.
*****
We hadn't planned to stay in Bristol long - the house was crowded and somewhat short of furniture – so what occurred next probably happened in rather hasty circumstances. Pop asked to take me home for the summer. Given our impending departure, Lily didn’t have much time to think, and she found it difficult to refuse, especially in front of my brother and his wife. With some reluctance she agreed, but not before laying out conditions. Going to Belfast would mean I would miss the remainder of the current school year, and Pop had to agree to put me in school until the summer holidays began. Lily also stipulated that I would have to return to the island in time for the new school term in September. She would travel over at the end of August to fetch me home.
I was stunned and excited when told the news. The thought of being reunited with Jim and Anna had me walking on air. How this had come about is was beyond me, but who cared? I was going home.
The moment soon came for Lily, Ben and Roy to leave. Everyone gathered on the street to wave goodbye, and I watched the little car disappear around the corner, hardly believing it was really happening. I stood between my father and brother almost expecting it to reappear and for Lily to say she'd changed her mind.
Pop still had a few days left before we returned to Belfast, so we went to the pictures, shopped and toured the sights. I was having the time of my life with my father and brother at my side. We watched motorcycle racing at the speedway, sat on the guardrails of the Clifton Suspension Bridge, and had our photo taken. The most exciting event was going to see the Bristol Rovers play. They might have been in the third division, but were still the first professional team I'd ever watched. I wasn't disappointed; the game was great, and the Rovers won. Pop and I became supporters from that day on; Tommy, of course, was already a fan. In the years to come I continued to follow their progress. They never managed to rise from the third division nor often beat their rivals, Bristol City.
Pop's visit to Bristol became an annual event and every year he spent his holidays with Tommy and Joan. He always travelled the same route - overnight boat to Heysham, and train to London, then on to Bristol. Some years later, Jim and Anna talked him into flying. With Pop so set in his ways, it wasn’t easy. They told him it was the modern and convenient way to go, and finally convinced him by telling him how much time he'd save. In roughly two hours he'd be at Tommy's, much faster than the usual 24. Reluctantly he gave in and agreed to try it. However, I don't believe he was ever completely convinced it was the best way to go.
As is often the case, on this first venture into the skies everything that could go wrong did. The plane developed mechanical problems and was diverted to Manchester. From there he was bussed to London and put up overnight. The next morning, after more confusion and time wasting, he was put on a train to Bristol. The two hours journey had now taken several hours more than his usual trip by boat and train. Arriving a day late at Tommy's, he flatly refused to fly home. It was the only time Pop ever boarded a plane. Boats, trams and trains would remain his mode of travel.
*****
Arriving home I found many things had changed. Anna was dating Jackie Hamilton, and Jim was an apprentice baker at the Woolworth Store. They were living in my late grandmother’s kitchen house on Ewarts Row. Pop and Jim had move in with her after their abrupt move from Bedeque in 1945. When she passed away in 1947, they stayed on. Anna, who'd stayed with May and Cookie, had now returned to the family. It was still early April, so Pop fulfilled his promise to Lily to enrol me in a local school. Besides, as everyone worked, there was no one to keep an eye on me during the day. Ever consistent, Pop took me to Aunt Cassie to arrange school enrolment.
She also agreed to look after me until everyone came home from work at night. She first took me to the school at the bottom of Hillman Street, where Denis attended. The headmaster interviewed me in an effort to judge my level of education. I'm sure my varied and chequered school career made it difficult to assess what level I might have attained. The interview did not go well. He asked about the schools I'd attended and the places where I'd lived in England. This in itself was a long and confusing saga. I finally concluded by explaining that I was now living in Brighstone, on the Isle of Wight.
The mention of Brighstone was my undoing for he asked me to spell it. Too late I thought to explain that I'd just moved there and hadn't learned how yet. Of course, had he accepted that excuse, he would have asked me to spell Mottistone, which would undoubtedly have ended with the same result? When the interview ended, he directed Cassie to another school. This probably caused my Aunt more problems than it did me; where I ended up really didn't matter to me. After all, I was entering my thirteenth school in how many years? And it was little wonder I couldn't spell Brighstone.
I was finally enrolled in a seedy and run down school on the corner of Leper Street and the New Lodge Road. I still remember the faded and peeling paint on the classroom walls and ceilings. It reminded me of my first school in Lowestoft, although in this case it was neglect rather than bomb damage. The windows were either filthy or boarded up because of broken glass. The classrooms, halls and playground were in dreadful condition. The children attending this school came from the very poorest working class neighbourhoods. At least three boys in my class wore leather flying helmets all the time. This made me curious; as everyone else had to remove his or her caps in class. Aunt Cassie explained that they probably had lice, and the cure was to shave them bald. Bald heads were not in fashion in the Fifties, and the unfortunate boys would have suffered ridicule from their classmates.
*****
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/11565 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!