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1


IN THE BEGINNING


The day of 3 September 1939 was a quiet one, a typical Sunday of that era when shops were not allowed to open and most people spent the morning in church, then went home to a roast lunch, and spent the afternoon reading the papers, taking a walk, or having a nap.


The world at that time was still recovering from the Great Depression and life was very different to life today. There were very few restaurants and few people ate out. Few homes had telephones, and fewer still had central heating. There were no jet aeroplanes, smartphones, internet or TV, no McDonald’s, Burger King or Hilton Hotels. But despite the lack of these things that most people today take for granted and probably think are essential, the majority of people in Britain in 1939 led happy and stable lives.


Happiness, I now realise after a long life, depends not so much on possessions and technology, as on loving and being loved, being healthy – or at least healthy enough to do the things you wish to do – having good friends, having hope, and – if you are lucky enough – having a job and enough money to enjoy yourself and do more than just get by.


The world at that time was very different in other ways to the world of today. The average weekly wage for a man was between £3 and £5, but prices were correspondingly low. A loaf of bread cost 4d (2p in today’s money), a pint of milk 3d (1½p), an ordinary semi-detached house in south-east England between £500 and £600 (about £840 in London), and a brand-new family car about £160 to £200. Even so, few people could afford a car. In total, there were about 2 million vehicles on the road in 1939, compared with 40 million today. Few people had travelled abroad. Instead, most people took holidays in Britain, travelling by train to places such as Blackpool, Scarborough, Devon, Cornwall – or for the more energetic, the Lake District, the Peak District or the Highlands of Scotland. But although these things were the accepted norms of the time, that particular Sunday, 3 September 1939, was far from normal, as it was the day when the Second World War broke out, and the peaceful world into which I had been born and brought up changed forever.


I was 6 years old at the time and had just learnt to tie my own shoelaces. On that particular morning, I was with my parents and 4-year-old brother Richard in the drawing room of the flat in which we lived over the shop my mother and father owned in Wembley, a suburb of north-west London. We had just listened on the radio to the prime minister, Mr Neville Chamberlain, tell the nation that regretfully, once again, just twenty years after the slaughter of the First World War, in which millions of people had been killed, we were again at war with Germany. My parents were stunned by the news, and were quietly trying to absorb its implications, and the realisation that the period of indecision that had preceded the declaration was over and that the shooting war was about to begin, when suddenly a whistle sounded in the street outside. Following my mother, or Mum as I called her, I walked over to the window and watched as she pulled back the net curtain to reveal a man on a bicycle gesticulating wildly with his free arm as he cycled along the road. He was wearing a tin helmet on his head, and was obviously trying to attract attention.


‘What on earth’s the matter with him? Is he mad?’ Mum asked, as I stood watching beside her.


Later, we learnt that the man was an air-raid warden, and that as the air-raid sirens that had been installed were not yet operational in the area in which we lived, he was doing his best to warn us that an air raid was about to take place. Fortunately, it proved to be a false alarm and nothing untoward happened. It was the beginning of what became known as the Phoney War, during which, for the first eight months of the war, Britain was not involved in any fighting on land, although at sea both we and the Germans lost several ships. These included the British liner Athenia, which was torpedoed by a German U-boat with the loss of 112 lives just a few hours after the declaration of war, and the battleship HMS Royal Oak, torpedoed with the loss of 800 lives while she was at anchor in Scapa Flow, a deep-water so-called safe haven off the north of Scotland.


***


The events of 3 September 1939 are not my earliest memory by any means. That honour belongs to a hiking holiday my parents took me on in 1934, walking along the River Rhine in Germany. I was aged almost 2 at the time, and my brother Richard had not yet been born. I have just one memory of the holiday, and that is of being carried down a sloping gangway into the dark interior of a ship that I know now was the ferry that was to carry us across the English Channel to the Continent. Throughout the holiday, Dad carried me on his back in a carry chair, while Mum carried our clothes in a rucksack. When I was older, Mum told me that to attract Dad’s attention while sitting on his back, I would say, ‘Hey, Joe, look over there,’ and pull his ear in the direction in which I wished him to look.
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The author aged 2½.





In total, Mum and Dad walked about 60 miles along the Rhine. In many places they saw evidence of German rearming. In some of the bed-and-breakfast homes in which we stayed, they found military uniforms in the wardrobes, and an army rifle in one. Photographs of Hitler hung in some of the homes and in most official buildings. As they walked along the Rhine, ordinary Germans greeted them with a raised arm and the words ‘Heil Hitler’. In one small town, Dad had to hurry Mum out of a bank in which they were changing money, when in faltering German, while looking up at a photo of Hitler, Mum said, ‘The Führer is a Schweinehund’.


When we got back from Germany, Mum found a teaspoon bearing the inscription ‘Belishor Hof Hotel Köln’ in the rucksack she had carried throughout the holiday. As neither she nor Dad had taken the spoon, they assumed that I had placed it in the rucksack. Later, when I was aged about 6, I claimed it as my own, and would not use any other teaspoon. If I could not find it, I searched the kitchen for it and, if still I could not find it, only then would I grudgingly settle for another.


***


My next early memory is of a party my parents threw about eighteen months or so after we returned from Germany. The occasion was to celebrate the birth of Richard. At that time we still lived in a small three-up, two-down semi-detached house about half a mile behind the shop. It was in the sort of side street in which the lives of the lower middle classes were played out behind closed doors. I remember it well: the stale, still air in homes in which windows were hardly ever opened, and the feeling that nothing of much significance ever happened, which may or may not have been true. The lives of many people who lived in that type of house were happy, with the man of the house going out to work during the week and his wife staying at home to bring up the family.


I was aged nearly 3 at the time and remember standing at the foot of the stairs in the hall of our house, and because I was so small, seeing that my line of vision was in the same straight line as the leading edges of the carpeted wooden steps that led up to the floor above. I also remember looking up at the forest of adults standing around me with glasses in their hands, swaying over me like trees in the wind. Several years later, when I was aged about 10, my parents told me that after the party I drained as many empty glasses as I could find and afterwards lapsed into an alcoholic stupor. At first, I sang and gurgled in baby fashion, then I settled down and slept for eighteen hours. As a result, when appropriate, in the right company, I like to boast that I was drunk for the first time at the age of 2½.


My next memory of that time is of Richard being washed in a tin bath on the floor of the room that passed for our living room. He must have been around 6 months. In that memory, I see him as a small baby lying back in Mum’s hand, his lower half immersed in soapy water, his upper abdomen, chest and head supported by Mum’s hand and arm.


I have other memories of that time, and know that they relate to the period before I was 4 because we moved to the shop when I was that age. Before we moved, the people in the house next door were a couple named Bob and Jenny Murison. Bob was a solicitor, and their house was detached and much larger than ours. Several years later, Bob spent some time in a psychiatric hospital as a result of depression brought on by guilt and the fear of being imprisoned for falsifying his company’s tax returns.
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Mum, aged 50.
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Dad, aged 51.





The Murisons had a large black Labrador dog, and I remember standing under their kitchen table with his black face and eyes level with mine, and his tongue lolling out as he panted and patiently indulged me while I tried to pat him.


The house attached to the other side of our home was a mirror image of our house, in which a family named the Boltings lived. I used to play with Graham, their son, and Mum used to talk to Mrs Bolting over the back garden fence, typically when they were hanging out their washing on Monday mornings – the morning during which almost every housewife in Britain washed and hung out her family’s laundry. Mr Bolting was a bank manager, and they were considerably better off than we were. Many years later Graham went to Berkhamsted, one of England’s so-called public schools, which are private and very expensive, and not really public at all.


Another thing I remember of the time before we moved to the shop was my father finding a blackbird with a broken wing in the garden at the back of the house. I was almost 4 at the time, and remember that Dad brought the bird into the house and placed it on a mat on the floor of our living room – we used the drawing room only on Sundays – and tried to feed it bits of bread soaked in whisky until eventually a tall man wearing a chauffeur’s-type cap, and what I imagine was an RSPCA uniform, came and took the bird away in a basket.


My next early memory is of a man shouting, ‘Anything for the rag-and-bone man?’ Dressed in down-at-heel, grubby, black clothes, and seated on a cart drawn by a tired-looking horse, he drove passed our house and passed the house on the opposite side of the road in which the famous bandleader Victor Sylvester lived.


One of my happiest memories of that time before the war, when the world seemed so peaceful and settled, was of a man wearing a big red Bakelite cat’s head over his head, as he collected money for charity. Even now, more than eighty years later, I remember the excitement I felt at his appearance. Mum knew the time and day of the month that he came, and would open the front door for me, so that I could stand, watching and waiting for him. When he appeared, I would run out to the front garden gate, shouting ‘Cats, cats!’ and give him the couple of coppers that Mum had given me for the purpose.


***


In 1937, when I was aged 4, my parents took me to see the newly built corner shop and the flat above it that was to be our new home. Neither the shop nor the flat had been occupied before, and the bricks of its outside walls and the red tiles high up on its sloping roof were new and much brighter and cleaner-looking than those of the much older next-door shop onto which it abutted.
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Mum and Dad with the author, aged 2½.





‘How would you like to live here?’ Dad asked, bending over me, as we stood looking up at the building from its unpaved, bare earth back yard.


I must have answered affirmatively, as we moved in shortly afterwards.


***


One of my abiding memories of that time, when I was still only 4, is of sitting without any clothes on, on the draining board in the kitchen of the flat, with my feet in the large porcelain kitchen sink, and the hot and cold water taps in front of me. On the wall behind me, our gas-burning Ascot Geyser was heating the water with which Mum was about to wash me. In her right hand was a large white flannel soaked with soap.


‘First I’ll do your front and back,’ she said, tickling my tummy and making me laugh.


I watched, as gently she rubbed first my front and then my back with the soapy flannel.


When she had finished washing me, she draped a large, dry towel over my back, kissed the back of my neck, and gently dried me. As she was doing so, her face came close to mine, and a warm glow filled me and I felt very loved.


‘Was that nice?’ she asked, when she had finished.


She asked me to stand up, and said, ‘Now, darling, I’ll do your bottom and winkle.’


When they were done, she asked me to climb down to the floor. I was already too heavy for her to lift so, guided by her, I climbed out of the sink and onto a kitchen stool that had been placed close by, and clambered down onto the floor. When she was sure I was safe, she turned to Richard, who was still only 2, and was sitting on the floor wearing a nappy, and said, ‘Now, Richard, darling. It’s your turn to be made a nice clean boy like your big brother.’


From the kitchen floor on which he was sitting, Richard reached up his arms towards her, and laughed, as she bent down and put her hands round his little chest, and lifted him up.


***


Before she married, Mum had managed a grocery shop on behalf of an older brother named Alexander, or Sander as he was known in the family, and it was her ambition to open a ladies’ clothes shop in her own right in Wembley.


The shop had to be fitted out before it could be opened. Dad did that. As jobs had been difficult to get when he was young during the Great Depression, he had reluctantly trained to be a ladies’ hairdresser, but at heart and by instinct he was a one-man building firm, who could lay bricks and make furniture almost as well as a tradesman. Without having had any formal training, he could plumb and wire a house. So, it wasn’t any surprise that he fitted out the shop himself with me watching happily beside him as he painted throughout, fitted lights, and built sliding wooden doors behind the windows, separating them from the main part of the shop.


Mum and Dad slept in the bedroom at the front of the flat, and Richard and I in the one at the back. Dad decorated our bedroom with wallpaper chosen specially for us as boys, with a repeat pattern of monkeys climbing palm trees and eating bananas.
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Our home in 1960.
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The shop in 2021.





Mum was musical and had played the violin since childhood. She also had a fine singing voice. When we were settled in the flat, she often came into our bedroom at bedtime and sung us to sleep. I can see her now, standing by Richard’s bed in the half-light created by the drawn curtains, with a large dark wardrobe and the monkey pattern wallpaper behind her, looking down at us as we lay safely under the bedcovers, watching her as she sang her own version of the song ‘Ma Curly Headed Baby’ that was as follows:




Tulla, lulla, lulla, lulla, bye, bye


Does you want the moon to play with


Or the stars to run away with


Oh, tulla, lulla, lulla, lulla bye.*





Listening, we felt very safe and secure, and in next to no time were fast asleep.


At other times, as we lay in our little cribs, watching her, Mum played us to sleep with her violin.


***


Shortly after moving to the flat, Mum and Dad became friends with neighbours living in a large, detached house in the side road on the side of the shop. The Ferrises, as we called Mr and Mrs Ferris, had a large garden with a pond containing water lilies and a bridge over which I liked to run. Richard and I played in the Ferrises’ garden with their daughter Rita, who now lives in New Zealand, but with whom I still keep in touch, as old friends are the best friends. Rita had a brown wigwam tent with Red Indian signs painted on it in yellow and white, and the three of us played cowboys and Indians in it for hours, only stopping when we were called for meals.


Mrs Ferris made the best fruitcake I have ever tasted, although she was mean with it and only served it in tiny slices. Meanwhile, whenever Mum (poor woman) made cakes, Richard and I scraped and ate the cake mix from the saucepan in which she had mixed it and, along with Dad, sat round the oven and wolfed down the cakes as fast as they were produced.


Mrs Ferris grew grapes in a south-facing conservatory that Richard and I were rarely allowed in. She was something of a stickler for manners, but had no experience of boys and looked upon Richard and me as wild. Whenever she could, tried to improve our behaviour and manners. One day, she caught us having a pee down a drain at the back of the shop. She was not amused, although I am pleased to say that, having expressed her displeasure, she forgave us, and many years later, when I was emerging from the chrysalis-like state of childhood and was becoming aware of the world around me, thirsting for knowledge in the first blossoming of adulthood, she was the person to whom I turned for information about the arts and which books I should read.


***


When in 1938 I was aged 5, an exciting event occurred: I started school. The school in question was Barham School, a government primary school situated in a quiet suburban residential area of semi-detached houses about half a mile from our home above the shop. Mum took me there on the first few occasions; subsequently, I walked there and back on my own. I liked school. If I had been good at home, before I set out Mum gave me a couple of pence to spend at the end of the day on buying an ice lolly from a man outside the school selling Wall’s ice creams that he took from a wooden freezer box mounted on a tricycle.


The school was a good one. The headmistress was a kindly, thin middle-aged lady named Miss Hill, whose dark hair, in keeping with the fashion of the day, was tightly curled against her head. I liked Miss Hill; she was kind to me. My class teacher was also kind. She was a plump, middle-aged, mumsy lady named Miss Swan. As both she and Miss Hill were much taller than me, I remember them looking down at me as they spoke to me. Miss Swan encouraged me, and I enjoyed her class. In it I learnt to read simple words like ‘wood’ and ‘ship’ and tried to copy words from the blackboard, and from a special copybook that had sentences in copperplate writing on one line that I tried to copy on the line below. The school was well equipped and had a large room in which we learnt about everyday tasks through play. There was a mock-up road where, along with friends I had made in class, I practised looking left, then right, then left again before crossing the road at a mock crossing complete with mock Belisha beacons, similar to the flashing beacons at modern pedestrian crossings. There was also a mock kitchen with worktops at an appropriate height at which we played at weighing food and cooking, and a mock-up shop, where we learnt to use money, either as shopkeeper or as customer. The playground at the back of the school was big and partly tarred and partly grassed. At its back were several large oak trees that separated it from the Piccadilly line, along which trains passed one way or the other every few minutes. In the autumn, the trees were a great source of acorns that we swapped with one another.


I fell in love for the first time in that playground. The subject of my affections was all of 5 years old, the same age as me. Her name was Jennifer Gray, and my love for her was shy and tinged with pain borne of a feeling that she might reject me. To help overcome my apprehension and win her to my cause, one day I bought her a thruppenny paper bag of coconut candy flakes from Mr Hill, an elderly man who ran a sweetshop called The Chocolate Box in the parade of shops in which we lived. To get enough money to pay for the candy flakes, I saved my ice lolly money for a couple of days.


Mr Hill and his wife watched for people coming into their shop from armchairs placed near the door of a comfortably furnished sitting room at the back of the shop. On seeing me enter, Mr Hill rose and walked slowly towards me. On his feet were bedroom slippers.


‘Umm,’ he said suspiciously, looking down and fixing me through his glasses when I asked him for the sweets. ‘Are you sure you’ve got enough money, sonny?’


‘Umm’ summed him up perfectly, as he looked perpetually glum, never smiled and behaved as if he had the weight of the world upon his shoulders.


I showed him the thruppence I was holding in my clenched fist, and watched as he took a large jar from a shelf on the wall behind him and slowly emptied a generous helping of its contents into a small white paper bag he had placed on the scales in front of him.


The following day I gave the sweets to Jennifer, who smiled and accepted them gracefully without comment. The day after that, while we were running together in the playground during a break from school, I blurted out, ‘I love you, Jennifer!’ Jennifer was flushed and breathless from running and flushed even more and her mouth stretched up towards her ears in a great big smile, but she said nothing, and I was left not knowing what she felt, and my pain was greater than ever.





* Adapted from the original song by George H. Clutson.
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PREPARING FOR WAR


Britain began preparing for the possibility of war several years before it actually occurred. Perhaps because of our holiday in Germany, Dad suspected that there was going to be a war. As he had a large hernia in his groin, he was not eligible for the armed services; instead, he signed up to be a policeman in the event of hostilities. When they started, he was called up and became War Reserve 692, a full-time policeman, patrolling the streets and preventing and reporting crime, and later patrolling the town during bombing raids and guarding bombed-out buildings and unexploded bombs.


About eighteen months after we moved into the flat, while the country was still at peace, we were issued with gas masks. I hated mine. Some children were lucky enough to get one that had a Mickey Mouse face with a loose rubber extension on its front that stuck out and served as a nose. Mine, by contrast, was a bog-standard, ordinary black one with a metal snout at its end. It encompassed my face and was so tight that it pressed into my skin and made me feel shut in and I could not talk at all, or breathe or see properly through its Perspex eyepiece. However, I could amuse myself with it by breathing in hard enough to suck most of the air out of it and bring its metal snout up against my nose with a thump.
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Standard-issue gas mask. (The Print Collector/Alamy)





Richard was issued with a gas mask for a baby by mistake. It was huge and looked like a deep-sea diver’s helmet into which the baby was put. It was meant for a child aged up to about 2, and as by then Richard was big for a boy aged 3, Mum exchanged it for one like mine.


A few months later, Dad decided to build an air-raid shelter for us on a spare piece of land that my parents owned behind the shop. I remember the man who assisted him with building it. Paddy was a kind, blue-eyed Irishman with yellow-blond hair and a broad Irish brogue. He wore a washed-out old blue shirt, and allowed me to help him by pouring water onto the mixture of sand and cement that was to become concrete. The shelter was almost entirely underground and had a curved, corrugated iron roof covered by 6in or more of concrete, and was so strong that it would have withstood all but a direct hit. Building it wasn’t entirely without problems. One afternoon, part of a wall started to fall in while the concrete was still wet. Dad and Paddy saved the situation by pushing it back with wooden boards, but the shelter ended up smaller inside than intended. Months later, it rocked as bombs fell nearby, but it did not so much as crack.


When neighbours looked over the fence and saw the shelter being built, they laughed as they passed by, and said, ‘Old Model’s got the wind up. It will be alright. There isn’t going to be any war.’ But they changed their minds, and were pleased to come into the shelter when the bombing began.


While these preparations for war were going on, our lives proceeded in a peaceful way. Dad, who at that time was aged 31, owned a Morris 7, a tiny car like a box on wheels, rolling along on spindly wheels at 30–40mph. Its back was tucked in like the back of an old-fashioned horse-drawn carriage. At a guess, I would say its maximum speed was no more than about 60mph. Inside, the front two seats of the car were roomy enough, but there was precious little room in the back, although that didn’t bother small people such as Richard and me, as our thin, childlike legs required little room.


The main attractions of the car for Richard and me were the large silver headlights on either side of its bonnet, and a glass gauge on the top of the bonnet from which, as you sat in your seat, you could read the temperature of the water in the radiator. To be able to read the water temperature was important, as car radiators of that time were liable to boil over and were prone to leaking, so they could run dry in a matter of minutes, causing the engine to overheat and the car to stop.


We boys loved going out in the car as it heralded a few hours of adventure, and its confined space gave us a feeling of intimacy and that we had Mum and Dad to ourselves.


We usually argued about which side of the car we wanted to sit in, and if we started to push and shove one another, Dad would intervene and say, ‘Get in and don’t argue, or I’ll give you both something to think about!’


We knew the rules, and when that happened, we knew we had to get in as quickly as possible and settle down and be quiet.


As the car trundled along, we would ask Mum to sing to us.


‘Mum, sing “Spaniards”,’ we would shout to her from our seats in the back, or ‘Mum, sing “In Eleven More Months and Ten More Days”.’


The Spaniard we were referring to was in the song ‘The Spaniard that Blighted My Life’, made famous by Al Jolson and Bing Crosby. The words Mum sang to its tune are as follows:




List to me whilst I tell you of the Spaniard who blighted my life


List to me whilst I tell you of the man who stole my future wife


It was at the bull fight that I met him, I was watching his daring display


Then whilst I went out for some nuts and a paper


The dirty dog stole her away


Ah, yes, Ah yes, but I swore I would have my revenge


So, when I meet Alfonso, the Spaniard, the blighter I will kill, tiddly, aye, tye, tye, tye


He shall die. He shall die. He shall die, tiddly, aye, tye, tye, tye, tye, tye, tye


For I’ll raise a bunion on his Spanish onion when I catch him bending tonight!*





‘In Eleven More Months …’ was written by Fred Hall and Arthur Fields. I remember two lines as follows:




In eleven more months and ten more days I’ll be out of the calaboose.


In eleven more months and ten more days they’re going to turn me loose.





A few months before the war, Dad sold the Morris 7 and bought a brand-new fawn Austin 12 for about £200. Its registration number was BMX 375, which I remember to this day – although I cannot remember the registration numbers of most of the cars I subsequently owned myself. The Austin was larger and more luxurious than the Morris, and had blinds in the windows at the back that the driver could raise or lower from the driving seat by pulling on a cord beside his head. It also had a useful luggage net fixed to the inside of the roof in front of the heads of passengers in the back seats. Like the Morris, it had shiny silver headlights. If I stared at their shiny surface, my face was reflected back in miniature, and if I stuck my tongue out, it appeared bigger than my face. The car had running boards beneath its doors, and Richard and I stepped onto them to get into the car. We also liked to stand on the running boards when the car was parked outside the garage, pretending we were Chicago gangsters hanging on to the outside of the car and using our first two fingers as make-believe guns. Other things I liked about that car were that it had real leather seats and a boot at its back that stuck out behind it a little, instead of a tucked in boot like the Morris 7 and other old-fashioned cars.
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