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Foreword


This book is, essentially, a voyage of discovery. In the space of a few short years, the author discovered that there was a way of life that did not involve air-raid sirens and bombs. He found that there was an important man in his family’s life – his father – and that the world extended beyond the borders of Belgrave Road, Portswood and Southampton. In the process he grew up, and it is this story, which is so touchingly, and often hilariously, portrayed within these pages.


If you visit Belgrave Road today it is unrecognisable as a street of terraced houses, teeming with life. It is now a busy industrial estate, the houses long gone. This is a pity, for with them went a slice of Southampton’s history. It is for this reason that this memoir is so important: Not only does it document the events of one man’s life, it also saves for posterity a world that no longer exists.


I hope you enjoy this book as much as I have done. Happy reading!


Penny Legg, 2011
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Introduction


This is a story of two worlds that are far removed from one another. I was born during the first year of the Second World War and my infancy was spent in airraid shelters outside our home. Bombs constantly rained down from the German Luftwaffe, as they tried to destroy the city of Southampton.


I was nearly five years old when I first met my father after his demob from the commandos. He appeared in our home suddenly, and we now had to get to know this man we knew nothing about. I chronicle how we as a family coped with the post-war years, where rationing and shortages were a way of life. This was true not just for us but every family in our circumstances.


School life in the forties and fifties was very different from today. Nobody had television; we listened to programmes on radio. There were no calculators, mobile phones, computers and, in most cases, NO cars. We became proficient at producing homemade toys, bikes and trolleys. Life was always a challenge, but it was met by everyone with determination and sometimes miracles.


Many great occupations sadly no longer exist, or have changed beyond recognition, and I was fortunate enough to experience one. After hard training at the Vindicatrix Sea School I gained my discharge book and went to sea in Britain’s Merchant Navy.


I also pay tribute to the brave men, my father included, who made up Six Troop Six Commando. These remarkable men, many of whom survive today, did so much to ensure this country’s freedom from Nazi rule. I proudly include them in this book.


James Marsh,2011
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Grab the Black Bag


We were all there in that black bag that hung on a hook behind the scullery door of No. 94 Belgrave Road. Birth certificates, the all important ration books, insurance policies, identity cards, in fact all things relevant to our existence were kept there. That bag was of paramount importance and had to be taken to the shelter every time we went. This was almost every night because by the time I entered the world, on 6 December 1940, the Second World War had already been raging for just over a year.


Air raids were now common, happening with horrifying and gruelling regularity. Each night was an awful lottery; no-one knew whether their home would still be standing, or whether it had been reduced to rubble by one of the many bombs that fell on Southampton from late 1940 onwards. Records show this amounted to 2,569 high explosive bombs, 36 parachute mines and an estimated 32,000 incendiaries. The Blitz they called it and a blitz it was.


I was born in the maternity unit of Southampton’s Borough Hospital (now Southampton General) in between two raids on the town, and from that clamorous start I was to know nearly five years of war. Indeed, on the night before my birth Southampton suffered one of its heaviest raids. My mother had to wait several hours for essential things like hot water and food because the hospital’s facilities had all been knocked out by bomb damage. Like many other babies, I looked out at the world from the bottom drawer of my mother’s sideboard. There were no carry cots in those days, so babies were simply wrapped in a shawl and placed there.


My earliest memories are of being at home in Belgrave Road with my mother, Mrs Edith Ann Marsh, my two sisters, Sue and Pat, and my brother George. Also living with us was a lady who literally saved my life early in I942 after a serious accident. Her name was Mrs Spender and she rented two rooms. It was she who shepherded the children out when the siren sounded, and saw them safely to the shelter; she was always on hand in any crisis.


Number 94 Belgrave Road was one of five terraced houses that had been built later than the others on the street. The majority dated back to Victorian times, as did Belgrave Road itself when it had a tough reputation; so tough it was always said that police officers would only walk through in twos.


Ours was a three-bedroom house, only two of which were available to us as Mrs Spender occupied the other. The sleeping arrangements were quite simple; I, as the youngest, was in the front bedroom with my mother while Sue, Pat and George shared the small front room next door. The large rear bedroom that looked out over the garden was Mrs Spender’s and, as such, was out of bounds to us. But not to a steady stream of mysterious men who came and went all the time. They were introduced as uncles or friends of hers who were just visiting. Three of these were brothers who lived a few doors away in Belgrave Road. We got to know them very well indeed, as their visits to Mrs Spender were regular.


There was one other room on the top floor, right by the stairs. To have a bathroom was almost unknown in Southampton at that time. The antiquated water heater, known as a geyser, produced an enormous explosion every time the gas ignited, frightening the life out of us. It may have only come out at a trickle but we did have hot running water. There the luxury ended however, because like everyone else in the road we had to use an outdoor toilet. This was situated just beyond the back door, across a concrete square. Beyond that our garden stretched away into the distance towards the fence that divided us from the railway. At the top of a steep bank was the main London to Bournemouth Railway line; this was to figure a great deal in my life, both during the war years and in the later days of my idyllic youth growing up in this wonderful community.


Downstairs there were two rooms and a kitchen, though we knew these by different names. The front room was Mrs Spender’s living room and this, like her bedroom, was strictly out of bounds to my family. Even in later years when this room was part of our home, we as young people were still not allowed to enter. It became my mother’s special room and was used only for important visitors. The only time it was open to us was once a year at Christmas. During the war years we had the back sitting room that looked out over the garden and the small kitchen next door. However, for reasons I cannot fathom, we knew the sitting room as the kitchen and the kitchen itself as the scullery.


And hanging on a hook behind the back door of this small room was that insignificant looking black bag containing all of our documents. Had the house been destroyed by enemy bombing and we didn’t have it, not only would we have been homeless, but we would have lost the ability to identify ourselves and to get the meagre amounts of food and clothing which were only available when accompanied by coupons from the ration books.


Each time the siren wailed my mother reacted the same way, ‘Grab the black bag and get straight to the shelter,’ she shouted to either Sue or Pat, whoever was closest. I was lying in my drawer while Mrs Spender wrapped my two sisters and my brother George in pullovers and coats and got them out of the house. As young as I was I still felt a panic, an overwhelming feeling of being overlooked. I was convinced they had forgotten all about me.


This was far from the truth, of course. I was such a young child and still being breast fed so needed more things prepared. When this was done, the drawer was pulled out of the sideboard and carried, with me inside it, out to the shelter. In early 1941 this was the cellar of the Brook Inn, a charming public house situated on the corner of Belgrave Road at its junction with busy Portswood Road. Here we would wait through the night in comparative silence. This was undoubtedly brought on by fear. The children would sit as close to their mothers as possible while the bombs rained down around us, impacting not with a bang but a crump which shook the ground. This must have been so unnerving to people who knew what was happening and were not cushioned by youth and innocence as I was. They lived in perpetual fear, knowing that the next bomb that came whistling out of the sky could so easily fall on them.


When the all clear did eventually sound the landlord of the Brook Inn, Mr Jewit, told everyone to stay where they were until he had gone outside to see if Belgrave Road was still standing. Each time, to everyone’s enormous relief, he returned to announce that no hits had been suffered, so we could all return safely home. Belgrave Road came through the war relatively unscathed. All around us, in so many parts of Southampton, houses and businesses were being destroyed. But, even though railway lines were a prime target for the German bombers, we suffered not a single loss. I know of only one bomb that actually fell in Belgrave Road. It was an incendiary and landed in a place that had no buildings. One of the residents, Mr Aldridge, raced down to the spot and defused the device, rendering it harmless. This was a very brave thing to do and earned that piece of ground the nickname of ‘The Bombed Buildings’. That is how we described the place that became our playground, where we played endless games.


Later in 1941 large red-brick shelters were erected, the nearest of these being right outside our house. Of these shelters I can remember nothing, but my sister Pat has since told me there were rows of bunks along each wall, the rest of the shelter being very bare and basic. No-one got around to sleeping in the bunks though. How could you sleep when the German air force, in a campaign of sheer ferocious hatred, were doing their best to completely destroy the town and everyone in it? A task of which I am proud to say they failed.


Of my father I knew absolutely nothing at the time. I didn’t even know I was supposed to have one. He was away fighting the might of the German army and there was every reason to suppose he might never return, as so many didn’t from that bitter war. So to cushion us from this possibility, Victorian stoicism once more came into force and children were told nothing. After all, you can’t mourn for someone you know nothing about. Early every morning, while the family was still asleep, my mother, in company with one of the neighbours, ran up to the police station in the adjacent Portswood Road. Although exhausted from yet another freezing and terrifying night in the air raid shelter, they needed to look at the bulletin board outside. This listed all the fallen and wounded military personnel from Southampton. Fortunately my father’s name was never there. However, as children we were kept completely in the dark about the man who had been responsible for our entry into the world.


I now know, from a piece written about him in the Southampton Daily Echo, from 1944, that he was in Six Commando. Corporal William Marsh, as the Echo piece tells us, was a cook. But I have since learned he was much more besides. After joining he came out top in his unit and was selected for commando training. This took place in Scotland, and it was here, along with his fellow recruits, that he was taught the commando way of fighting: scaling cliffs in the dark to attack enemy held positions, and the art of hand to hand combat. This is one of the hardest things to do because it brought men into personal contact with the enemy. The killing was not done with guns or grenades, but from close range. He had to creep up on enemy sentries, grasp them from behind and kill by strangulation, or thrusting a commando knife into their vital organs.


How many of us now, if called upon to do this sort of thing, could actually go through with it? My father, along with many others, did because it was simply their job. He served with Field Marshall Montgomery’s forces where he became Monty’s personal cook.


During this time he became a dispatch rider. This meant riding a motorcycle at high speed, often passing through enemy-held territory to deliver important documents to the British High Command. This was very dangerous because these riders were a prime target to the enemy and many of them did not survive the war. Corporal Marsh never received a wound during his army service. Even when taking on the equally dangerous job of a sniper, which involved hiding in trees and picking off enemy troops. He has subsequently been described to me as a very brave man, and as his son I am extremely proud of him for that.


One story I have of him from this time came to me recently, and was told by my sister Sue. She was the oldest child and actually knew dad before the war. This was the only time in the whole of his army service that he was home on leave. If I did meet him then, I cannot remember because I would have been too young.


It was following America’s entry into the war, prompted by the Japanese attack on their naval base at Pearl Harbour, and just one day after my first birthday on 7 December 1941. Many American soldiers were in this country mingling with the British population and trying out our public houses. They had to get used to warm beer and British licensing hours, as well as the shortages we had to contend with on a daily basis. Because dad was home he spent his evenings in the Brook Inn, and on one of these occasions my mother joined him, leaving us children in the care of Mrs Spender.


There were some GIs in the bar, and once my mother was seated her striking good looks attracted the attention of one of these. He strolled over and placed his hand on the back of her chair in a friendly fashion because he obviously wanted to get to know her. Seeing this, my father drew the Luger pistol he always wore throughout his wartime service. He then calmly placed the barrel of the gun against the GIs temple and said, ‘Would you mind taking your hand off the back of my wife’s chair?’ It isn’t surprising the man did as he was asked and left the pub without looking back.


One of my most vivid memories was the dreaded gas mask. The Germans had used gas to attack our troops in the First World War and it was feared they would try the same horrible tactic again. So we were all supplied with the means to survive if this did happen. Although they were designed to save our lives, to us children they were quite simply tortures from hell. The first time my mother put me in a baby version, called a Mickey Mouse because the baby was placed right inside it. The experience was every bit as bad as the larger versions. I screamed the place down, I fought and kicked and did everything I could to get out of the awful thing.


The adult versions were just as bad; dreadful things that went right over the head covering the nose and mouth, with a clear viewing window to look through. They also had a large expenditure hanging down the front that resembled an elephant’s trunk, giving the grown-ups a very frightening appearance. I don’t think anyone who put one of these things on, or were strapped inside, will ever forget that terrible suffocating feeling, or the horrible sickening smell of rubber.


German U-boats were causing havoc among the ships that provided this country with essential supplies. We had to put up with food supplements like powdered egg and milk. They were awful, but kept us alive and helped us through the war. Despite these hardships, what does stand out in my mind was the way everyone pulled together. This was a united front and it got everyone through these terrible times. Even as children we knew and understood this.


Mr Wilkins, one of the elderly men in the road, told me of a time when, just after an air raid, he carried me out of the shelter. As the roar was heard overhead I excitedly pointed up at the ‘lovely aeroplane’. Everyone else was horrified. The aircraft in question was a German bomber and its doors were open. Fortunately for us they had already dropped their bomb load and were simply passing overhead on their way back to base.


Other members of my family that lived outside our road were not so fortunate, namely two of my mother’s sisters, Ada and Vickie. In Aunt Ada’s case it was early in the war when an incendiary hit her bedroom and set it alight. Fortunately this was spotted as soon as the all clear was sounded and the fire was put out before too much damage had been caused. What happened to Aunt Vickie however was much more serious. She had just married the young man she had met on 6 December 1939, exactly one year before my entry into the world. His name was Lesley, Uncle Les to us of course, and in those early days he and his new bride were living with his parents.


Les was not called up to serve in the armed forces because he was involved in vital work in the Spitfire factory in Southampton. The Germans bombed that factory to ruins but they relocated elsewhere. Production of the super aircraft, that did so much to win the war, managed to go on despite all of the German’s frantic efforts to stop it.


On 28 February 1940, he was at home when the siren sounded to announce yet another raid. As he made his way to the Anderson Shelter situated at the bottom of the garden he felt a powerful blast of wind from behind. Conscious of the fact that his feet were no longer in contact with the ground, he was quite literally sent flying through the air and landed at the bottom of the garden, squashed up against the back fence. When he struggled to his feet and looked back there was nothing but a pile of rubble. The house had suffered a direct hit and his family was inside it. I have since spoken to my Aunt Vickie to find out what exactly happened that awful day. This is her version of those events:


We were all in the house when the siren sounded so Les started out to go to the shelter. We were left inside, meaning to follow him at once. Besides me, there was his mother, father and sister. Just before we started my father-in-law said, ‘Bomb, quick, lie on the floor.’ I did as he told me, though I heard nothing myself. The next moment there was a terrific noise as a bomb hit the front of the house and demolished it completely. We were all in the kitchen and this collapsed in on top of us, burying us beneath tons of rubble.


My father-in-law was killed outright, but miraculously the rest of us were still alive. I had been by the side of my mother-in-law’s large Welsh dresser and this had broken and fallen in on top of me. It trapped my left arm beneath and this, somehow, was the only physical injury I suffered that day. But the wait to dig us out took five hours to complete. I have never forgotten this and I never will. It is the dark I remember so clearly, even more than the choking dust. It shut us into another world and we had no idea at all what was happening outside.


We knew very early on the rescuers were working to free us. They had come as soon as the all clear sounded and shouted, ‘Anyone alive down there?’ We shouted back as loud as we could, ‘Yes we’re here.’ We didn’t realise the work of freeing people trapped under rubble is a slow and painful business. It has to be done with the utmost care to prevent the whole structure from collapsing even further and crushing the victims beneath. The first contact they made after that interminable wait was the body of my father-in-law.


As his body was brought out my husband clearly heard the volunteer workers say, ‘This one is for the morgue.’ It must have been awful for him as he couldn’t see which one of us it was. He just knew that at least one was dead; had he lost his wife or not? It was just as bad for me as I didn’t know if Les was alive. We finally met up at the hospital where we were all taken after the rescue. This brought about a bond between us that lasted through all the years of our marriage, made stronger by the day we nearly lost one another. The bomb hit the house on the evening of 28 February, so we have always said I was buried in February and rescued in March.


It was not Hitler or his hated air force who so nearly claimed my young life, but that ever-present danger of the accident in the home. This was in late 1942. I had then, and still have today, the desire to do everything at breakneck speed. I was the same with learning to walk. Apparently I was not interested in crawling around. As soon as it could be managed I was up on my feet and blundering about.


On the day of the accident my mother had just made a pot of tea. I was, as usual, tottering around on my little legs and constantly falling over. Sensing something near, I instinctively reached out for support to break my fall; this turned out to be the table cloth. As I fell I dragged this with me, bringing the large enamel tea pot with it and tipping its scalding contents all over me. It is of course just as well I have no actual memory of that terrible event.


Mrs Spender had some nursing experience and she sent my mother out to get the services of one of the neighbours. Eddy Biggs lived a few doors away and drove a taxi. She was to get him at all costs and without delay. What Mrs Spender did next saved my life, as my mother was told by hospital staff later. She snatched me up and with a pair of very sharp scissors cut all of my clothing off. Unfortunately much of my skin came with it. She then wrapped me up in anything she could find, putting nothing at all on the burns, and this was vitally important as well. Meanwhile, my mother had burst into the home of Eddy Biggs and dragged him away from his dinner. Then, along with Mrs Spender, all three of us were thrust into the back of Eddy’s taxi and the mercy dash to the hospital began.


I now know from what I have been told over the years that my condition was very serious. My whole body had swollen up during the trip to the hospital and for some time no one was allowed to see me. It would have been too upsetting for anyone to have seen the pitying state I was in. I was given little chance of survival because pneumonia, brought on by shock, had set in. However, if I have one thing in life it is the will to survive. This has been inherited from my family. Somehow, after more than six weeks in hospital I made it through.


I still carry the scars of that awful accident both physically and mentally. My upper arms are scarred where I lost so much skin that day. Even now when I see films warning of dangers in the home, showing children reaching up towards handles of saucepans boiling on the kitchen stove, I go cold all over and have to look away. In my subconscious, I relive that day in 1942 when it happened to me. It is a constant reminder of the time when I was required to cheat death.


My mother’s first reaction after returning from the hospital was to throw the enamel teapot as far away as she could. It joined a lot of other unwanted Belgrave Road rubbish over the fence on the railway land beyond. She had been told by the doctors that this contributed to the awful plight of her son. Enamel holds the heat and, while this is fine for making tea, it did me a lot more harm. So much had been taken out of me, in that momentous fight for life, that I had a lot of nervous reactions as a child; and we all know that other children are not very sympathetic. Many taunts came my way, and these often led to fights.


It makes me wonder how my mother coped with having a young family during the Blitz. Food and clothing shortages, and now her youngest son not expected to live. How tough did people have to be then? The answer was very hard and very determined. She did cope, we did survive, and we saw out 1942. Southampton may have been very badly mauled but we were still here and carrying on as best we could. One other memorable character joined our family that year when we acquired a kitten. It was a female – ginger and white – and because she arrived in the middle of the Blitz, my mother called her that. Blitz, or Blitzie, as she was affectionately known. Blitzie was with us throughout my childhood and teenage years and died eventually at the grand old age of twenty-one. In those years she became another member of the family and shared the highs and lows of life along with the rest of us; she was a much-loved family pet.


As I grew older I became more aware of things around me. I can recall, for instance, my brother George and me looking through the tiny chinks in the blackout curtains towards the end of the war. Searchlights still probed the night skies whenever there was any threat of enemy aircraft overhead. We were thrilled to see those huge beams shining up at the night skies. The railway was very prominent too. One time, after a particularly bad raid on Southampton airport, a train was carrying the wounded slowly into the heart of town so the victims could be taken to hospital. Anxious relatives climbed over the railway fence and ran alongside the train, trying to find out if their loved ones were among the dead or injured.


On a much happier note, there was a signal just beyond our back garden, and American troop trains would often stop at this. The GIs, knowing how short we were of essential foodstuffs, would throw all sorts of goodies from the windows, from sweets and chocolate to precious tinned food. This was always the signal to scramble. No matter what you had been doing it was grab a bag and get over the railway fence. Anything you picked up went into the bag to be carried home in triumph, except for the American soldiers who fell out of the train and landed on the bank among us. We put them back.


Even here the community spirit prevailed. Living on the railway side of the road we, along with all our neighbours, had an unfair advantage over the families opposite. They were just as short of food so whatever was gathered up was put together and shared out to all the residents of Belgrave Road. This was our main survival weapon: neighbour helped neighbour and even the kids shared what we had.


There was one exception to this though. From 1943 onwards things started to get better for us, as more and more German aircraft were shot from the skies. It became fashionable for the older children to look for and collect shrapnel. My two sisters were especially active here. This was to be found in the streets and even on the roofs of the air-raid shelters. When found this became private property. Many children boasted large collections of these mementos of the carnage going on around us. It was a symbol of our side’s triumph over our enemies.


Another favourite pastime, conducted away from parental vision, was to go up to any American soldiers walking the streets of our town. Lots of them were here in late 1943 and early 1944 in preparation for the great invasion of Europe on D-Day. When presented with this chance we all said the same thing, ‘Got any gum chum?’ The answer was always yes. We were rewarded with chewing gum, which the Americans had in endless supplies. If we were lucky we also got chocolate. Our parents were not aware we did this and certainly would not have approved. America might have been on our side, but we were not allowed to speak to strangers, and definitely never to ask for anything from anyone.


Sue and Pat would have been in trouble if my mother ever found out they were responsible for her being confronted by two GIs on her doorstep. Little did she know that her two daughters had used the gum chum ploy but had been asked, ‘Where do you two live?’ I’m sure these men, who were so far from home, only wanted to be friendly. Unfortunately my mother, who had been through a very strict Victorian upbringing, didn’t see it like that. She was horrified that two complete strangers wanted to come into her home to speak to her. She was having none of it and slammed the door in their faces. She then rushed through the house to firmly shut and bolt the back door as well. What those two Americans thought I can only now wonder. But I can hazard a guess they thought the British people, who they were over here to help, were somewhat peculiar.


What we children didn’t know was the scale of the build-up to D-Day. We knew Southampton was teeming with troops from other countries; America, Canada, France and Holland. This was evident all the time as we went about our daily lives. But at the docks every sort of craft was moored and ready to go as soon as the orders were given. Assault craft, landing craft, tank carriers and many more were there in preparation for the biggest ever seaborne assault on enemy-held territory. On 6 June 1944 this great invasion took place, taking our chewing gum suppliers with it. Our parents, of course, were greatly excited by this, because once the allied forces set foot in German-occupied Europe and began the job of driving them out, the end of the war would not be far away.


For us at home it was not now so vicious, although Hitler had started using the dreaded VI flying bombs, known here as doodlebugs. These made such a noise when in flight, but when the fuel ran out and the engine died it was the signal to dive for cover. In the silence that followed, only the rush of air as the bomb fell could be heard, before the sound of the explosion as it landed. Our only defence against this bomb was if our defenders managed to shoot them down when in flight. Fortunately our boys were doing very well in Europe, and when at last, on the 8 May 1945, it was suddenly all over we couldn’t believe what was happening.


The announcement of the end of the Second World War came during the day while Sue, Pat and George were not at home. They were at a place called Portswood Secondary Modern, leaving each morning and returning home in the afternoon. On that day however they came in early, having been sent home because of the wondrous news of the end of hostilities in Europe. They came bounding into the house, caught up in an excitement they didn’t really understand.


This same feeling was already manifested in Belgrave Road. All the adults, who were usually so sensible, were outside hugging and kissing each other; while the cry repeated from so many throats rang out, ‘It’s over, the wars over!’ When all the children were assembled a marvellous thing happened. Up until now there were two things everyone, not just the children, had to be careful about: making a noise and, even more important, showing a light. Both would have helped our German enemies to pinpoint their targets and do even more harm than they actually did. Now, with nothing more to fear in this direction, the hated blackout curtains were being ripped down in all the houses and taken out into the road. Here they were piled in the middle along with any other rubbish that could be found.


Then, to our enormous excitement, all the children were given large pots and pans, tin bowls, and anything else that when hit with a stick would make a very loud noise. We were then set free, and for the first and only time in our lives told to do just that; and how we took advantage. For hours that went on into the night we ran up and down Belgrave Road banging our pans, making an ear-splitting noise. When at last darkness came, the heap of rubbish in the centre of the road was set alight. I will never forget the sight of that bonfire and how it burned so fiercely. It wasn’t just a celebration fire; it was a light after so much darkness; a freedom from fear and welcome to a life of peace once more, with the threat from Nazi Germany now finally and irrevocably crushed.


The celebrations lasted well past midnight and when the children, now thoroughly worn out, went to bed, another milestone in my young life was reached. As I lay there, I could see, for the first time ever, out of the bedroom window. The houses opposite stood out in the glare of the still burning bonfire. In place of the blackout curtains, now burning with the rest in the road outside, was clear glass. Looking out at the road I was to grow up in was a wonderful sight that I have never forgotten.


Later on we had the victory street parties. Belgrave Road, along with so many other places in Southampton, rose to the occasion. Sitting at long trestle tables that reached from one end to the other, we had a wonderful time. There were cakes and all sorts of goodies that we had not even tasted before. Our parents had pooled their meagre rations to produce this. There was music and real laughter and oh how I enjoyed it all.


Yes, the war was over and life could now start getting back to how it should be. There were quite a few more years of food and clothing shortages. Many other things, including sweets, would still be rationed. But we could live with that; after all hadn’t we been doing just that for the past six years?


I, along with many other kids born around the same time, was just coming up to five years old. What I didn’t know, and was about to find out, was that after all the joviality had subsided we were going to have to face that place my parents casually referred to as ‘school’.
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Peace at Last


The end of the Second World War had a great effect on me. Now I was able to leave the house alone. Not only during the day, but as it was late spring, for short periods in the evenings as well. This was hard to believe at first because we had been so closely watched during the war. Such was the horror of the constant bombardment that very young children were never allowed out of their mother’s sight. Now I was going to be able to discover, not only the area where I lived, but also boys and girls of my own age. We were ignorant of so much that normal streetwise children would know. All we had experienced up until now were bombs, shrapnel, antiaircraft guns, American soldiers and everything else that goes with a country in the midst of a war.


The older children had gone to school together throughout the hostilities, many times having to rush from their classrooms during air raids. They also played together, but the young ones saw each other only briefly. Most of the time this was from behind our mother’s skirts as we all sat waiting in the shelters.


Belgrave Road was riddled with back ways designed to allow the dustmen do their job. Household rubbish, in those days, was put into bins made out of corrugated tin and kept at the bottom of the back garden. On collection day the men came round and transferred the waste into their own bin. These were then heaved onto their shoulders and carried to the lorry parked in the road. Vegetable peelings were also collected on a weekly basis to be used as pigs swill. Nothing in those barren days was ever wasted.


They of course were one of the first things we discovered. Tailor-made for games that required a lot of chasing and hiding, we were to do a great deal of both over the next ten years or more. Before my generation raced around these back ways, the former residents of Belgrave Road used these same cut ways to avoid capture by the police. I can believe that because to know your way around these was a very definite advantage and a great way to lose anyone you didn’t want to see.


Another frequent use was as a shortcut to the main Portswood Road. The nearest entrance was right opposite my home, a partly covered narrow cut way that broadened out at the halfway point as it reached the limits of the back gardens on that side. It then widened considerably and veered first right then left, leading up to the main road. There were houses on both sides, and at the top were the shops. Spagagna’s shoe repair to the left and Sangster’s barbers on the right. Both of these were still trading twenty years later when I finally left home. From here, going in either direction were the shops that were such a part of our lives. An area that stretched from Woodmill Laundry in Swaythling, to our right, to a shopping complex called Portswood Junction to our left.


During this time everything a family needed was very strictly rationed. The war had drained this country’s resources to such an extent that everything was in short supply. Each family in Great Britain was only allocated so much of essential items such as food and clothing. It didn’t matter how much money you might have, not that we had very much, but if you didn’t have those all important ration coupons then you would not be served. In these days, long before supermarkets, you needed to visit several shops and where there was more than one of the same type of shop in the area it was necessary to be registered with one of them.


Our meat, like most of the other residents of Belgrave Road, came from Martin’s so this was the butcher shop we always went to when our mother bought our weekly ration. If we went to the other shop, they would look up and see we weren’t registered there and we wouldn’t be able to buy any, even if we had the money and ration coupons. Howard’s was very much a smaller business than Martin’s in Swaythling, but they did have a good clientele from the roads on the opposite side to them. I never really knew much about this shop although I passed it on a daily basis.


Lock’s sold the best fish and chips in the whole of Southampton, while Whitlock’s was a sweets and tobacco shop. Often in later years, while waiting to attend Sunday school at a little hall directly opposite, we would gaze up Sirdar Road until we saw the man himself making his way down to open up. Leaving his house he would look down to his shop to see a crowd eagerly looking back waiting for him to arrive. Then we would follow him inside to spend our few pennies on sweets to take to Sunday school with us.


Another small shop was run by two very nice ladies; this was Bailey’s. There was always time to talk and browse, and Mrs Bailey was never too busy to attend to her little customers. We needed help, because it wasn’t just the price of sweets that was important to us. A far more serious consideration was how many priceless coupons each transaction required. Once these were gone there would be no more sweets until the next allocation of ration books, so we were exceedingly careful in our use of these. Mrs Bailey always advised on the sweets that had the lowest coupon requirements; this was a huge help to us and we loved and appreciated her so much because of it.


There was a small shop selling writing paper, ink and blotting paper, but their main trade came from lending books for a small fee. My mother was a regular customer here and rented her favourite reading material from this shop. These were always books about romance or, slush, as we called it. One of our favourite places was the smithy. What great fun we had here watching the elderly blacksmith in his torn leather apron, as he placed the red-hot shoes onto the horse’s hooves. Skilfully shaping these before they were fitted, he never seemed to mind us crowding into his doorway to watch.


Next to the smithy was the newspaper shop where most of our parents bought their daily papers. Beyond this the Catholic church stood at the other end of Belgrave Road. This was a green tin building and not one that any of us ever entered having been brought up as Church of England. But we all knew this place because it was a boundary over which we were not allowed to pass unless suitably accompanied; this was our area of Southampton. I have mentioned Woodmill Laundry, and this formed the boundary down the other end of Swaythling. This was also not to be passed without escort.


One of the cottages was steeped in myth and rumour because of the elderly lady who lived there. None of us, not even our parents, knew anything about her because she kept very much to herself. We didn’t even know this lady’s name. So we made up our own scary stories about her. These were taken so seriously that this particular cottage was given a very wide berth indeed.


It was, of course, the home of a horrible witch, complete with black cat, who would use her spells to turn children into ghastly little creatures if she ever got her hands on us. We could easily reach the back of this property because the cut ways ran past, but there was a very high wall. Inevitably, in later years, we became braver and far more daring, so challenges were made to climb over and sneak into her garden. I never rose to these because I had a very healthy fear of witches and wanted nothing to do with this one. I wonder now, so many years, later what that elderly lady was really like. For all we knew she could have been a very nice person indeed.


Near to and in sight of the laundry was a road I came to know very well for two reasons. This was Mayfield Road where my grandparents lived. My mother was part of a family of eight girls and two boys. But not all of her childhood was spent here. Although large families were commonplace, this didn’t make it any easier to cope. Feeding and clothing that many children was a daunting task. So she was farmed out and raised mostly by her grandmother. This is how she met my father; they knew one another as children because he lived beyond Portswood Junction in Dukes Road, which was the next street.
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