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ABOUT THE AUTHOR


John Cooper was born in Harpenden in 1938 and lived in the Village until 1969 when, following his marriage to Betty, he moved to Watford where they still live. They have two children, Mark and Sarah and a two-year-old grandson, Liam.


A retired quantity surveyor and office manager, most of John’s spare time has been taken up by researching and writing this book, a project that he has found to be not only challenging and stimulating but extremely enjoyable too. His other interests include genealogical research (which at one stage he did professionally), working at his computer, collecting classic movies and reading, especially local history and the Second World War. He also collects old photographs and postcards of Harpenden.




INTRODUCTION


This narrative recounts the author’s early years growing up in the village of Harpenden in Hertfordshire during the 1940s and early 1950s. Memories of the Second World War are vividly recalled when air raids, rationing and shortages were part of everyday life, as was the constant fear and dread of the siren, rising and falling in a crescendo, the nightly incarceration in the air-raid shelter and then the overwhelming relief of the ‘All Clear’. Remembered also are the manoeuvres carried out by the local Home Guard, the day that the enemy turned up on the doorstep and then the palpable buzz of excitement and happiness as at long last VE Day dawned.


The start of school brought its own fears, not only from the disruption caused by the sound of the air-raid siren but also from the ever-present threat of a caning or detention due to some misdemeanour or other. Although discipline was strict, the teachers were fair with old-fashioned values. The author recalls the epitome of every boyhood dream – the exhilarating experience of travelling on the footplate of a steam locomotive with a school friend.


During those drab, austere post-war years, the long, carefree days of childhood are nostalgically captured in an age when the pace of life was gentler and slower than it is today. With the country struggling to get back on its feet after nearly six years of hostilities, what youngsters lacked in material diversions, they certainly made up for with inventiveness, make-believe and a keen sense of adventure. Pleasures were simple and many happy hours were spent on innocent pursuits such as trainspotting or a bike ride to the Silver Cup Pond to sail a toy yacht.


The author takes the reader on a fascinating journey – how he, a young schoolboy, came to be living in the peace and tranquillity of Harpenden. He recalls how members of his family originally travelled from the furnaces and forges of the South Wales ironworks to the thread mills of Russia and Poland, the outbreak of the Russian Revolution and the constant fear and deprivation of living under the scourge of the swastika in Germany during the Second World War.
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The author in the 1940s.


The local shops, both in north Harpenden and in the Village are fondly remembered where service and courtesy were bywords. The author recalls the heady aroma of roasting coffee beans as one passed Harriden’s grocery store and the smell of the horses and the red hot metal as a shoe was fitted by Mr Lines, the local blacksmith.


The Village at that time proudly boasted two cinemas – the Austral (later the Embassy) and the Regent. Both were popular venues. At one stage the Austral used to serve afternoon tea in the interval to any patron who placed an order at the time that they paid for their ticket. An amusing anecdote of the author’s somewhat brief employment as an assistant projectionist is also recounted.


Post-war recovery was slow and rationing was still very much in evidence when Harpenden surpassed itself with a glittering and spectacular programme of festivities to celebrate two key events in the early 1950s that were to bring some much-needed colour and excitement to an otherwise cheerless and lack-lustre country. These were the Festival of Britain and the Coronation, following the death of the King in February, 1952.


More than fifty years later, the author returns to the place of his birth and childhood. Many changes have taken place, shops have altered or disappeared forever and no longer is there the peace and tranquillity that he used to know so well. Yet despite all this, Harpenden still retains the same ‘village’ atmosphere and old-world character that always existed in a childhood remembered.


John Cooper


November 2007




Chapter One


THE WAR YEARS


As the ear-splitting sound of the ‘All Clear’ from the siren gradually faded away, my father pulled open the double blast-proof doors of the air-raid shelter. Another night spent underground was over. The grim news bulletins on the wireless recounted the utter devastation in London where they had just experienced the worst raid of the blitz, when over 500 enemy bombers had dropped their deadly loads killing in excess of 1,400 people and injuring hundreds more.


After six long hours in the stale, dank atmosphere of the shelter, it was good to greedily gulp in the cool, fresh air. The dew lay heavy on the lawn while the sun, just starting to rise, gave the promise of another beautiful day on that May morning in 1941 in the Hertfordshire village of Harpenden.


My father went back down the concrete stairs of the shelter, extinguished the flame of the hurricane lamp hanging just inside the doorway and picked me up onto his shoulders, while my mother and elder sister Pat followed behind as we made our way back to the house.


This was my first recollection of the dark days of the Second World War that were to follow.


With the war now into its second year, these nocturnal visits to our shelter, coupled with rationing and severe shortages, formed a regular uninterrupted pattern in our daily lives. The sound of the siren in the Village, rising and falling in a crescendo that put fear and dread into your whole body, being plucked from my bed and taken by my parents to our bunker in the garden, the deep throb of the turbo engines from the bombers passing overhead and then eventually the relief of the ‘All Clear’. These are all indelibly etched in my memory.
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Map of Harpenden, c. 1946. (Reproduced from the 1950 Ordnance Survey map)


At just under three though, and in common with many other youngsters of my age at the time, this was the norm. We hadn’t known anything different. Names such as Churchill and Hitler meant nothing to us. I was content with the few toys that I had which were either second-hand or made by my father and although food was scarce, I never seemed to go hungry.


Just over two and a half years earlier, on Monday 29 August 1938 to be exact, the day dawned like any other – nothing very spectacular. The weather forecast promised cloud and rain at first, fairer periods later. The newspapers gave full accounts of Captain George Eyston breaking the world land speed record on Bonneville Salt Flats in Utah, USA, the previous day, and, oh yes – I was born. This important event took place at the Nursing Centre or to give it its full title, the Harpenden Memorial Nursing Centre in Luton Road, just opposite the Austral Cinema.


At the time of my birth we were living in Fairmead Avenue but shortly after the outbreak of war, we moved to Bloomfield Road at the northern end of Harpenden. It was a lovely detached property with clear, uninterrupted views across open fields. Our road was the very last one on the right-hand side as you left the Village travelling towards Luton. It stretched uphill from Luton Road to Ambrose Lane at the top. In those days, as with so many others in Harpenden, the road was not made up which I think made it more interesting than the bland tarmacadam surface that was eventually laid many years later.


[image: image]


Churchill RHF tanks with a Soviet delegation at Vauxhall Motors.


[image: image]


[image: image]


[image: image]


Bedford lorries with a Soviet delegation at Vauxhall Motors.
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Business card of a Soviet tank expert of the trade delegation.
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An invitation from the Embassy of the USSR to the first screening of two documentary films entitled Berlin and The Victory Parade in Moscow.
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Quiet Please!


My father at that time was working at Vauxhall Motors in Luton. He had a responsible job as their Production Control Manager, a position that was classed as being in a ‘reserved occupation’. With the outbreak of war and with the transition from car to truck production, the factory was soon working round the clock at full capacity. By July 1941, the new Churchill RHF tanks had also started to roll off the production lines. With the constant demands on his time and expertise, my father spent many hours at the factory over and above his ‘normal’ working day. Night work was frequent and I well remember being encouraged to make as little noise as possible on those occasions when father was asleep during the day. Not easy for a three-year-old.


We lived about two-thirds of the way up on the left-hand side. The road comprised a mixture of bungalows, semi-detached and detached houses of varying styles and sizes. Ours was detached. A Mr Hoy who lived in Eynsford, Kent, owned it and my father rented it from him. I believe that Mr Hoy had originally planned to live in the house himself but had moved to Kent in connection with the war work he was involved in. He never did return and the property was eventually sold when we moved out in 1953.


It wasn’t a particularly large house, there were only three bedrooms, but from the outside it gave the impression of being a lot more spacious. While the drawing room, as my parents grandly called it, was easily the biggest room in the house, stretching from the front to the back, the kitchen was positively tiny. How my mother managed to produce appetising meals of dried eggs, corned beef fritters and pea pod soup in those cramped conditions was a feat in itself. A particular favourite of mine was eggy bread. These were days well before the popularity or even availability of refrigerators, so every household had its meat safe. Ours was no exception. This was a box-like structure covered with fine metal gauze and fixed high up on the wall just outside the back door in the passageway. However, with the introduction of rationing, I can only assume that this was very often empty.


Rationing started in 1940 and was to continue for a further fourteen years, although there was a gradual de-rationing of some basics starting with bread and jam, which came off in 1948. This was followed by tea in 1952, sugar, cream, eggs and sweets in 1953 and butter, meat and cheese in 1954. Everyone had their own ration book, but this entitlement to certain amounts of food or clothing did not necessarily mean that you were able to get them. It largely depended upon what the shopkeeper had available or, if you knew him well, what could be produced from ‘under the counter’. Long queues were commonplace, often forming when the rumour spread that a delivery had been made. Very often when you eventually reached the head of the queue, the items that you had been queuing for had all gone.


At the end of our passageway was the coal shed and many was the time that I watched the coalman making several laborious trips with a heavy sack on his back to deposit the fuel into the shed. If the coalman happened to be making a delivery, there was always the odd lump or two of coal that dropped in the road. These were eagerly picked up by whoever managed to get there first. Nothing was wasted. We had a coal fire in the living room and a coke-burning boiler in the kitchen that heated our hot water. With no central heating in those days, getting up in the mornings was absolute misery, especially if it was so cold that ice patterns had formed on the inside of the windows. ‘Look John, Jack Frost’s been during the night’, my mother would say brightly as she came to get me up. I dived back under the bedclothes, not sharing in this early morning bonhomie. After the war my father, a keen photographer, converted the coal shed into a dark room and very successful it was too.
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The author’s national registration identity card.
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The author’s ration book, 1952–3.
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Rationing ideas from Symington’s Soups.


The garden was an absolute haven for children: very spacious with lots of places to explore and play ‘hide and seek’. At the bottom was a large rockery of Portland stone and pebbles over which a waterfall gurgled its way down into a channel, under a little stone bridge and into a large pond. Mr Hoy, the owner, must have put a considerable amount of effort and planning, not to say a little expense, into landscaping such a beautiful creation. As far as my younger sister Anne, who was born in 1942, and I were concerned, the garden didn’t really come into its own for us until after the war, when we were both that much older. My elder sister Pat, ten years my senior, would have had more opportunity to play there, but was away a lot of the time at boarding school during those early years and only came home for the holidays. Like everyone else, we did our bit in compliance with the ‘Dig for Victory’ campaign by growing our own vegetables. We also had a number of mature fruit trees as well as several gooseberry bushes. Bartering was widespread in the neighbourhood where there was always someone willing to exchange a couple of pounds of potatoes for a few sticks of rhubarb.
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The garden of the author’s home in Bloomfield Road.


One feature that stood out like a carbuncle against this paradise was the reinforced concrete air-raid shelter. To be fair, it was extremely well constructed and camouflaged. On the outside, the top of the roof was covered with topsoil, on which grew some of our vegetables. My father had the shelter built shortly after we had moved in but until it was completed, we shared the Burdetts’ Anderson shelter – our neighbours who lived down the road.


The entrance was accessed about halfway down the garden on the left-hand side. Two narrow, blast-proof metal doors opened to reveal a dozen or so concrete steps leading downwards. At the bottom was a narrow door, which opened into a domed chamber that was just big enough to accommodate a pair of bunk-beds on either side. At the far end was a narrow shaft with metal rungs built into the brickwork. This was the escape hatch in the event that we were unable to exit by the steps. A square metal cover similar in construction to the entrance doors was fitted to the top of the shaft. Sleeping conditions were very cramped and the pungent oily smell from the hurricane lamp made the air stale and heavy. To try and help cheer the place up a bit, Mother had torn some pages out of an old Picture Post magazine to put on the concrete walls. As far as I can remember, they were still there many years later. In comparison with the Anderson shelters favoured by our neighbours, our bunker was the pinnacle of luxury and was to provide endless childhood games for many years after the war’s end.


As with many other similar areas, Bloomfield Road was quite a close-knit community, especially during the war years. People didn’t seem to move as often as they do today, so you therefore got to know your neighbours quite well.


My best friend was Roger Jenyon, who lived just across the road from our house. Although we attended different schools, Roger going to Hardenwick while I was at Moreton End, we were inseparable during the evenings when it was still light, and at weekends. Holidays too gave us ample opportunity to give vent to our boundless energy and boyish enthusiasm. In the summer we sailed our toy yachts on the Silver Cup Pond and many is the time that we returned home soaked to the skin after having to retrieve a capsized vessel. Autumn, too, brought its own pleasures when the shiny brown conkers in their spiky green husks were ready to fall from the horse chestnut tree at the top of the road. Of course Roger and I helped things along somewhat by throwing various missiles into the branches, whooping with glee when a cascade fell to the ground. After making a hole through the centre of the nut and threading a knotted piece of string through it, we then proceeded to take alternate blows at each other’s conker, the winner being the one who broke his opponent’s first. It was all such simple and innocent fun in those days.
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RATIONS—

AN IDEA WORTH TRYING

his week, start main meals
with plates of piping hot, thick,
appetising Symington’s Soup.
I’s so nourishing that you can
follow up with smaller than
usual portions of rationed foods.
‘The family will be more sausfied
—yet your ratoned foods last
out longer. Prove it!

Start with

- SYMINGTON'S
thick SOUPS

. Symington & Co. Ltd., Market Harborough
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