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Publisher’s Foreword


 


Imagine you had 39 brothers and sisters.  Children’s homes and their staff are better known nowadays for the sad cases when things go wrong. 


This honest and direct memoir is a wonderful reminder of how good things could be, with loving and caring staff helping children whose own families had come unstuck.


Margaret was the youngest of twelve, and her delightful story tells how good an upbringing she had under the care of Miss Martin and the excellent staff of Tenterfield House, with strong support from the local community.


Read it and I think you will soon see why we decided to publish it.


Zander Wedderburn, Fledgling Press
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Chapter 1: Beginnings



 


I was born in Edinburgh on the nineteenth of November nineteen forty six, the youngest of twelve children, to John and Josephine Irvine nee Horne.  After leaving Simpson’s Maternity Hospital – based at the old Royal Infirmary in Edinburgh I was taken to the family home in Park View, Prestonpans, East Lothian.  I can only look back now and imagine how difficult life must have been for my mother especially having no help from my father. I never knew him.  I remember one of my older sisters – Nancy – telling me all about my father and from what she told me he seemed to spend most of his time drinking in the local pubs.


As I was born just after the war, food was scarce and there were no Social Security benefits available as there are today, so you can understand why life became difficult for some very large families like ours.  When I was around two years old our family was brought to the attention of the local authorities as we (the younger children) were often found wandering the streets while our mother searched the local pubs for our father, trying to find him before he spent all his money on drink.  She needed money for food and heat but it was a regular occurrence for her to have to go looking for him.


As the authorities were on the way to collect us seven younger children my sister Nancy took me into our garden and rolled me up in an old carpet in an attempt to hide me.  She waited until I fell asleep and then went inside to wait for the Welfare Officers as they were called then.  When they noticed one child was missing they asked Nancy where I was but she refused to tell them; however thankfully I was found.  She always told me that she had wanted to keep me.  We were all placed in the Children’s Shelter in Edinburgh until a suitable children’s home could be found to accommodate us.  At the same time we were made Wards of Court, which meant that we would not see our parents again until we were very much older and able to decide for ourselves whether we wanted to see them.  Our parents received a letter from the authorities regarding the decision.


Tenterfield House - a children’s home - was found in Haddington, East Lothian, not far from Prestonpans.  I don’t remember anything at all about the Matron who ran the home when we first arrived but when I was about four a new Matron – Miss Martin – took charge of Tenterfield.  My older brother Angus tells me that the previous Matron was never as nice as Miss Martin and that she left quite abruptly.  He also remembers that she was quite young, perhaps around twenty five and engaged so perhaps this was the reason she left.  We were one of the first families in Tenterfield after it was taken over by the now defunct Midlothian, East Lothian & Peebles County Council .


The new Matron was here and I did not think much of her looks or appearance.  She wore a grey pleated skirt and jacket, pink shirt and tie and black lace up shoes and also had very short hair.  I thought to myself “What do we have here?” but my fears were soon allayed.  Miss Dorothy Kathleen Martin was born in nineteen hundred and six in Chelsea, North London.  Her father was Lionel Walker Birch Martin, the co-founder of the Aston Martin car group.  Miss Martin did not talk much about her father only saying that he liked to race cars and won many trophies.  As we children became more comfortable with Miss Martin we would ask her questions about her childhood. 


One particular question we liked to ask was why did she want to look after this ever-growing family of children.  Her reply was that as a child she had had a Nanny and on one of her daily walks with her Nanny she had met a large group of children from the local children’s home being taken for a walk also.  She had asked her Nanny why the other Nannies had so many children with them and when it was explained to her that these children did not live with their parents she decided there and then that she would look after all the children in the world.  We were the lucky ones who did receive the privilege of being cared for by this wonderful woman.


Miss Martin had been given the authority to pick her own staff and along came Miss Florence McDean whom we renamed ‘Mackie’ or ‘Nanna Dean’ to the younger children.  There was also Mary who was a gem too.  Both Mackie and Mary had worked with Miss Martin in North Berwick.  We also had other staff to help with our care – domestics, laundry staff, a cook and a sewing lady had all worked in the home prior to Miss Martin’s arrival and they stayed on and worked with her.  The gardener Mr McLaren lived in a tied cottage in the grounds.  They were all to play a big part in my upbringing.  As I became older questions such as “Do I have parents?” and “If so why was I in Tenterfield?” occurred to me.  Miss Martin would sit me down, often on her knee, and explain my past to me in a way that I as a child could understand.  She told me about the circumstances my parents had been in and how it was not suitable for children to be brought up in that way.  She would also say that we were the lucky ones to have been taken out of such hardship and to have a chance of a much better life.  Miss Martin also made it clear to me that this was not our fault and if necessary she would remind me of my parents’ situation.  She was always there when you needed her.


We all became known as Miss Martin’s children – never children from Tenterfield Home and we all loved this fact.  We were brought up to always respect our house and ourselves and of course, each other. 










Chapter 2: Tenterfield Life


 


Once I remember some of us older children going for a cycle run under Mackie’s supervision.  We cycled so far that we all got lost and Mackie phoned home to let Miss Martin know.  She was not too impressed with the situation and informed the police who found us and escorted us home safely.  Mackie was told that under no condition must she do that again!  And of course she didn’t.


Mackie was also a very artistic person; she drew many pictures for the younger children and they would paint in the colours.  The older children would also try and draw just like her; I’m afraid I wasn’t one of them but many a child did learn to draw well.  Miss Martin always said all children are good at something as long as they are given the opportunity and she made sure that we were given opportunities.  In the evenings when the weather was bad the playroom was a hive of activity.  The older children did basket weaving and I enjoyed this very much.  The weaving material would have been soaking in the bath for hours, and we would take it from the bath, give it a good shake and run with it dripping, all the way downstairs to the playroom, shaking it over each other.  We would arrive at the playroom and begin weaving but only if we wanted to.  If we didn’t we could read or do something else to amuse ourselves in the playroom.


The best place to be with Mackie was outdoors; this lady was a free spirit – our ‘Maria’ (Sound of Music 1965) – she loved the freedom of being outside and would always organise rounders, football or any other sport you could think of, never being short of two teams as there were so many children in Tenterfield.  We would also spend time walking in the surrounding hills, being taught about the birds we saw and the rabbits and hares, racing up and down the hills and also learning all about the wild flowers.  Mackie was a walking encyclopaedia and there was very little she did not know. 


When the snow was on the hills we would all be eager to get home from church on a Sunday, have lunch then get changed out of our Sunday clothes, grab our sledges which were homemade, and head for the hills.  What fun we had – we spent many a happy hour up there taking turns to sit on the sledge or even riding two at a time; flying downhill it was like total freedom.  When Mackie and the other members of staff had a turn on the sledges all the children would laugh as they raced each other down the hill with us shouting their names.  We would return home hungry and very happy, all trying to tell Miss Martin at the same time about the afternoon’s events.


Mackie also had the job of looking after the girls aged from six to fourteen.  She would get ‘her’ girls up at seven o’ clock and the older ones would help her get the younger ones ready before going off to the bathroom to wash and do our teeth.  We would make our beds and then it would be downstairs for breakfast.  This time of day seemed to be very quiet; maybe some of the children were still half asleep from the busy evening the night before. 


Breakfast consisted of porridge, cereal, eggs sometimes boiled, poached or scrambled, toast and marmalade and a cup of tea.  While we were having our breakfast the staff would have theirs, as Miss Martin always supervised mealtimes.  Mealtimes always began by saying Grace and as the children got older they would start by saying “For what we are about to receive” to which the rest of the children would reply “May the Lord make us truly thankful, AMEN!”  However when we played outside we had our own version which was “One word is as good as ten, tuck in, AMEN!”  If only Miss Martin knew!


Mackie would walk the younger girls to school with Mary who was in charge of the boys.  They treated us like their own broods and when you reached the age of eight, if Mackie or Mary thought you were ready then you could go to school on your own and Mackie or Mary would let Miss Martin know their decision.  The older children often walked with Mackie and Mary and sometimes one or another would call in for their friends en route.  We were encouraged to make friends outwith Tenterfield and our friends would often come to Tenterfield for tea and we would go to their homes.


When the staff returned home from the school run there was always plenty for them to do.  They would check our play clothes and get them ready for us returning from school.  They often helped with each other’s tasks, wash the tables and set them for lunch and then have a well-earned break in their sitting room before it was time to set off again to collect all us children from school for lunch.  They then took us back to school and repeated the same tasks all over again until it was time to collect us at home time.  When all the children returned home for the day it would be up to our rooms to change into our play clothes, hanging up our school clothes in the wardrobe and getting our homework ready. 
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