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Prologue





What made all four of us become writers? Was it in our genes or caused by an unorthodox childhood with little formal education?


Our elder brother Denis, a playwright, was conventionally educated and, being older, spent far less time at The Grove -which suggests it was genetic. But though our clutch of first cousins yielded a composer, an actor and a publisher, there were no writers among them. And, so far, the next generation has written text and academic books, but little fiction.


We, Josephine, Diana and Christine, all knew that one day we would write about our childhood. And when a film production company approached one of us and asked, ‘Are the Pullein-Thompsons still alive?’ and the BBC made radio and television programmes about us, we knew that it was time to start.


Our first book, It Began with Picotee, published fifty years ago, was a joint effort, which emerged slowly as we argued over every word. But now we are veteran authors with our own styles, such close co-operation has become impossible.


We decided to tell our story in three different voices and, at first, we avoided too much discussion as we wanted to see what would surface and to keep the independence and freshness of our individual recollections. We found that many memories were shared, and to avoid boring repetition it was necessary to divide up some of the material. We agreed, where possible, to start the chapters in turn, and that the last writer, who was sometimes left with a dearth of material, should be first in the following chapter.


There have been disagreements. When it was possible we checked the facts; where this was impossible we voted and, as in childhood, ‘two against one’ settled the matter, but where anyone has wished to rebut or add to a sister’s contribution, this has been allowed.


Journeys back into childhood are not made without poignancy and we have all suffered a little as we re-lived the sharpness of its sorrows and joys and struggled to recall the parents - Mamma and Cappy - as we saw them then.


As well as our own story, we have told of the animals and people around us, the South Oxfordshire of the ’thirties and a way of life that ended with the Second World War.



















Chapter One





Diana


It all began in 1917 at Magdalen Gate House, Oxford, whose front door opens at the side on the High, opposite Magdalen College, but whose façade looks with Georgian grace across the front of the Botanical Gardens.


Harold James Pullein-Thompson, an infantry captain, who had been through the retreat from Mons and much else on the Western Front, was invited to dinner by the Cannans, while he was stationed in Oxford training officer cadets. All three Cannan girls were at home, but Joanna, the youngest, made a late entrance. Five feet three inches tall, pretty, with honey-gold hair and an aquiline nose, she took her place at the table, pulled out her lorgnette and examined the guest with her grey-green eyes. And Pullein-Thompson, six feet two inches tall, with raven-black hair, hooded dark blue eyes and a neat moustache, fell in love. We four – Denis, Josephine, Diana and Christine – were the result of that love.


It is easy to speculate about where our various interests came from. The Cannans were great scribblers; long letters and poems passed between our Cannan forebears. Books were essential to their lives. Our mother’s father, Charles Cannan, a classicist, was Dean of Trinity College, Oxford, before becoming in 1898 Secretary to the Delegates (Chief Executive) of the Oxford University Press. His wife Mary, née Wedderburn – the only grandparent we knew – was a fine letter writer. Charles’s brother Edwin Cannan (Uncle Teddy), the economist, wrote extensively on his subject. Aunt May became a poet. Our mother wrote forty-eight books.


Love of the theatre was in our genes, too. Great-great-uncle James Cannan was a Manchester drama critic and his grandson Gilbert Cannan became an avant-garde novelist, poet and playwright. On the other side of the family towered Stanley Houghton, the dramatist, my father’s first cousin. As if this were not enough, our paternal grandfather James Pullein Thompson, a vicar, exercised his passion for the theatre by staging amateur productions of Gilbert and Sullivan’s works, with the Bishop of London; two of our father’s plays were performed at fringe theatres and one of his scripts was turned into a silent film.


Both our parents liked riding, but the love of horses probably came mainly from the Wedderburns. Granny, a keen horsewoman in her youth, hunted the carriage horses when her father Andrew came home from India on inheriting Glenlair, the Ayrshire estate of his cousin, the physicist James Clerk Maxwell. She kept a pony and governess cart in Oxford and her aunt, the painter Jemima Blackburn, and her brother’s son, John Wedderburn, loved riding all their lives. Some of our aptitude for handling difficult horses surely came also from the Reverend Pullein Thompson’s father, hard-drinking John Thompson, an illiterate farrier and blacksmith – in the days when farriers were also horse doctors. John Thompson married Mary Owthwaite (or Outhwaite), a descendent of the Pulleyns of Scotton Hall near Harrogate, where Guy Fawkes, who was taught by a John Pulleyn at the Grammar School in York, lived for a time shortly before trying to blow up the Houses of Parliament.


In 1852 James, the Thompsons’ seventh and last child, was born, like the others, in the small village of Crayke near Easingwold. He alone was given the second name of Pullein, probably in honour of his maternal grandmother Mary Pullein. Records of James’s youth and education have not survived, but we know he became teetotal, probably in response to a drunken father. In his twenties he studied to become a Methodist minister, before switching to the Church of England when the Manchester girl he loved, comely high-browed Emily Darbyshire, declared she could not marry a man who was ‘chapel’. As family legend has it, he was helped to make the change by his mother’s kinsman, John James Pulleine, who later became Suffragan Bishop of Richmond, Yorkshire. James passed the Preliminary Cambridge University Theological Examination, probably as an external student, and in 1876 he married Emily Darbyshire and was appointed a literate deacon at Salford, Manchester. Four years later, after ordination, he became curate at St Mary’s, Manningham, Bradford. In 1883 he moved to London to become Associate Secretary of the Colonial and Continental Church Society, and in 1886 he was appointed vicar of St Stephen’s, Bow. His five children, Muriel, Harold, Edgar, Basil and Eric, were all born in London. Muriel was conscientious and musically talented. Basil died in infancy and Eric was of limited intelligence, but Harold and Edgar were tall and healthy with strong features. Meanwhile Emily’s sister Lucy had married a man in the cloth business and produced Stanley Houghton, whose play Hindle Wakes would ensure him lasting fame. While he was at Bow, Pullein Thompson’s friendship with the Bishop of London blossomed and contributed, I suspect, to his move to Chelsea, where his popularity has long been commemorated by a plaque in the church. The women liked him. ‘His voice was so beautiful,’ an old lady told me years later, ‘and when he pronounced the blessing – it was unforgettable.’


Pullein Thompson’s work for the blind and the alcoholic led to a friendship with wealthy, sightless Mrs Graham of Kingston, whose son and daughter he cured of a drink problem. Fortuitously the daughter, fat, cleft-palated Isabella, fell in love with her mentor and moved with her maid into the Chelsea vicarage. Here she took three rooms at an exorbitant rent which financed Edgar’s education at Marlborough College, while our bitterly envious father remained a day boy at the less prestigious Merchant Taylors’.


An opportunist, James Pullein Thompson had informally used his second name in conjunction with the first after abandoning the Methodists, but the linkage was not cemented for the next generation until our father and Edgar formally joined the two names together with a hyphen, a necessary change if a double-barrelled name is to be used in the army.


In February 1913 Emily Pullein Thompson died in a Wimbledon nursing home, not far from King’s College School where our father taught. In later years their marriage had been soured by sexual strife, after Emily, for reasons best known to herself, had rejected James’s advances. Then, Muriel told her son, Emily would flee to spend the night with her, pursued by James who would hammer on his daughter’s door vainly demanding that his wife should return to the conjugal bed.


On St Valentine’s Day in the year after Emily’s death, James Pullein Thompson married Ruby Eastwood, a chorister and parishioner in her twenties – instead of Isabella Graham, as expected. Their daughter Daphne, our indomitable step-aunt, was born in 1916, although we did not meet her until middle age. The same year Pullein Thompson became rector of Luddenham, Kent. He and his wife were soon joined by Isabella, who again rented rooms from them and paid Daphne’s school fees, a generous act continued after Pullein Thompson’s death in 1924.


Our father disapproved of the second marriage and, although his inheritance (pictures of Scotton Hall and Samuel Pulleyn, and much Pullein silver) came into our teenage lives, we knew little or nothing of the Thompsons. Three years or so after Daphne’s birth, our parents settled in Wimbledon, first in 12 Crescent Road and later at 8 (now 4) Marryat Road, which runs between the Common and the tennis courts. Here we three girls were born. Number 8 was (and still is) a grey roughcast-stuccoed house, with a matching addition built on by Granny Cannan, rather French-looking with tile-hung mansards and a large garden by today’s standards. It had a tennis court and a huge cedar tree overlooking the night nursery which Christine and I shared with Nana, a coachman’s daughter, who had come to work for the Cannans when our Aunt Dorothea was born in 1892. The cedar, jagged and dark against the evening sky, was the first tree I loved, not only for its beauty but also because it was the cause of night-time parties in thunderstorms. Then Mamma, afraid that lightning would strike the tree and send it crashing on the night nursery, wrapped us in eiderdowns and carried us to her bedroom. Our father and Josephine were there, too; and Denis, if he were home, tried to take photographs by lightning. Nana made tea and brought milk and biscuits for us; there was a sense of warmth and excitement, which returns to me even now when thunder wakens me at night.


Our first mount was a rocking horse who lived on the balcony. He had once been dappled but was by then a dirty grey. There was a hole where his saddle had been, into which we later stuffed lumps of sugar which encouraged mice to nest in his belly and led to his destruction. We called him Dobbin, or sometimes Starlight, and rode him constantly. Christine and I also had pretty wheeled horses, with stiff manes and tails, which we pushed around the garden. One night we dreamt at the same moment that we had fallen off Dobbin and woke together with a leap in bed. And then there was Jack, whom Christine will describe.


Identical twins do not bond as closely with their mothers at an early age as single children do, because of their preoccupation with and allegiance to each other. We talked twin language and with our short hair, wide faces and somewhat hooded eyes (mine became more hooded than Christine’s), we were oddities.


‘Are your twins normal?’ asked a Wimbledon neighbour. And our mother, who knew that talent often lies deeply hidden behind eccentricity, replied ‘Good God, I hope not.’ Later she had her own answer to the difference between the twins, who stumbled and fumbled through life, and her elder daughter, who was so much more at home in the world. Josephine, she said, was an old soul, the twins new.


At three, still only able to converse with each other, habitually carsick, sometimes trainsick, hyper-active and clumsy, Christine and I were not children of whom intellectual parents could be proud. Mamma was staunch in our defence; our father, trying to be fair, could not love us as much as Josephine. Unplanned, we added to financial problems during a difficult time. In photographs we often look farouche, whereas Josephine, pretty and blonde, smiles confidently into the lens as she poses delightfully on garden steps, garden seats and beside cars. She travelled sometimes with the parents – a recipe for jealousy, I suspect, for one day we beat her over the head with a beaded bag given to Christine by an ancient godmother. Then our father, a man of action, laid us over his knee and smacked our bare bottoms. And afterwards we couldn’t stop crying. My sobs took over my whole body and Mamma kept saying ‘Do stop, do stop!’ while our father said, ‘Never, never fight two against one,’ and thereafter we never did. It was, I believe, the only time he smacked us. I admired him for a time, but never loved him. He had, like his father (by whom he was frequently caned), a quick temper and he was not a man to snuggle up against. Although he played with us I do not remember ever sitting on his knee or being led by his hand and later I envied girls who had enjoyed a warm relationship with their fathers.


Although brought down sometimes for visitors to see, Christine and I and were definitely nursery children dominated by our adoring Victorian Nana, who was proud of our plump bodies and rosy cheeks. Having grown up poor, she was also extremely frugal. So from our earliest days we saw that nothing should be wasted: brown paper was smoothed and parcel string unknotted for future use. Vegetable peelings and tea leaves were boiled and fed to the hens, whose surplus spring eggs were stored in water glass for winter days.


Fishcakes were my favourite breakfast – is it significant that a row over fishcakes, which were served lukewarm once again to Cappy’s fury, precipitated my birth? But Nana favoured milky rice puddings for small children, soft-boiled eggs and in winter oranges with a lump of sugar in the middle. You did not usually ask for things. My longing for a hard-boiled egg was only expressed in a whispered prayer no one heard when I was taken downstairs to wish as I stirred the Christmas pudding. She knitted us beautiful sweaters; in winter we slept under six blankets, well tucked in, and an eiderdown, our feet cosy in the long white bedsocks she had made us. In the daytime we wore combinations (known as Cossiaggers in twin language) as well as woolly vests, and Granny’s old fur coat was cut down and turned into little waistcoats (woofies, we called them) for us to wear under our overcoats. Nana had a stockpile of remedies, among them: Homoceia, an ointment for bruises and aches and pains; and Hazeline Cream, which was antiseptic. Her poultices were legendary within the family. Her linseed variety had saved Aunt Dorothea’s baby, Charles, from dying of whooping cough to the astonishment of the doctor treating him.


Our twinny, deep-rooted togetherness defied loneliness. We didn’t suck our thumbs or need corners of blankets to finger to help us adjust to our limited way of life. Rarely hungry and constantly warm, with space in which to enjoy ourselves and a nurse who did not often grant requests, we rarely tried to communicate with the grown-ups. But eventually Mamma, despite her insistence that we were normal, became worried about our poor speech and decided to part us. Christine remained in Wimbledon with Nana, whose favourite she was, and I went with Mamma to stay in Oxford with Aunt Dorothea where, traumatised by separation, I sank into lethargy and silence, while at home Christine uttered not a word. Alarmed, Mamma accepted that the experiment had not worked and took me back to my twin.


Nana dug out the Crown Books from which Mamma and her sisters had learnt to read. ‘I am up on my ox,’ began the first lesson in volume one, and in the second volume: ‘Winter days are jolly. The days are long, the nights are short, there is not time for all the things we have to do.’ I soon learnt the stories by heart and, pretending to read, recited them when asked, stumbling over the pronunciation. From now on broken English became my second language. But at first I loved books’ pictures best. Struwwelpeter’s were horribly fascinating, the art nouveau illustrations in A Treasury of Verse for Little Children a total delight, and the little history I learnt came entirely from two history picture books. Then the rhythm and imagery of poetry read aloud by Mamma captured us all. Robert Louis Stevenson’s:








Up into the cherry tree


Who should climb but little me?


I held the trunk with both my hands


And looked abroad on foreign lands.











Also Eugene Field’s ‘Wynken, Blynken and Nod’ with its enchanting illustration of three blue-clad figures sailing in a green sabot called Daisy watched by a man-faced moon:








Wynken, Blynken and Nod one night


    Sailed off in a wooden shoe –


Sailed on a river of crystal light,


    Into a sea of dew.


“Where are you going and what do you wish?”


    The old moon asked the three.


“We have come to fish for the herring fish


    That live in the beautiful sea.


Nets of silver and gold have we!”


    Said Wynken, Blynken and Nod.











And, of course, we Pullein-Thompson girls felt we were the three.


What pictures these words conjured up, along with Lear’s ‘The Owl and the Pussy Cat’ and, of course Carroll’s ‘The Walrus and the Carpenter’. And on winter nights who could resist Robert Louis Stevenson’s ‘The Lamplighter’?




Now Tom would be a driver and Maria go to sea.


And my Papa’s a banker and as rich as he can be.


But I, when I am stronger and can choose what I’m to do,


O Leerie, I’ll go round at night and light the lamps with you.





Poor Nana, trying so hard to turn us into little ladies, skilful with needle and thread, was unable to compete with poetry read by a much-loved mother, who was, without knowing it, nurturing the germ of a vocation. I now believe my love of the English language began with A Treasury of Verse for Little Children, my first, to use a contemporary phrase, tingle factor. Before we left Wimbledon, there was one unpleasant experience, which lurks at the back of my memory. Christine and I, with our identical genetic inheritance, both suffered from rotten baby teeth, perhaps because Mamma, who had suffered from rickets as a child, was unable to provide us with enough calcium in the womb. Extraction under chloroform was recommended to our parents but nothing was said to us, although Nana’s ardent scrubbing of the nursery deal table with Sunlight soap – she could trust no one else to do it properly – filled me with unease. ‘Must be clean for the dentist,’ she said. I suppose we met the dentist, and Christine says the doctor was there too, but I only remember coming round after the chloroform and spitting blood. We were not expected to be upset and we didn’t cry; we were, after all, in our own minds the sort of people who sail fearlessly away in shoes. Unknown to us, Denis’s tonsils were earlier snipped under chloroform on the same table. Astonished to be wakened from a night’s sleep by a uniformed nurse, he had been given a lump of sugar and led to meet his surgeon, so avoiding pre-operation nerves.


We learnt at Wimbledon never to leave strangers alone anywhere in one’s property, after our parents put Number Eight on the market and a middle-aged viewer became faint in their bedroom. ‘Please, water,’ she gasped and Mamma, ever-helpful at such times, rushed to the kitchen to fill a glass. Soon revived, the woman left and in the evening Mamma noticed all the jewellery on her dressing table had gone. ‘Oh that’s mad Annie,’ the police said, on hearing the thief described. The jewellery was soon recovered, and our trust in human nature sensibly diminished.


Although I grew to love my mother more than anyone else in the world, my first memories are of Nana in the night nursery at first light, a short, stout figure, pulling strong lisle stockings up thick thighs criss-crossed with mulberry red veins, dropping vest and petticoat over her head, buttoning blouse and cardigan, fixing a skirt and, lastly, winding her long greying hair into a bun, which she pinned firmly on top of her head. She was then in her fifties dressing a body that was slipping towards old age.


Obstinate, loyal, deeply prejudiced and very hard-working, Nana made us her life; she cuddled us and crooned over us. She knitted, washed and crocheted for us. Although an agnostic since the First World War, she tried to teach us the Lord’s Prayer. She adored Mamma, who had been her favourite of the three Cannan girls, and disliked our father. ‘There was none of that shouting at Magdalen Gate House,’ she would say. ‘Your grandfather was such a quiet man.’ She pronounced Magdalen like Mary Magdalen, claiming that to speak as the gentry did would be ‘putting on airs’. In theory Nana was a servant, in fact she ruled her roost.


But the afternoons we remember best were those when Mamma left her writing and took us and her Sealyhams across Wimbledon Common to Caesar’s Camp, or sometimes to The Windmill, and back. Usually Poppy, who had a weak heart, rode home in the pram with Christine, me and the firewood Mamma had collected, while Josephine stumped along in her beloved red riding hood mackintosh. And when years later I walked in the woods of Washington DC with my own children and a dog, I surprised my neighbours by filling the pram with twigs, too.


Spared many boring domestic problems by Nana, Mamma felt like a thirteen-year-old when she was with us. She loved expeditions and sometimes took Denis on long walks in the Surrey countryside. Once Denis, running away with a knapsack on his back at the age of seven (perhaps traumatised by the arrival of three sisters), was asked, by the policeman who took him home, where he had been going. He was put out by Mamma’s giggles at his carefully considered reply, ‘The Portsmouth Road’.


Sometimes she sang to us, out of tune but with an infectious merriment, and increasingly, twin-bound and Nana-bonded though I was, I responded to that merriment and started belatedly to move very slowly out of the fog of my early childhood into a sense of my own identity and that of other people.


Josephine
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From left to right: Denis, Diana, Christine and Josephine








We all had our own birth stories. Denis was born in Oxford in the house of our maternal grandparents in 1919. Cappy, as our father became known, who had survived four years in the trenches, was still a regular soldier and could not be there.


Denis was a large baby and a breech presentation. Our mother, her twenty-third birthday only two weeks away, was small. After forty-eight hours of pain and anguish he was hauled out in a forceps delivery. During those two long summer days a cuckoo in the Botanical Gardens cuckooed unceasingly. For the rest of her life, Nana could not bear the sound, it reminded her too vividly of those hours when she watched, helplessly, the pain of her favourite child.


The five-year gap between Denis and me was odd, for both parents wanted another child, preferably a daughter, and the powerful sexual attraction, which had brought them together, was as strong as ever; but possibly the trauma of Denis’s birth had something to do with it.


Mamma had married for love and rather against her better judgement. She had been educated by governesses and at Wychwood School, Oxford, and then between sixteen and seventeen, refusing to follow her two older sisters to Downe House School, she had been ‘finished’ at a modest establishment in Paris.


She had attended art classes there and, falling in love with Paris, had become a lifelong Francophile; mimosa, she always insisted, was her favourite flower. At eighteen, she had mapped out her future: she would enrol at the Slade School of Art, then paint in a Parisian garret, and free love, rather than the dreary domesticity of an English marriage, was to be her lot. But it was 1914 and, on the outbreak of the First World War, she became a VAD and later worked at the Oxford University Press.


Mamma always admitted that she was bowled over by Cappy’s looks, by his assured manner and his ability to hail taxis and summon head waiters. At thirty-four he was so different from the undergraduates who had previously courted her; and though she refused his first proposal of marriage, when later, on leave from France, he asked her again, she accepted him.


A quiet marriage in 1918 put an end to her ambitions as a painter, but, vowing that she would never sink to being a housewife, she began to breed Sealyham terriers and to write. The dog breeding was successful; Hero, son of Spic and Span, was a reserve champion at Crufts. But the writing proved more enduring. The Misty Valley was published in 1923, and a review in the Daily Express began ‘… one of the cleverest and most delightfully written first novels I have read for a long time’ and ended ‘her clarity for a beginner is staggering’.


She was finishing her second novel Wildberry Wine as I arrived. Tradition has it that the monthly nurse said ‘Put away that scribbling dear, Baby’s coming.’ Conveniently small and the correct way round, I emerged without drama. It was April 3rd and snowing, but the men who had come to sow the new tennis court worked on.


Diana and Christine, who were not planned, arrived eighteen months later. The realization that it could be twins, sent Cappy scurrying for insurance, but, as there had been twins in the last two generations of Mamma’s family, it was not forthcoming.


On October 1st, a breakfast quarrel over the fishcakes – I suspect they were either pallid or tepid, Cappy’s two hatreds – precipitated the arrival. It was a Saturday, Dr Newton was fetched from the golf course, but arrived too late; our identical twins had been delivered by the monthly nurse.


It seems that Diana and Christine did look exactly alike, for on a traumatic day when their identifying ribbons fell off, everyone was consulted as to which was which. It is said that Smith, the jobbing gardener and a great dahlia man, made the final decision. But if a fortune had been involved, if the twenty minutes between them had mattered, I think Christine could well have disputed such a doubtful identification.


Denis has always complained that my arrival completely disrupted his life and it was true that up until then he had had the attention of two devoted women. But I was a quiet and unobtrusive baby and, as he was becoming bored with nursery life, he had started school early – the compulsory age at the time was seven. The Study, a private school across the road from our house, was mainly for girls, but took boys up to the age of eight.


My short life was far more upset by the arrival of the twins, for Nana announced, with justifiable firmness, that she could not be expected to care for three children under two – in Granny’s day, though almost thirty years younger, she had always had a nursery maid – and I must leave the nursery. She adored babies but I don’t think she had ever bonded with me. She liked the large, plump, rosy-cheeked variety; I was pale and thin. On arrival I had instantly expressed my intolerance of cows’ milk, sometimes reducing Nana to tears with the look of rejection I gave her proffered bottles. And then, according to Mamma, I sat up and ate everything from cheese to lobster; highly inappropriate behaviour for a baby of those days.


We had all been born into a changing and deeply depressing world. The aftermath of the First World War weighed heavily and Britain’s economic position was appalling. Unemployment, which had earlier been swelled by the returned soldiers and the almost two million surplus women (for whom there was no prospect of marriage), was still rife. The widows and orphans of the three quarters of a million men who had died were struggling to survive, and, while the worst cases among the million incapacitated wounded were hidden away, the number of amputees in society were a constant reminder of the carnage.


Both our parents had fairly expensive tastes. Though the Cannans had prided themselves on plain living and high thinking, Mamma had been brought up to accept many of the good things of life – beautiful houses, Swiss holidays, books and regular meals – without considering the cost; while Cappy’s longing for the high life was probably a reaction to his penny-pinching rectory childhood.


As well as a mortgage, they had acquired a car and four children. They had staff to pay: Nana, the little live-in maid, the cleaning woman and the part-time gardener and Cappy felt that membership of a London club and the occasional golfing weekend were essential to his happiness. Mamma had refused to marry him unless he gave up bridge, but they both enjoyed parties, the theatre, the ‘flicks’, eating out and dancing; when too broke for night clubs, they ‘slummed’ at the Palais de Danse in Hammersmith. They lost most of their investments in the slump, bills and the overdraft were a constant worry, but while she gradually learnt frugality, he remained a spender.


Cappy never told us much about his immediate family. He boasted of being born within the sound of Bow bells and we knew from a drawer full of tasselled caps that he had been successful at Merchant Taylors’ School – excelling at rugby and running. He never mentioned his afflicted brothers Eric and Basil, but he admitted that he had never forgiven his parents for sending Uncle Edgar to a grander public school and he acknowledged the injustice of their treatment of Aunt Muriel, the eldest and only daughter – now a war widow – who was taught that she was ‘only a girl’ and must sacrifice her interests to those of her father and brothers. Their mother had been injured in a carriage accident just before Cappy’s twenty-first birthday and never wholly recovered.


At Oxford his life blossomed. The escape from home to Wadham seems to have resulted in a violent reaction to his whole upbringing. He became an agnostic, abandoned theology in favour of geography and teetotalism for the presidency of the college wine society. He also, from his own accounts, became a rugger hearty who smashed up poets’ rooms, knocked off policemen’s helmets and climbed spires in order to decorate them with chamber pots.


After university he taught at King’s College School, Wimbledon, from 1909 until 1914. He was probably a heroic figure to the boys as he had played rugger for Oxford and the Harlequins and, becoming a lieutenant in the Special Reserve, he ran the OTC. He also had a circle of friends with whom he played tennis and bridge. The school magazine of December 1914 states that he was one of the first to sail with the British Expeditionary Force and tells of him visiting the school as a captain, wounded, and ‘suffering from the temporary loss of the use of both arms’.


After the war he had agonized for a long time about staying in the army. Mamma was in favour, she longed to see India, but he said later that it was the likelihood of a posting to Ireland, and the possibility of having to kill his fellow countrymen, that finally made him resign his commission. Of course, at that time he was not aware that his wounds were gradually to disable him. The doctors had patched up his shoulders and arms, broken by bullets at the battle of Aisne in 1914, but the second wound left him with shrapnel in his hip and its removal was beyond the medical expertise of the time. At first it caused no trouble, but with the onset of osteoarthritis various cures seemed to have been tried, including an electrical treatment, which by heating up the shrapnel must have caused unbearable pain; by the time I was old enough to be aware of the problem he had a limp and was dependent on painkillers.


Leaving the army, his first job was with a film company and he wrote scripts for silent films, but when the company failed, as so many did at that time, he took various jobs to support the family and wrote plays in the evenings and at weekends.


Mamma’s sister, May Wedderburn Cannan, had been the first of the younger generation to be published – slim volumes of her war poems had appeared in 1917 and 1919. Carola Oman, the historian and Mamma’s best friend throughout their school days, has told of an occasion in 1919 when she, Joanna, and Georgette Heyer met in Wimbledon to talk about their writing. The Heyer family were Cappy’s friends. George Heyer, the father, had also taught at King’s College School and he belonged to the Wimbledon tennis and bridge-playing set.


Georgette was the youngest of the three novelists, but the first to be published. Her Black Moth appeared in 1921, Mamma’s Misty Valley in late 1922, Carola Oman’s The Road Royal in 1924.


We had two family stories about Georgette. One was that as a teenager she had been in love with Cappy, and the other that when her father lost a large sum of money in the collapsing stock market of 1920 she had written Black Moth – an historical romance – to save the family fortunes, and handed him her hundred pound advance. Her first modern novel, Instead of the Thorn, published in 1923, contains a very fulsome dedication to Joanna Cannan.


At the same time as realising her own ambitions, Mamma had become an important contributor to the family finances. Her third novel The Lady of the Heights appeared the year the twins were born and was followed by a romantic serial in the Daily Courier, she also wrote articles for magazines and newspapers.


She worked hard and I must have learnt to be undemanding and adaptable. While she wrote I played quietly. When Denis tobogganed, Mamma pulled me along in a home-made sledge; when Cappy wanted her company on a business trip to the north of England and Scotland, Denis and I went too. We stayed in York, where I fell in love with the Minster and throughout the rest of the journey constantly suggested ‘Let’s go back to the Orchestra (sic).’ I was bathed in a wash basin because Scottish hotels charged extra for baths. At Cowdenknowes, where we stayed with Mamma’s Hope cousins, Denis rode a grey pony and I was sick at breakfast, but the butler dealt with it calmly, bringing a large sponge.


This trip was described to me so often that I doubt whether I really remember it. I suspect that my first memory was being alone in the garden with Denis – perhaps there was a crisis with the twins and he had been told to amuse me. Anyway, he took the wooden cover off a drain and there was the most enormous spider with stick-like legs. We weren’t frightened, we stood together marvelling at it.


I was an obstinate child. Told on no account to touch the deck chairs, I experimented the moment the adult backs were turned and almost removed the top joint of one finger. The doctor did his best with it, but it has never matched its pair on the other hand.


I was smacked once, but I can’t remember the crime or the punishment, only my terrible tears afterwards. Both parents were there and it seemed that they were as frightened by my terrible choking tears as I was. ‘Stop crying,’ they demanded, ‘stop crying.’


Mamma was not a cosy mother and was often preoccupied – she had once come home from a shopping errand without Denis. When Nana demanded, ‘Where’s the baby?’ she had to rush back and fortunately he was still there, parked in his pram outside the shop. In some ways this lack of conventional motherliness was an advantage, for she saw you as a person, almost an equal. When you were sobbing, aged three, at the indignity of wetting your pants, she consoled you, ‘Don’t worry, it could happen to anyone.’ She was also understanding about my square of silk, my equivalent of the sucky blankets beloved of some children, but not permitted by Nana. I took my square to bed with me, rotating it between my first finger and thumb, and Mamma swore that I could not be fobbed off with the new artificial silk, but insisted on the real thing.


I think we had a good relationship. I liked her wit and she enjoyed my earthier sense of humour. She told a story of finding me performing weird antics and, when asked what I was doing, answering ‘Only trying to make God laugh!’


I am not sure that this is as original as it sounds, for the poet and playwright John Drinkwater was a visitor – I can remember sitting on his knee while he drew pictures for me – and one of his poems begins with the immortal line ‘God laughed when He made Grafton’.


Mamma’s family were Scottish with dashes of French blood. Her father, Charles Cannan – small and undistinguished-looking – was possessed of an excellent brain. A double first, he had become classical tutor, Fellow and Dean of Trinity, Oxford. His mother, Jane Dorothea Claude of a French Huguenot family, died in Madeira when he was eighteen months old, and three weeks after the birth of his brother, Edwin Cannan. Their father, an intelligent but weak man, brought them back to England and, after various vicissitudes, they were reared by an aunt in Clifton.


Mamma’s mother, Mary Wedderburn, and her twin brother had been born prematurely on the ship bringing their parents home on leave. Their father served in the Indian Civil Service for thirty-six  years and rose to be Collector of Madras. There were three older siblings, unhappy remittance children, farmed out in the Kipling tradition.


Their ancestor, Sir John Wedderburn, who came out in ’45, was captured at Culloden, brought south, imprisoned in Southwark and hanged, drawn and quartered at the Oval in 1746. His eldest surviving son was smuggled out of the country; leaving by Wapping Old Stairs he took ship for the West Indies. A fifteen-year-old younger son, Jamie, rode on his pony from Dundee to London, carrying letters to those whom it was thought might help his father. When no help was forthcoming he visited his father in prison the night before his execution, and later rode back to Scotland, according to family mythology, with Sir John’s head in his saddlebag. It was from Jamie that we were descended.


Granny’s mother, Joanna Kier, also came from a family that had suffered as a result of the rising in 1745. She was a Macgregor, a descendant of Rob Roy’s youngest son who had called himself Kier when the family was proscribed. Her mother was French, her father a physician to the reigning Czar, and she was brought up at the Court of St Petersburg. When her mother died, she went home to Scotland and, in Edinburgh, met and married our great-grandfather.


It was obvious that with so few people in the family having had secure and loving childhoods, the Cannan parents were not altogether to blame for a lack of warmth in their parenting. But the three sisters Dorothea, May and Joanna always felt that they had been neglected and left too much with Nana.


Nana, Ellen Hall, the daughter of a coachman from the north Oxfordshire town of Witney, had been reared by a widowed mother who, despite her poverty, scraped up a penny a week to send her children to Dame school. Ellen was obviously intelligent, she wrote and read well, and she became nursemaid to the children of a local doctor. Later she left home for a post as nurse in Surrey, but we could never persuade her to tell us anything about the children she looked after there.


The Cannans were her third place, she was twenty-four, and Aunt Dorothea, the eldest of the three girls, was one month old. One of Nana’s responsibilities was to take the three small girls to stay with their relations in Scotland while their parents climbed in Switzerland. Some of the houses were very formal, especially below stairs, but Roshven was different. A remote house in the West Highlands, owned by their Wedderburn great-aunt and her retired professor husband, it was the Cannan girls’ idea of heaven and they spent several weeks there every summer.


Great-Aunt Jemima had known many of the literary men of her day and had travelled round Iceland in a party with Anthony Trollope: some of her paintings and drawings illustrate his travel book. But it was their cousin Margaret, always known as ‘Lady’, who was to have a lifelong influence on the three girls – an influence that trickled down to us. Lady turned them from town children into country ones. They rode the donkey and later the Highland ponies, they were taught to swim and row a boat and to fish. They were expected to be strong and resolute and to possess the attribute, which my mother was always to admire, of being ‘good on a desert island’.


At eight Denis went as a day boy to King’s College School, which he hated. But Cappy, loyal by nature, would not listen to complaints against the school or his old friend Woodhill, the headmaster.


Frustrated, Denis had the machiavellian idea of training me to make his subversive remarks for him. In the privacy of the garden shed he taught me to say ‘Silly old Woodhill, silly old Woody,’ and to repeat it in Cappy’s hearing. I obliged enthusiastically but, to my disappointment, I was ignored.


Denis made objects with Meccano, he fret-sawed, he kept silkworms which ate leaves from the mulberry tree in the garden, and he rolled out peppermint creams on the nursery table. The greyish tinge – from unwashed hands or my doll’s cup, which he used as a cutter – put off the adults, who only tasted out of politeness, but we ate them with relish.


The twins grew large and very active. Poor Nana could be heard exhorting them, ‘Now if you could sit still, just for one minute …’


At that time I had no place in their lives. Speaking only their own language, they viewed me as an outsider. On their third or fourth birthday, the parents had given one a toy wheelbarrow and the other a garden roller. October the first was a fine day and I remember standing on the nursery balcony, with Dobbin the rocking horse, and feeling very alone as I watched the two figures running up and down with their new toys. It was about then that I began to tell people that the tennis court was my twin.


In fact the twins’ birthday was always a trial to me when small, for with Denis at school, I seemed to be the only child not getting a present. When my mother noticed my struggles with envious tears, she took to buying me a tiny present as a sop.


Mamma read to us regularly: Beatrix Potter, Little Black Sambo, poems from a large fat treasury of children’s verse. She suddenly banned Struwwelpeter, I imagine that one of us had bad dreams or was frightened by the brutal scissor man and, remembering her own horror on being given Foxe’s Book of Martyrs to read on Sundays when a child, she sympathised. I don’t think she approved of our weekly comics, but they were really taken for Nana, who read all three of them avidly. The only strip I can remember had a fat character called Porky boy, who thought only of food and always seemed to be opening hampers of good things, but Diana remembers enjoying one about a shelf of saucepans which came to life.


I have no recollection of actually learning to read, but I remember a scene when Nana, who would have thought it a terrible disgrace if any child had left her nursery unable to read and write, was teaching the twins and I sat, fingers in ears, mouthing each word silently, deep in a Victorian work, Tales to Read to Myself.


For Christmas and birthdays I was given books in a series about another Josephine and her dolls, which, no doubt for egoistical reasons of identification, gave me great pleasure. The dolls – Josephine’s family – ranged from a pair of Korean females in national dress, to wicked Quackie and one-legged Patrick; I was devoted to them all.


We were not great doll lovers, but we each had a very charming one given to us by Cappy when he worked for Chad Valley; I had named mine Party. I also had two very beautiful Swedish dolls in national dress, which Carola Oman had given me. I named them Sailor – obviously no one explained about national dress – and Sweetest. These elegant dolls lived, with the Solitaire board, in the cupboard of the satinwood bookcase, they were drawing-room toys, only to be played with on Sundays, when Nana shut our toy cupboards and took her afternoon off. I also had a large shabby dog called Rover, a lion called Gilbert, and a small teddy bear, all of whom meant more to me than the grand dolls.


Nana didn’t like men – except perhaps Charles Cannan – and as Denis grew older she seemed to transfer her love for him to Christine, while he had begun to find some of her habits irritating. He most loathed her practice of disturbing us as we sat round a roaring nursery fire and announcing, as she deadened it to a smoking heap with coal slack, ‘There, that’ll be a nice fire presently!’


Ants brought about the final break. The lower boys at King’s College School had discovered that the sun, directed by magnifying glasses, could frizzle ants to death and Mamma hearing this had given Denis a lecture on kindness to insects as well as animals.


A few days later he came home from school and found Nana, in the wild part of the garden where the washing was hung out, pouring boiling water on an ants’ nest. I don’t know what they said to each other, but it ended with Denis hurling a missile at her, which fortunately missed. I remember Nana rushing indoors, and barricading herself and us in the nursery as though he were in pursuit. Somehow Mamma patched things up, but their relationship had changed, and when he went to boarding school, she always referred to him as ‘that poor boy’.


Mamma, reared by an atheist father whom she loved and respected and a worldly mother who had her daughters confirmed ‘in case they married bishops’, had I think a secret longing for faith. Cappy, though an avowed agnostic, was fiercely patriotic and often took us to Armistice Day services. (He also had an embarrassing habit of knocking the hats off men who failed to remove them for the National Anthem.) So, hamstrung by their religious upbringings, they allowed Nana to be responsible for ours.


She made us say our prayers and encouraged us to learn our favourite hymns. Being an optimist, I chose ‘All Things Bright and Beautiful’, and it was some time before the birth of a social conscience made me leave out the third verse. Christine chose ‘Now Day is Over’, which was Nana’s favourite, and Diana, to my surprise, for I already hated the brutality of the crucifixion, ‘There is a Green Hill Far Away’. I very much disliked singing the verse of ‘Once in Royal David’s City’ – ‘Little Children all must be, Mild obedient, good as He.’ I didn’t particularly wish to be good or mild and certainly not obedient.


I think my loneliness grew at this time with Denis away and Diana and Christine so wrapped up in each other, and no friends provided. On our birthdays we were allowed to choose our favourite food – I always chose pancakes and once managed to eat seven – but no other children were invited. On walks we sometimes met two very attractive little boys called Scudamore. They wore the kilt and their mother told mine that they often fought over me, but for some reason (could it have been Nana?) they were never asked to tea.


Then I suppose my isolation was noticed, because I was provided with a red velvet dress and taken to dancing classes at the Study. I also had a trial run with the Brownies. I was too young to join and had no uniform, but I was put in a six with a leader called Pat. After the pack activities and games we were sent back to our sixes to model in papier mâché. At the end of the session we had to clear up and Pat handed me a broom and told me to sweep the floor.


When the same thing happened at the next rally, I rebelled and pointed out that it was someone else’s turn to sweep. Pat was furious and, twisting my arm behind my back, demanded that I did as I was told. Equally obstinate, I resisted and eventually it was she who gave way. I don’t remember going again and I never acquired the uniform, but I don’t think I told anyone why I disliked the Brownies.


At seven I went to school at the Study. I learnt to cross the road by myself, watched from an upper window by Nana or Mamma and the twins. For some reason there were two of us who sat apart from the rest of the class. We may have been younger than the others, or possibly our parents had waited for our seventh birthdays, instead of sending us at the beginning of the school year, but, whatever the reason, we seemed out of things and neglected.


My memory, which must be wrong, tells me that I spent my entire time sitting and staring at pages of incomprehensible ‘sums’. The figures meant nothing to me. I could count, but no one had taught me how to add and subtract with blocks or beans, and I had almost no experience of handling money. To my fury, my fellow outcast, Beryl, knew the secret. I hated her for this and one day when her mother slammed the car door on her hand, I was shocked to find myself almost happy at her screams and tears.


Julia, aged about ten, gave a Christmas party and asked all the juniors. Cappy drove me there and gave a lift to our pretty young teacher, Miss MacGregor. I can remember the mildly flirtatious atmosphere in the car and a feeling of pride that he actually liked my teacher.


Julia’s family were rich and it was a lavish party. At the moment of cake-cutting, artificial snowflakes descended. ‘Look, it’s snowing!’ exclaimed the grown-ups. As I pulled a thick velvet curtain aside and peered outside to check, I heard a saccharine voice saying, ‘Oh look at that little girl, she’s looking to see if it’s really snowing. Isn’t she sweet!’


Life outside the home seemed full of minor embarrassments and Nana’s individualistic vocabulary and euphemisms didn’t help. Chamber pots were called ‘Articles’. Bedroom slippers became night slippers, you washed your head instead of your hair and worst of all was ‘making yourself comfortable’. When visiting a friend of Denis’s, probably on the day that the twins had their teeth out, I told Joyce, the elder sister, that I wanted to make myself comfortable. She looked surprised and said, ‘Well, do it on that chair.’ Being an old soul I sat on the chair for a few tactful minutes, and then tried again. This time I asked for the lavatory.


When I was very small, Cappy and Denis had elicited strange noises from a cat’s whisker and crystal set, but as the wireless came into general use, our parents seemed to suspect it of having some sort of malign influence on the young. For most of our childhood Nana owned the only wireless in the house – one of those sets with a rising sun on the façade – and she listened to the bands of Henry Hall and Jack Payne after we had gone to bed.


We listened to Children’s Hour occasionally, perhaps when Mamma wasn’t there to read to us, and we loved hearing the names of the birthday children read out. There was wild excitement whenever the announcer paused, as though in surprise, to say, ‘Hullo, Twins!’ Once, Diana and Christine’s names were sent in, but I think they were awed rather than thrilled to hear themselves mentioned.


The gramophone was considered respectable and we inherited the parents’ records – the war songs: ‘It’s a long way to Tipperary’, ‘There’s a Ship that’s Bound for Blighty’, ‘Pack Up Your Troubles’ and ‘There’s a Long Long Trail A’ Winding’, and the songs from the ‘shows’ of their courting days: ‘If You Were the Only Girl in the World’, ‘Maid of the Mountains’, ‘Tea for Two.’


We didn’t have many records of our own. Denis had a treasured one, I think the words went:











I cursed and I swore at my father


I told him his words were a lie,


I packed up my things in a bundle


And went to bid Mother goodbye.







Poor mother she burst out a-crying


She said you are breaking my heart …











Cappy bought us ‘Alfred and the Lion’, recited by Stanley Holloway, which I thought very funny, and a record about a character called Barnacle Bill the Sailor. Barnacle Bill, a male chauvinist, sang:








You moaning woman, you’re driving me mad,


you haven’t as much sense as I thought you had











along with other insults, and one sensed Cappy’s obvious enjoyment and Mamma’s disapproval.


Both parents thought it important that children should be brought up with a dog, and Spic, the only remaining Sealyham, had grown old and irritable and liable to snap at us, so they decided against terriers and bought a black cocker spaniel, whom they named Barnacle Bill.


Barney was an unlucky dog and immediately went down with distemper, in those days an almost certain killer. Mamma nursed him and he seemed to get better, but then he began to have fits. I can remember the horror of him lying on the floor, in convulsions, foaming at the mouth and incontinent, but the vet prescribed bromide and again he recovered.


He slept, in a much chewed basket, in the downstairs cloakroom and one morning he was found with his head firmly wedged behind the basin waste pipe. The parents couldn’t free him, and finally Cappy fetched a wrench and unscrewed the pipe. Barney was unharmed, but the waste pipe was ruined.


We often watched the Oxford and Cambridge Boat Race, usually from Putney Bridge, but one year Cappy knew an umpire and was invited to follow in an official launch. Denis and I were taken, but the experience was rather lost on me. I was really more interested in the dark blue favours we all wore and very disappointed that we were Oxford; I preferred light blue.


Being taken to watch tennis on the Centre Court at Wimbledon was also rather a waste when one was only five or six, but, being a debenture holder, Cappy had two Centre Court seats for every day of the championships as well as his own badge. Mamma and Nana had to fill the seats for some of the duller matches, and, because I could sit still, they took me.


Of my mother’s fourth novel Sheila Bothways, the Observer critic wrote: ‘The wit is constant and never cheap’, which became a family saying. No Walls of Jasper, her sixth, was well reviewed and went into a second impression. It seems to have confirmed her reputation and several critics noted that she was a woman who wrote about men.


Mamma once confessed to me in later life that she never felt entirely adult. Some part of her seemed trapped at the age of twelve, and she attributed this to domination by Nana, until she escaped to Paris, and then to marrying a man twelve years older and so much more experienced than herself.


All through the Wimbledon years she had found it almost impossible to satisfy these two dominating presences; both were strong-minded, with decided opinions on everything, both wanted to run her and the household. It is possible that a move from Wimbledon was seen as a chance to escape from Nana, who had now seen them through the worst of their child-rearing, but also the house had grown too small for us. Six bedrooms were not enough when one was assigned as the day nursery, a nurse and a maid had to be housed, and married men still required dressing rooms.


The twins could not go on sharing a bedroom with Nana, and I had always slept in our parents’ room until wakened one night by the noise of what was, I realised many years later, an orgasm. A little voice enquiring, ‘What’s the matter?’ must have been unpopular and I soon found myself sleeping on a camp bed in Cappy’s dressing room or in Denis’s little room while he was away at school.


Times were still hard and I suspect that the overdraft was again out of control. The thought of finding a larger but cheaper house in the country would have influenced Cappy, while my mother, though she loved the house in Marryat Road, had always found Wimbledon suburban and still hankered for the country.
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Mamma and Cappy soon after their marriage









Christine


My sisters asked for ice cream, while I asked for a little cake. Respectably dressed in winter coats, we were sitting at a table in the carpeted upstairs restaurant in Barkers Store in Kensington having travelled there with Nana in an open-topped bus. It was Nana’s idea of a treat. I must have been four or five years old and, though I still spoke mostly in twin language, I was able to make myself understood. It is a moment I have never forgotten, because I greatly desired an ice cream rather than the little rather dry cake I ordered, which eventually arrived for me in a pleated case on a small white plate. It was I believe my first small step in wishing to be an individual rather than just one of the twins. This feeling has never totally left me.


As was the fashion in those days, we were dressed alike and often given identical toys. We were expected to share to such an extent that on one never-to-be-forgotten birthday, when our parents must have been particularly hard up, we were given just one book between us entitled The Ghostly Galleon. I have it still.


But I am in no doubt that we were much loved and that my mother was proud of having twins and as Josephine was hardly bigger than we were, the three of us were sometimes mistaken for triplets. Diana and I were not easy children. I was, I believe, Nana’s favourite just as years before Mamma had been favoured among the Cannan girls. I suspect that Nana favoured Mamma because she was the youngest and also because she had had rickets when small and had had to wear irons to straighten her legs. I was of course only the youngest by twenty minutes, but I was the most backward and had almost died when Diana and I had bronchitis, a killer of babies in those days. I was the worst affected and, as Nana often related later, she hardly slept for a fortnight, using steaming kettles to help our breathing and poultices to clear our congested chests. Because of our illness Diana and I were not christened until we were nine months old, when we are reputed to have pulled down a curtain in the church of St Clement Danes, which was later destroyed by a bomb in the ’40s.


We were certainly trying infants. A playpen was bought for us, which we instantly climbed out of, falling screaming on our heads on the other side. I managed to fall off the elephant at London Zoo, surely the only child ever to do so. Definitely the slow one, I was still reading ‘I am up on my ox’ while Diana had moved on to ‘Winter days are jolly’.


Nana taught us with immense patience, but her aitches, or lack of, caused problems and it was a long time before I could sort out ‘has’ from ‘as’. Josephine insists that we were still talking twin language at six or seven, but the fact that we were learning to read by then surely proves otherwise.


Nana was loving, but strict. Every morning we remained strapped in our high chairs until we had eaten our breakfasts, which consisted of porridge, bread and butter – often cut into fingers – and a soft-boiled egg. (Hard-boiled eggs were considered bad for children in those days, and breakfast cereals were yet to be produced.)


Sometimes we sat screaming; occasionally Aunt Dorothea or my mother, having also suffered under Nana’s rule, would throw our breakfast on the fire when Nana’s back was turned; but mostly we ate it all up eventually; and to this day I find it difficult to leave anything on my plate. Nana taught us the Lord’s Prayer and our last duty of the day was to kneel by our beds and recite it. But instead of saying ‘Hallowed be thy Name’, Diana and I recited ‘Harold be thy Name’, believing it to be somehow connected with our own father. Nana thought toys should be locked away on Sundays, but did not insist on the learning of psalms or hymns as she had with my mother and her sisters.


When out with Nana we were not allowed to put our hands in our pockets or eat in the streets, or on buses. If one was cross one had ‘a black patch on one’s back’, or ‘had got out of bed on the wrong side’, common phrases among nurses of an earlier time. Nana taught us to sew. I remember making little pincushions filled with sawdust and knitting dreadful garters for my father’s birthday, which Nana always finished and which I’m sure he never wore. We wore a great many clothes. Nana knitted us long socks and even longer bedsocks. Because we had bronchitis, Diana and I wore even more clothes than other children of our time – combinations, bodices, thick knickers, vests, monkey vests. Diana and I slept with Nana in the night nursery. Briskly tucked in and kissed at six o’ clock, we were expected to sleep until next morning. Sometimes it was just too long for me and I disgraced myself. Then my mattress was washed and dried leaning against the brass-topped fender which guarded the nursery fire, and though no one complained I can still recall the rising steam and the shame I felt.


In those far off days, Wimbledon seemed more like a village. The pavements were wide and empty and in autumn rusty with fallen leaves. In the dairy there were large model cows which mooed when you pulled their tails. There was time to talk and often we lingered while my mother stopped to talk to people we met. The bank messenger was one of them – young, tall and handsome and wearing a top hat. We would throw ourselves at him calling out something like, ‘Your money or your life’. But best of all there was Jack, surely the last cock horse in Britain. Jack waited with his minder near the bottom of Wimbledon Hill, standing under a tarpaulin beneath often dripping trees, partly fenced by iron railings. He was there to assist other horses pulling carts, mainly coal, up Wimbledon Hill. His minder, small and wearing a cloth cap, had bandy legs, as so many horsemen did in those days; he would talk to Mamma while we gave Jack sugar, remembering to keep our hands flat. He was my first real horse.


I remember too one dreadful day when I dropped a pumice stone I had been asked to carry as a privilege by Mamma, far far below on to the railway lines at Putney Bridge. I can still feel it slipping through my fingers; and I wanted it to go, I wanted to see what happened when it fell onto the rails below; though Mamma assumed it was an accident, as I burst into guilty tears, I knew it wasn’t. I knew I had meant it to happen, and my sense of guilt made me cry even more.


Our parents had a car but I do not remember Diana and I travelling in it often; for one thing we were carsick. Because of this, when we went for our annual holiday to Bexhill or Westgate, Diana and I travelled by train mostly just with Nana, complete with pudding bowl, flannel and flask of brandy. I don’t think I was ever trainsick, but I can still recall the feel of damp flannel tainted by sick and brandy on my face, and to this day I dislike brandy and abhor face flannels.


Years later recalling these holidays, Mamma said that sometimes no holiday was better than a holiday. Certainly Diana and I did not distinguish ourselves on these holidays. Once while Mamma was reading the Just So Stones to us, we fought and broke a mirror in a boarding house and poor Mamma had to deal with an irate landlady, while we were promised seven years of bad luck! We refused to go into the sea and on one occasion Diana and I were chased along the beach by Mamma with a slipper in her hand. It was some years before we were able to explain that we had both been afraid of sharks; Mamma was appalled by such a revelation.


‘But surely you knew that if there were sharks in the sea, we wouldn’t have let you go in?’ she said.


But we did not reason that way; small children don’t. Besides if we were still talking twin language at that time, we could hardly describe our feelings. I rode my first pony at Bexhill, a little brown Dartmoor, and screamed in terror – not a very propitious start to a life in the saddle spanning more than fifty years!


Cappy joined these holidays at weekends to play golf. I do not remember welcoming his presence. Nana disliked him and as I was very involved with Nana at this time, probably some of this rubbed off on to me. I do remember him bringing buns to us at eleven o’clock with one small piece of Cadbury’s chocolate in the middle. Somehow they were always gritty with sand. Afterwards my mother was to say that these holidays had been for Nana.


There are many other things I remember about living in Wimbledon. The long passage with the door at the end leading to the house Granny Cannan built on to ours; a door I never went through. Being sick in Granny’s car and an angry chauffeur called Mr Clark (later she was to engage an Italian chauffeur who was never cross). The box where outgrown clothes and toys were put for the poor children. Running one’s hands along split oak fences to make them tingle. Jumping the lines on the pavement, because if you stepped on one the lions had you. Pushing toy horses along a garden path. The aroma of oranges sucked slowly with a lump of sugar in the middle. The smell of damp clothes drying in front of a coal fire. I don’t remember Granny ever entering the nursery; or talking to me. Nor do I remember anyone preparing me for the move to the country when I was six and a half. I don’t recall packing or being excited. I had no idea that it was to be the end of my early years, that Nana was to move out to housekeep for Granny, who, still wanting to be near Mamma, had rented a house less than a hundred yards away from ours. No one told me that there would be a spinney and five acres and a large garden in which to play. Or if they did, I cannot recall it. I think that parents did not explain things to their children as they do today; but Josephine had been with my parents and helped to choose the house. Did she tell me about it? If she did, I cannot remember it either. So I didn’t say goodbye to Wimbledon at all.


A few years ago I went back to Wimbledon. Our pretty house and Granny’s next door were empty and deserted. And everything looked much smaller; the long passage where I had been smacked was after all but a few yards long; the drawing room was really two rooms with fold-back doors between. The tennis court where my father must have played so often had become a swimming pool. The cedar tree which had worried Mamma so much whenever thunder struck was gone. Wimbledon of course has changed beyond recognition. The trees where Jack stood so patiently are no longer there. The streets are crowded with strangers now; it has become just part of the great sprawl of Greater London and homes and flats are crammed together where gardens existed before.


I wish I could remember more of my years in Wimbledon. Josephine says that Diana and I were self-sufficient and didn’t need anyone else. Certainly as long as I had Diana I never felt lonely. I don’t think I craved great affection. And I was definitely the slow one. It took me a long time to be dry at night. There were no playgroups in those days, and though Josephine and Denis attended school, I had to wait until I was seven. There were no parties either, or if there were, Diana and I were never invited.


From the beginning we were brought up to be tough. Nana never listened to complaint. If you kept on and on about something as children do, she would give you a good shake, shouting, ‘Stop it, you tiresome little thing.’ But we were expected to be special, just as the Cannan girls had been a generation earlier. Nana wanted to be proud of us. Being special can make it hard to fit in with one’s own generation, and being special can soon become being different, which can cause problems. I cannot recall ever addressing a word to my brother or he to me while we were at Wimbledon. He says he cannot either. Nana appeared at this time to be frightened of him, just as she was of many men; and what Nana felt I felt too.


I do remember the journey to the house I was to love all my life. The stop for lunch at Henley-on-Thames at the Red Lion. The search for a kettle on our arrival because my parents could not last another minute without a cup of tea. The wonder of an overgrown orchard; tumbling into nettles off a leaning tree; sitting on a window ledge. Spic, the last of my parents’ Sealyhams, blind and trying to find her way, struck me then as incredibly sad. But I must have been very unsettled by the move, because my first night I disgraced myself for the last time and though nothing was said, I felt deeply humiliated. Or maybe it was because I realised that my beloved Nana was no longer sleeping in the night nursery with us. Instead I would be looked after most of the time by Mamma; to me a woman in spectacles I felt I hardly knew.
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Nana with Denis
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