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AN INTRODUCTION


I have always enjoyed writing and when I was quite young, I decided that I should learn every word in the dictionary; needless to say, an ambition that was never achieved. I also quickly realised that using those words ‘in the right order’ was of paramount importance. After school, my writing was mostly in the form of letters of the more formal kind. In this I have always been grateful for the guidance I received during my early years in the Inland Revenue.


During our near sixty years of married life, Margaret gave me great encouragement and was always willing to read what I had written, often making constructive comments, such as, “that’s lovely,” or “I wouldn’t have said that,” or “you haven’t mentioned…” Since the end of the 1970s we have made many, many journeys in France and Margaret maintained detailed daily records. It was her wish and hope that I would prepare a narrative record – a ‘personal commentary, journal, guide’ based on her records and present it in the form of a book.


We received encouragement for such a project from a number of people we met in France who, when hearing of places we had visited, often said, “you know France better than we do – you should write a book”. Although I have now compiled a record of quite a number of our journeys, there is more I wish to do to complete my ‘France – A Journey’. However, during recent years I have also written a number of pieces on varying topics relating to visits, experiences and history and I have gathered these together with a narrative of six of our France journeys and a condensed autobiography, to offer as a ‘Miscellany of Writings’. I hope you will find these pieces interesting and enjoyable reading.




A VERY ORDINARY LIFE


It seems inappropriate to begin an autobiography by expressing a regret, but I do have one particular regret. During her long life of nearly 94 years my mother had an excellent memory and for her last 37 years she lived next door to us. Naturally we made many and frequent, but necessarily brief, visits to her. Sometimes she would say, “I have been thinking…” and then proceed to tell myself, or perhaps Margaret, her recollections of family history or events. Invariably it would not be a convenient time for us to absorb what she had to tell us. I often suggested that she might like to “write it down,” but she never did. Consequently, much of what she held in her memory was never recorded.


My mother was born, Ada Stevens, on 21 February 1901 and died on 4 February 1995. Her mother was Sara Ann (Chivers) born in 1867 and died 28 May 1957 and her father was Henry Stevens born on 17 July 1874 and died 3 December 1943. When I was born in 1930, Mum’s parents lived at Camerton Farm Cottage at the top of Skinner’s Hill opposite Camerton Farm on the southern side of the village of Camerton. Her father was a shepherd on the farm and Mum had been a domestic worker at the farm, which was in the ownership of the Miles family.


Mum had a brother, Arthur, who was born in 1898, married Alice Durbin in February 1922 and died in 1965; a sister Nora born in 1906, married Albert Vere in 1933 and died 20 June 1995; a sister Ivy Grace born in 1910 at Camerton, married Norman Gilbert Ashman (died 30 December 1951) in 1939 and died in 1964.


My father, Reginald Samuel Clark, was born on 11 June 1898 and died on 2 December 1967. His father, Richard, was born on 2 June 1873 and died in 1936; his mother Selina (Webber) was born in about 1875 and died in 1935. These grandparents lived at Tunley on the top of the hill on the northern side of the village of Camerton. Sadly, they both died when I was quite young.


Dad had a sister, Beatrice Louise, born in 1900, married Frederick Hampshire and died at the Royal United Hospital, Bath on 8 August 1926; a brother, George Henry born in 1902 and died in 1963; a sister, Amy Nora born in 1905, married George Williams on 14 January 1928 and died on 28 March 1988.


Mum and Dad were married in Camerton Church on 22 December 1923, by the Rev M.C. Dickenson. A wedding present, a clock, is still chiming regularly in our sitting room.


My family had a presence in Camerton for, at least, two centuries, until 1997. My great-great-grandfather, Edward Clark, was an Inn-keeper. He was a contemporary of the famous diarist and Rector of Camerton from 1800 until 1839, the Reverend John Skinner; as such, he may well have been one of the Rector’s antagonists!


I was born on Saturday, 7 June 1930 at Bridge Place, Camerton, a terrace of cottages, since demolished, close to Bridge Place Farm, which is now a privately occupied residence. It was in the valley, close to the Cam Brook over which a wooden bridge provided access to the road leading to Wick Lane. On the other side of the road was situated Camerton Station.


I was christened in Camerton Church by the Reverend Llewellyn Thomas on Saint Peter’s Day, 29 June 1930. The Rev Thomas is buried close to the entrance to the church.


Camerton is a village of about six to seven hundred inhabitants, situated about six miles south west of Bath and, until local government reorganisation, was in the historic County of Somerset and then, from 1974 to 1996 in the County of Avon; since 1996 it has been within the unitary authority of Bath and North East Somerset. Camerton has a long history; its ancient church of Saint Peter and the Camerton Court, with its beautiful and interesting gardens, are features of which the village is proud. On the southern edge of the village lies the route of the Fosse Way and the site of a Roman settlement. Coal mining became an established industry in Camerton with the construction of the coal canal towards the end of the 18th century, followed by the building of the railway. It continued for some 200 years until Camerton New Pit finally closed in 1950. The railway was then redundant and that too closed, in 1951.


A memorable event occurred in Camerton, at the station, in 1931. It was the filming of scenes for the film ‘The Ghost Train’. Many well-known stars of the day took part, including; Jack Hulbert and Cicely Courtneidge (his wife for 62 years), his brother Claude Hulbert and Arnold Ridley – Private Godfrey in the BBC television show Dad’s Army and the author of the play. I have been told that I was taken for a journey on the train by my aunt, but I was not old enough to remember the experience.


The main sources of employment in the village were agriculture and mining and my father, Reginald Samuel, worked at the nearby Camerton New Pit, where he was the ‘saw-man’. He served in the Machine Gun Corps of the 51st Highland Division in France towards the end of the Great War.


When I was about four years old, we moved from Bridge Place just a few hundred yards up the hill to a semi-detached cottage, 10 Camerton Hill, which was accessed from the lane by the school and which was the original entrance to Camerton Court. The property was on the side of the hill and afforded excellent views over the valley and towards Tunley and the village of Timsbury, as well as all the activity of the colliery and the railway in the valley below. Of course, at both homes we had extensive gardens and Dad, and Mum, ensured that, so far as vegetables were concerned, we were self-sufficient. However, we had no mains water supply until the early 1940s – our water had to be lifted from a well, and we were not connected to the electricity supply until after the Second World War. Until then we had to light oil lamps every evening and use candles for occasional use. In 1948, Mum and Dad purchased 10 Camerton Hill from the Woodborough and Camerton Estates for, I believe, £350. It was a happy home and, in fact, 10 Camerton Hill became, with the benefit of three extensions, our family home for the next sixty years.


We were then about one hundred yards from Camerton School, which I attended. Unfortunately, I do not have strong memories of my years at junior school. Perhaps the teaching was not particularly inspiring; I don’t even remember such occasions as plays and entertainment, but I do remember ‘nature walks’. Without memorable achievements, I duly proceeded to senior school where I found the specific subjects, such as, English, arithmetic, geography and history so much more stimulating. My parents were anxious that I should have a good education and arranged for me to transfer to the Bath Technical College. Here, in addition to the subjects that I had liked, I was introduced to French, as well as shorthand and typewriting! However, after perhaps three years I decided to leave, partly because some of my friends were leaving and partly because I felt that I should not continue to be wholly supported by my parents, although they had wished me to continue. My father’s wages were about £10 per week! Certainly my ‘education’ did not cease at that point and I followed it with a correspondence course; later, I attended evening classes. I have always been keen to learn and as the late Tony Benn commented when asked about his education, he described it as ‘work in progress’. I do not know how it came about, but I found myself with an appointment for an interview at the office of H M Inspector of Taxes, in 1/3 Southgate Street, Bath. I was surprised to be offered a job and invited to start work, I think, the following week.


I have never regretted my decision, for it set the course of my entire working life. My ten years in the Inland Revenue, mostly in the Bath Office, formed a good foundation, as high standards of work were expected, particularly by the District Inspector, Mr. T.H. Hore. As an example – it was his practice to read letters before they left the office. One day, I was called to his office and he referred to a letter I had written to a firm of lawyers. He said, “you have addressed this letter ‘Dear Sirs’” and he added, “These partners were colleagues of mine at university, please address them, Gentlemen”. There was an atmosphere in that office of respect, conscientiousness, responsibility and efficiency, but at the same time, it held an air of amicability. I was taught the basis of good letter writing and given a mnemonic – seven words all beginning with the letter ‘c’ – to aid the memory! Those important words are:- correct, clear, coherent, concise, comprehensive, courteous, and complete.


I only left the Inland Revenue on being ordered to transfer to an office in the centre of London. After a short while I answered an advertisement by a Bristol firm of chartered accountants, C.J. Ryland & Co., for an assistant in their tax department for a period of six weeks. I was offered the post, started work on the following Monday, and stayed for eleven years. In time, C.J. Ryland & Co merged with another firm, Grace, Derbyshire and Todd; the joint practice subsequently being acquired by Thomson, McLintock, which later became part of KPMG. I did not feel particularly comfortable within such a large organisation. I then took a position as ‘manager’ of the small team of the tax department of the National Provincial Bank in Corn Street, Bristol. It was a very amicable situation and we virtually had independent control and responsibility for our activities. However, it was not long before the National Provincial Bank was swallowed up by the Westminster Bank to become National Westminster Bank. We were transferred to a large new Trustee Branch in Bath. The new bank was proposing to extend their services to include, not only personal clients, but also small businesses. One by one our small team departed. I felt the bank was not sufficiently equipped and prepared to offer this additional service. Once again, I felt that I should head in a different direction.


In 1973 Value Added Tax was introduced. It was a new tax to all of us and I felt that it was an opportunity where I could offer a service to small businesses who were then required to keep appropriate records and to complete the quarterly returns to H M Customs and Excise. Moreover, I could also handle related matters such as preparing accounts and tax returns. I advertised and received an encouraging response. With the wholehearted agreement and support of my wife, Margaret, I became self-employed. Together we spent time acquainting ourselves with the new tax. Indeed, Margaret happily and enthusiastically engaged herself in learning new skills and for nearly forty years she undertook a considerable portion of the workload, until the onset of dementia at the beginning of 2012. I am pleased that I have since been able to continue to act for a small and diminishing number of clients; indeed, I still have one remaining client. Providing a direct personal service to many and varied clients over many years has been a fulfilling experience for both of us. Therefore, since that surprising interview at 1/3 Southgate Street in the 1940s I have never strayed from the field of taxation, a period of more than 70 years.


Returning now to my early years.


Home entertainment in the 1930s and 1940s was provided by a gramophone, a radio and, of course, the piano. The radio was powered by an accumulator, which had to be exchanged every week. I remember enjoying playing records of such singers as Frank Titterton – tenor and Anne Zeigler and Webster Booth – duettists. Radio artists I recall are – Tommy Handley (ITMA and Mr Murgatroyd and Mr Winterbottom), Jewell and Warris, Rob Wilton and Donald Peers – whose signature song was ‘In a Shady Nook by a Babbling Brook’. Programmes I remember listening to were ‘In Town Tonight’, ‘Happidrome’, ‘Workers Playtime’, ‘Albert Sandler and his Palm Court Orchestra’, and ‘Bird Songs from the Surrey Woods’. I particularly liked listening to orchestral concerts by the BBC Symphony Orchestra conducted by Sir Adrian Boult – I bought a copy of his book, ‘The Art of Conducting’. Newsreaders became very familiar, particularly during the war years. I remember Stuart Hibberd who had a very distinctive voice and was BBC Radio’s chief announcer, Frank Philips, Bruce Belfrage, Alvar Lidell and John Snagge. Whenever we heard John Snagge’s voice we knew it was to be significant news.


The War Years, from 1939 to 1945, made an indelible impression on my memory – National Registration Identity Cards (my number was WPEQ 117 3), gas masks, blackout, rationing, a searchlight on nearby Tunley hill, air-raid sirens, ARP wardens, Camerton Court became a hospital, and from time to time, bombs dropping nearby. I have an acute memory of the night of Sunday, 24 November 1940. We had been to church in the afternoon and in the early evening we heard the constant fearful drone of enemy aircraft. Soon a strong glow appeared in the sky in the direction of Bristol, about 12 to 13 miles away. This frightening sight and sound continued for hours. It was the night on which much of the centre of the city of Bristol was destroyed. Officially, the raid lasted from 18.21 until 00.08; 200 people were killed that night, including members of Mum’s family in an air-raid shelter. Despite our limited facilities – we had no electricity – we gave shelter to a Mr and Mrs Tucker. Mr Tucker was the advertising manager of Fry’s, the chocolate factory in Keynsham and he had access to luxury items which were not readily available to us in those days, such as toys and books!


In 1942 came the Bath Blitz. On the weekend of 25–27 April, Bath suffered three air raids during which 417 people were killed. After which Dad’s sister, Amy, Uncle George and their daughter, Louise came to stay with us.


Yes, the War transformed our lives.


Childhood holidays were rare, but enjoyable. One of the first, in the 1930s, was spent with Mum, in High Wycombe, at ‘Camerton’ 247 West Wycombe Road. This was the home of Mum’s sister Nora and Uncle Albert (Vere), as well as their fox terrier, Tiger. I recall outings and, particularly, sitting on the banks of the Thames at Maidenhead and sailing a toy boat on the water. Other ‘holidays’ I spent with Mum’s sister Ivy and Uncle Norman (Ashman) at Hope Cottage, Holcombe; that too was before the Second World War. I remember their neighbour – the jovial Fred Langley. As I recall it, the mother and stepfather of Uncle Norman had experience of a Guest House in Ilfracombe and one year, in the late 1930s, I suspect, they took Auntie Ivy and me there for a holiday. The Guest House was ‘Glendower’ in Wilder Road and the proprietors were the Misses Brooks. What an exciting experience that was. In a later year Mum, Dad and myself spent a holiday there, travelling by train from Radstock, with the inevitable ‘change at Templecombe’, to the station on the hill at Ilfracombe. Prominent memories of my stays in Ilfracombe are of Sunday morning services at St James Church on the right-hand side of the road leading to the harbour. I believe that Mum, Dad and me only spent two holidays together, the first being at Glendower and the other was in Bournemouth, where, I recall that we stayed in ‘bed and breakfast’ accommodation; we certainly travelled by train, again from Radstock.


My social life in the period up to National Service was, it seems, quite limited. From time to time there would be some amateur entertainment events in the Church Room at Camerton. There was a cinema in Radstock – The Palace – which I do not remember entering. At Midsomer Norton there was The Palladium and I did go to see one or two films there. I did attend ballroom dancing classes at Paulton, which were well conducted by a Mr Bidwell. He was employed at the Bristol Aeroplane Company works at Filton, Bristol, I believe, and from time to time he would arrange for a coach to take a group of his pupils to dances which were held in the large canteen. These were very popular as music was provided by well-known bands of the day. Following my National Service, in the early 1950s, the cinema did attract me a little more – the Forum, the Odeon and the Beau Nash in Bath. However, I liked to go to orchestral concerts in the Pavilion, and the Forum and to organ recitals in the Abbey in Bath. I am fortunate to have seen Sir Thomas Beacham and Sir John Barbirolli conducting. I used to attend the Saturday night dances held at Bob’s Palais at Midsomer Norton and I became part of a group of friends which included Brian Willcox and Don Dando. These dances were well controlled, Bob Purnell saw to that, and the music was provided by Arthur Marshall and his excellent band. I used to have to walk back to Camerton after midnight and, at Radstock, I would sometimes encounter activity on the railway which served the local coal industry. Other occasions of that period which I recall are travelling to London to see Tommy Cooper, Jimmy Edwards and The Crazy Gang. I also went to see ‘King’s Rhapsody’ by Ivor Novello, which opened in September 1949.


Undoubtedly, the church was a great influence in my life, its ceremonies and, particularly, its music. I grew up during the twelve years incumbency of the Rev Edward Stephens, an imposing and inspiring man, both in stature and in speech. He had suffered the loss of an eye while serving as a chaplain during the Great War. As soon as it was practical, I joined the choir. I have a special memory of one young choir member who used to attend, when he was available, in naval uniform; his name was Philip Baker and he still had an excellent treble voice – at Christmas, his solo verse of, ‘Sire, the night is darker now’ was moving and predictive. I had piano lessons from the late Mrs B.G. Stone, who lived at Radford, in the valley at the western end of the village. She was an excellent teacher and I enjoyed those Saturday morning lessons. Sometimes I was fortunate to have a lift home with the horse-drawn Radstock Co-op delivery baker. I took a series of Trinity College of Music examinations which were held in the premises of Milsom’s music store in Northgate Street, Bath. I have never forgotten my reward for success in my first examination; it was a prized copy of Hymns Ancient and Modern. However, my ultimate aim was to play that king of instruments, the organ. I was directed to an organist and teacher, Mr Stanley Pearce, who was the assistant organist at St Mary’s Church, Bathwick, Bath. Lessons took place on the St Mary’s organ, on which I was allowed to practice. I was also able to practice on the organ at Camerton Church, but I needed the assistance of Dad to pump the organ! Stanley Pearce was an inspirational teacher and always encouraged his pupils into organist posts. He became a personal friend and, indeed, played for our wedding in 1958.


Having been organist at St Peter’s, Camerton, my next position was as organist at the church of St Philip and St James at Norton St Philip, following which I was appointed organist and choirmaster at the Parish Church of Peasedown St John, after which I served at the Church of St James, Southstoke, where the Vicar was the charming Charles George Hamilton Dicker. My next appointment was at the church of the Holy Trinity, Frome. Here, there was a lively congregation led by the Rev C.G. Shipley. There was an enthusiastic and competent choir of men, with one lady alto and about fifteen boys from whom I received much support and loyalty, enabling us to achieve excellent results. A particularly memorable occasion was on 21 August 1966 when we took part in a BBC televised celebration of the Eucharist at St John’s Church, the parish church, in Frome. During my time at Holy Trinity, from 1963 until 1968, I attended a residential course at The Royal School of Church Music (RSCM) at Addington Palace and with much pleasure I arranged for a number of the choir boys to attend RSCM residential courses also. A notable occasion was a Whitsunday Evensong; we had a visit from a RSCM Commissioner, Christopher Dearnley, who was Organist at Salisbury Cathedral and subsequently, for 22 years, Organist at St Paul’s Cathedral. His report and comments were very complimentary. Holy Trinity was a demanding yet most rewarding experience – the high-point of my career as an organist. It was when my work took me to the National Provincial Bank in Bristol, that I realised that I could no longer give Holy Trinity the time and attention which I wished. After a short period at All Saints’ Church, Dunkerton I spent three years at St Nicholas Church, Radstock. It was the end of my career as an organist.


I already had a number of private piano pupils and teaching the young people and preparing them for examinations was so rewarding. Nevertheless, it was choir training which I found particularly inspiring. Early in the 1970s, together with my piano pupils, our two sons and some of their school friends, we formed a choir. Soon we were joined by a number of enthusiastic adults to create a four-part choir – The Camerton Choir. Margaret gave the choir her unstinting participation and support. We enjoyed performing at various venues, churches, chapels, a hospital, residential homes and the local Cheshire Home. Eventually, sadly it was its success that brought about its demise. With the increased membership we mostly had to rehearse in our sitting room as two groups, there being no suitable venue available in the village. We were then not able to continue to maintain the standard which we had been pleased to achieve. Since we came to Trowbridge in 1997, we have been able to attend many of the wonderful recitals and concerts held at the excellent Wiltshire Music Centre in Bradford-on-Avon, including concerts by the Trowbridge Symphony Orchestra. In recent years our enjoyment of music has been found in our own large collection of CDs and in the valued Classic FM.


From my younger days, although I have never participated in any formal games, I have had an interest in sport, particularly football and cricket. Groups of us used to gather in a nearby field called Hurdles to play football, that is until Farmer Matthews chased us off. On one occasion he confiscated the ball, my ball, and I had to go to the local police station to recover it – a formality! We would also meet in a field, not a pitch, at Hopyard, Wick Lane, to play cricket, where one of the lads loved to emulate the stroke play of the great Denis Compton. I would often watch our local football teams in the 1930s and 1940s, such as Clandown, Peasedown, Paulton Rovers, Welton Rovers. During the period of my National Service, in the Royal Air Force, from October 1948 to May 1950 I was stationed at RAF Warton in Lancashire. This was relatively near Blackpool to which there was a bus service from the camp. I was fortunate, therefore, to be able to see many of the games of Blackpool Football Club at Bloomfield Road during the 1949–50 season. Blackpool were one of the top teams at that time and their squad included such great players as Stanley Matthews and Stanley Mortensen. I can still name nine of the regular players of that season. I regret that I do not have any match programmes – no doubt they only cost a few pence, but my pay was only four shillings a day! In the 1950s I often watched Bristol City play at Ashton Gate; their international forward, John Atyeo, played for the club from 1951 to 1966 scoring 351 goals. In fact, I saw Atyeo play in two international matches at Wembley – on 30 November 1955 when England beat Spain 4–1 and on 9 May 1956 when England defeated Brazil 4–2. The programmes cost ‘one shilling’! Nowadays, I can watch football on television, and I look forward to the results of Bristol City, Bristol Rovers and, as my cousin Derek and his son Richard are ardent supporters, Wycombe Wanderers’ games.


I have mentioned my period of National Service; in fact. I have some fond memories of that period. I did not resent having to serve and I considered it a valuable experience. The greater part of my service was spent at No 90 Maintenance Unit, RAF Warton. It was not particularly stimulating, working in the stores, but we did have the facility for visiting Blackpool where there was a great variety of entertainment, etc., available. We often headed for the Silver Grill Café for a welcome meal of steak pie and chips. I went regularly to evening classes at the college. I often listened to the great Reginald Dixon at the Tower Ballroom organ and sometimes to Horace Finch at the organ of the Winter Gardens Pavilion. Also, for the first time, I had the opportunity of seeing operas, performed by the Carl Rosa Opera Company and the D’Oyly Carte Opera Company. Less appealing, of course, were the regular nightly guard duties. Fortunately, my duty was normally with a good friend, Jack Coyle from Glasgow. Like me, Jack was fond of classical music and history. Often, on the bleak deserted airfield (I don’t know what we were guarding) alongside the estuary of the River Ribble, in the middle of a bitter winter’s night, Jack would tell me stories of Scottish clans and battles.


During my school years and certainly until my period of National Service my means of transport was the bicycle. It was a means of getting to school and to work and it gave me much pleasure. I fondly remember one sunny Sunday afternoon in the 1940s, with two friends, Neil Lowe and Ian Clark (a second cousin), cycling from Camerton, up and over the Mendips, through Burrington Combe and on to Weston-Super-Mare. On the road leading into Weston we all collided – I think we were dawdling, but we all casually recovered and continued. Remarkably, I have no recollection of any other traffic! After a couple of hours in Weston we returned along the A368 on the north side of the Mendip Hills and I particularly recall a pervasive smell – perhaps it was of garlic – as we rode along a section of road in a sort of bowl near Rickford in the still, quiet and calm of the late evening. I don’t know what time we reached home but it must have been quite late. It was, indeed, a wholly enjoyable and, obviously, memorable journey.


However, soon after returning from the RAF I sought an easier means of travel. I purchased an Excelsior two-stroke, 125, motorcycle with the registration of BGL 774; it was soon followed by a more powerful machine – an Excelsior 250cc bike – CFB 901. I then acquired all the special weather protection clothing I needed as advised by my organ teacher, Stanley Pearce – greatcoat, waders, helmet (not a hard one) and goggles. After three or four years I realised that there was an easier, a more comfortable means of travel – by car. I bought my first car from a lady in Stratton-on-the-Fosse with the guidance, and a loan, from Mr Jack (Sonny) Coombs, a friend, and garage proprietor in Timsbury – a black and red Morris 8 – DHT 193 and I think it cost £100. That vehicle was followed by another Morris 8, a black Series E model of 1939 – DOR 695. This was one of our favourite cars – the one which I owned when Margaret and I met in 1956. Next came a black Hillman Minx – FGL 987 – followed in August 1969 by a black Hillman Super Minx – FHW 11D. In 1979 we entered the world of Swedish cars and we bought a white Volvo 144 – NHR 391M (£1,750). In 1982 we replaced the Volvo 144 with a blue Volvo 244 – BAE 980V (£4,400). In 1994 we bought a white Saab 9000 – G213 XMG (£7,995). During the years 1977 to 1994 we had a second car for my occasional and business use – Margaret never drove! They were an Austin 1100 – HYD 923K (£625); a Renault 12TL – KTC 322P (£1,580); a Morris Mini – OYD 773L (£500); another Mini – MYC 455V (£1,300); a Vauxhall Nova – E268 SYD (£5,295). All are fondly remembered. Not least our final vehicle, a Blue SAAB 9-5 SE AUTO ESTATE – Y304 UGF, (Margaret suggested that this was an abbreviation for Useful for Going to France) which we purchased in June 2004 for £13,200 and which has given us so much pleasure, particularly in safely and comfortably taking us over many thousands of miles in France and is still parked on our drive.


During the early 1970s I took an increasing interest in local affairs and was elected to the Parish Council, serving for some 27 years. I was Chairman for six years and, with the support of the very competent Parish Clerk, the late Terry Webber, I found this experience very rewarding. For my service, I was awarded a framed Certificate of Commendation. For several years I served as the Parish Council representative Manager of Camerton School.


France has interested and attracted me for much of my life. From being taught French by Monsieur Fred Emonnet, to learning of day visits to France by my aunt and uncle in High Wycombe in the 1930s, to enjoying Sunday school or choir outings to Weymouth and speculating on that foreign land beyond the horizon. My own father had served in France in 1918 and cometh 1939 and the Second World War, France was constantly in the news and in our thoughts. My Uncle Norman did not escape from Dunkerque in 1940 but, fortunately, later returned to England by another route. Life was frequently interrupted by air raids by enemy aircraft based in Normandy. Then, in 1944, we had the exhilarating news that Allied Forces had landed on the coast on Normandy – after four years of brutal repression the liberation of France had begun.


I had to visit that country. My first opportunity came in the early 1950s, with a visit by ferry to Boulogne and, particularly, to the Flying Bomb sites nearby. Then, in 1952 I participated in a two-week guided tour of Paris arranged by a civil service travel agency – Whitehall Travel. In 1956, together with four friends, I planned a journey across France to the Mediterranean, then continuing into Italy, Switzerland, Germany and Belgium before returning to France. We were well prepared and equipped with a detailed route plan prepared by the AA we set off, with Don Dando with me in my car and with Neil Lowe and Cliff Menhinnitt with Brian Willcox in his car. We set off on Sunday 29 July and reached Dover at about 10.30; the weather had made it a very unpleasant journey and we realised that there were severe storms in the Channel. After a very long delay, at about 18.30, the ship – Saint Germain – sailed. However, on reaching the open sea it began to roll and as it did so many standing passengers were thrown to the floor. I grabbed the frame of a sliding door and immediately the door closed, temporarily trapping my leg. I was in some pain and, although I did not realise it, I had broken my leg. It was the end of my adventure and I have written a detailed account of my experiences elsewhere. It was not until July 1970 that I next set foot in France when, during a family camping holiday in Kent, we crossed to Boulogne by hovercraft – the Princess Anne – in very pleasant conditions. In 1979, when Paul and Ian were 19 and 15, we enjoyed our first family holiday in France, which was followed by several more. In fact, for Margaret and myself, it marked the beginning of 35 successive years during which we visited the Hexagon, once, twice or perhaps three times. We developed a great interest in and love of the country and its people and came to regard it as our ‘second home’. I am in the process of preparing a ‘personal commentary, journal, guide’, of our experiences entitled, ‘France – A Journey’.


Whilst tracing the various threads of my life during the past 88 years, I have barely referred to my personal and family life, which was, of course, the backbone of all that lies before.


I had a very happy and secure childhood and parents from whom I received love, support, encouragement and understanding. I suppose I would have to say that my mother had the greatest influence being the one who was, seemingly, always there – Dad providing the means on which we lived. During the course of my 20s I began to think more of the future than the present. I began to think of the kind of person I would like to spend, perhaps, the rest of my life with. Someone who would be compatible with my established life, someone who would share my Christian faith, preferably of the Anglican tradition, someone who would share my love of music, my interest in France and more, someone who, in short, would succeed my mother. It seems rather a lot to expect!


During the 1950s many young people would attend Sunday evening church services, perhaps it was because there was often boys and young men in the choir; it was so at Camerton. I liked to attend services at Bath Abbey; the music, under Ernest Maynard, was so inspiring and Archdeacon Cook and then Prebendary Geoffrey Lester were uplifting personalities. I sometimes went with Don Dando and there was one particular Sunday evening in the summer of 1956 which I shall never forget. We were sitting towards the rear of the nave and at the end of the service we remained seated, while others around us left and while the main congregation made its way towards the west door. I suppose we were rather conspicuous and as they passed, two girls looked in our direction as we looked towards them. They then disappeared into the Abbey Churchyard and we made our way back to my car, which was the Morris 8 Series E – DOR 695 which I have already referred to, with the intention of returning home. I think we had parked in Manvers Street and after passing the railway station we drove along Dorchester Street towards the Old Bridge when, suddenly, Don said, “that’s those two girls we saw in the Abbey”; they were walking in the same direction. I instinctively stopped and as they reached us, we opened a window and asked if we could give them a lift and they, perhaps surprisingly, accepted. We must have sat there for a while introducing ourselves – their names were Margaret and Brenda. We asked where we could take them and we learned that Margaret lived in Oldfield Park, Bath and, so far as I recall, that is where we took them, in fact, to Faulkland Road. We had a very friendly conversation and we all agreed that we would like to meet again. It must have been that, there and then, I suggested a visit to Ilfracombe, a place that held happy memories for me. They were pleased to agree. We decided on a date and must have exchanged some contact details, although none of us had a telephone – I expect I had learned that Margaret worked in the Appointments Office of the Royal United Hospital in Bath. We said goodbye and Don and myself continued home. What a memorable evening it had been!


When the appointed day arrived, I collected Don – he did not drive – from his home in Midsomer Norton and we continued into Bath to meet our new friends. I have no idea which route we took to reach Ilfracombe but reach it we did – I’m sure we had been consumed in conversation. We had a very enjoyable day in Ilfracombe; I am certain that I pointed out the large guesthouse facing the Capstan – Glendower. On our return journey, the floodlit tower of Wells Cathedral is a striking memory. We had had a splendid day and I found that I had established a good relationship with Margaret – that eye contact in the Abbey had contained a message. From that day onwards each of us were never far from the minds of the other. I so wish that I had a record of the dates of those two meetings. We soon discovered a mutual love of great music and on 2 June 1956 we were at the Colston Hall, Bristol for a concert by the Liverpool Philharmonic Orchestra, conducted by Hugo Rignold. The programme included the Tone Poem: Vltava (Ma Vlast) by Smetana, which became a life-long favourite. Also in the programme was Tchaikovsky’s Tatiana’s Letter Song, sung by Joan Hammond. Our first meeting was not long before my planned departure for two weeks in France and beyond, on 29 July 1956. Fortunately, in the meantime, there was time for me to introduce Margaret to my mum and dad. They made her feel very welcome; they developed a fondness for her, a special regard and respect for her which they held for the rest of their lives. When I found myself ‘stranded’ in a hotel in Dunkerque with a broken leg, with no ready means of contacting my parents, I turned to Margaret; I sent her a telegram and I am sure the wording was “Leg broken. Home on Saturday. Please come out” – I know the telegram is amongst the archives here! When she arrived at my home, she found that my parents were out and so she introduced herself to our next door neighbour, Winnie Maggs; that was the beginning of another long friendship. When it came to the time for Margaret to leave for her home in Bath, Dad insisted on escorting her to her bus. I was confined to the house for some six weeks and spent much of the time in my bedroom. Margaret came to visit me regularly every weekend; with so much time to talk and listen we got to know one another well and it was a period which securely cemented our relationship. It was not until November of 1956 that I had returned to driving and to work and we wished to celebrate. We would have a holiday; where else should we go but Ilfracombe and, of course, to Glendower. Unfortunately, it was the time of the Suez Crisis and there was a great shortage of petrol which was rationed. The kindness and some coupons from a farming friend enabled us to travel confidently, although there was the problem that many filling stations were closed. Nevertheless, it was a wonderful journey on a lovely day. The various countryside colours of late autumn were spectacular and there was an unbelievable absence of traffic. We used the toll road at Porlock and when we reached the toll-booth we found poultry occupying the road and the warden was astonished to meet a customer. We had a wonderful week in Ilfracombe; for us, a unique winter holiday.


Margaret Elizabeth Moore was born on 25 July 1933, her home was at 51 Faulkland Road, in Oldfield Park. She was educated at South Twerton Junior School and the City of Bath Girls School, remaining in contact with some of her school friends for the rest of her life. She had worked at Toveys the opticians and then, until we married, in the appointments office of the Royal United Hospital in Bath.


Margaret’s mother Violet (Harding) was born on 12 September 1902 at Marshfield in Gloucestershire. Her father was Edwin Harding, a verger and gardener. She died on 12 September 1979 at her home, 12 Smallcombe Close, Clandown, with her husband and Margaret by her side.


Margaret’s mother had two sisters; May born on 7 July 1900 at Marshfield, married John Silvester on 25 October 1922 at Marshfield and died on 22 September 1970 at Billericay; Ivy born on 5 October 1904 at Marshfield and died on 19 March 1994 at Bath.


Margaret’s father was Alec Joseph Moore, who was born on 6 June 1906 at 30 Church Road, Weston, Bath. His father was Joseph Webb Moore. Alec died on 21 March 1988 at St Martin’s Hospital, Bath in the presence of Margaret.


Margaret’s father had two brothers; Harold born in 1899 at Weston, Bath and died in 1973; Edmund born on 16 April 1904, married Ethel in 1925 and died on 16 March 1992.


Margaret’s parents were married in the Parish Church of Marshfield on 24 September 1930. Her father spent his entire working life in the Post Office, retiring as a Postal Inspector, apart from serving throughout the Second World War in the Royal Engineers. He spent much of this time in the Middle East and, during which, he became a close friend of Norman Hill. They shared common Christian beliefs and took the opportunity of spending their leave periods exploring the historic sites of the Holy Land and beyond. Norman Hill remained a life-long friend, and a friendship developed between Norman’s daughter Jean and son Ivan and ourselves, which continues to this day. Norman died in 2017 at the age of 98.


Our love of music expressed itself again on Saturday, 8 June 1957 when we drove to Bristol’s Colston Hall again for a concert by the London Philharmonic Orchestra, conducted by Constantin Silvestri. The first half consisted of the Symphony No 9 (From the New World) by Dvorak. Playing his double bass in the orchestra was Margaret’s uncle, Jack Silvester. We talked to him during the interval and we spoke of the acclaimed Romanian conductor, Constantin Silvestri. In his matter of fact manner, Uncle Jack commented, “He is supposed to be very good, but we can’t understand what he says”.


After our holiday in Ilfracombe our relationship continued to flourish, without doubt anticipating that it would become permanent. On 25 July 1957, Margaret’s birthday, we became engaged and we began to consider when we might get married and where we might then live. Margaret had come to like Camerton and our situation and, when Mum and Dad offered us two of their rooms, we gave it serious consideration. I know Margaret’s Dad had reservations about us living with in-laws, but we wished to have entirely separate accommodation. We had plans drawn up for an extension – a kitchen/dining room and a separate access downstairs and a flight of stairs leading to a bedroom and a bathroom upstairs. In addition, we would have an access provided to each of the two existing rooms. We were delighted with the proposal and the work was carried out by a respected local builder, Mr Tom Cook of Peasedown-St-John for a cost of about £1,600. We then decided on a wedding date; it would be on my birthday, 7 June 1958. As the months passed it became evident that the work would be completed before June. In fact, it was completed well before our wedding and furnished with the gift from my parents of a dining room suite, which was manufactured at the factory of my Uncle Albert Vere in High Wycombe, and a bedroom suite which we had purchased from Silcox, Son and Wicks in Kingsmead Square, Bath.


In view of its significance in our lives we would have been pleased to be married in Bath Abbey. However, Margaret had been a Sunday School teacher at the Church of St Mark’s, Lyncombe, Bath and as, at that time, I was Organist at Peasedown St John parish church, we decided that we would be married at St Mark’s with the service taken by the Vicar of Peasedown, the Rev C. Wyndham Hollinshead, that the choir of Peasedown-St-John should be our choir and that our organist would be, my organ master, Stanley Pearce. (The teacher of Stanley Pearce, Algernon Salter, had been organist at St Mark’s and I am proud to have some of his books). Our bridesmaids were Margaret’s friend Brenda and my cousin Cherry; my best man was Don Dando. We gave much thought to the composition of the service, the music, the hymns, the psalm, etc. It was to be OUR wedding. Margaret insisted that the organ voluntaries should include pieces which I often played – Air and Gavotte by Samuel Wesley, Toccata from the Gothic Suite by Boellmann, Minuet from Berenice by Handel and the Bridal March from the Birds of Aristophanes by Parry. The Rev Hollinshead gave an address and during the signing of the registers the Choir sang Crimond. It was followed by the Wedding March by F. Mendelssohn Bartholdy. After the ceremony, we welcomed guests, choir, etc., to our reception which had been arranged by Margaret’s Mum and Dad, in the Red House Restaurant, Bond Street, Bath. With family, friends and choir, it was all a joyful occasion which I remember clearly. We were collected from the Red House by our friend, Mr Jack (Sonny) Coombs of Timsbury. He took us to our completed new home, where we changed, transferred to our car (DOR 695) and set off on our honeymoon. Where? Ilfracombe, of course. We had two weeks of lovely weather, relaxing and walking some of the near coastal walks, including Lee Bay and experiencing a visit to Lundy Island. We returned to a completely furnished and equipped new home to begin our married life.


At this point I think I should introduce Inge to this story. In 1952 an exchange visit was arranged between students in Hadsund, Denmark and students in Bath, particularly, I think, those associated with Bath Abbey. Although Margaret would be unable to visit Denmark, as she was by then working, her parents agreed to accommodate two Danish girls – Inge and Karen. Well, it was the beginning of a most remarkable and wonderful friendship which has continued to this day. In the following years, Inge with her husband Preben, and then with their son Henrik, made many visits to this country. Margaret’s parents made two visits to them in Copenhagen and, with Paul and Ian, we visited them by car in 1975. Apart from ‘meetings’ the relationship has endured and blossomed for approaching 67 years by correspondence, e-mails and, particularly by the telephone conversations between Inge and Margaret which would last for hours and sometimes late into the night and which contained much laughter and hilarity and which they both so much enjoyed.


Following our marriage Margaret was not working, although she was employed for short periods in the next year or so. She adapted to her new life so readily, even joining Mum on her regular Friday morning shopping bus journeys to Radstock and getting to know other passengers.


Margaret had been fond of cats – a photograph of her Timothy is still on display – and we soon acquired Frisky who was followed by Thomas. I had liked Tiger at High Wycombe and we decided to have a dog, a fox terrier, and we named him Prince. Unfortunately, he became difficult to handle and we had to part company. What a different personality we found in Remus, a black Labrador who was to be our friend for many years.


Margaret was also very fond of her two tortoises, George and George, which she had had since childhood. They came with her to Camerton and, in 1997, with us to Trowbridge. Sadly, they did not survive for many years in their new environment; they must have been perhaps about 60 years old.


In 1959 we spent an enjoyable holiday exploring the coasts of Cornwall and Devon and staying in bed and breakfast accommodation. Although Margaret had visited the area before, it was a new experience for me.


On Friday 29 April 1960 our first son, Paul, was born. It had been arranged that Margaret would give birth at the Paulton Maternity Hospital. Remarkably the event coincided with my daily routine. At that time I was working at C.J. Ryland & Co and as I was getting ready for work, Margaret said I think it would be wise if you took me to the hospital before you set off for Bristol; it was only a couple of miles to Paulton. At lunchtime I telephoned the hospital to learn that we had a baby son. I drove to the hospital from the office and then home to tell my parents the joyful news. Visits followed over the weekend, myself and both sets of grandparents. Soon we were all at home – to begin an exciting new phase in our lives.


In 1961 we spent a holiday in a chalet at Dawlish Warren where we were pleased to have a visit from an office colleague, Dennis and his wife Daphne with their young daughter, Julie. I still keep in touch with Daphne and, until her poor sight made it difficult for her, Julie.


In the early 1960s I was the organist at Southstoke Church and as soon as he was old enough, certainly no more than three, Paul would sit with me on the organ stool. It was during this period that we made another visit to Ilfracombe. At that time, we had the Hillman Minx car – FGL 987 – and we took Margaret’s Mum and Dad with us. This car had a front bench seat and Paul sat in an attached child’s seat between us. He still had a limited vocabulary, but every time he saw an approaching vehicle, he exclaimed “a car”.


In 1962 we bought a small tent and planned our first camping holiday. As she did for more than 50 years, Margaret kept a diary of that holiday; the details are so remarkable, I must record them here.


















	

We set off on Wednesday 4 July 1962 with, it seems, £18 and £1 for petrol.









	

Left home at




	

12.10pm Mileage 52,558









	

Radstock




	

12.40pm









	

Glastonbury




	

1.15pm









	

Exeter +




	

3.15pm – Stop for 30 mins









	

Newton Abbot




	

4.00pm









	

Kingsbridge




	

5.00pm









	

Arrived Camping Site (Salcombe)




	

5.30pm Mileage 52,676









	






	











	

Thursday, 5.7.62




	











	

Petrol £1




	











	

Toured Salcombe, Slapton Sands and Blackpool Sands.









	

Lunch 12/-




	

Mileage 52,728









	

Friday, 6.7.62




	











	

Spent afternoon on North Sands Beach. Paul and Mum went paddling.









	

Lunch 11/2




	

Mileage 52,737









	

Saturday, 7.7.62




	











	

Went to Hope Cove.









	

No lunch




	

Mileage 52,750









	

Sunday, 8.7.62




	











	

Went to Plymouth to see Mum and Dad. Visited Tamar Bridge.
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