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Forethought

Every single one of us arrives in the world at the intersection of a double helix. There’s a vast triangle of ancestors reaching back before us from our great-great-grandparents spiralling down through the generations until the helix crosses over at the point we arrive on the scene. We carry part of all those ancestors with us. That’s who we are whether we know who they were or not. And parts of their life and history are carried down to the next generation who then start their own new helix. 

As I get older I wonder more about the past and who came before me. Who am I? Who are any of us? We’re all a mix of other families, other experiences and memories. My family comes from Lancashire, Russia and Hungary. I have Chinese second cousins and was born in Germany. When my parents married in 1955 they brought these disparate elements together. These are the threads which gave me my red hair, emotions and temper, my need to try hard, and my sense of feeling at home with people who come from somewhere else.

I had a happy and safe childhood but the generations before me had a much more complicated time and I’ve been affected by this, both for good and bad. I’ve always been interested in my family history but I’ve never done anything about it. Now that I’m in my 60s I want to know more and I want to share it. 

I thought I had very little to go on. I went on a Guardian one-day masterclass about how to write your family history. It was fascinating. There were women from India and Africa who wanted their grandchildren to know where they’d come from. A woman who’d grown up in British colonial Kenya and wanted to understand why her family were there and the truth about their backgrounds. A young Chinese woman, whose grandfather had been the ruler of China before Maoism and went from being the grand man to being vilified and censored out of history. And there were many of us with Jewish emigrant grandparents. 

The tutor told us that one of the classic problems with family histories is that people have far too much information with diaries, letters, photographs, objects and so on, all of it cluttering the ability to cut through and see the story you want to record. I was one of the very few who had almost nothing to go on. The tutor said that whilst this presents a challenge it also leaves you with the chance to draw on what you do remember and the pieces you have left. My maternal grandparents never talked about the past and kept nothing to remind them of it. My paternal grandmother had lots of old furniture but hardly anything in writing and my paternal grandfather died when my father wasn’t even two years old. My grandparents were all cheerful people who lived in the present tense. The past was a complicated and sad place. This sadness has left significant gaps which speak volumes even if I can’t fill them. 

I wish my parents or grandparents were still here so I could talk to them about this but they’re not and maybe if they didn’t want to talk about it then, why would they now? And I also wish my parents could read this as I’d really like to hear what they think but they are very much in my thoughts and I’ve enjoyed thinking about them. 

I have memories, some photos, wedding and death certificates, a few newspaper articles and, it turns out, a lot of letters between my parents. I’ve been able to fill various gaps with some extraordinary documents and that’s been exciting and often very moving. I’ve found out a lot about double weddings and tragedy, the battlefields of the First World War, surviving Auschwitz, escaping Budapest in 1956, and orphans in Saigon. 

My plan is to start with my memories of my grandparents, then go back in time to try to describe their families and background. After that I can come back to my own parents and my childhood.

I’ve put a chronology at the end as I’ve very much enjoyed discovering coincidences in the chronology with the two families experiencing major events at almost the same time with no knowledge that their paths would ever cross. Both my Russian and Hungarian great-grandfathers died in the same year, 1929, the year after my father was born; my two grandfathers were nearly at Durham university at the same time; my father was born in the year in which his parents-in-law to be (the Bentleys) got married; and my grandmother’s cousins, the Ronas, escaped the Russian tanks in Hungary in the same year I was born, 1956, only the year after my mother’s cousin, Dennis, married his Chinese wife, Liang Ching Ping, and they settled in Singapore.

If I stop to think who I have always felt I am, the answer is definitely a mix of all these backgrounds. Thank you to the past: the Hopes, Prescotts, Benjamins, Bentleys, Reichenfelds, Ronas and Bloodworths. And thank you to my own family, the Goods. 

With my love 

Diana Good (née Hope)

December, 2023
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1. My grandparents

There were two weddings in the 1920s. One in London and one in Lancashire. There are no photographs of one wedding. Silence. There are many of the other wedding. The silence on that side of the family comes later. 

The first wedding was in Lancashire in 1920 between my father’s parents, Joseph Hope and Sarah Evelyne Prescott, who lived in mining and cotton-spinning Leigh. The other wedding was in 1928 in London between my mother’s parents, the Benjamins and the Reichenfelds, Jewish refugees and immigrants from Russia and Hungary. 

The Lancashire family all lived surrounded by, and in, their past, growing up in the same town, their houses full of old furniture, dark corridors with high ceilings which needed paint and proper lighting. There were no fridges (they didn’t trust fridges so food lived in the larder) and no heating so there were a lot of fireplaces requiring buckets of coal and cleaning – a lot of hard work. 

By contrast, the immigrant families had left their past behind, left their families and homes never to go back and losing contact with everyone there. When my grandparents married and settled in London, they rejected their Judaism and changed their name. They never wanted anything old. Everything was new. 

I have fond memories of both but each side of the family has its own silences. I grew up with these gaps and I want to understand them. The silences have their own story and they matter.

The Hopes and Lancashire 

Joseph Hope married Sarah Evelyne Prescott in 1920 at Leigh Parish church in Lancashire. They used to go courting on Sunday mornings before church by walking up on to the moors away from the smoke of town, its mines and mills. That was before the war. When they got married she was 27 and he was 29. She was the lucky one. Joseph was a vicar so he didn’t have to fight but he did go to France as a “padre”, a military chaplain. He must have read the last rites for countless soldiers who’d fought in the battles of the First World War. He will have seen terrible things but he wasn’t fighting on the front so he came home. 

The wedding photos outside Leigh Parish Church show the women in short 1920s’ dresses but they don’t look at ease in them, as if they really preferred wearing longer dresses which actually showed their figures rather than these rather plain and straight affairs. Their hats look strangely like squashed fried eggs and the closefitting cloche hats which seem to have done nothing for their faces. It was clearly a happy occasion but they have serious faces. Maybe they had to stand still too long for the photographer or maybe there was sadness in the air for all the young men who did not come home from the War. What they did not know, as the photographer lined them up, was how much sadness was to follow and would have to be endured for the rest of their lives. 

The Hopes and the Prescotts were both Leigh families. On the Prescott side, Sarah Evelyne (always known to her family as S.E.) had two sisters, Frances and Maud. But to me they were all old ladies: Granny, great-aunt Frances, and great-aunt Maud, who was hardly ever spoken of as she died at 50 leaving her husband, Rupert, a widower. Joseph was one of six but I only ever knew of great-uncle Harold, one of his older brothers. Another silence. Who were the other brothers and what happened to them? I assume that some died in the war and that may well be why they weren’t mentioned. So many of the young men of that generation never came back. 

The youngest sister was Frances. She always wore her hair in plaits curled round over her ears like headphones, Princess Leia-style in Star Wars. Everyone said that she was great fun but she was one of the many women who never got married and that was another story which was never told. A great friend of the Prescott girls was Florrie Ross, known to me as Miss Ross. She was also a spinster and lived with her bachelor brother, Mr. (Ted) Ross. Their house was smaller and lighter than the other Leigh houses I knew and they were a cheerful pair. He’d been a professional soldier and had fought in both the First and Second World Wars. He’d been in the Malayan civil service which was regarded as being rather exotic. 

There were two great uncles. Great-uncle Harold and great-uncle Rupert. Harold had made good. He worked as the secretary to the mine but when the mine owner died he left two mines to Harold. As a result he lived in a grand house up on the moors with huge windows and views out over the hills. He was very nice but we were never impressed as children because all he ever gave us when we visited was an apple, which he presented as he told us to be good. And he didn’t impress anyone in the family when he died, leaving £10,000 to his housekeeper (a great deal of money in those days) but only £200 to my father and his sister, Mary. 

Great-uncle Rupert was my favourite. He lived in a terraced house in Leigh where he always sat in the small, cosy room at the back by the fire, smoking his pipe. I loved the smell of the tobacco as we walked down the long corridor through to the back. He had a moustache and twinkling eyes as he sucked on his pipe. He always gave us a half crown – such riches that we kept them in a special box and never dreamed of spending them. And he laughed. He and great-aunt Frances would walk over for Boxing Day jollity at Granny’s where we’d sit in her side room, which was rather grand with pale pink silk upholstery on mahogany chairs made more fun by the roaring fire and many games of Happy Families. 

But, later, Frances “took to her bed”. She didn’t seem depressed but I assume she must have put on a good show for us when we went for tea. She had a companion and maid, Ada, who made wonderful Madeira cake and seemed to live in the cosy back kitchen. That was the nice place to be. She inherited the house from her father. He was a stonemason and must have done well because neither Granny nor Frances had to work. Maybe he had the house, Greystones, built when he was older. It was a fine Edwardian house so it was only built after he was established and had his family. The name “Greystones” makes it sound forbidding, like something out of Jane Eyre, but in fact it was a gentle house built on a country lane off the main road to Atherton (Old Hall Mill Lane), just outside Leigh. I recall that the road was not made up (and Old Hall Mill Lane is still not), that the house had a front garden, a big central front door and large windows looking out over the countryside. It had a big front hall and grand staircase. It must have had many rooms but all I ever saw as a child was the back kitchen where Ada had the radio on and did the baking and great-aunt Frances’ bedroom, up the stairs to the left, where she chain-smoked, her fingers and face stained yellow. She once fell asleep while smoking and set fire to the bed but Ada rescued her. As a small child I found it rather frightening going to say hello. But her room was nice and light and I liked her because of the way she and Rupert had used to turn up rosy-cheeked and laughing on a winter’s dark afternoon, ready for games. Frances and Gertrude Bark (who became my great friend in later life and always known to me as GB) had been childhood friends and used to go on cycling trips to the Lake District and the seaside. It was hard to see this lively young Frances in the old lady in bed but I knew she was still there and Ada was also very fond of her. 

I realise that that whole generation was deeply affected by the First World War and the numbers of those who died and the mental and physical wounds carried by those who came back. I write below about my paternal grandfather, Joseph Hope, and his experience of the War, where he served as a padre. I never met him and no one else I met in Leigh ever referred to the War but it was always there.

This came home to me powerfully when I was 14 and was writing a school project about the First World War. We were meant to go and interview someone who’d fought in it and my father recommended I go and talk to Ted Ross. He was the brother of my grandmother’s great friend, Florry Ross. The two of them were always very jolly and chatty and since he’d been a professional soldier who had had a distinguished military career, I had no idea that this would be anything other than a rather good chat. I remember going round to their small house in Leigh in one of the many streets lined with brick, terraced houses – line after line with no trees or front gardens. They’d invited me for tea and Florry Ross went into the kitchen to get the cake and teapot when I started the interview. Mr Ross just froze and couldn’t say anything in response to my questions. When Florry came in she could see that there was a problem and tried to nudge her brother into speaking. ‘Tell Diana about the time your tea froze in your mug, Ted,’ she suggested but he couldn’t do that either. I remember being shocked that, over 50 years later, Mr Ross just could not bear to say anything about his experience. I’ve now seen his obituary which shows that soon after he went to university the War broke out and he joined the Royal Fusiliers. He first served in Egypt and the Middle East and was then made battalion adjutant in the Battle of the Somme. He later became a colonel and won the Military Cross. He joined the Colonial Administration Service and held senior positions in Malaysia, India and Ceylon and fought in the Japanese invasion of Malaya in 1941/2 and, after the fall of Singapore, escaped to Sumatra, after which he fought in India. He must have seen so many terrible things. Maybe he couldn’t talk about any of them but the Battle of the Somme was clearly too shocking to begin talking about. Leigh was full of men like this and women who had never got their son or husband back.

But as a child my experience of Leigh was of jolly times. Games were a major part of my experience of visiting Leigh. I remember playing Monopoly with Granny when we teamed up because we were both doing so badly. We held out for ages with just Whitechapel and Old Kent Road, charging £5 rent to all who landed on our guest houses and managing to shake lucky dice each time we needed to dodge the scary lines of hotels which the others had waiting for us along the pink and red stretches of Pall Mall and Whitehall, the Strand and Trafalgar Square. Of course, Park Lane and Mayfair did for us in the end but it was exciting and we laughed a lot. 

In my mind’s eye I can picture Leigh very well. It was a mining and cotton-spinning town where most of the population worked in either the cotton mills or down the coal mines. My father was a keen photographer and took several stirring photos of the back streets and industrial scenes along the Bridgewater canal. Granny and great-aunt Frances lived in the middleclass areas with bigger houses but the bulk of the streets consisted of narrow terraced houses with back-to-back yards. 

We lived in neighbouring Bolton, another mining and cotton-spinning town. Bolton was a boom town in the 19th century and by 1929, Bolton had 216 cotton mills and 26 bleaching and dyeing works, which made it the largest cotton production centre in the world at that time. I remember every time we drove home from our holidays we would drive over the moors and look down on the high chimneys of the mills and the smog of Bolton, and my parents would pull a rather long face and say, ‘Home again.’ In fact, we lived on the edge of town surrounded by fields but I remember that the number of chimneys belching out smoke was an impressive sight. 

Gertrude Bark (GB) wrote about the Leigh she and my grandparents grew up in in the 1890s in the history of her parents’ recipe book, which I edited and published after her death as Around the Kitchen Table. GB was my great-aunt Frances’ friend from primary school onwards. They were lifelong friends who obviously had fun together. GB’s father was a bookkeeper for the mines and wrote her mother’s recipes down in his beautiful copper plate writing. She wrote, “You can see straight away where this book came from – coal dust smudged all the way through, some pages very black, colliers – a lifetime in this small exercise book. What sort of a place were these recipes living in from 1890 onwards? Coal mining, cottonspinning, silk weaving Leigh with the Manchester ship canal and barges passing through by cottages”. She told me that when she got married she was given a pair of miners’ lamps which I can recall always hung by her bedside. She wrote, “These were the sort of men who asked my father, “What does ‘er want for ‘er wedding?” My father nearer to tears than I’d ever believed, asked me and I said, ‘A miner’s lamp – one they’ve used in the pit, not a shop new one.’ And my father told me when he told them what I’d said I wanted coal black Tom said without hesitation, ‘Er mun have a purr!’ So I did. I went down to the wharf to thank them. ‘Think nowt on it lass… Dun ye like it love? It were mine.’”

I love to read the Lancastrian accent GB liked so much and was very insistent we needed to get right in the writing up of her memories. I grew up with that accent and it makes me feel at home and safe. GB described how, when she was very ill with tonsillitis, one of the miners brought a kitten to the kitchen door for her. He came upstairs to her room and “held up in his great scarred hands a wonderland of a black kitten”. As he went downstairs she heard him say to her mother, “’Er’ll be aw reet now, and don’t you worry Misses Wilim, ‘er’s aw reet now.’” GB writes that when she woke up, she felt well and happy again. 

My father writes about the accent as being known as “Lanky”. He writes of the miners who would squat on their haunches outside their homes and the old women who would wear shawls over their heads and shoulders and wear clogs on their feet. They would say “tha” instead of “you” and “thi” instead of “yours”. He grew up saying “lurry” for “lorry”, “book” and “bath” with a short “a”. If I ever had a Lancastrian accent, and I suppose I did at school, I lost it pretty fast as did my father when he joined the army. But he still used to say, “Don’t worry” like “sorry”, rather than “wurry” and I’ve always pronounced salt as “solt” (also like “sorry”) instead of “sawlt”. I can hear our cleaner and babysitter Mrs Partingon’s voice saying, ‘I’m that vexed with yer I could shake yer,’ but then she’d soften and say, ‘Bless you, luv.’ I love that Lancashire voice, it makes me feel at home and I can’t think of Lancashire or the Hope family without hearing that accent. So there’s still a tiny remnant in my accent of the voices I heard as a child until we moved south when I was nine. 

It’s important to understand that the towns are surrounded by high moors and wild, beautiful country – another world from the chimneys and mills below. Sarah Evelyne and Joseph used to meet on Sunday mornings to walk up on the moors. I think they must have had to catch a bus to get there. It’s easy for me to imagine my grandparents striding off up on the moors when they were courting and also gazing down on the mills. At weekends we often used to go up Rivington Pike where there’s a tower standing at the top of Winter Hill, standing at over 1000 feet above the land below. Once you’d clambered up there, first through the trees and then out on the open moor, the wind would blow so hard that, as a small girl, I could lean back against the wind and not fall over. We’d hide behind the tower and then bob round backwards into the wind trying to steady ourselves and then spread our hands out wide, lean back into the wind, and imagine we were about to be carried away up into the sky and float out over the reservoir and fields below. In winter, the reservoir would freeze over and the icicles were the longest I’ve ever seen. It was grand! And our dog, Gus, would love tearing off hallooing into the distance, chasing another of his imaginary rabbits.

Granny lived with Mary in a semi-detached Victorian red brick house called Broomfield, 138 St Helen’s Road – a fairly busy main road. This is where Granny moved after her husband’s death with my father, two year old Michael, and Aunty Mary, only eight months old. The house was just around the corner from Pennington Hall Park which had a grand old house, a pond and a very small and rather straggly zoo. I have a vivid memory of the house. It was only shortly before my father died that I discovered that I lived there as a two year old and that after that there was such a big fall out that my parents had no contact with Granny for four years although they lived only twenty minutes away. The rupture was significant but that story will have to come later on.

The house stood on the corner of the main road and an unmade lane called New Barn Lane. This meant that although the front of the house was fairly narrow (only one room and the corridor deep), it went back a long way with garden all along the side of the lane and also at the back so the side rooms had a garden view through dark privet hedges, but the corridor, staircase and landing did not. Usually we went in through the garden and to the side door by the kitchen after parking in the bumpy side lane, but sometimes we’d go in by the front door facing the main road behind the privet hedge. On the right there was the living room where there was always a fire burning and where Granny sat most of the time. 

On the left by the front door was the gong with the lion’s head in brass and the umbrella holder, an art nouveau tall china pot in orange, both of which we still have, and the coat rack which we used to have at Aberdeen Park. I liked arriving at the front door and it was because I was fond of these items that I asked for them when Granny died. The brass lion’s head with the “bonger” to call people to meals has a very worn-down and illegible inscription. I’ve always understood it was a gift to Sarah Evelyne Hope from the grateful congregation of her husband’s parish. 

The corridor was tall, dark and scary so you wanted to scamper down that as quickly as possible, into the pink and mahogany parlour room where we played Happy Families at Christmas. Further down the corridor, at the back, there was the jolly kitchen which had a large table we all sat round, the larder and the big dresser and cupboard which we also had at Aberdeen Park. 

Daddy always made us laugh when he told us about what a terrible cook Granny was and how she once made a “surprise” pudding. This was a sponge pudding which once cooked was turned upside down onto the plate which then revealed its surprise ingredient such as a slice of pineapple. Mummy used to make us castle pudding, which had syrup at the bottom, but we were allowed to pour extra golden syrup over it from a great height, standing on our chairs and watching the golden syrup curl down from our spoons all the way down to the pudding. We loved doing that. But the pudding my father remembers was different. On this occasion in Leigh, Granny dished it out and it had a strange bright yellow thick layer at the bottom, which my father and aunt eyed with suspicion. Granny always used to say, in her Lancashire accent, ‘Get something into you,’ when it came to any fussiness about food and she will certainly have told them this when they started to fiddle about with their spoons. She said it was full of good stuff and to eat it up. As they tried to get through it and she dug deeper into the pudding for her own helping she found the lid of a tin which was labelled “Boot Polish”. It was this which had given the pudding its “surprise” element, both in terms of colour and taste! 

Another story of a memorable pudding was blancmange (which used to be very popular but which I hated, a nasty milky blobby kind of pudding which wobbled a lot on the plate). My father told us about an occasion on which the blancmange was being passed round the table. When it came to Mary, Daddy’s sister, she knocked her funny bone on the table as she reached for it, which caused her to pass out but all anyone else was aware of was that she gently laid her head sideways into the pudding and lay there as if asleep. My father thought this was terribly funny but this didn’t make me any fonder of the pudding as and when presented with it. 

At the very back of the house was the scullery with sinks for washing dishes and clothes. It was cold. Outside was the garden, the potting shed and the garage in which lived the old Morris Minor. 

Before the war Granny had a live-in maid who used the small back bedroom and the outdoor toilet next to the washroom outside the back door. On Mondays they had a washer woman who came and hung out the washing to dry either in the garden or the kitchen where there was a large clothes rack you could pull down from where it lived up near the ceiling. After the war the cost of living went up and Granny could no longer afford the help.

Going upstairs was a scary business as it was very steep, with a big drop down through the bannister, and was barely lit with what seemed to be one light bulb at the top which cast terrible shadows up and down the stairs which moved as you walked. After a long climb, the corridor split either taking you either straight ahead past the bathroom to Mary’s room at the back or turning right to the front where Granny’s room was and where there was a cupboard full of her hats which my brother Mark and I used to like trying on. Before you got to Granny’s room you passed another bedroom which was bare, with the ceiling collapsing. It was not a nice room and I’ve had nightmares about sleeping in there when I was very little. I never told my parents this until Daddy was in his 90s and he then told me that it had been his bedroom and that he’d always been scared of it. How strange that these moods in a room can last and haunt. 

My father said that he never liked the house. He said it was dark since it faced east and it was very long and narrow. But he always said he had a happy childhood there. He wrote “Mother was warm, kind and considerate. I had plenty of friends and lots of toys. Pets included a spaniel called Peter who I loved and a tortoise called Jimmy”.

Granny had what I called a waffly nose, twinkly eyes, bird’s nest hair and a cosy body. Mary and she would come down for Christmas to Kenley where we lived when we moved south. Once they famously got lost in the Morris Minor and failed to turn off the M6 onto the M1 for London and managed to drive all the way to Bristol down the M4 before they realised they weren’t going to London. They phoned us from a phone box in Bristol to explain that they were going to be late. After that incident they used to catch either the train or the bus. 

As in her own home, Granny liked to sit by the fire and snooze. I remember one Christmas my brother Mark and I dared each other to look at the large pimple she had on her chin with a big hair growing out. We got quite close when she suddenly opened her eyes and laughed and we realised she hadn’t been asleep at all.

I remember Granny always being fun but it was hard-earned and now I know just how much. I always knew that her husband died when my father was not even two and his sister not even one but I did not know until much more recently that my father had an older brother who died when he was very small. In fact, not even my father knew about the other baby until he was much older and maybe not until he came to bury his mother. There’s so much that a child doesn’t know and so much that isn’t spoken about in families. But this would explain why it is that after the many wedding photographs there are so few photos after Joseph’s death. 

The Bentleys: Russia, Hungary, Yorkshire and London

My mother’s parents, Francis (always known as Frank) Bentley and Josephine Richfield, married in London in 1928. He was born Francis Benjamin and her family’s original name was Reichenfeld. He moved south from Yorkshire and she left the bedsit she’d shared with her sister on Carnaby Street. There are no photographs of the wedding and soon after they changed their name, rejected Judaism and became atheists. What happened? 

During their married life they moved several times from central London, to Bourne End, on the river, during the war, and then to Brentwood in Essex where he ran a TB hospital for children, to Hampstead Garden Suburb, and finally to Wimbledon. I have photographs of us all in the house in Hampstead Garden Suburb but I don’t remember it. The only place I recall is their flat in Wimbledon. Grandpa wanted to move there so that, when he died, as he knew he soon would, she would be left somewhere that was easy to manage. Never any regrets or nostalgia. The past was not something to cherish or hold onto. 

When my husband, Alex, and I bought our first house, a 19th century terraced house in Stoke Newington, and filled it with second-hand old pine furniture, Granny Bentley wanted to know why on earth we wanted an old house full of “all these old things”, saying that she’d only ever wanted everything new, nothing old, nothing from the past. And her modern flat in Wimbledon near the common made that very clear. The furniture was comfy and new. There were just four rooms with big sliding modern windows, a lift, a garage for the car and definitely good heating. There was nothing from their past at all, just a few photographs of her and Frank when they were young adults, no trace of Hungary or Russia which seems strange since Granny loved her long window ledge collection of tiny figures and animals. But they were all collected while on holiday. They did not come from the past. 
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