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            – INTRODUCTION –

            ‘I’ve looked at clouds from both sides now …’

         

         BROAD PEAK, JULY 1984

         
             

         

         There was a whoosh … then a dull thud!

         My instincts told me that something was happening: something I should be aware of. I struggled for a moment, trying to regain consciousness from the deep sleep that engulfed me after the enormous exertions of the previous days, but my heavy eyelids just would not obey my brain’s instructions to open and I gave up trying. I felt Kurt moving, trying to free himself from the straitjacket restriction of the tiny one-man bivouac tent into which we were both tightly squeezed, and took the opportunity to stretch my cramped limbs into a more comfortable position, snuggling deeper into my warm sleeping bag, and gave in to the over-powering urge to sleep.

         ‘Julie, Julie! Wake up!’ The urgent panic in Kurt’s voice woke me instantly. I had assumed that he had rushed out to answer a call of nature, but his tone made it obvious that all was not well, and immediately cleared all thoughts of sleep from my mind.

         ‘What is it?’ I started to ask, but another ‘whoosh’ and ‘thud’ on the front of the tent answered my question most graphically. Avalanche!

         The front part of the tent where an integral extension housed our rucksacks went dark and flat. I heard Kurt moving frantically outside. Finally the doorway was clear again and I could see the grey-white of the snowstorm outside.

         ‘Quick, Julie, my boots. It must have snowed very heavily after our descent last night, and now … God, we must be very fast!’ I found one of his heavy double boots and passed it out of the tent, but the other one? I could not see it. Kurt’s empty sleeping bag covered all the spare space in the tiny tent. I managed the difficult cramped manoeuvre to reach the tapered far end where the tent was only eight inches high (it was only three feet wide and twenty-four inches high at the front end). I felt around but his second boot was not there, then returned to the entrance gasping from my exertions and the lack of oxygen in the thin mountain air. This was Broad Peak in the Himalayan mountains, and a height of 25,000 feet was no place for such contortions. Frantically I dug at the fresh snow deposited by the avalanche in the entrance. To lose a boot at such an altitude on one of the world’s highest mountains meant disaster for both of us, and there was no one else on the mountain. I had to find it if we were to survive. I dug more frantically still into the cold wet snow. I unearthed a torch, and some rubbish, and then … I almost cried with relief … Kurt’s other boot! I passed it out to him and dived to the end of the tent again to get my own boots.

         The next minutes were filled with frenzied activity. My boot would not go on over the normal two pairs of socks. In the early morning my feet were swollen from sleeping at altitude, one pair would have to do. I hoped it would not be too cold. It would be ironic to get frostbite now after returning unscathed in the night from the summit.

         I was about to stick my foot into the second boot when Kurt shouted, ‘Here comes another avalanche!’ and I bent my head forward between my knees. Again he worked to free the front of the tent, his arms thrashing like windmills trying to divide the force of the snow, sending some down the steep slope on the outside of the tent and the rest into a deep crevasse on the outer edge of which we were camping – the only flat place we had found to put our final assault camp. Thank goodness he had reacted to the first avalanche while I slept on, otherwise we might have been buried alive in our refuge. I lifted my head and looked at my poised boot. Hell, it was full of soft wet snow. Well, perhaps frostbite was better than dying! With fumbling fingers I struggled with the laces and my snow gaiters.

         Once outside the tent Kurt’s eyes and the weather quickly conveyed the full seriousness of our position to me. The avalanches were funnelling down from the high summit ridge rocks above. Worse, we could not just retreat straight down the mountain as the steep snowfield ended in an abrupt drop some 9,000 feet to the Godwin-Austen Glacier far, far below. We would have to make a long traverse underneath these avalanche prone rocks, and with so much fresh snow and more silently falling all the time, our chances of reaching the safety of the lower camps were not at all good.

         Almost mechanically we had put on our double boots, snow gaiters, helmets, snow goggles and gloves, a well practised drill, and hurriedly thrust our sleeping bags, a stove, matches, some tea and food, spare socks and a torch into our rucksacks. We unburied our crampons, ice axes and ski sticks from under the deep snow outside the tent and, last of all, with cold numbed fingers, had struggled to untie our safety rope, which, thankfully, we had used to secure our tiny refuge to the mountainside.

         I glanced at my watch. 5.45 a.m., only fifteen minutes since Kurt had woken me. Usually at altitude one’s movements are painfully slow, especially first thing in the morning. I could never have been ready so fast at Base Camp where we normally allowed at least an hour for dressing and packing. We had hardly spoken during our preparations; we were both experienced enough to understand what a very serious situation we were in, and muffled in our bulky down jackets, helmets and big snow goggles, heads bent under the heavily falling snow, conversation was a great effort.

         We each tied one end of the short fifty feet rope to our harnesses. Kurt gave me a quick hug and a thumbs up before turning round and moving slowly forward, his body leaning into the storm. Carefully he probed for hidden crevasses with his ski stick, and slowly placed each foot, sometimes sinking up to his crutch where the snow had filled a hollow. I waited until the slack rope between us was stretched clear of the snow, and with adrenalin flowing forcefully through my body, stepped with exaggerated carefulness into his footsteps.

         I knew I must be calm and stay in control of my mind and movements. To try to rush to safety was pointless, we would just become exhausted in no time at all, and probably then lose our sense either of reason or of balance. One of the rules for movement at altitude is to start off slowly and give the heart and lungs time to adjust to the exertion. I began consciously to control my breathing in time to my steps. One, foot forward … breathe in! Two, weight forward … hold the breath! Three, next foot forward … breathe out! In the almost white-out conditions Kurt’s form, just fifteen feet ahead was a ghostly shadow and the floating white flakes blanketed our movements in a deathly silence.

         I can’t remember whether I heard it first, or simply felt it. It was only about twenty minutes after we had left the avalanched tent. Kurt had stopped for a short, much needed rest, and I had gone up close to him. He was just three feet away from me and I tried to shout a warning to him.

         ‘It’s an avalanche …’ but my words were lost as my feet slid away with the snow. I had the sensation of being in a fast lift, my stomach went up as my body went swiftly down and the snow engulfed me with such force that I felt as if I were trapped inside a waterfall. Somehow I knew that I was falling the right way up and that gave me comfort. I was also very aware that I must get some air, or I would suffocate, and I punched out strongly with my right arm as I had done so often in my martial arts practice. Amazingly a hole appeared and I could see that I was slowing down. I had almost stopped. What a relief! It had only been a small avalanche. I was upright and I had air.

         No sooner had these thoughts gone from my mind than I felt a strong jerk and I was falling again – but this time it was very different! I was being thrown over and over, completely out of control. Everything was black; heavy wet snow encased me. Unconsciously I had crossed my arms tightly across my chest, gripping my ice axe. Snow crystals blocked my open mouth … I couldn’t breathe … I was suffocating … choking … drowning … falling, falling … never survive … pain … must breathe … must breathe …

         The stop was as sudden as the beginning. I dug furiously with my fingers at the snow which was blocking my mouth in a panic of choking and coughing. The snow was very wet and composed of large ice crystals which had packed tightly together at the back of my throat, and I retched as my fingers probed to free the blockage, I gasped the air into my lungs and lay still, panting for a few moments to recover.

         Where was Kurt? Was he alive? He certainly would have fallen too as we were joined together by the rope. Please let him be alive and uninjured, I prayed silently. I started to check my body. The last moments of the fall had been full of pain. Surely something must be broken? Where was Kurt?

         ‘Julie! Julie! Are you all right?’ It was Kurt’s voice anxiously calling me from somewhere above. I couldn’t see anything. I felt for my eyes and lifted my snow goggles. I could see again! My goggles had filled with snow in the fall, as had my nose, ears and all my clothing.

         I took stock of my position. I was lying in the snow about thirty feet below Kurt, on my back, head first down a snow slope. I tried moving my legs … yes, the feet moved, and the knees bent but my left thigh was very painful. I tried to get up, but it was impossible. ‘I think I’m OK, but I can’t move,’ I shouted back to Kurt. ‘Are you damaged?’

         ‘No, I don’t think so,’ came his comforting reply.

         He came slowly down to join me and looked at me in concern. ‘Are you sure you are all right?’ he queried. Although I did not realise it at the time, I had wet my pants, a symptom of a broken pelvis, but luckily in my case it was simply caused by the shock. It was my rucksack which was buried in the snow that was preventing me from getting up, but with Kurt’s help I was soon, albeit rather shakily, on my feet again. We checked each other for injuries. Kurt had a nasty looking lump above his left eye and had lost his snow goggles, and I had a badly bruised left thigh; otherwise, apart from being generally battered from the fall we were both relatively unscathed.

         The weather had cleared momentarily and we looked up to see where we had fallen. High above us loomed the rocks of the summit ridge over which the avalanche had tumbled. It was from the foot of these that we had been swept, first down a long snow slope, then over the 120 feet sheer ice wall of a large sérac. At the bottom of the sérac was the debris of another big broken ice cliff, and it was down these double-decker-bus size blocks that we had finally fallen, bouncing from one to another until Kurt had finally got jammed between two of them bringing us to a stop. The great saving factor for us had been that most of the snow from the avalanche had filtered in between these blocks, so that we finished up on top rather than entombed underneath what must have been a lot of very unpleasant wet snow.

         We also worked out that we must have been in a ‘barrel of bricks’ situation. I had fallen first underneath the rocks, but when I had almost stopped, Kurt had been carried on down, falling past me until, on the broken ice block section, I had overtaken him again. Miraculously, we had fallen more than 400 feet, higher than St Paul’s Cathedral, from 25,000 feet up on a Himalayan mountain, and survived!

         I was also very fortunate that my climbing partner was Kurt Diemberger, one of the most experienced Himalayan mountaineers in the world. He is an Austrian who lives in Italy and Salzburg, writes in German, Italian and English and lectures in an even greater variety of tongues. He is a filmmaker, a specialist high-altitude director/cameraman. In 1984 I had known him for fourteen years, and we had discovered several years before that in addition to climbing well together, we had a unique joint ability in filming. We formed ‘The Highest Film Team in the World’ and had already made two full-length expedition films for French and Italian television. During the summer of 1984 we had been with a Swiss expedition to K2, the second highest mountain in the world, to make a film for British Channel 4 that would not only tell the story of the climb, but would also demonstrate my role as a sound recordist and film assistant and show how practising the Japanese martial arts had changed my life and helped me in mountaineering.

         But although several of us had reached a height of 26,247 feet, bad weather had prevented anyone reaching K2’s summit. When the Swiss decided to pack up and go home, Kurt and I were given leave to tackle the neighbouring mountain of Broad Peak on our own. On 18 July, at the age of forty-five, I had looked down on the cloud-topped mountains of China and Pakistan on each side of my first 8,000-metre summit.

      

   


   
      
         
            – CHAPTER ONE –

            First Steps

         

         It was my sister Zita who introduced me to climbing. She used to go occasionally to North Wales with a boyfriend. When their relationship broke up, she was keen to continue her mountaineering and in 1954 joined the Regent Street Polytechnic Climbing Club. They planned a meet during the Easter holidays to the Ogwen Valley in North Wales, but two days before, someone dropped out.

         ‘Why don’t you come with us?’ Zita asked me.

         I had planned to spend the holiday conscientiously revising for my O Level exams, but to visit Snowdonia seemed far more appealing. ‘I don’t think I want to climb though,’ I said, not sure of what it might involve. ‘I’ll stay in the valley and get on with my studying.’ I had never seen any British mountains and the musical names of the Welsh hills stirred my imagination; Tryfan, Moel Siabod, Pen yr Ole-Wen, so I went along.

         Nor had I lived in a barn before – it was pretty basic. My bed was a couple of blankets on top of the hay, there were few sleeping bags around in those days. There were spiders in the roof and mice scurried around at night searching for the crumbs of food we had dropped on the floor. Willy’s barn was well down in a depression below the Ogwen Youth Hostel, and I found the rugged Welsh mountains towering above very impressive.

         On the first day I dutifully took my books on to the grass outside the barn and settled down to study until the climbers returned. Someone had fallen off a climb called Tennis Shoe on the Idwal Slabs, and their lady second had bad rope burns across both her hands. She was very brave as they patched up her painful wounds in the dusty barn, and I understood, for the first time, that climbing was a serious sport.

         The following day I was talked into putting on my hefty, fur-lined shoes – I didn’t own any boots – and I joined the rest of the group. We were to help Jo Douglas and Pete Murray make a little film for the popular television programme, Six Five Special, and they needed as many extras as possible. We didn’t do any special climbing that day, but scrambled about on the rain-soaked mountainside. It was enough to inspire me to greater things. I did no more studying that trip. I was hooked. Climbing and the mountains were for me!

         The others were all paired off with climbing partners, but a climbing ‘bum’ had attached himself to our party and was scrounging free bed and board in return for recounting lurid stories in the evenings. We called the young, tousled-haired youth Charlie, because that is what he was … a Charlie! He made up in enthusiasm for what he lacked in brain. The first climb that he chose for his new and totally innocent climbing partner was Holly Tree Wall, a Hard Severe route on the impressive Idwal Slabs, not really a fifteen-year-old girl beginner’s climb. However, as I only got stuck once on that, we went on to even greater things, the names and grades of which I now forget. Climbing in the fifties was very different from modern climbing. We only had heavy hemp ropes, which became impossible to manage when they were soaked by the inevitable rain; an occasional sling, placed a little hopefully around a convenient rock spike as a runner, and tennis shoes and my school gabardine raincoat were my climbing gear. It was not easy to be a mountaineer in those days! But it was an unforgettable experience. I vowed to myself that I would do a lot more in the future … and I did.

         
             

         

         Zita and I were born in Selsdon in Surrey almost three years apart and were totally different in both build and character. I was born on the Ides of March in 1939, the year the Second World War began.

         ‘But she’s such an ugly baby!’ my poor father had confided to a friend after making his first acquaintance with his second-born daughter, and I certainly was no beauty; my tiny red screwed-up face was totally dominated by an enormous nose. My sister had been a pretty baby and grew into a small-boned graceful child who loved ballet dancing, while I grew tall and awkward with oversized feet.

         My father, Francis Palau, had come to England from Spain in 1924. He had worked his way north learning the restaurant trade in some of the most prestigious hotels in the south of France and Paris on the way. My mother, Erica, was actually born in Germany, but her family moved to Geneva when she was nine years old. My parents met when they were both working at Selsdon Park Hotel near Croydon in Surrey. My father was the Restaurant Manager, and mother lady’s maid to Mrs Sanderson, the owner’s wife. As neither spoke good English at that time they conducted their courtship in their only common language, French. Ancestors on both sides of the family have roots in France, one used to make the incredible journey regularly from Luneville to St Petersburg in Russia, as personal dentist to the Imperial Family. So I come from a very European background – perhaps the basic reason for my wanderlust.

         Despite her dainty appearance Zita was a tomboy, and she always had ideas for crazy or dangerous games (for which I usually got the blame when things went wrong). When I was three my parents bought a restaurant called The Basque in Knightsbridge and we all moved to London. As the business kept them so busy we were sent to a private school in the Gloucester Road. The lessons were formal even for my age group, and I can still remember the French lessons about a mouse and his family and the weekly dancing lessons at Madam Vacani’s studio close to Harrods, where the bored little boys would tease us by pulling our hair and flicking up our skirts to look at our knickers. Even the dancing teacher of two generations of royal children failed to make me more graceful and co-ordinated.

         I can also clearly recall being locked in the tall-ceilinged Victorian lavatory, with its shiny brown mahogany bench seat, and the headmaster’s annoyance when they had to break the well-polished brass lock in order to free me – frightened and loudly wailing.

         In 1943, to escape the bombing of London, the school was evacuated to Cambridge and we became boarders. Because I was only four years old I was put into the same dormitory as Zita and her contemporaries.

         Every night before going to sleep one of the girls in our room would suggest a game. When it was Zita’s turn she suggested that we bite the rubber buttons off our nighties and stick them up our noses! Don’t ask me why but to a four-year-old trying to keep up with the ‘big’ girls it seemed a good idea at the time. Inevitably my button got stuck. We tried everything from poking to thumps on the back until finally, as a crescendo of sobs of pain and panic welled from me, they called the teacher and the doctor was sent for.

         There was no National Health Service then. The doctor had a difficult journey to the school with all the blackout restrictions. He was not pleased, and neither was the headmaster – his visit was expensive and I was marked as a troublemaker.

         My final undoing was a see-saw. Every evening, if it was fine, we were taken out to play in a large garden. As a special treat each child was given a short turn, first on a see-saw and then on the swing. Our little group had all been on the see-saw and were queuing for their turn on the swing. I sat on the down-end of the empty see-saw and drifted far away into daydreams. With a typical thoughtless childish sense of humour someone pushed down hard on the up-end and I was catapulted into the air. When I landed in a heap on the ground I had a broken wrist. The next morning, with just a bandage wrapped around the injury, I was put on the train back to London, together with my sister and the teacher who had been in charge of us. I had been expelled from my first school at the tender age of four.

         I can still remember my poor mother’s worried face when she met us at King’s Cross Station. The bombings were getting more frequent and she had the added problem now of taking me to hospital for treatment as well as working long hours running the restaurant.

         However we proved to be very adaptable children and enjoyed living between the spacious top floor flat of a house opposite the Natural History Museum in the Cromwell Road and the ‘shelter’ cellar of a new restaurant father was planning to open just behind South Kensington Station. Everything was ready for the opening – even the tinned food was in the store, but he just could not get the food licence. In fact he never succeeded and finally sold his projected new business in despair.

         One night a bomb fell nearby and burst the water main, flooding our cellar. Tins of food floated past our beds and we were having great fun fishing them out on to our ‘boat’ beds when mother came to rescue us. After that we were taken to the communal shelter in the basement of a nearby large house as soon as the sirens sounded.

         Some nights later mother had to leave us to collect something from the flat and asked another woman to keep an eye on us. As Zita and I lay together on one bottom bunk poking with our little inquisitive fingers at the wall, we discovered an old fireplace covered by a piece of peeling wallpaper. We had great fun playing with the velvety black soot. We painted each other’s faces, made hand marks all over our clean white nighties, and by the time mother returned only the whites of our eyes gleamed in the dim candlelight. We paid for our fun with sore bottoms and hard scrubbed faces, which had to be cleaned under a barely dripping cold water tap.

         It must have been a terrible responsibility to bring up small active children in war-torn London. No routine was possible with the constant day and night-time air raids disrupting everything. To make life even more difficult I started to suffer from frightening asthma attacks and often wet the bed at night. After a couple of months our parents took the only logical solution – evacuation.

         
             

         

         I don’t remember the goodbyes, perhaps my mother deliberately did not tell us what was going to happen in case the idea of leaving home again upset us. We had our gas masks and we went to a centre to have a medical, but so had hundreds of others and this did nothing to arouse our suspicions. I hated the strong rubber smell of the gas mask, but liked the monster-like appearance of it, sitting, glass eyes uppermost, in its square cardboard box like a jack-in-the-box.

         Liverpool Street Station was an exciting place. The steam from the engines rose high into the glass vaulted roof, and the general hustle and bustle, mixed with the powerful hissing and chuffing of the majestic engines, took all my attention. We stood waiting on the platform for a long time, luggage labels tied to our coat fronts, clutching our gas masks. Our train finally pulled in. It had been held up by an air raid for one and a half hours. My poor mother! We were totally unaware of what she was going through. She stood there chatting and smiling trying to create a holiday atmosphere for her two small daughters, fully realising that she might never see us again. For security reasons parents were not told even to which part of the country their children were going.

         Just before we climbed in mother looked very serious. ‘Now remember – Zita, it’s up to you as the eldest – in your suitcase are two envelopes addressed to Daddy and me. In one envelope it says “YES”, and in the other “NO”. I don’t know the people you will be staying with, so as soon as you get there I want you to send me the “YES” envelope if you like them, or the “NO” envelope if you don’t. If you send the “NO” I will come and fetch you immediately!’ Poor, poor mother, her children, just six and four years old were about to disappear up the railway line to God knows where.

         Zita and I liked the train ride. We had not often travelled this way, and to go by ourselves made us feel very grown-up. Of course, we were not by ourselves, but most of the other children had at least one of their parents with them, usually Mum. Hour after hour the countryside rolled slowly by. Wartime trains were very slow, bomb-damage to the lines and air raids turned a four-hour journey into an epic. We got hungry, and then starving. Finally someone gave us a small bar of chocolate each, and someone else played a game with us to make it last as long as possible. It was very sweet and terribly sticky chocolate and made me feel a little sick.

         Our little group arrived at Ellingham Station at 1.30 in the morning. It was a tiny village about fourteen miles from Norwich in East Anglia. A bumpy bus collected us and drove us through the pitch-black night to the little schoolhouse where sleepily we lined up in the classroom. At the front of the queue they were asked, ‘How many?’ and then the call went out to the unfortunates waiting for their billeted evacuees – ‘accommodation for three, one adult two children, ten and eight.’ Gradually everyone was allocated places except Zita and me. No one wanted the responsibility of two tired scruffy little girls who threatened to scream the place down if they were separated, especially as I still had my arm in plaster, would need further medical attention and, worse, was an asthma sufferer and a bed wetter.

         Suddenly the hall was empty except for us and a man in a cloth cap. ‘I’d better take you along home with me then,’ he said a little resignedly, and he pushed us, one sitting on the saddle, the other on the cross-bar of his bike, for two miles along the tiny Norfolk country lanes back to his cottage. The Red House was tiny, but at half past two in the morning it was too dark to see what it looked like.

         His wife was up to welcome us and bustled to make us cups of cocoa and tell us about the chickens at the end of the garden. We looked around the warm friendly room and nodded to each other. ‘We have to write to our mother … we promised that we would the moment we arrived,’ Zita told them and with the honesty of children we explained about the two envelopes.

         ‘All right, dears, we’ll send it first thing in the morning,’ they told us reassuringly.

         ‘No, we’re sorry, it must be now, we gave our faithful promise,’ we insisted. ‘Our mummy and daddy will worry.’

         So we sorted out the envelopes, put some kisses on the bottom and posted the ‘YES’ one out through the front door. Our hosts had children of their own and knew how to get round this sort of problem. We snuggled happily down in a big double bed with a soft feather mattress, content that our parents would know we had found nice people to live with.

         Ellingham was the ideal place for children. Everyone, of course, knew everyone else, so any naughtiness was quickly reported, but the houses were very spread out with plenty of countryside in between to explore. Cars were almost unheard of in the tiny lanes and there was one bus a week to Bungay, the nearest small town.

         We settled in immediately and loved our foster parents dearly. George and Mary Burcham had borne three sons, but tragically all had been killed, two in the war and one in a motorbike accident. Their daughter Alma was fifteen and very grown-up in our little eyes.

         Paunt (derived from Aunt) and Punk (from Uncle) had hoped to foster two boys, but were happy enough when they discovered they had acquired two tomboys. Just how marvellous they were I only really appreciated as my own children grew up. We were certainly not easy to cope with, especially in such an isolated and basic little house. The Red House had just four tiny rooms and was half a mile from the main road. Water had to be pumped up from a well in the boiler house, a tiny ivy-covered shed which housed the stone clothes boiler, heated by a wood fire, and next door was an earth closet with a broad scrubbed wooden seat. I hated this lavatory; it was, for my small legs, an interminable distance from the house and it was full of spiders. I could not stand spiders, and these were the big-bodied, hairy long-legged spiders that feature as monsters in children’s fairy stories. Paunt and Punk liked spiders and would never move them from the house. I would lie in the big bed which I shared with Zita staring for hours at one on the ceiling just in case it dropped down and ran across the bed. Finally I would fall asleep so heavily that even calls of nature would not wake me up. I am sure that the outside loo and the spiders were the reasons my bed-wetting did not improve; there was certainly no shortage of security and love, and Paunt and Punk were very patient about my problem.

         Water for washing oneself came from a water butt outside the kitchen door. This was always fascinating as it was full of little creatures and Zita and I vied to get the most ‘wrigglers’ in each pan we collected. On Sundays we used the special covered butt at the front of the house, and the water from this certainly did feel different, it was a little softer and a prettier green colour. There was no electricity and at night the house was lit by oil lamps and candles, and Paunt did all her cooking on oil stoves. Once a week she would have a baking session and we were banned from the minute corrugated roofed kitchen, because to open any door allowed the heat to escape and that could ruin the cakes – and what wonderful cakes they were, made with fresh eggs from Paunt’s chickens and milk from the farm next door.

         The farm was a second home for Zita and me, it was just a field away over the garden fence. Big shire horses ploughed the fields and brought in the harvest, cows were collected twice a day for milking, goats and dogs ran around and cats and kittens lived in the sheds and the rambling house. Best of all there were the children to play with, five of them.

         Time has no meaning for young children, either each day or by the month. Seasons became important though, in the country. Autumn was harvest time and we would all go into the fields and help stack the prickly sheaves, shout to the guns if we saw a rabbit run as the windmill blades of the harvester cut through the wheat; stand for hours watching the mighty threshing machine separate the wheat from the chaff; eat too many apples and get stomach ache and make squirrel stores of cob nuts from the tree at the end of the garden in obscure places and then forget where we had hidden them. Winter was a time for playing in the snow and sliding on the frozen puddles, and Christmas, remembered not so much for the presents, as during the War there was not much to give, but for the village community gatherings which were full of warmth and colour. Spring was the lambs’ time and primrosing, and in summer we spent long hours fishing with flour bags for tiddlers in the streams and lying in the sweet smelling hay. The War for us was a long way away. Only twice was an air raid siren sounded, and we all hid under the table in the living room, but there was nothing worth bombing for miles around and I think the Germans knew that!

         We hadn’t been in the safety of Norfolk long when I again became a casualty of another of Zita’s good ideas. The lane outside the Red House had been newly patched with small circles of tarred stones. On our way to fetch the milk can from another farm we played ‘islands’, jumping from one ‘safe’ place to another. Inevitably, clumsily, I tripped and fell cutting my knee on a stone. I had to be taken to the doctor for the deep cut to be stitched, and my movements were severely restricted.

         At last it was time for the stitches to come out. This meant a bike ride to the doctor’s three miles away. Punk tied a cushion to his cross bar, sat me astride it and off we set. We were negotiating a corner just three minutes from the house, when I slipped sideways and my foot went into the spokes of the front wheel bringing us to an abrupt halt. We both flew through the air in a graceful arc, straight over a stone wall into a field. Luckily our landing was softened by a pile of dung. (Forty years later I went back to Norfolk and the well-matured dung heap was still there.) We managed to limp home pushing the rather bent bicycle, and the doctor came to visit us, prescribing four days’ bed rest for us both.

         The only time I was damaged by Zita directly was purely accidental. We had been building an ambitious tree house at the end of the garden. ‘Hold the pole while I fix this end,’ Zita ordered. Just as I reached up to full stretch to push my end into position she dropped hers and the hefty pole hit me straight in my open mouth, breaking off one of my newly acquired front teeth. Far from being sympathetic she threatened me with dire consequences if I ‘told’. The pain was agonising and I went in to lunch with my mouth tightly shut.

         ‘Drink your hot milk dear,’ Paunt insisted. The heat of the liquid sent a shooting pain right up through my brain and I surreptitiously swapped my cup for Zita’s empty one. The next week was spent carefully avoiding extremes of temperature and gradually the tooth settled down. Nobody noticed a thing. Ironically several years later Zita unintentionally knocked me into a wall in the school playground and broke my other front tooth, so now I have a matching pair. The cold mountain air occasionally makes me close my lips a little sharply even now.

         However, whatever the mishaps our loyalty to each other was total and we would never tolerate criticism from outsiders. During our long months in Norfolk we learnt not only how to explore further and further afield but also how to find our way back home, and so much about the countryside. It was our first real introduction to birth and death, in the form of many practical lessons in the farmyard.

         Eventually Zita was sent to the local primary school. I got very lonely by myself and decided to go and find out what it was like. I sneaked out of the house when Paunt was busy and walked with the group of children heading for the school two miles away. I went in with them unnoticed and even managed the assembly, enjoying the communal singing, before someone spotted me. There were no telephones then and as nobody was free to take me back home I was allowed to stay, but found it a little boring when it came to arithmetic and spelling.

         Each day except Sunday was governed by light, dark and hunger pangs. Sundays were very different. Sunday school started the day, followed by church with Punk who would feed us on peppermints to keep us quiet during the lengthy sermon – Paunt stayed home to cook the Sunday roast which took a long time on the oil stove. Sunday afternoons were spent visiting relatives for tea or entertaining at home. Either way we had to watch our Ps and Qs, as Punk would remind us, and keep ourselves clean and tidy at Paunt’s request.

         The months rolled so happily by that it was rather a nasty shock when the War ended and mother came to take us home to London. Now we had to learn to ‘speak properly’ again (we had grown to love our broad Norfolk accents), and adapt to the new house my parents had moved into off the Old Brompton Road in Kensington. It was large enough to accommodate a dozen Red Houses – one room alone was the size of the whole ground floor of the Ellingham cottage, but the garden was the size of a pocket handkerchief.

         I was still suffering from bad attacks of asthma. These were distressing for Zita too as they often occurred during the night, and in this house Mother slept four floors down. ‘Breathe, Julie please breathe,’ she would implore as I lay in my bed helplessly gasping like a goldfish out of water. When I was able to draw air into my lungs it sounded equally scary in the still hours of darkness as the rasping wheezing filled our attic bedroom. In addition I had to go to full-time school.

         But our time in Norfolk had given us an insatiable taste for freedom and adventure. Climbing trees, jumping off haystacks and playing in streams was replaced by exploring bombed buildings or debris-filled water tanks.

         Five of us formed a gang. The others were eight or nine years old and I was getting on for six. It was the time for ‘dares’. ‘I dare you to walk along that wall.’ The fact that the wall was tottering and twelve feet high was inconsequential. We had no sense of danger.

         Dares to explore bomb damaged cellars, jump down from great heights on to brick rubble and cross water tanks of unknown depth (none of us could swim) were normal after school fun. We would play hide-and-seek in half demolished houses, Tarzan swing on broken electricity cables, play cops and robbers, rushing up staircases to escape our pursuers only to find they finished abruptly with an airy drop to the ground floor. Another favourite sport was riding in the tiny food lifts of the tall empty houses. Being the smallest and lightest, I was pushed in first – to see if it would take the heavier weights – whilst the others pulled on the ropes sending me up and down the dark shaft. How we survived those times I shall never know, we must have had a very special guardian angel.

         Another game, which was perhaps my first real climbing experience, was midnight feasts on the roof of our sixty-feet high house. Our bedroom was in the attic and access to the roof was through a tiny window, which required awkward contortions even for us to get through. Outside was a narrow ledge with a feet-high wall and then the slates sloped steeply to the apex of the roof.

         Once you started to climb you had to keep going, as the slates were slippery and quite often moved out of position. Coming down you turned on your tummy and slid till your feet touched the narrow flat ledge inside the low wall. We would picnic sitting on the wall with our feet dangling into space – until one day a neighbour spotted us and told mother.

         It took quite a few years before we became civilised city dwellers, and I have a lot of time and sympathy for youngsters from large towns who now come to us to learn to climb. When Zita and I were old enough to ride bicycles our inquisitive energies were re-diverted, but I think I had the best education any child could have, learning to live first in the country and then in London.

         Every weekend mother and father would take us somewhere. ‘Choose any bus you like and let’s go to the terminus and see what it’s like,’ mother would say. Names on the front of buses became real places, sometimes disappointing, other times better than we expected – Hackney Wick, Roehampton, Wimbledon, Kingston on Thames – and then there was Kew, Wisley, Hampton Court, Chessington Zoo. From London the possibilities were endless, and during the holidays we spent days wandering round the museums, the zoo and London’s historic buildings.

         Both my parents had tremendous energy. Father was working in the West End of London as Head Waiter at Quaglino’s, and his knowledge of wines earned him a high reputation with both other sommeliers and connoisseurs. His job involved very unsociable hours, as he was on duty from twelve until four for lunch and for dinner from seven into the early hours of the morning. During the times of the thick pea-soup smogs in London he would often have to walk home from St James’s near Piccadilly after being on his feet all day but he never seemed to tire. Mother rented out bed-sits in our many-roomed house and used her skills as a dressmaker to make some extra funds for our summer holiday travels.

         Each year from the time I was eleven, mother would scour London for an old car to buy to take us abroad on holiday. At that time there were four to six year waiting lists for new cars and even a 1937 Ford Eight would be snapped up immediately it came on to the market. But somehow mother always worked a miracle, and we would load up the roof rack with jerry cans of petrol, sleeping bags, tents and tinned foods and set off for the endless undulating tree-lined roads of France, heading for our grandparents in the beautiful pine woods of the Black Forest in Germany.

         We loved seeing our grandparents and as we went every summer had many young friends in Pforzheim, the town where they lived. In the early fifties it was still under occupation by the Americans and little of the massive devastation of the war had been repaired, but gradually over the years it was rebuilt into a very modern, clean town, famous for its many jewellery factories.

         Grandfather was an artist who designed precious gold and silver ornaments, and Zita and I would spend hours browsing through his files of delicate, life-sized paintings, which looked so real, choosing which necklace, ring or bracelet we would buy if we were rich enough. Grandmother was round and bustling in contrast to her placid husband, she was an excellent cook and spoilt us outrageously. Living in Germany and Switzerland my grandparents and mother had the mountains in their blood, and had shared many happy days during her youth skiing and walking in the Alps. During our holidays we would make many excursions into the local gentle pine-covered hills, and then mother would drive us on into the higher snow-capped peaks of Austria, Switzerland, France and Italy.

         I loved to see the mountains. Today I cannot imagine how mother drove all those thousands of miles in the little boneshaker cars laden to the limit with camping gear, over bumpy war-damaged or, worse still, cobbled roads. Sometimes father would join us and then it was a terrible squash to fit us all in, but he did not enjoy camping so generally opted out.

         When I was seventeen I started work. I was an office junior at Offord & Sons in the Gloucester Road – a company selling motor cars, mainly to the rich. The showroom always smelt of fresh car polish and usually housed Rolls Royces, Bentleys and occasionally something exotic like the Thunderbird ordered by John Osborne, the playwright. Offords also looked after the upkeep of some of the royal coaches.

         I was glad to leave the rules and regulations of my single-sex grammar school in Hammersmith. I had been happy at Godolphin and Latymer but was ready to spread my wings. The work was varied enough to teach me all aspects of office routine, and under the slightly stern, motherly wing of Mrs Brown, the Managing Director’s secretary, I learnt how to cope with paperwork and people, even the cleaner who was a persistent Jehovah’s Witness and tried constantly to lure me into his basement to convert me. I did not live riotously on my £5 per week salary, and all my spare money was saved to buy my dream – a Vespa scooter. I had a whisky bottle into which I put every three-penny bit I could scrape up, and I spent many hours counting and re-counting them over the months. I needed a £30 deposit.

         At last the great day arrived. I warned the little garage that I had saved enough. On Saturday, 12 October 1956 at approximately 1 p.m., I would be round to take delivery. I couldn’t wait to escape from the dusty confines of my little office with its ever-demanding, blinking-eyed switchboard, and at five past twelve I dashed to the bank on the next corner, but in my great hurry I tripped up the steps and all my precious three-penny bits burst out of their paper bags and scattered in every direction. My cheeks burnt as I scrabbled around the busy pavement between the legs of passers-by. I gathered my precious savings together in my skirt and must have looked a very strange figure hobbling into the bank. Nor was the clerk delighted to have 2,400 three-penny bits dumped in disarray on his counter a few minutes before closing time.

         At the garage pure joy engulfed me. My wings of freedom had been specially sprayed for me in dark blue and silver. ‘Look, I have to get my lunch,’ the garage owner said, ‘and then there’s an important football match. I’ll show you quickly what to do, then you can practise round the back streets here and at half time I’ll come out and see how you’re getting on. This is the brake, here is the throttle and to engage the clutch you pull this in and twist this. Off you go, good luck!’

         I set off cautiously in first gear, a little wobbly, gained a little confidence and changed into second. Suddenly a crossroads loomed up, I had to stop! I pushed hard down on the brake, but the engine drove the machine forward; my garage owner had explained about pulling in the clutch to engage the gears but not that I had to disengage it in order to stop. A car was coming across my path and it seemed that my scootering career was going to be a very short one. I had no choice – I baled out. My beautiful scooter lay on its side on the gravelled road, roared at top revs for a second and then died. I struggled to pick it up, tears of frustration and disappointment running down my cheeks. The shiny chrome crash bars on the front and the engine cowling over the back wheel were scratched but other than this it seemed to have remained intact. Luckily there was one other person in London not watching the match and he came to my aid. He knew all about scooters and within ten minutes I was riding competently round and round the block.

         I spent every spare moment driving around on my Vespa. It was wonderful to feel so independent and free and there were so many interesting places to explore.

         
            * * *

         

         Zita wanted to go climbing on a sandstone outcrop forty miles away near Tunbridge Wells called High Rocks. ‘Why don’t you join me?’ she suggested. Always glad of an excuse for a journey on my scooter, I agreed to meet her and her future husband Ron at the pub opposite the rocks. Zita and Ron were travelling down by train.

         It was my first night driving after a month of scooter ownership, and I soon discovered that my single six-volt headlamp was no match for the stronger car headlights. I had just turned a sharp corner and came eye to eye with a car its lights on full beam. Blinded with the dazzle, I lost all sense of direction and plunged into the hedge. I disentangled myself and the bike, luckily we were both unscathed, and continued, far more slowly and cautiously, on my way. It was a bitterly cold November night and High Rocks Hotel was just closing when I finally pulled up outside.

         I should explain that I had not been there before and that this pub is in the middle of the countryside, two miles from Tunbridge Wells and four from Groombridge. There are not even any houses close to it, and it was not until I tried to unwind my fingers from the throttle grip that I realized how cold I had become. The small crowd emerging from the hostelry went to their cars without sparing me a glance, yet I longed for a warm drink, or just a friendly smile. I had no idea what time Zita would arrive, where I should go or what I should do. The pub’s lights were being switched off as I stiffly forced myself to a standing position.

         Suddenly the door opened again and a figure emerged. A tall, slim young man with a beard came towards me.

         ‘You look cold,’ he said, stating the obvious.

         Through chattering teeth I explained about my sister.

         ‘I think you’d better come with me and have a cup of cocoa,’ he said kindly. ‘Come on, this way.’ He led me to the entrance to the rocks across the road opposite the pub, up some steps, through a lift-type metal gate and into the woods. It was very dark. I was too cold and tired to be worried about his motives. ‘Hold my hand, or you’re bound to fall over.’

         Even I hesitated at that one!

         ‘My name is Terry. Don’t worry, I’ll see that you don’t come to any harm,’ he added reassuringly, and I stumbled along beside him until we came to an enormous bonfire.

         Oh, the joy of getting warm again. A mug of steaming hot cocoa was pushed into my hands and introductions were made to the little group sitting around the dancing flames. I had quite forgotten about Zita until suddenly there was a bellow from the surrounding inky blackness. ‘Julie, where the bloody hell are you?’ My worried and irate sister had arrived.

         That was the start of regular visits to these impressive sandstone rocks, with their deep steep-sided chimneys, high challenging faces and playground of smaller boulders. As I usually had to work on Saturday mornings, the amount of free time that I could spend there at weekends was short – but so enjoyable after being cooped up in a small windowless office for five and a half days a week. Although I still enjoyed my work as an office junior, I also needed to play.

         My camping equipment consisted of an ex-army paratrooper’s jumping bag, in which the soldiers sat to keep warm in the unheated, draughty planes en route to the jumping zone. It was bulky and weighed about ten pounds, but it was cosy. Together with Terry and his three friends, John, Gerry and Ray, I would sleep out under the stars, protected from the rain and, later, in winter, the snow, by the projecting overhangs of rock.

         The days were spent struggling with the wide variety of climbing problems that this imposing rock outcrop offered. When we became tired of climbing we would hold abseiling competitions, to see who could slide fastest down the rope, from the top to the bottom of the rocks. We did not use the conventional methods of wrapping the rope around the body to build up friction for control, or the metal figure-of-eight mechanical device. The ‘sandstone’ method was simply to hold the rope across your back, letting it run through your hands as you moved sideways down the rock. It amounted to a hardly controlled jump, and as we were launching ourselves off one of the loftiest points, around forty feet high, it took a degree of nerve. The other diversion was ‘chimney descents’. For this we wore big boots and heavy combat jackets. You simply jumped sideways into the narrow gap between two steep walls, braking against the sides with your feet, knees and elbows to slow yourself down.

         In the dark of night we would play ‘follow my leader’ around the scrambles and climbs, when we would ‘solo’ everything without the protection of safety ropes. Good training, but not very safe as sandstone is a soft rock and holds easily break off. One night Terry was leading the way up Stalactite (a far more delicate climb in the 1950s than it is today) when a handhold broke and he suddenly disappeared into the darkness below. For a few seconds there was absolute silence as we groped about trying to find him. We feared that he might have killed himself. Suddenly an awful gasping noise echoed through the woods. He had landed on a small boulder and winded himself.

         We became friendly with the other rock climbers, some of whom were very skilled, and our techniques and ability extended with our circle of friends. However, not everyone was greeted enthusiastically. At the sight of a certain young lad of fifteen, we would groan and hide away our store of food. Young Martin Boysen was an unkempt youth; his seemingly off-hand manner upset everyone, and he was always on the scrounge for something to eat. But it was only a rebellious teenage phase. Martin grew up to become one of Britain’s most talented climbers, a thoroughly nice person and now a much-valued friend.

         My family had moved to a house in Streatham in 1957, and by coincidence, Terry lived only two miles away from us, in Clapham Park. The whole group would often meet during the week for a chat and a pint, but almost every weekend we headed for High Rocks. It took just over an hour to drive to Tunbridge Wells. It was never a very comfortable or warm journey on my always overladen Vespa, or in Terry’s ex-army jeep – his first love.

         Whenever we could afford it we would travel with a special climbers’ coach to the mountains of North Wales. The bus would leave London’s Baker Street at seven at night on Friday, arriving in Snowdonia via the narrow, twisting A5 at about 2 a.m. We would sleep in a friendly farmer’s barn and go climbing all day Saturday and Sunday, returning late on Sunday night and often arriving back in London just in time for work on Monday.

         These trips were big adventures, and although the climbs we did were far from noteworthy by today’s high standards, they were minor epics for us with only a rather tatty rope and almost no knowledge of climbing techniques, how to protect ourselves properly with the rope, or even which climb we were on. But we enjoyed ourselves and learnt the hard way, by experience. Not a way I would advocate – we were very lucky to survive – but in those days there were no organised ‘schools of mountaineering’ where you could learn the proper way to do things, and in any case we could never have afforded them.

         During the late fifties when we were climbing at Harrison’s Rocks and in Wales, Terry and I did not have a very close personal relationship. Although we were not unfriendly, we didn’t really like each other. In fact I always thought that when Terry came to our house it was to see my sister, and if he had arrived alone, would keep out of the way. Neither of us can remember when the situation changed, but a year later we had fallen in love.

         In 1959 Terry and I were married. Our wedding day on 7 November was particularly memorable as by the evening a thick pea-soup fog had ground all forms of transport in London to a halt. As a result we had to share our wedding night at our flat in Streatham with twenty-five of our marooned guests.

      

   


   
      
         
            – CHAPTER TWO –

            ‘From win and lose and still somehow …’

         

         During our first year of marriage, another rock outcrop near Tunbridge Wells, Bowles Rocks, was put up for sale. The original asking price was £400, low enough for us to put in an offer, but we were substantially outbid by a businessman from Sevenoaks who wanted to develop an outdoor pursuits centre on the site. The local blacksmith, who owned it, had built and stocked up a pig farm on the land, intending that his son should run it. However, the son ran away with a woman he loved after a short while, and the father had no heart to continue the project by himself. Over the years the weeds took over until head-high brambles covered the property.

         Together with other members of the Sandstone Climbing Club from High Rocks, we had helped the new owner John Walters to clear the rocks for several months. In return we were allowed to explore the climbs as we uncovered them. The rock at Bowles faces due south. The light-coloured dry, clean sandstone is very different from the dark, always damp and greasy High Rocks.

         ‘How would you like to come and work for me full time?’ John suggested to Terry one hot summer evening. ‘You could supervise the rest of the cleaning-up and the building projects and then run the centre when it’s operational. I’ll build you a house here and pay you £1,000 a year.’

         We could not believe our luck! A chance to live and work where we could also climb every day, and have the excitement of being so closely involved with what was for those days, in 1961, a very revolutionary project. Terry was working as assistant manager in Thomas Black & Son, a long-established company selling camping and climbing equipment. It was an interesting job. There were then still many corners of the world unspoilt by jet travel and unvisited by civilised men, and he met many intrepid travellers and explorers. A lot of his customers became our friends, and we would spend fascinating evenings in our little flat listening to tales of distant mountains and epic climbs and adventures. But we had both had enough of London, the hassle of travelling to work in the rush hour and the long hours that our respective jobs kept us apart.

         A month later we packed the contents of our flat on to a friend’s lorry and excitedly drove down to Sussex. John had promised to find some sort of temporary accommodation for us while the house was being constructed, and this turned out to be a sixteen feet by eight feet chicken shed sitting beside a little stream. Although it had been used for the purpose for which it was designed, it had been well cleaned out and the inside was lined with newly painted hardboard.

         We moved in a carpet, double bed, dining room table and chairs, sideboard and studio couch to join the little black-leaded solid fuel stove and completely unoperational sink unit. There was little room left to move around, but it had a snug atmosphere. A minor discomfort were the four crossbeams which supported the roof, as they were a little lower than Terry’s height. He had to learn to develop a repetitive ducking movement as he walked from the bed at the far end to the door at the front. Drinking water had to be collected from John’s house in Crowborough three miles away, and our lavatory was a hole dug behind a convenient bush.

         It was a very abrupt change from the sophistication of London, but we found that we did not miss the mod-cons and that life in the country suited us both very well.

         Terry set to, battling enthusiastically against the brambles and stinging nettles which hid beneath them the many other problems. Old pigpens constructed of heavy concrete blocks and corrugated iron housed revolting messes. Huge heaps of what appeared to be old intestines, writhing with maggots, were lying around, and the nauseating smell when these were disturbed made you gag.

         To complete his Herculean task of moving the old pigsties, Terry was given a spade, a shovel and a wheelbarrow. All the debris, including hundreds of old concrete tank trap blocks, which weighed around 200 each, had to be wheeled 400 yards to be dumped underneath what would later become the car park for the centre. John kept promising help in both manual and mechanical form but it never materialised. A neighbouring farmer offered Terry an old Fordson van for £5. It was a bit battered, but the engine started at the first press of the button and kept on going. He cut out the soft-top roof and removed the back doors, and it was converted into a very useful and willing workhorse. The difference it made in terms of time and effort was enormous, but John did not approve and refused either to buy the van or to pay for the petrol to run it.

         John was a design engineer, a man in his forties, of solid, bullish build with a bald head, but he had tremendous charisma. It was very strange, but when he spoke to me I felt a warm glow inside, uplifted, I suppose you could say. Both Terry and I experienced this but had never known such a feeling to emanate from another human being before. This aura impressed us both.

         The weeks passed and Terry continued to expect that someone else would be employed to help him with his mammoth task. I helped him with the brambles; I loved the thrill of uncovering something unexpected, like a waterfall we discovered on a steep bank one day, but I could not bear to go near the decomposing pigpens.

         One morning after breakfast I was violently sick. We had been living at Bowles for four months. When the same thing happened the following two mornings, I went to see the doctor, who confirmed that I was indeed pregnant. It is wonderful to know that a new life is growing inside you. Somehow, living so close to nature in the simplicity of our chicken shed made me feel that this baby was having a very special start to life.

         Christopher was born in October 1962. My only regret was that Terry could not share his arrival into the world because the delivery room at the local hospital was too small. He was a smiling contented baby with tremendous energy and watching him grow gave each day an extra importance and a new meaning.

         When a few extra hands were finally employed to help with the building and landscaping we became increasingly worried. Several incidents made us wonder if everything was developing as it should be with the project. The final straw came when John insisted on building a chapel. Terry just could not agree to help to construct something which would be so rarely used when the centre still lacked many things which were really necessary and would be needed every day – like flush toilets to replace the primitive chemical ones. John was not interested in discussing the correct priorities, and the situation was made more difficult by his choice of site. The chapel was to be constructed on the side of a bank made of soft sand! He wanted to build a replica of the chapel by the lake below the Matterhorn – a mountain that he had a fixation about. He also had a strong faith and when money was short would always tell us not to worry: the good Lord would provide. However, where the chapel was concerned, Terry did worry. The good Lord might provide, but he would not have to dig the foundations by hand!

         We lived at Bowles for two years and enjoyed sorting out the initial landscaping and building projects. We finally moved into the lovely wooden house built by the entrance three weeks before Christopher was born and during our second year there the outdoor pursuits centre became operational, but only for rock climbing.

         Both Terry and I thoroughly enjoyed meeting the people from all walks of life and helping them to gain satisfaction and skill from our favourite sport. However, after two years we felt restricted by the limited boundaries of the narrow strip of land that formed the centre. It took all our time and energy and we had no chance to get to the high hills. Mountaineers cannot accept such limitations for long, and as Terry and John were no longer seeing eye to eye over many things we bought a house in Tunbridge Wells and moved on.

         What we did not realise was the serious amount of unemployment in early 1963. Being a very adaptable person, Terry had felt sure that he could find some way to earn a living without difficulty but his illusions were swiftly shattered. He found himself joining long queues of people hopefully waiting for interviews, and all too often by the time he heard about a possible job, the position had already been filled.

         Our savings dwindled and we became desperate. Terry even became a coalman for a short time, but we soon discovered that it cost a high percentage of his wages to keep him clean. Nevertheless, those hard times were an education that did us no harm, and made us appreciate each other and the good times when they returned.

         It was not until the autumn of 1963 that Terry found a permanent job which he really enjoyed. It was with a woodworm and dry rot eradication company and took him into many fascinating old houses in Kent and Sussex and often involved quite intricate carpentry. He also went to college on two evenings a week, and I was very proud when he managed to pass his exams in Wood Science and Timber Technology in two years instead of the normal three.

         Our beautiful daughter, Lindsay, was born in July 1964. When she was two years old we came to another major decision. We were getting into a rut. Terry was going off to work at eight o’clock each morning, returning home around six. With the restriction of young children to baby-sit, we fell into the boring routine of watching television every evening and then going to bed. Our lives needed something more. Things had to be changed!

         We decided to sell the house; that would force the issue, make something happen. We instructed an estate agent to put the property on the market, and just two days later a couple came to look at our desirable residence. The following day they returned. ‘We’ll buy it,’ the husband said, ‘providing that we can take possession in six weeks’ time.’

         Terry and I looked at each other. We were about to go on a month’s holiday, touring Europe. Six weeks would give us a week on either side. ‘What the hell,’ said Terry. ‘We wanted to liven things up. Yes, we agree.’

         
             

         

         It was a good holiday. Christopher, now an energetic three-year-old, not only had the thrill of seeing his first Alpine mountains but walked on his little legs up to a mountain hut and spent the night there, at 11,000 feet.

         Contracts for the sale of the house were exchanged, and we arranged to store our furniture. ‘But where are we going to live?’ I asked Terry. We had two days to go before we had to move out.

         ‘Don’t worry,’ he said reassuringly. ‘I’ll think of something.’

         I was worried. We had two young children, two cars and a lively boxer dog and very soon would have nowhere to park any of them.

         Inspiration came in the late afternoon, and we drove to a caravan showroom. ‘I think this one will do for us,’ Terry said, pointing at a green and white caravan which was not much bigger than our kitchen.

         I peered inside. It would certainly save a lot of time doing the housework, but how long would we have to live in it? Summer was over and the mists and chills of autumn were already in the air.

         We packed our remaining belongings into our new home. It felt as if we were embarking on a timeless holiday. Terry had not changed his job and had a house to treat for woodworm by the sea, at Camber Sands in Sussex. ‘Absolutely perfect,’ he said. ‘The job will take a week and there’s a caravan site just nearby, right behind the beach. The children will love it.’

         We all did. The sun shone every day. Unfettered by not having so many possessions or a rigid timetable, we laughed and played together, and we did not feel at all restricted by the limited size of our twelve feet home.

         From September until the following March we camped in our caravan. Living in the corner of a field with no rent to pay meant that Terry could give up his job and stay with us during the daytime too. We had made quite a good profit on the sale of our house and our simple lifestyle did not cost a lot. Lindsay and Christopher loved the country life, fetching milk from the farm still warm from the cows, watching the charcoal burner in the wood with his glowing slow burning fires, splashing in puddles, exploring, running, jumping, playing. We wanted our children to be free spirits, especially before the age of self-consciousness, and in those wonderful months, like young animals, they learnt to live with nature through all five of their senses.

         But good though such a life is, it cannot go on for ever, and we started looking for a more permanent place to live. We wanted somewhere where we could work together, to start a business selling climbing equipment. A general store was on the market in Groombridge, the small village close to Harrison’s Rocks, now the most popular climbing centre in the area, and we went to have a look at it. Behind the shop was a tiny tearoom used by climbers on their weekend visits to the rocks. It was not ideal but it would certainly be a start – so we bought it.

         We had no idea what running a general store involved and a very rude awakening followed when we took over Saxby’s Store. The tiny twelve-feet-square shop was a jumbled mess. The first days were hell. There were no proper display shelves, and nothing was priced. We sold hundreds of different items from potatoes to lighter flints. The girl who had worked for the previous owners said she would stay on to help us but was lured away to a shop down the road, and we were left to cope with the chaos of moving in and opening the shop all by ourselves.

         As we were open from eight in the morning until nine o’clock at night, six and a half days a week, we had to reorganise and price every item on our first half-day closing. We shut the door promptly at one o’clock and started emptying the rickety shelves. Terry took the children to the wood yard to buy some timber to build some more substantial new ones, and I started to clear out the refrigerated counter which housed all the butter, margarine and fats. We wanted to move this to the other side of the room to create more space. The floor was littered with cigarettes and tobacco, tins, bottles and boxes and the contents of the display window, including a hanging glass shelf.

         After a while I stood up to stretch my cramped limbs and, without looking, stepped back. There was a resounding crack and I fell over as the thick plate glass of the shelf broke under my weight. I looked down expecting to see a pool of blood, but there was nothing. I stood up with a sigh of relief, and then saw with horror a great flap of skin hanging from below my knee, exposing the bone of my kneecap below.

         When Terry and the children arrived back, the shop was in worse chaos than ever, and I was being loaded into an ambulance. But it is an ill wind, as they say, and when the news of my thirty-seven stitches got around, help soon arrived in the form of plump, jolly, fresh-faced Heather. She was a gem. She had worked in the shop before and knew the customers and prices. She was quick and efficient and had a happy likeable personality.

         We enjoyed running the shop. It was hard work but it was interesting to build up custom, gradually adding new lines like more adventurous vegetables and a selection of delicatessen meats and cheeses, which always smelt so good. In two years we were turning over £20,000 per year, not bad for a small village shop, especially as the most expensive thing we sold was a seven-and-four-penny (37p) tin of tobacco! We had also made alterations to the tearoom and were getting busy there too.

         We were lucky. We had been accepted by the villagers very quickly. In those days a new estate of commuter houses had resulted in newcomers being regarded as ‘foreigners’ who were often kept at a distance for quite a long time.

         One young man with whom we became involved was Dick, a good-looking, red-haired, Clint Eastwood look-alike. Dick was twenty-two years old and the first of our ‘waifs and strays’ that we have semi-adopted over the years. He was the second eldest of five brothers and when he was sixteen had developed a mysterious stomach complaint. He would have fits of stomach cramps and vomiting which left him feeling so weak that he often could not go to his job on a farm or out with his friends in the evenings. The insecurity of not knowing when an attack might start affected his self-confidence and he opted out of much of the teenage life in the village. His contemporaries became attached to regular girlfriends, and sadly, by the time he was nineteen the pairing-off system had left him out.

         When I had been in the little Norfolk village during the war, the children were given anticipated marriage partners almost from birth. Of course, they did have a choice when they got older, but not a very open one as strong influence from the families and the lack of other unattached members of the opposite sex made swopping around difficult. In Groombridge in the 1960s things were easier, but still, if you were not engaged to be married by the time you were twenty-five you were destined for the shelf.

         Dick drifted gradually into our lives, usually arriving at the shop as we were closing, when he would help us to clean and tidy up ready for the next busy day. His illness was going through a particularly bad patch. The doctor was not very constructive, telling Dick that his problem was psychological and that he should pull himself together. I am sure that in part it was true, but only because the initial problem had never been cured. It took several more years before a correct diagnosis was made and the offending kidney was treated.

         Dick was unhappy. Because of his uncertain attendance, he was in danger of losing his job. To take some pressure away, we suggested that he might like to help us with the shop. He could arrive whenever he felt well enough and stock the shelves, collect supplies from the local Cash and Carry and make the house deliveries. All these things could be done as and when he felt well enough.

         What a tremendous help he was! While he had been working on the farm he had developed an adaptability to cope with any job quickly and efficiently, and had learnt to accept responsibility without asking a million questions. Better still, he had a lot of common sense. Our delivery customers looked forward to his visits, and coming from a large family himself, he was very good with Christopher and Lindsay. Without the anxiety of schedules governing his life, he became more relaxed, and although his problem did not disappear altogether, it certainly got much better.

         Because of the extra help, Terry and I were able to start occasionally teaching rock climbing again, a welcome break from working such long hours in the confines of the shop. It was good to be out in the fresh air, climbing on Harrison’s Rocks just a half-hour walk away. Kent County Council had started to give their schools the opportunity to include various outdoor pursuits such as sailing, canoeing and rock climbing in their sports curriculum and were employing experienced visiting coaches part time to instruct. The idea soon caught on and we were being offered more work than we could cope with in our limited spare time. It was decision time again.

         ‘I think we’ve developed the shop to its full potential. It’s time for a change of direction.’ Terry said after several months of careful thought.

         He was echoing my feelings. Neither of us fancied being grocers for the rest of our lives. ‘Let’s sell the shop and try our luck as freelance climbing instructors.’

         It was a difficult time to sell, particularly a leasehold property. An economic squeeze made mortgage loans difficult to acquire. A couple from Cornwall in their fifties wanted to buy the Stores but could not raise all the money. Having taken the decision to move on we were impatient to start our new life. They seemed genuine people, and as the shop was now on such a sound footing with a substantial regular turnover, we agreed to loan them the money that they could not raise. They would repay us at the rate of £7 per week. Although this was not a great amount even in 1967, it would provide a regular income for us, sufficient to buy the weekly groceries for the family.

         The next problem was to find somewhere to live. During the years at the Stores we had not only acquired Dick, who now lived with us, but also a donkey. I had always longed to have a pet donkey. When we were on holiday in Spain one year I almost bought one. ‘He eez very little, mucho sympatico … and very cheap,’ I repeated the Spaniard’s sales jargon to my sceptical husband, all set to bring him back to England on the back seat of our little Mini, but Terry could not be convinced that it was a good idea and I reluctantly gave up the negotiations.

         Later, as the shop took up more and more of our days, we had found that we were not spending enough time talking and playing with the children. The solution arrived in the form of this long-eared, nimble footed little donkey called Puff. With Terry’s normal dislike for pre-planning, he arranged for her to be delivered before he had organised where she would live, and she was unloaded from the horsebox into the shop. She spent her first afternoon with us in the little garden behind the store shed while Terry looked for suitable grazing. At least she had arrived on early closing day. Every lunchtime we would pile the children into the car and drive over to her field, have a picnic with her, or take her out for a walk.

         It was one of our customers who came up with a temporary solution to our housing problem. He had an empty cottage which we could borrow for six months and there was even a field for Puff. We went to have a look at it. The cottage was built along one side of a large walled garden. It was a very unusual shape, a little like a railway carriage, 100 feet long and just ten feet wide.
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