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            Foreword

         

         This is a rite of passage memoir, as well as an account of childhood in a vanished world. Phyllida Barstow weaves a refreshingly candid account of her developing personality into the fabric of the kind of eccentric, rural, educated upbringing that we seem too nervously conformist to give our children nowadays. The personalities are vibrant, from parents through sibling to sheepdogs and a succession of beloved ponies; and the arduous life on a Welsh farm is interleaved with civilising spells in seductive France, and the extraordinary rituals of the London season, especially for a girl whose heart lay more in dog baskets than handbags.

         It is a book carried along by the author’s own energy and appetite for life, and written with the clarity and elegance of someone who knows what they are doing.

         
             

         

         Joanna Trollope
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            CHAPTER ONE

            Chapel House

         

         THE SECOND WORLD WAR broke out just before I was two years old, and my first plunge into the dark soup of early consciousness in search of a flashback of memory finds me lying in a rumpled nest of clothes and rugs on the back seat of a car on a hot afternoon, thirsty and sticky, looking up into the anxious eyes of our nanny, Celia, shoe-horned into the luggage compartment among the suitcases and longing, like me, for the journey to end.

         She was beautiful, gentle and beloved, and though there was no getting away from her strong personal aroma I knew exactly how she was feeling, tired of being cooped up and jolted about, but also like me, uneasily aware of tension emanating from the front seats, where my mother and brother were arguing over the map. She knew as well as I did that we’d better keep quiet because any complaint was liable to provoke an explosion. When I had begun to whine some time back I had been told in no uncertain terms to shut up and go to sleep, but how could I when their voices were getting ever louder and snappier?

         ‘That can’t be right,’ Mummy exclaimed.

         ‘It is! I’m sure it is,’ insisted Gerry, on the brink of tears.

         ‘But we’ve tried that way already.’

         ‘We didn’t go far enough. There’s another turning,’

         ‘There isn’t.’

         ‘Then we’re lost,’ said Gerry gloomily, and the word hung in the air with a dreadful finality. I wanted to cry, but knew it would be a mistake to attract attention. So long as Celia and I kept quiet, we wouldn’t be – what? Blamed? Shouted at? There was nothing either of us could do to improve the situation. The safest option was to keep a low profile.

         For the past eternity, it seemed, the car had been moving in short spurts then halting, reversing, making about-turns and sudden changes of direction, but now it had been stationary for several minutes although the engine went on girning away, puffing out evil fumes. Sprawled on the back seat, I could see sky and trees and a signpost leaning drunkenly and I was dimly aware that it would be a calamity if the engine stopped. There was something wrong with the battery. Only that morning it had taken several men to push the car downhill before Mummy let in the clutch with a jolt and, calling ‘We’re off!’ had driven jerkily away from the hotel where we’d spent the night. Now the sun was beating on the roof, the heat in the back was building up and along with the thermometer, tempers were rising.

         As soon as the long-expected, long-dreaded war broke out, the even tenor of our nursery routine in London – meals, walks in the park, play with parents, bath, bed – had become unsettled, as nannies and nursery-maids came and went. Gerry and I never knew who would be looking after us next. Mummy volunteered for the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry (FANY) and became an ambulance driver. Daddy put his legal career on hold and, being already a territorial captain in the Honourable Artillery Company, was soon appointed major in the 12th Regiment (HAC) Royal Horse Artillery, guarding vulnerable points in London.

         By late summer of 1940, when my mother was expecting a third baby, she applied for a discharge from the FANY so that she, and we, could follow the drum, perching in a series of chilly and uncomfortable boarding houses as Daddy’s regiment was posted first to Hertfordshire and then to the East Coast, the car becoming more battered and our possessions more scattered with every move.

         We were living at Skegness in what we called the Mungle Bungalow when news reached my mother of the British Expeditionary Force’s retreat from Dunkirk. Fear of an immediate German invasion prompted the authorities either to remove roadside finger-posts or turn them the wrong way round in the hope of confusing the advancing enemy, and this well-meant initiative made a nightmare of our long slow cross-country journey from East Anglia to Chapel House, my grandparents’ house in Wales. Daddy and his regiment had vanished in conditions of secrecy without even saying goodbye, and Gerry, only two years older than me, was pitch-forked into the role of man of the family.

         Along with the heat and the smell, I remember feeling hopeless and helpless as tension mounted in the front of the car, and the cowardly way I squeezed my eyes tight shut when Mummy asked, ‘How’s Phylla?’ and Gerry peered over the back of his seat to report, ‘Asleep,’ adding with a tinge of envy, ‘Lucky thing.’ No doubt he wished he could shed his responsibilities as easily.

         I lay doggo, hoping to escape further notice, feeling a strong bond of sympathy for Celia, though our immediate needs were different. I was longing for a drink, while she was bursting to be milked, but we were both scared of triggering one of Mummy’s sudden explosions. Patience was never among my mother’s many virtues, and at this moment she had enough fears and frustrations to justify an outburst of wrath.

         With my father, along with most men of fighting age, in uniform, swept up in the war machine that was stuttering fitfully into action, her own future must have looked bleak and uncertain, and although she was good at giving a positive spin to circumstances – looking on the bright side, as she would have said – it can’t have helped to know that Daddy’s new life showed every sign being much more dramatic and enjoyable than hers.

         This was not only unfair; it also upset the dynamics of their marriage, pushing each of them into an unfamiliar role. Hers was the quick, bold, enterprising spirit whose love of adventure verged on recklessness and whose threshold of boredom was correspondingly low, while my father, calm, steady, tolerant, good-humoured and nine years her senior had always acted as a brake on her impetuosity and gently teased her out of her wilder enthusiasms.

         Now it was up to her to behave sensibly and responsibly – virtues which she instinctively despised. Fun, along with food and petrol, was in short supply. The threat of a German invasion hung over the country like a black cloud and the whole family was tormented by anxiety about my father’s younger brother, Oliver, who had not been in touch since the retreat from Dunkirk.

         At this pivotal and terrifying moment of English history, staying in the depths of the country to look after small children was an unappealing prospect, and now she couldn’t even find the right road.

         ‘All right, we’ll try your way,’ she said in an exasperated tone that boded ill for Gerry if he was wrong. The growl of the engine grew louder as she revved, the car jerked forward a few yards, and then to my dismay, it faltered, coughed a couple of times, and died.

         ‘Thank you, God, for a lovely day,’ said Mummy bitterly into the silence, and at that point my flash of recall cuts off as abruptly as an eyelid closing.

         Did it happen? The memory is sharp and vivid, but even a cursory check casts doubts on certain points. For a start, could a three-year-old remember in such detail? Isn’t it more likely that I have run several different journeys together and come up with a composite scenario? Certainly we did drive for three days across the breadth of the country during the blackout, with Gerry asking passers-by for directions because the signposts had been removed, but what about the goat? Would the hotels we stayed in have put her up too? Would there even have been room for her along with the suitcases and the rest of our clobber in BYK 2, our little Standard 9?

         Whatever the truth, she is firmly there in my memory as a comforting presence when the rest of the world seemed chaotic and frightening, and even nowadays the slightest whiff of that half delicious, half disgusting goaty smell brings my wartime childhood instantly to mind.

         Celia was a handsome British Saanen, white all over with a sensitive aristocratic face and ears that pricked alertly like a sheep rather than hanging spaniel-fashion. Her fine silky summer coat was soft and warm to the fingers, her tail flicked jauntily upward, and her neat small rubbery hoofs were almost prehensile in their ability to scramble and cling. Though svelte of figure, she had a prodigious appetite and she liked the best of everything – the youngest, most succulent leaves and shoots, the unopened buds of flowers, the newly-baked cake on the kitchen table.

         Contemptuous of thorns, she made short work of roses and, balancing on her hind legs in a heraldic pose, she could reach up to strip the lower branches of most garden shrubs, which did not endear her to gardeners. She was meant to spend her days tethered to an iron peg firmly hammered into the ground, with a revolving ring and a long light chain attached to her broad leather collar, but Mummy worried that she would tangle the chain and garotte herself. She therefore spent much time and energy constructing secure areas where Celia could roam free, but from which she always managed to escape.

         ‘Diana! Your goat’s in the garden!’ was a frequent cry from the house-proud owner of wherever we happened to be staying, for Celia was a Houdini par excellence, and naturally enough preferred the delights of the potager to the rough grass and brambles of her official diet.

         Gluttony was her besetting sin, and nearly cut short her career when, in her giddy youth, a rare over-estimation of her digestive powers inspired her to binge on rhododendron leaves. The result was severe – potentially fatal – colic. Like donkeys, goats are seldom ill, but when they do succumb they have very little fighting spirit and are inclined to give up without a struggle.

         My mother nursed her with gruel and hot water bottles for two days and nights and then, exhausted, accepted an offer from Celia Johnson, bright star of stage and screen and wife of my parents’ friend Peter Fleming, who happened to be staying, to spend the next night in the goat shed, and since it was on Celia’s watch that the patient turned the corner, she was named in her honour.

         She led easily and was an excellent traveller, jumping into small spaces in the back of cars as readily as a dog. When we travelled by train, she made herself comfortable in the guard’s van. I can visualise myself leading her down the platform, past the snorting, grimy, sulphurous engine, past rows of dingy maroon carriage doors, with Mummy directing and Gerry helping a porter with the luggage, until after what seemed an endless trudge we reached the goods’ van with its ramp resting on the platform and a tangle of bicycles in the corner.

         There we would construct a pen from boxes and suitcases, and Celia would settle down equably to chew her cud as the train thundered and rattled towards London, Glasgow, Ayr, Cambridge or wherever we were bound. 

         As a mobile milk supply she was usually a welcome guest in friends’ houses, though landladies were apt to go into mild hysterics when she pattered into the kitchen and leapt lightly on to the table to be milked. This was her party trick, and you could see from her sly complacent glances that she enjoyed an audience. She had a fine bold squarish udder, pink and slightly freckled, and teats like ice-cream cones from which milk cascaded into the shiny bucket in a frothing stream, making a high-pitched ping-ping which deepened to a soothing swish-swish as it covered the bottom.

         Mummy’s clever monkey paws, (as I used to call her small strong hands), were good at milking, and took only a few minutes to fill the bucket with more than enough for nursery needs. She would reward Celia with a scratch behind the ears and a cabbage leaf, quickly pour the foaming brew through a wire sieve to strain out bits of dirt, and pour the warm, rich, nutty milk into a Breton jug decorated with figures of country dancers in traditional knee-breeches and stiffened head-dresses prancing round its middle.

         Goat’s milk is now considered a rather specialised taste, and even then I remember some grown-ups objecting to putting it in their tea, which puzzled us because we thought it the normal thing to drink. Celia must have produced more than we needed because the kitchen or nursery ceiling always seemed to be festooned with dripping muslin bags full of sour milk. The idea was to strain off the whey and make soft cheese from the resulting solids, but more often the evil-smelling dangling shrouds became a booby trap for any grown-up who forgot to duck, and splatted on the floor, leaving an ineradicable smell of sick.

         When this happened to my grandfather as he paid a rare visit to the nursery, even his legendary tolerance snapped. With most uncharacteristic sternness, he forbade any more cheese-making upstairs, and thereafter all further experiments were conducted in the cellar.

         
             

         

         We spent most of the war years in Wales. Childhood memory is capricious and selective, and I remember very little about moving to Cambridgeshire for a few months when Daddy’s regiment was stationed near the village of Hinxton, except that I was sent to the village school where, on the very first day, children gathered round in the playground to tease me – one could hardly call it bullying – by calling me ‘Philadelphia.’ Where they got the word from, I can’t imagine, but I can still see their jeering faces and taunting mouths, which turned to shocked astonishment when I fled out through the gate and ran all the way home. Being a kind responsible brother, Gerry came with me, found a grownup and explained what had happened, then returned to school himself, but to my eternal gratitude, I was never sent there again.

         Nor has our next sudden translocation to Ayr, on the east Coast of Scotland, left much impression. It must have been during the summer, because Gerry got badly stung by a jellyfish, and I put my bare foot on a broken bottle while wading in a pond, and remember my surprise at the blood and fuss made of a wound which had hurt so little that I hadn’t even noticed it while in the water.

         Then the regiment embarked for North Africa, and we made our slow way back to the Wye Valley.

         Chapel House – Chapho in family-speak – had been just a small plain-fronted Welsh cottage on the valley slope above the river Wye when my great grandparents, who owned the big, black-and-white fishing lodge called Abernant, bought it as a wedding present for their daughter and son-in-law Enid and George Barstow. Some thirty years later, when I was born, the little house next to the chapel had been largely rebuilt, with two new wings which more than doubled its original size, and had become a substantial, rather handsome family home.

         A garden on several levels had been carved out of the steep fields all round the house. Orchard, rose garden, lily pond garden, tennis court and shrubbery stretched away to the right, and rock garden, paddock and greenhouses to the left. For some reason there were two kitchen gardens, their paths lined with espaliered apple trees, one either side of the house, each with its own fully equipped tool shed, and even in wartime two gardeners and a boy to tend them.

         Mr Hadley, the head gardener, was tall, thin, twitchy and sourfaced. He had been shell-shocked in the trenches, poor man, and detested children, and we hated him right back. ‘I wish Mr Hadley was Deaf, Dumb, Blind and Wounded!’ we used to chant from a safe distance.

         However Watkins, his second-in-command, was our friend, a limping, wizened, good-tempered Welshman whose face for some reason always reminded me of a dandelion bud just before it opens – something about the shape of his cheeks, I suppose. Watkins bustled between the upper and lower vegetable gardens with his big wooden barrow’s wheel crunching on the chipping paths. He let us cadge tomatoes from the greenhouse and delicious raw peas, and he could often be found with his lame leg propped on a log-box, reading the Brecon & Radnor as he munched his elevenses and swigged from a bottle of cold tea. (At least I imagine it was cold tea. It was certainly brownish; but in retrospect it seems odd that he chose to drink it in the tool-shed when his neat cottage and bun-like wife were only yards away on the other side of the orchard.)

         Separated from the house by the valley road, then little more than a quiet lane, and a single grass meadow which frequently flooded, the broad gleaming surface of the River Wye could be seen from the dining room window, and both there and on the loggia at the end of the house, powerful binoculars were kept handy for checking the state of the water and assessing fishing prospects.

         Into this children’s paradise, Gerry and I settled happily, and there our sister Olivia was born in January, 1941. Grandfather, who worked all week in London and came down by train on Friday evenings to be picked up by Granny at Three Cocks station, heroically allowed his library to be turned into a nursery in which we played and did our lessons and also ate. It was immediately above the kitchen, which greatly facilitated the exchange of hostilities between a succession of nannies and cooks, who could screech abuse at one another out of the windows without being heard in the dining-room.

         Nursery food was uniformly bland and disgusting. I remember my gorge rising uncontrollably when Gerry said pensively, ‘Just think! Some little animal once depended on this,’ as he pushed the sheep’s brain about his plate, and our refusal to eat the bitter scorched skin on milk puddings led to tremendous scolding and lectures about the starving millions in China.

         Dining room food – as we discovered when we were allowed to eat downstairs – was little better. I don’t think this was entirely due to wartime shortages, nor because it was difficult to get staff; it was more because neither Grandfather nor Granny was in the least interested in what they ate; in fact Granny amazed us once by saying she could never remember being hungry in her whole life. She considered it bad manners to discuss food, particularly at meals. You simply ate what was put on your plate and that was that.

         Though she would meticulously plan the day’s menu every morning when the current cook came up to her bedroom to collect her breakfast tray, she never commented on – let alone criticised – the result, which was usually overdone, under-seasoned, and lukewarm after its journey by double-decked trolley from the kitchen, across the hall, and into the serving-room’s warming cupboard, where it became desiccated beyond redemption.

         ‘The carver is either a knave or a fool,’ Grandfather would say ruefully when he found he had left little or nothing for his own helping, but he would never have dreamed of sending out to the kitchen for more. He was as frugal by nature as Granny was extravagant – ‘Have you nothing more expensive?’ my mother once heard her ask a jeweller – but both of them were prepared to sacrifice their own comfort if it helped the war effort. Just as Uncle Trevor had given his four lovely hunters to the Army to serve their country as cavalry chargers in the First World War, Grandfather sold his large luxurious Packard to the Army for £20 in the Second.

         This was actually more of a sacrifice for Granny than himself, since he never learned to drive, which was probably just as well because he was short-sighted and kack-handed. I once saw him measuring with knickerelastic the space needed to hang a picture, though at lawn tennis, as he always called it, when well into his seventies he could still wear out any grandchild by lobbing the ball from one side of the court to the other with slow, remorseless accuracy.

         Granny, on the other hand, was a bold and dashing driver. She had never taken a test, and had a fine contempt for traffic laws. Much later I remember the Humber Hawk which replaced the Packard swooping from one side of the river road to the other as if on a dance-floor as the strains of the Blue Danube Waltz crackled from the radio, and her map-reading was rudimentary. ‘The roads go like spaghetti in my head,’ she explained.

         Dull though most Chapel House food was, few cooks can really spoil roast chicken, and this was our regular Sunday treat. ‘White or brown?’ Grandfather would enquire as he distributed the meat – a question largely redundant nowadays since there is little difference in colour between leg and breast of chicken – but before mass-production, the farmyard roosters we ate had long brown muscular legs like footballers. We used to clamour to be allocated the wish-bone which, when picked clean, would be returned to the warming cupboard to dry and later two children would hook their little fingers into either side of it and ceremoniously pull until it snapped. The pieces were then compared and if yours was the longer you closed your eyes and wished.

         
             

         

         Though we all inhabited the same house, children and grown-ups led parallel lives, and very little of the drama and turmoil of war penetrated nursery consciousness. Even when Uncle Oliver, who had survived the fighting at Dunkirk, was killed in Greece, our parents’ and grandparents’ distress was carefully concealed from us.

         Peter Fleming had asked Oliver to join him, together with a few other adventurous spirits backed up by a handful of Grenadier guardsmen, on a mission of sabotage as the Germans advanced on Athens, capturing trains, blowing up bridges and in other ways harassing the enemy, which they did with a good deal of success and enjoyment, until they were eventually forced to flee, along with the Legation staff, which included Oliver’s sister Nancy and brother-in-law Harold Caccia, with their young son and daughter.

         Packing and leaving in a hurry, they sailed from the Piraeus for Crete, moving by night and hiding on islands by day. Most of the party were picnicking ashore on the small island of Polyaigos when German planes spotted their caique in the harbour and repeatedly dive-bombed it, killing Oliver, who was on guard aboard, while Nancy and her children watched in horror from the shelter of a cave.

         Losing their youngest son was a terrible blow to my grandparents, and for weeks the grown-ups must have talked of little else, but so insulated were we children that no word that I can remember reached the ears of the nursery party. As far as we were concerned, the tragedy simply meant that our cousins, David and Clarissa Caccia, appeared one day like magic and were absorbed into the household.

         They were exciting technicolor newcomers in the quiet Welsh valley, sun-tanned to a deep apricot, against which their large pale blue eyes stood out startlingly. Their fair hair was bleached almost white by the Aegean sun, and they had a fund of thrilling stories about a world of which we knew nothing.

         Though much the same age – David younger than Gerry but older than me, Clarissa younger – they were far better than us at running and jumping, and instead of a nanny they were attended by a tall sailor called David Yellowlees. Most exotic of all in my eyes, they had a smattering of demotic Greek. Soon they had me and Gerry counting to ten: ina, thea, tria, tesera… and singing anti-Government ditties learnt in faction-torn Greece:

         
            
               
                  Zito, zito, cucoides!

                  Zito, zito M and V!

                  Dirty water, compo tea/

                  Zito, zito, cucoides!

                  ELAS at the windows

                  Andartes on the wall,

                  They’ve pinched our ammunition,

                  We’re done for good and all!

               

            

         

         Our thoughtless chanting must have been horribly painful for Grandfather and Granny, but they never – as far as I remember – tried to stop us, nor raised more than the mildest protest as we put on the wind-up gramophone another favourite record with the refrain:

         
            
               
                  Oh, what a surprise for the Duce, the Duce,

                  He can’t put it over the Greeks.

                  Oh, what a surprise for the Duce, the Duce,

                  He’s had such a kick in the breeks!

               

            

         

         The last line seemed to us so uproariously funny that we would roll on the floor in hysterical laughter; and the moment it stopped would lift the arm back to play it over again, the triangular fibre needle grinding round relentlessly, until at long last it skidded across the grooves and ruined the track for good. 

         With five children in the house, the nursery party split into the Big Ones – Gerry, David, and me – who did lessons every morning with the two governesses. Miss Cover for me and Gerry, Miss Oldershaw, aka ‘Oshie’, for David, and were occasionally allowed to lunch in the dining-room, and the Little Ones – Clarissa and Olivia. I remember very clearly the moment when I learned to read. Everything suddenly fell into place and I thought, So that’s how it works! Why didn’t anyone say so before?

         The Little Ones, meanwhile, remained in the charge of the current Nanny and the naughty, flighty, irrepressible nursery-maid, Florence. She was thin, freckled and star-struck, adored going to the flicks, as she called the cinema, sang, I’m Forever Blowing Bubbles… and It’s Foolish but it’s Fun and, with comb, water and kirbigrips, tried unavailingly to put waves in our straight, floppy hair.

         Florence was one of a large family and, aged fourteen, already had a boyfriend. He would call at the kitchen door on her day off and carry her away on his motorbike while we watched enviously from the nursery window. She paid no heed to the frequent scoldings she got from Cook and the governesses, but one evening when we were having our bath, her fecklessness went too far. Hearing the scrunch of wheels on gravel in the front drive, she scrambled on to the high tiled windowsill to see who had arrived, and the movement caught my grandfather’s eye as he got out of the car.

         He looked up and waved in a friendly way, whereupon Florence ducked out of sight so hastily that she toppled backwards into the bath on top of us, cracking her skull on the rim.

         ‘She’d a lump on her head the size of a turkey egg,’ Cook reported to Nanny with ghoulish relish. Whether she was subsequently sacked or gave notice I don’t know, but as far as we were concerned that was the end of her. As we grew older and took to riding bicycles and ponies, life seemed to be one long round of minor injuries. David was the most adventurous and accident-prone. He couldn’t see a tree without wanting to climb it, or a stream without falling into it, and his elbows and knees were always patched with grubby Elastoplast.

         ‘The falling was all right, it was the landing that hurt,’ he would say stoically when someone sympathised with his latest crash. He was a one-off – a true original – and from an early age an outstanding mimic and raconteur in the Peter Ustinov tradition, doing all the accents and noises with tremendous brio. He also had the useful knack of making the grown-ups laugh, thereby deflecting criticism or punishment. With fascinated dread, my mother once watched him, at the age of five, plodding round Chapel House in his gumboots with a stone in his hand, squaring up to each window in turn and drawing back his arm as if about to hurl his missile, then lowering it and moving on to the next tempting target.

         ‘Why were you doing that?’ she asked when she managed to collar him, and he said he wanted to know what it would sound like.

         I found him wholly captivating, and the my first-ever reversal in love came when we were splashing through puddles on the valley road, with Nanny Price pushing Olivia’s pram fifty yards behind, on an afternoon when it was too wet to play in the garden. I asked him to marry me and to my consternation and distress he refused, explaining that later on I would meet someone I liked better than him and (this was the bit that really hurt) he would find someone he liked more than me. I remember the horrible hollow feeling of jealousy in the pit of my stomach, but I didn’t believe him and continued my secret hopes.

         Like most girls at that time, I yearned to be a boy. Not only were Gerry and David older than me, but they seemed to have all the fun, and one would have had to be blind not to notice that they were Granny’s favourites. It rankled that when Grandfather brought home two golden sovereigns, they were presented to the boys, mounted on cards inscribed: Granny’s wish is quickly told, Be like St George, be good as gold, while Clarissa, Olivia and I got nothing.

         Even in the matter of clothes, the boys got preferential treatment. We were not a dressy family and most of the time both sexes wore identical blue Aertex shirts and grey shorts with plimsolls in summer. But come wintertime the boys were kitted out in splendid shiny black boots with little yellow tags at the back, while I had to wear boring lace-ups. On one occasion, I kicked up such a fuss in the shoe-shop in Builth that, much to the disapproval of the proprietor, Mr Eadie, Mummy bought me boots, too, and I wore them proudly though I found them stiff, heavy, uncomfortable, and inclined to rub my heels, just as Mr Eadie had predicted. 

         Below the house a broad terrace of flagstones – deadly slippery when wet – stretched the length of its facade. A flight of steps led down past two more grass terraces separated by a flowerbed, the whole forming the obstacle known to us as the Whee-air jump. ‘Doing the Whee-air’ was a rite of passage which we all undertook with varying degrees of dread. You had to screw your courage to the sticking-point and leap boldly out from the upper grass terrace, over the roses, and land with a tooth-rattling thump on the grass at the bottom, and any child who started the run and then ‘refused’ at the last moment suffered irretrievable loss of face, no matter how convincing his or her excuses.

         Sipping their drinks in wooden garden armchairs on the sunny terrace, the grown-ups used to encourage us to hurl ourselves over the drop in a way that might surprise parents nowadays. I suppose they thought it was a good way for children to let off steam. Though I never really enjoyed the nervous anticipation of launching off or the shock of landing, I did love the resulting murmurs of approval and, except on the occasion when David rode his bicycle over the Whee-air, none of us ever suffered more than bumps and bruises.

         These in themselves were a bonus if the damage was deemed worthy of a smear of the delicious-smelling cure-all we called ‘Bermarderveen’, whose faint scent emanated from the wall-mounted medicine cupboard outside Granny’s bedroom. I guess it was arnica compounded with wintergreen and other healing herbs: a thick yellow grease which turned transparent as one rubbed it into the skin and brought instant relief.

         Later I discovered that this magical embrocation was the famous ‘Pomade Divine,’ expensive and difficult to obtain in those days, and therefore used very sparingly. You needed to suffer more than a common or garden grazed knee before you were taken upstairs to sit on the oak chest outside the linen cupboard, and the stopper was pulled from the greasy little container, which was shaped like a flat-bottomed bulb.

         Before it was applied, though, there was the grisly business of picking dirt and grit from the wound, during which moans and squeaks were given short shrift. ‘Worse things have happened at sea,’ was a recurring phrase, and even the most spectacular falls from the dour little solid-tyred Fairy Cycle on which we were taught before graduating to a proper bicycle were casually dismissed as ‘a bit of a smeller.’

         The grown-ups were always trying to toughen us up physically, no doubt feeling that if the country was invaded and we were forced to take to the hills, we ought to be prepared for hardship, but neither Gerry nor I was naturally hardy. As soon as we could read we preferred curling in an armchair with a book to building dens in the garden, and I think this was a disappointment to our mother, who had so passionately longed to be Tarzan of the Apes in her own childhood.

         ‘Run like a village child, not a governess!’ she would shout as we trotted about with our knees knocking together, and she made great efforts to improve our action with built-up insteps and, in the case of my sister Olivia, fearsome medieval-looking leg-irons which were supposed to straighten bandy legs.

         During the governesses’ reign, however, we saw little of either my mother or Aunt Nancy until six o’clock, when we would be brushed and scrubbed and buttoned into tidy clothes in order to spend a civilising hour in the drawing-room before bedtime.

         Feeling constrained and chilly in white socks, ballet pumps, and either a white silk dress smocked in red (my favourite) or a much-hated organdie number that prickled under the arms, we would be lined up on the stairs, told to behave, and then propelled through the opened door into the long low room set about with sofas and armchairs, a grand piano, two big black-and-gold Chinese cupboards adorned with golden dragons and brass locks that Granny had brought back from Pekin in 1936, glass-topped tables full of precious oddities and, on the far mantelpiece, a row of figurines of Chinese musicians which were supposed to have come from a princess’s tomb.

         You had to move with care in the drawing-room, because there were so many things to trip or knock over. The grown-ups would have finished their tea from the double-decked trolley, but there might well be delicate sandwiches or a rather dry cake left over beside the slop bowl and silver teapot. Granny would be sitting on the sofa beside the fire, carefully adding milk and sugar to a saucer of weak tea for each of the Siamese cats, Proust and Pooh-Hi, who sprawled elegantly on blue silk cushions with gold fringes, their long chocolate-gloved paws stretched out before them. 

         Proust was the elder, and actually belonged to my father, but sharing his life with my mother’s dogs, Chinky the stroppy wire-haired terrier and Brioni, aka ‘Boney,’ the Dalmatian, would not have suited him, and when Daddy married, Proust preferred to continue his luxurious existence at Chapel House throughout the war years. By the time I remember him, he must have been ten or eleven, dark for a Siamese, and with a placid careworn expression. Solid of figure and stately of pace, he was perfectly prepared to let children lie close beside him while they tried to imitate his deep rumbling purr. We thought that was why he was called Prrroust, and were later surprised to discover his name’s true origin.

         His companion, Pooh-Hi, was very different – lighter in colour, frame, and temperament, quick-moving and unlikely to let children near enough to stroke him. He would leap to the back of the sofa if you so much as stretched out a yearning hand, and glower at you with blazing blue eyes, daring you to come closer. All his love was reserved for Granny. A true one-woman cat, he dogged Granny’s footsteps about the house and garden, and chatted to her in his plaintive Oriental yowl. He was even allowed to curl up at the foot of her bed.

         He, too, was wary of Mummy’s dogs. She had trained Chinky to shut a door by flinging his solid little body at it in the hope of dislodging a sugar lump balanced on the handle. It was not a very labour-saving trick, since you had to get up in order to position the sugar lump before ordering Chinky to perform, but he loved doing it and both Granny and the Siamese cats used to flinch at the resulting bang. At Chapel House, their expressions said, doors should be closed soundlessly.

         Boney the Dalmatian was tall and handsome and supposed to be utterly brainless, but when we lived in London his wits were sharp enough to recognise the butcher’s boy’s whistling as he hurried down the street with his big wicker basket, delivering meat. The boy would ring each bell and place the order on the windowsill, but before the householder came to the door, Boney would make a lightning raid and be away round the corner with the chops or sausages in his jaws. He had an even more uncultured predilection for lifting his leg on any upright, sentient or non-sentient, that he passed – once, to Mummy’s consternation, on the line of waitresses holding trays just inside Lyons Corner Shop. Horrified, but nearly helpless with laughter, she described the way each black-stockinged leg lashed out in fury as Boney anointed it, while she hurried on pretending he was nothing to do with her.

         Like many Dalmatians, he was hard of hearing and difficult to train. It was impossible to know whether his disobedience resulted from deafness or sheer natural bloody-mindedness, but in either case it was the cause of his premature death, knocked down in the road by a car.

         Back in the drawing-room at Chapel House, shining and slicked, we would be kissed and briefly admired before Mummy and Aunt Nancy found some excuse to leave on affairs of their own, telling us to be good and to play quietly with the Big Toys, which were kept in the Chinese cupboards. These were pretty basic. Various board games and large-format books, a babyish wooden roundabout, and a box of large wooden blocks and planks of various sizes, from which a child of architectural bent could build the houses of rather brutalist design shown on the lid.

         We preferred to stack them higher and higher in tottering towers, for the fun of hearing them crash when a vital support was removed – at least the boys did. I was drawn like a magnet to the beautiful pea-green gipsy caravan, with shafts and a swingle-tree, and a removable roof. It had dear little furniture inside and was pulled by a thick-set wooden horse we called Bonny, and I was horribly chagrined when one day it disappeared, given to a neighbour’s child who was dying of leukaemia.

         Gerry had a good treble voice, and would sometimes sing while Granny accompanied him at the grand piano, her stubby be-ringed fingers totally assured on the complicated black-looking chords of Victorian favourites like The Lordly Ones and The Last Rose of Summer.

         Then the wall-mounted grand-daughter clock would chime the half-hour and it would be time to read. This was much the best bit of our drawing-room time. Granny would sit on the sofa with her back supported by a drum-shaped Chinese bolster and her legs covered by a fringed shawl, because the little Bratt Colman fireplace gave only minimal heat, and we would sit or lie on the hearth rug while she worked steadily through The Wind in the Willows, both the Jungle Books and the Just So Stories, Charlotte M Yonge’s Dove in the Eagle’s Nest and The Little Duke and many more I don’t remember, reading clearly with each word beautifully pronounced, never skipping, never hurrying, and continuing until she reached a suitable break-off point even when half-heard sighs and scuffling behind the door indicated that the nannies had come to fetch us to bed.

         As petrol became scarcer, my mother’s thoughts turned to pony-power. She bought a two-wheeled, round bodied ‘tub’ cart in a ruinous condition, had it done up and smartly painted black and yellow, and picked up from somewhere a set of harness to fit an animal between 12 and 13 hands high. There was no shortage of beautiful, spirited, Welsh ponies with attractively dished faces and legs like deer available for between £10 and £20 in Hereford market; the trouble was that most of them were straight off the hill and wild as hawks.

         After a flighty black mare appropriately named Blackbird had kicked over the traces and smashed the front panel of the tub, and her successor, Nutmeg, had bolted on the main road when her driver took a handkerchief from her pocket, Mummy gave up the dream of bowling around the Wye Valley road behind a swift-stepping well-mannered driving-pony, and settled instead for a shiny, chunky little black five-year-old named Micky. He had very neat short ears, which barely poked above his bushy mane, a chiselled face and large kind eyes. Best of all, it was claimed by the vendor that any child could ride him.

         Well, maybe – provided he or she was superglued to the saddle, but merely sitting on is not the same as being in control, and Micky was very hard to stop. At an early age he had taken part in local ‘flapping races,’ where the contestants are handicapped by distance rather than weight, which had fired his competitive spirit to such a degree that a jointed snaffle was no more use in his mouth than a wisp of hay.

         In rapid succession Mummy tried out all the bits in my uncle Trevor’s tackroom – pelham, Kimblewick, gag and so on – but the only one to make any impression on Micky’s iron mouth was a straight-barred Liverpool with long cheeks and a tightish curb. In this Gerry could control him most of the time, but in common with most boys he disliked feeling he couldn’t stop when he wanted, and it was several years before he and Micky really saw eye to eye.

         He was also reluctant to be caught in the field, though for some reason he would – if sufficiently bribed – always come to me. The trick was to avoid looking him in the eye as you approached. Humans, with forward vision, are predators who stare at their chosen prey. A horse, whose best defence is flight, has widely-spaced side-set eyes so that he can watch all round for attackers and long experience has taught him that anyone who stares fixedly at him is up to no good.

         When close to one another, with no need to neigh or whinny, horses communicate by very small movements of the lips, and I found if I looked at Micky’s muzzle rather than his eyes, and sort of drifted obliquely towards him rather than marching up purposefully – while concentrating on the kind of simple thoughts that occupy horses’ brains: Food. Good. Safe, and so on, to counter his own negative reflections which probably focused on Danger, Pain and Exertion – he would approach cautiously and, with his weight still braced backwards ready for instant flight, stretch out his nose towards my handful of oats.

         I would spin these out as far as I could, while he gradually became more confident, and slowly pivot until we were both facing the same way and I could slip the leadrope over his neck. Once haltered, he was quiet and obliging, and though I knew perfectly well that it was the oats he loved, not me, it gave me a great buzz to be the only child who could be sure of catching him.

         No-one feeds ponies oats nowadays. It is recognised as a sure way to send them scatty, like pumping children full of fizzy drinks. But before the invention of pony-cubes and balanced equine nutrition, we used to stuff them with as many as we could scrounge from the cart horses’ and hunters’ rations. Oats would cascade from my pockets when I undressed, much to the annoyance of the housemaids, and we never made the connection between this unsuitably high-octane diet and the ponies’ erratic behaviour.

         Nor were we ever formally taught to ride. Mummy’s method was to put a child on a pony and lead it about, first on foot, then from a horse. When it seemed to be getting tired of being constrained, she would dispense with the leading-rein and – hey presto! – the child could ride. We never wore any kind of head protection – nobody did in those days unless they were showing or hunting. A penny would be placed between each knee and the saddle, and if you still had it there at the end of the ride, you were allowed to keep it. As a result, we rode like monkeys up sticks, gripping hard with our knees and hardly using our seat or lower legs at all. Bad habits acquired as a child have resisted all my efforts to eradicate them, and even today I feel most at ease on horses that closely resemble Micky.

         He would, no doubt, have been a very different character without the oats, but as it was, in his rather hepped-up condition, he was great fun for a lightish grown-up like Mummy to ride on the hill – lively, tireless, sure-footed, and extremely sharp. Even on the steepest slope he always had a leg or two to spare.

         He was the classic type of old-fashioned Welsh pony, in the mould of early champions like Starlight of Grove, much cobbier than today’s show ponies, but since judges tended to be gentlemen of riper years, Micky was a favourite at local shows, and though he considered jumping a mug’s game and preferred to keep his nice round feet firmly on the ground, he was brilliant at gymkhanas, particularly bending races, snaking round the end pole so slippily that his rider risked being shot over his shoulder.

         About the time we acquired Micky, I had had the luck to inherit our cousins’ pony Mincepie at the end of a glittering career in the Cotswolds. One after the other, she had carried Libby, Robbie, Jenny and John Lawrence to glory in Pony Club and hunting field, and when they all finally outgrew her she was far too much part of the family to sell. She was small, dark, long-tailed and fiery, and wore a pad saddle secured (more or less) by a crupper, though she was expert at blowing out her belly when you did up the girth, so unless checked later it had a horrid habit of sliding round and depositing you on the ground. She was well over twenty when she transferred to our branch of the family, but still a great goer who, despite stiffening joints, would cat-jump small obstacles with tremendous brio, though whether she and her rider landed together was largely a matter of luck.

         The foothills of Mynydd Eppynt rose steeply behind Chapel House. A rough winding track skirted the fields belonging to Abernant Farm, and where it forked you had the choice of continuing uphill over a couple of shaley shoulders to the farm called Alltmawr, or turning left across a stream and up through a still steeper wooded slope to its neighbour, Pentwyn. 

         Not that there was much to see when we got there. If they happened to be outside in the farmyard, plucking chickens, chopping wood or tending stock in their faded cotton dresses and sacking aprons, heavy stockings and cracked leather boots, Mrs Williams Alltmawr and Mrs Price Pentwyn would respond politely to our greeting and duck back indoors as soon as they decently could, while the farmer himself stared at us with rheumy pale-blue eyes as if we were beings from another world. There was a high incidence of goitre in the area, caused by lack of iodine, and with most able-bodied young men and women away at the war, those that remained were often simple-minded (or, as it was tactfully called, ‘delicate’) hapless victims of centuries of in-breeding.

         Landscape and farming practices had scarcely changed since the days of George Borrow. In an era of agricultural depression and scarce manpower, Welsh hill-farming meant subsistence living of a kind that is almost unimaginable today – perhaps the nearest equivalent would be Romania at the time of Ceaucescu, but without the sunshine. Despite beautiful views on every side, the climate of mid-Wales could only be described as depressing, as all-year-round Atlantic weather systems brought heavy rain and dumped much of it in the Wye Valley.

         ‘We do reckon,’ an old carpenter once said gently to Mummy, ‘that we do have nine months winter and three months middling weather.’

         How right he was. Year after year, a wet summer ruined the hay, and constant rain rotted wooden posts and rusted wire until the fences would hardly keep a cow in, let alone those incorrigible escapers Welsh mountain sheep. Tractors were few and far between in those days before the little grey Fergie 20 revolutionised farm work, and most of the power on a typical hill farm was still provided by a single carthorse with, perhaps, a Welsh cob to work in double harness when needed, or take the family to market.

         To Alltmawr or Pentwyn and back was about as far as children cared to walk – in fact I always loathed forcing my legs uphill and could never decide which was worst: the long gradual slope to Alltmawr or the short steep struggle to Pentwyn – but nannies and governesses were united in their view that no afternoon was complete without a walk. I suppose they reckoned it would cut down on mischief in the evening. 

         Ponies, however, extended our range considerably and gave us a whole new governess-free territory to explore. In a matter of twenty minutes or so, Gerry and I could ride up to the hill gate – previously the ultimate boundary – and discover beyond it an unbroken expanse of undulating open country stretching as far as eye could see, its ancient turf quilted by wind and snow into firm, springy cushions, and its great tracts of bracken or heather intersected by alluring green tracks. These were former drove roads, part of the great network of mountain trails whose soft surface was kind to the hoofs of cattle making the long trek to market, years ago; and little by little we learned where they led until we could ride with fair confidence over the hill to Builth – say – or Erwood in the other direction, or even to watch the sheepdog trials at Cwmowen, which really did seem the back of beyond, and avoid the main road along the river.

         A few years later this became important to me when Mincepie went to the great Hunting-Field in the Sky and Mummy bought me a charming gentle blue-roan Exmoor with a fluttery ginger muzzle called Sally, a perfect child’s pony in every respect except for her ineradicable fear of lorries. Taking Sally to the blacksmith in Builth was an anxious business, because even if you rode over the hill, the last mile to the forge took you through the back streets right into the centre of town, where you were almost bound to meet one of her bugbears.

         As soon as she saw it, her head would go up, her muscles would tense, and her eyes would start to roll while I signalled urgent appeals to the driver to switch off his engine. If the monster fell silent, Sally would – with much legging and urging – eventually agree to pass it, but if it didn’t, she would either rush into the nearest garden, alleyway or shop, or whip round and bolt back the way she had come. Even with Micky between her and the lorry, she could not overcome her terror, and I was always thankful to get her inside the high corrugated-iron walls surrounding the forge where the lorries could not trouble her.

         Oh, the hours we used to spend waiting for our ponies to be shod! Whole mornings would go by as we perched uncomfortably among the broken implements and heaps of worn-out shoes, trying not to mind that Charlie Evans the blacksmith seemed to be attending to everyone else’s needs before ours, though to be fair it was probably more important for him to finish mending some vital bit of farm machinery than making shoes for children’s ponies.

         Men in trilby hats and flat caps would drift in and out of the forge, chatting and laughing, and Charlie, his high-arched eyebrows and turned-up nose giving him a look of perpetual surprise, would blow up his fire and put down his hammer, and join in the gossip, while we fidgeted silently, not daring to go shopping in Builth in case we got pushed even farther down the queue of customers.

         When at last he did get around to dealing with our ponies, he made the shoes from scratch, like a proper craftsman. No ready-made cold-shoeing for him. He would cut, heat, hammer, and bend the fullered bars of iron on his anvil, the rapid hammerstrokes bouncing and ringing, then carefully shape them to the pared hoof, not the other way round, while I would silently prayed that the pony (chilled and bored from the long wait), would not disgrace me by snatching her hoof away and knocking over the tripod. Charlie was teetotal and a pillar of the Methodist Church, and would never have sworn in front of children, but if a pony was obstreperous he would stand back with his hands on his hips, and blow out his lips in disgust, and say he wouldn’t be able to finish if she didn’t behave better.

         It was a fearful threat, but luckily never carried out. At long last the job would be done, the four neat hoofs finished with a slick of tarry-smelling oil, and I would fish from my jodhs pocket the ‘five bob a leg’ he charged for a full set, and go out to face the lorries again.

         Riding on the hill was not without its hazards, but they were natural ones. It was very easy to lose your way amid those continuous false horizons and tussocky ponds which all looked very much alike. There were bogs, and rabbit-holes into which a galloping pony might put a hoof, and sometimes a bossy little Welsh stallion would leave his bunch of mares and foals and trot over, with wild mane flying and plumed tail held high, to fancy Sally and squeal angrily at Micky.

         We would hurry on our way, knowing he would not pursue us very far; and we soon learnt that if a mist came down to blot out the landmarks, the ponies were as good as compasses and could be relied on to find their way home.

         Children on their own are usually pretty cautious, and in fact on both the occasions when we got into serious difficulty on the hill Mummy was with us – indeed, most of the trouble was directly attributable to her.

         I remember it was an unusually fine warm April afternoon when we rode up to the lake called Pant-y-llyn, with my mother on a hunter called Lucky Lark, borrowed from our great-uncle Trevor, who lived at Abernant. In the middle of the lake were a number of marshy islands, white with noisily-nesting gulls, and Mummy was inspired to strip to her underclothes and half-wade, half-swim out to the nearest, in quest of their delicious pink-yolked eggs.

         Holding her horse and our ponies on the bank, Gerry and I watched in growing alarm as she began to swim from one island to the next, her head a mere blob among the dancing ripples. From time to time we’d see a pale flash as her arm reached into a nest, abstracted an egg, then tested it in the water. If it was fresh, it would sink. If it floated, it was certainly addled or contained a chick near hatching. Selecting suitable eggs took a long time, and we became increasingly anxious as she went ever farther from the shore.

         We were both rather short-sighted, and what with the dazzle of sun on the water it was difficult to keep her in view; but eventually we had to recognise that the head was no longer visible. Mummy had vanished. We looked at each other in dismay, wondering what to do. We couldn’t let go of the horses and there was nothing to tie them to. Nor could either of us swim that far.

         The sun went in, a chilly wind blew, the ponies fidgeted and tugged at the reins, and we stood there in frozen indecision.

         Then Gerry said, ‘There she is!’

         I saw it, too. A confused splashing on the edge of one of the islands, a faint halloo, and to our huge relief we saw Mummy haul herself out of the water and collapse among the rushes. She lay there, pummelling her legs, trying to get up and falling down again.

         After what seemed an age she stood up and waved to us. We caught the one word, ‘…Back,’ and saw her lower herself into the water. With hearts in our mouths, we watched her swim slowly and splashily towards us, and Gerry thrust all the reins into my hands and waded deep into the water to help pull her out. His clothes were soaked when they both staggered up the bank, and Mummy’s arms and legs were mottled green and red in patches, like condemned meat fed to lions at the zoo, and she shivered convulsively. We tried to dry her off with heather, but it was too scratchy, and gorse was plainly not an option, but after a bit she managed to pull on her clothes and began to look more herself.

         ‘I got cramp. Too silly! But look…’ And she showed us the clutch of little greeny-khaki eggs she had brought back, knotted into a big spotted handkerchief.

         ‘Don’t tell Granny. She’s got enough to worry about,’ she said as we rode home; but of course by degrees the story came out. After constant re-telling it became enshrined in family lore as a rather jolly adventure, but I remember the whole episode was very frightening.

         
             

         

         Muffled echoes of the war reached the nursery from time to time. I don’t think there was any deliberate policy of keeping children in the dark; merely the general assumption that we wouldn’t be able to understand why people in uniform kept coming and going, or where Daddy was fighting, so there was no point in trying to explain. The words ‘Sidi Barani,’ ‘Monty,’ and ‘Alamein’ gradually penetrated our consciousness, however, and one Sunday there was extra praying in church, and we were told Daddy had helped win an important victory and had been made a Colonel.

         With St Mauritius’ Church actually inside the perimeter of the garden, there was no escaping its fortnightly services, (‘Singing communia – hell of a row,’ remarked Olivia, aged 3, when asked where Granny was) but along with the inevitable boredom of sitting still and quiet, there were compensations. Not only were the boys allowed to ring the bell and take round the little red felt collection bags, but we were all encouraged to invade the tiny vestry and count the proceeds, heaping coins – there were never notes – into little stacks and checking and re-checking one another’s totals before the Rector filled in the Church Attendance ledger.

         We sat on the narrow polished benches of the high-sided ‘loose-box’ at the back of the church, hidden from the rest of the congregation, and free to play cards or jacks or read whatever we had managed to smuggle into the pew. From time to time one of us would stand on the seat to see how things were going, or a burst of giggling would bring a parent or nanny to haul out the offender and make him or her sit in an ordinary pew under supervision.

         There was much that puzzled me about Church, but questions were not encouraged. Why, for instance, was Jesus always in such jolly spirits – ‘Merrily, merrily I say unto you’ – when his subject matter was plainly serious in nature? Why should an unfortunate lamb be killed so that its blood would wash away your sins? It sounded very much like putting the blame on someone else, and everyone knew that blood stained: you couldn’t wash with it. Why should anyone but a cannibal want to eat His flesh and drink His blood? I thought – and still do – the whole idea bizarre and revolting, and was thankful that children were not obliged to go up to the altar rail. Those sinister little discs looked all too like dried skin, and if I’d had to eat one I would have been sick on the spot.

         But I enjoyed the hymns, however silly the words, especially when I was allowed to turn the pages for Granny at the wheezing, temperamental harmonium. She and Miss Jones Alltmawr played the voluntary and hymns at alternate services, their faces rapt and feet pedalling furiously. So anxious was I not to miss the quick nod indicating the turn that I often muffed it and flicked over the page several bars too early. It was nervous work.

         Grandfather read the Old Testament lesson, taking off the spectacles which seemed a part of his face in order to focus on the small black print. His enormous memory encompassed whole books of Paradise Lost, and all Shakespeare’s Sonnets, but he also had a taste for doggerel, and was apt to indulge it to commemorate family events – hence that heroic ballad How Grandma Lost Her Knickers When She Went To See The King, (set to the tune of The Wearing of the Green) and My Wife’s a Cushion-Plumper, A Picker-Up and Thumper, and he composed verses of a vaguely Biblical nature to amuse us thus: Joshua the son of Nun/And Caleb the son of Gefunneh/Were the only two/Who ever got through/To the Land of Milk and Honey.

         Being a Yorkshireman, he made a point of retaining the short ‘a’, so:

         
            
               
                  Goliath of Gath

                  Stood in the path

                  When poor little David came by. 

                  He took out his sling

                  And gave it a fling

                  And hit the old fool in the eye.

               

            

         

         One Sunday he abandoned Scripture, and his verse had a triumphant ring:

         
            
               
                  All you people, do you know?

                  Daddy’s won the DSO.

                  First he crossed the ocean wave,

                  Then he was extremely brave,

                  And with all his shells and guns

                  Pounded those disgusting Huns!

               

            

         

         The citation put it rather differently, but the substance was the same. As the Allies battled their way up the spine of Italy towards the narrow pinchpoint of Monte Cassino, where the Germans had taken over the monastery and sited their guns to command the approaches, Daddy had crouched for days in a dangerous forward position, directing the fire of the Royal Horse Artillery guns where its could do most damage. After a prolonged struggle, the monastery was flattened and the German guns silenced, and Daddy’s bravery recognised with the award of the Distinguished Service Order.

         Not long afterwards, when the identical twins Adam and David Block won identical awards, Mummy’s congratulations were in the same vein:

         
            
               
                  All you people, run and flock,

                  Here we have the brothers Block

                  In battle they have won their fame,

                  And added glory to their name.

                  When to Buck Palace they both go

                  To fetch their well-won DSO,

                  The King will have a bit of trouble,

                  Think that he is seeing double.

                  Say, as he scratches royal pate,

                  ‘Do I do this in duplicate?’

                  ‘Nay, Sire,’ they’ll say, ‘Survive the shock,

                  For here we have the brothers Block, 

                  Alike in size and shape and girth,

                  Two of the finest chaps on earth!’

               

            

         

         Despite her energy and ready wit, Mummy believed in keeping children on a tight rein. She liked them to be a) busy, and b) useful, and the last lines of Once in Royal David’s City – ‘When like stars, thy children crowned/All in white shall wait around,’ used to provoke a derisive snort.

         ‘Not if I’m there, they won’t!’ she would mutter.

         We were kept in our place quite strictly, and disrespectful remarks were slapped down with a crushing, ‘Don’t be pert’. We were not allowed to question her decisions, and explanations were kept to a minimum.

         Aunt Nancy could be just as fierce.

         ‘You know, Mummy,’ David once began helpfully, ‘women like you and Granny with short thick necks should always…’

         ‘Stop right there,’ ordered his mother. ‘I see no future in that sentence.’ And so we never heard what women with short thick necks should always do.

         Real naughtiness – scribbling on walls with lipstick, telling lies, peeing in the sandpit – brought a spanking with the back of Mummy’s Mason Pearson hairbrush, which stung even through the overworked pair of Austrian lederhosen passed around between us. Worse than the discomfort – one could hardly call it pain – was the gruesome anticipation as one waited in one’s bedroom for the footsteps of the avenging angel, hearing sobs and howls from other rooms as justice was dispensed.

         Actually retribution was often far from just. Gerry was spanked along with the rest of us for the sandpit episode, although he was completely blameless and, indeed, had warned us not to do it. But having decided that some crime merited a spanking, I think Mummy just gritted her teeth and punished guilty and innocent alike, rather as Dr Keate, the Flogging Headmaster of Eton, beat the entire confirmation class he found gathered outside his door under the misapprehension that they were defaulters.

         Punishment – or escaping it – was largely a matter of luck. One summer evening after a long drive the Caccias and I raced down to the river, leaving Gerry to help Mummy unpack the car. There, tied to its mooring alongside a croy projecting into the smooth dark water of the Boat Pool, was Uncle Trevor’s fishing-boat, newly painted a beautiful green.

         We climbed into it and pretended we were shipwrecked sailors for a time. Then we got out the oars and pretended to row, and presently David untied the tow-rope and said, ‘Let’s go across to the other side and explore.’

         It seemed a marvellous idea. He pushed off and gave me one oar while he took the other, and Clarissa sat in the middle, but rowing was much more difficult than we expected. We couldn’t make the boat go straight.

         ‘Come back!’ shouted Gerry, who had been sent to fetch us for supper, but already the boat was out of control, sweeping downstream at a frightening speed, David and I were struggling to turn it, and Clarissa was screaming.

         ‘We’re going to drown! These are our last moments!’

         Brutally I whacked her on the head with my oar and she flattened herself in the bottom of the boat. We had left the relative calm of the Boat Pool and were going sideways down a wide strong run known as the Woodstream, unable to point the bows across the current. Not far ahead we could see broken water with rocks sticking out.

         We flailed away with the oars, desperately trying to get beyond the full force of the current, sometimes catching a crab and sprawling backwards, sometimes dipping so deep that the oar wouldn’t move at all. David stood up and tried to pole like a gondolier, but the water was too deep and he nearly went overboard. We were pretty well exhausted and in despair when the boat suddenly slid into smooth water, grounding on gravel just a few yards from the Radnorshire bank.

         On the Breconshire side, Gerry had run downstream to keep level with us. He yelled through cupped hands, ‘Pull – it – back – up,’ and though we couldn’t actually hear the words, gestures got his point across. Somehow or other we were going to have to cross again, and if we started from the place where we had grounded, and the same thing happened, we would certainly be swept into those jagged rocks.

         With all three of us heaving at the mooring rope, we managed to wade and drag the boat upstream until we were opposite the croy where we had embarked on this foolish voyage, and with hearts in mouths we began the return trip.

         I don’t remember this as being nearly so frightening or difficult. Perhaps the swirl of the current was more favourable, because although I was now so tired I could hardly row with my oar, it seemed only a few minutes before Gerry, up to his waist in water, had seized the gunwale and was hauling us into the bank.

         ‘You idiots,’ he said. ‘Look how you’ve scraped the paint. Uncle Trevor will be furious.’

         Chastened and soaked, we staggered up to Chapel House, hoping to get inside unnoticed, but our mothers were enjoying a drink in the loggia and spotted us at once. ‘What’s happened?’ they shrieked in unison, and there was nothing for it but to confess. Then the lottery element of punishment kicked in.

         Gerry and I were scolded, spanked, and sent to bed without supper. David and Clarissa were scolded, spanked and sent to apologise to Uncle Trevor. He was a daunting figure and set in his ways – the quintessential cavalry colonel, tall, thin, upright, moustached, a Master of Foxhounds and lifelong bachelor who was never at ease with children at the best of times, and when he understood that his boat had been taken without permission – and damaged – he was indeed furious.

         ‘He swore – horribly!’ reported Clarissa, saucer-eyed and shaken.

         But when Gerry and I were sent to Abernant after breakfast next morning to apologise, Uncle Trevor had completely recovered his temper. He offered us toast and marmalade and hardly mentioned the boat at all. It just went to show the truth of one of Mummy’s favourite sayings: ‘Life’s not fair, and nobody ever said it was going to be.’

         It never occurred to me that she might dislike spanking us as much as we disliked being on the receiving end. There was a great gulf between grown-ups and children at that time, and we found it difficult to believe that our elders had feelings.

         We were seldom warned and certainly not invited to contribute our opinion on future plans, however closely they concerned us. One evening when we were fetched from the drawing-room, instead of being put to bed, Gerry and I were surprised to be bundled into a car and driven for several hours to a hospital in Cardiff. I remember holding my breath as long as I could when the little pink mask, like an inverted cup, was placed over my mouth and nose, and the noxious smell of ether when at last I was forced to inhale.

         I woke up with a cracking sore throat, having had my adenoids removed, but details of Gerry’s operation were concealed from me, though clearly it hadn’t been the same as mine because his throat was fine. For two days I lay in bed, eating ice-cream, and then – whoosh, swoop – without a word of warning we were whisked back to Chapel House.

         I don’t suppose we moved much more often than other families with fighting fathers, but it seemed to me that no sooner were we settled in one place than something would happen to uproot us again. More adventurous children would probably have enjoyed the excitement of new surroundings, but I was a conservative child who disliked change. Particularly I hated packing and unpacking, sudden orders to look for things I didn’t know where to find, the grime, cold, haste and tension of forcing possessions into boxes and overflowing suitcases and cramming these into overloaded cars, the endless waiting for grown-ups to be ready, so often followed by dashes back to the house to fetch things that had been left behind. I was, besides, miserably car-sick.

         So when one day Mummy announced that we were going away to live in Hertfordshire, I immediately began to argue.

         ‘We can’t! What about the ponies?’

         ‘We’ll take them with us.’ She tried to cheer me up. ‘We’re all going. The Caccias as well.’

         I wailed, ‘I don’t want to leave Chapel House.’

         ‘Don’t be silly. We’ll come back for holidays, but we need to be near London so Daddy doesn’t waste all his leave travelling.’

         Deep down I think I had always known that our life at Chapel House was too good to last, but I sensed she was in a mood for concessions. ‘Can I keep rabbits at the new house? Angora rabbits?’ I had seen the white powder-puff babies at the North Breconshire Show and fallen deeply in love with them.

         She hesitated for a long agonising moment, no doubt weighing up the considerable nuisance of adding captive rodents to her roll of dependants against the benefit of getting me on-side, and eventually nodded. ‘All right. But you’ll have to groom them and muck them out yourself.’

         ‘Oh, I will, I will!’

         The following week she got in touch with the rabbit breeder, and before we packed up to leave Chapel House for life at Much Hadham, Herts, two beautiful pure white does with red eyes and pink insides to their ears joined the household. They were full sisters, and I called them Snow White and Rose Red.
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