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The town is never over-run with trippers,


nor are its streets ever defiled by the vulgar or


the inane. Its inhabitants are composed,


for the most part, of well-to-do people who


naturally create social atmosphere tinged by


culture and refinement …


On its outskirts are many houses of the kind


that attract those members of the aristocracy


desirous of change of scene


after the ceaseless social duties of the


London season. Thus it may be taken for


granted that when London is ‘empty’ in


the society sense, Tunbridge Wells is


at its liveliest and best.




    





From Royal Tunbridge Wells:


The Official Guide, c.1923
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A BOUQUET FOR TUNBRIDGE WELLS 


by


J. C. Hall







Once, twice a year if work and funds permit it,


I board the quarter-to at Charing Cross


And diesel down on yet another visit


To my Good Place. Over the river, gross







Acres of brick wheel by, suburbs in flight.


Past Knockholt, the travelling sense anticipates


The first enormous tunnel – sudden night


(In the Steam Age a purgatory of smuts),







Then sudden daylight bursting on a world


Of hops and orchards. Soon, burrowing under Knole,


Another tunnel; then down the levelling Weald


To Tonbridge, printing works, a public school







I nearly went to. Ten minutes more, I’m there


At Tunbridge Wells’ odd station, battened down


In a sort of hooded cutting as if to spare


The Victorian sensibilities of the town.







Though London-born, my life was anchored here


For fifteen years. A fabled place, yet boasting


Few of the Great. Victoria held it dear,


Thackeray did some growing-up, Pepys coached in,







Tennyson hurried out. This roll provides


Most of the famous. Maybe one day my friend


Keith Douglas, born here, will make the Guides.


Poets are legion. Time sorts us in the end.










But if not men, parks glorify this town.


Calverley, Nevill, Camden (rich images


Of lives we sigh for), a Common leading down


Into the busy streets by hilly stages,







True rus in urbe. And so much still complete,


So little spoiled, so little rearranged.


Pure nostalgia? Not quite. What’s oversweet


Is harking back to something wholly changed.







Here forms survive, though all my kin are dead:


Our house, the boundary stream, the one-track line,


The bridge so low I start to duck my head,


St John’s Wort in the hedge, and up the lane







That summer ground, so rhododendron-proud,


Where Woolley (they said), in one tremendous basting,


Lifted his longest six – over the crowd


Into a coal truck rumbling down to Hastings.







Yes, my Good Place. And though old-fashioned bores


May shake their heads and say the chap’s not trusted,


Dear Tunbridge Wells, I sign this poem Yours


Faithfully, Very Truly – and not Disgusted.






















PREFACE





From two recent visits I came back quite reassured. I had expected something much worse. At least the outer shell of continuity appeared to remain intact, whatever lay underneath. The Pantiles looked tatty and rather forlorn; several of the shops under the arcade were empty. Jupps had gone, there was an Indian restaurant, the big toy-shop and Dust’s had disappeared. I even saw a violent drunk being led away, under the arcade, by two young policemen. I don’t know what my mother would have made of that. The big house on the corner of Grove Hill and Claremont Road, in which Miss Vian, the sister of the Admiral, had lived in my mother’s time, now proclaimed C N D messages from every groundfloor window and even from some upper-floor ones. The house next to it, once the home of Miss Meade-Waldo, one of my mother’s favourite Bridge partners, now demonstrated, from its windows, a violent hostility to blood sports. The Hickmott empire had now extended right up the left side of Grove Hill, almost to the level of the entrance to Calverley Park, engulfing on its way the big house in which Dr Wood had lived and practised. There was something suitable about that: the Hickmott brothers, the younger of whom had been at school with me, were undertakers, so they had been in the same area of skills as Dr Wood; the Hickmotts worked from the terminus, the doctor had worked further up the line. One of the little stone archers and his crocodile guarding the entrance to Camden Park had gone, but his little companion – now all on his own and without his bow and arrow – was still there. Nevill Park seemed as affluent as ever, the houses as big as ever, and none of them had been taken over by insurance companies. Poona Road was still unmade, and still deep in yellow mud. Mrs Phillips’ house overlooking the Happy Valley, in which the Basque children from Bilbao had been housed in 1938, and the German and Czech Jewish children, in 1939, had now become a hotel. The High Rocks looked frequented; but the little seat, facing the railway line, on which I had read about Carmen Silva, had been removed; and the footpath that had led from it through the woods under the overhanging rocks had been totally submerged in tall undergrowth. The Pulpit Tree was still in place, awaiting its preacher. A number of the smaller shops in the High Street had been replaced by estate agents, of which there appeared to be more than ever. There was a Spanish restaurant in Cumberland Walk. Lilac doors were beginning to appear down near Chapel Place. There were more antique-dealers than ever behind the Pantiles, an area now largely taken over by Pennink’s, a family well known to my mother from the Bridge table. As with Hickmott’s, I was glad of the evidence of a familiar name doing well.


The town looked somehow smaller, even Upper Grosvenor Road now seemed relatively close; but I found the Common more extensive than I remembered it, and the walk to the High Rocks and back by the Happy Valley quite tiring. A child’s scale of measurement and awareness of orientation can also be revealed subsequently as wildly inaccurate. If you grow up in a town and live in it for many years, you probably do not think of it in relation to the points of the compass. As Grove Hill, Mount Sion and Little Mount Sion were steep arid went uphill, when I went up them, if I gave the matter a thought at all, I supposed I was going north, for north would seem to spell out extra effort, while going downhill, because it was easier, would suggest going south. Once at the age of twelve I had acquired a bicycle, I could situate Tunbridge Wells in relationship to the surrounding countryside, but I could never be certain whether I was getting the town itself the right way up. I might even mentally have got it upside-down. For over forty years, I had felt that going up Grove Hill was going north, I could feel it was going north. In fact, I had got Tunbridge Wells askew, as if it had toppled over on its side. It was only on my most recent visit, while comparing my memory and the mental picture I had retained of a town that I believed I knew inside-out, with the sober, unblinking realities of an Ordnance map of the Maidstone District (it should have been headed the Tunbridge Wells District), that I discovered, to my surprise and chagrin, that Grove Hill ran uphill in an easterly direction. It was almost as if I had been suddenly betrayed by an old and trusted friend, all at once revealed as having kept back from me for years a rather disreputable secret. But, even with the benefit of a knowledge come by so late, after so many years of error, I still have difficulty in putting the town back on its proper base. I still think of Grove Hill as climbing north. Perhaps it does not matter. But it seemed necessary to readjust all the orientations in the text that relate to the various approaches to the town, even if this seemed a breach of faith with my childhood. Tunbridge Wells is back the right way up.


No doubt memory often plays tricks of this kind. I was never a scout and never had any reason to learn to use a compass. It was enough to know that the morning sun came into my mother’s dining-room and that the evening sun came in through the french windows of her drawing-room. I suspect that childhood memory often plays similar tricks. For myself, Frinton, where I was born, presented no problem; it was on the East Coast, the sea was to the east, Fourth Avenue could only extend inland, westwards. I found Le Havre and Aberystwyth similarly easy to come to terms with. But throughout my childhood, in my grandparents’ lifetime, I had always mentally placed their part of Colchester, the Hythe, at the southern end of the town, because you went down hill to get there. Looking at a map of the Colchester area four or five years ago, I was amazed – and dismayed – to discover that the Hythe was at the northern tip of the town. This time I had indeed got the place upside-down. Yet Colchester has a river which, though it did not neatly divide the. town, should have made things easier. There is no river in Tunbridge Wells. For that matter, for quite a long time, I thought of the Porte d’Orléans as being at the northern exit from Paris. I had got Paris upside-down too.


What all this no doubt amounts to is that children, as well as long-term residents, do not give much attention to the points of the compass. I doubt whether Geoff Limbury-Buse could have charted his daily walk to and from the Tunbridge Wells and Counties Club. Why should he have done? He knew how to get there, and how to get back home. Before making the necessary readjustments to the compass, I found, in re-reading my text, that I even suggested, in the section entitled ‘Figures in a Landscape’, that, in his mind, he may have got Tunbridge Wells the wrong way up, or at least askew. I had not realised at that stage, that I had got Colchester the wrong way up, and Tunbridge Wells tilted on its side. There must have been town-plans in both places, but a child, or, indeed, any resident, would not think of looking at them. He would carry the town-plan in his head. As far as I am concerned, Grove Hill still climbs up north, guarded at its northern extremity by the surviving little stone archer. Childhood memory is more important, even if it gets things out of focus, than the unthinking, unimaginative accuracy of a compass or a map. I wrote this book with Tunbridge Wells tilting over at ninety degrees from north to east. As far as I am concerned, it will go on tilting over.


The town appeared to be largely unchanged but, of course, nearly everyone my mother and I had known had long been dead. Walking through the familiar streets, even though they no longer went in a familiar direction, and seeing the familiar houses, most of them unchanged, including the lovely Walmer Cottage at the foot of Mount Sion, was like walking through a place, the inhabitants of which had been struck down: here was the house in which my aunt Emily had died, here even was the big balconied window of the room in which she had died. I could have filled so many of the houses, big and small, with their dead inhabitants, and I knew nothing of their living ones. I even wondered if there were any people – perhaps one or two of my contemporaries at Rose Hill – Pearmund, later a dentist, Hickmott, if he could take his mind off the dead and remember the living – in the town whom I would know or who would know me. So I was very glad to see the lady at the counter in the book section of Goulden & Curry, upstairs, standing in exactly the same spot as she had occupied throughout my childhood; Miss Woodhams is her name. She has worked in the shop for fifty-nine years. I was not, after all, a complete stranger, not a poor Joseph, back in his village, and shunned by all, as in l’Histoire du Soldat. What is more, she even recognised me.


This is a book about growing up in a predominantly middle-class community in the south-east in the twenties and thirties. I have set out to rediscover the security and the continuity of a society based on elaborate, if unstated, hierarchies of class relations of considerable subtlety. It is a study of a world of grown-ups as observed and partly understood by a child between the ages of 4 and 13, and of an increasing awareness of people and places during the years of adolescence and youth. It concerns my relations with my parents, with a retinue of aunts and uncles on my mother’s side, and with her extensive circle of middle-class friends; but I have made room, too, for my own small group of local eccentrics. I am attempting to illustrate a society both immensely self- confident and largely immune from class conflict and social tensions, and so one in which a rather frightened child could feel immensely secure. And this sense of security would be derived as much from place as from people, so I have set about rediscovering the many fixed itineraries followed not only by myself as a child, but also those of others encountered in the course of these movements within the town and well beyond its limits. Which people, where, and when: so, a chronicle also of habit and routine, shopping and leisure: an attempt to place moving figures in a habitual landscape. Politics seem always to hover at several removes away in a society which seemed largely apolitical and from which the outside world was for a long time successfully excluded. Every person in his or her place, every object in its place, the whole town breathing regularly to a predictable time-table, everything as it should be, a place that was safe and cherished and remembered as such, but also a place of wonder and constant discovery.


As on a previous occasion, when I wrote about my grandparents, my uncle and my cousin Daisy, in my essay ‘The House in the Hythe’, included in Places, edited by Ronald Blythe, and published in 1981, my grateful thanks go to my sister, Mrs L.F. Papé, who has been infinitely patient in answering my queries and in rummaging in the enormous storehouse of her memories of Tunbridge Wells in the twenties, from a height seven years taller than my own, and thus commanding a much wider terrain. I am grateful to Mr and Mrs James B. Mennell Jr for having brought back to my vivid recollection the doleful figure of the Black Widow, as she haunted the macadam paths of the Common and for having supplied me with information about the Blue Mantles Cricket Club and for having recalled my mother’s imperturbability during an Alert, engaged in planting seeds in her small front-garden. Mrs Mennell has also put me right on a number of points concerning the schools for girls in the town. I owe to my friend – and former pupil – Dr C.A. Bayly, Fellow of St Catharine’s College, Cambridge, and at one time an inhabitant of Vale Royal (behind Mount Ephraim), his recollections of Skinners’ School and of the tough country boys who walked there every day from villages as far distant as six or ten miles; he has also enriched me with his minute knowledge of the geology of the Common and of the fossils to be found near the Wellington Rocks. With Professor George Gillespie, Professor of German at University College, Cardiff, I share both a Salopian experience – we were in the same awful House and suffered under the same awful Housemaster – and residence in the Royal Borough. Through him, I discovered, for the first time, the populous areas of the town behind the Old Town Hall, an area in which the pubs are particularly numerous and those who frequent them are particularly friendly. Through Professor Gillespie I was able to meet a number of his colleagues, at one time, like himself, teachers at Skinners’. He also added a new dimension to the existence of the Baltic Sawmills, in the person of his beautiful Latvian wife, Marika. My friend and former pupil, Lord Michael Pratt, has offered me glimpses of the Tunbridge Wells neighbourhood from an angle totally unfamiliar to me, adding his own memorable physical presence and his unforgettable voice to my awareness of the mute presence of his family in so many of the streets and Parks of the town: Camden Park, as it were, fait personne. Mr Paul Beale, now of Loughborough, and a member of a long-established family that has contributed in the past to much of the building of the residential areas of Tunbridge Wells, has been tireless in providing me with details from his own recollections – he followed me both to Miss Lake’s and to Rose Hill – and those of his father, still a resident. He has also contributed to my knowledge of Goods Station Road. I had the good fortune of meeting Mrs Keith Douglas, the mother of the poet (a fellow Mertonian), at the party given in the Bodleian for the launching of the biography of her son, and she too was generous with her recollections as a long-term resident of one of the quiet roads behind the Pantiles.


I would like to take this opportunity of thanking most warmly Hugo Brunner, in his double capacity as editor and publisher. In the former, he has been ever-helpful with his suggestions and his encouragement; in the latter, he has brought to the necessarily close relations between author and publisher the extra quality of friendship. I have been most fortunate in both my editor and my publisher and each has been infinitely patient in guiding an often untidy typescript towards publication.


Both my friend, and former pupil, Roger Butler, and my wife, Margaret, have been very forbearing in listening to chosen passages from this book of sketches. Mr Butler felt that I had overpainted the Black Widow, so I took the hint, and toned her down. My wife could also spot traces of over-writing in certain extracts; and these, too, I have attempted to moderate. The greatest danger in writing one’s own childhood is a tendency to archness. As attentive and critical listeners, Roger Butler and my wife have been quick to detect possible traces of this. I think that, as a result, they have all been dealt with.




   





Wolvercote, February, 1983




   





The opportunity provided by a second printing has enabled me to correct some minor errors of fact and to include the poem ‘A Bouquet for Tunbridge Wells’ by my friend John Hall who very kindly sent it to me after reading the book. He had written it some months before.




   





November, 1983
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The silhouette is of the author, aged 8½ by his mother Dora Cobb
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1


THE APPROACH





The approach to Tunbridge Wells by train, especially from the direction of London, is unexpectedly dramatic, and was even more so in the days of steam. The train starts to slow up while passing through High Brooms, an area to the north of the town certainly never visited by the inhabitants of the watering-place, and said to be inhabited, at least in my time, by ‘very rough people’. Poor High Brooms! Even at the time of the General Strike, it had been completely dormant, the dailies, cooks and chars had turned up as usual, most of the buses had run, driven, like some of the trains, by the young bloods from Frant Road, Forest Road, Broadwater Down, Warwick Park, and the roads leading off Mount Ephraim. High Brooms was the object of silly jokes rather than one of foreboding and fear. But the good trains did not stop there, merely began to slow down. After skirting the Recreation Ground, still territory potentially dangerous, at least for middle-class children, the train entered a tube of mephistophelean darkness, shuddering in a mighty roar, to come to a halt at a platform just visible in a swirling fog of steam and soot. No sign of Tunbridge Wells; just a couple of steep wooden staircases (at one time displaying on each step the words ‘Carter’s Little Liver Pills’, I don’t know why, because the local waters were not for livers anyway) and, right at the top, after quite a climb, the barrier. The Central Station was in fact a suitable introduction to the many bizarreries that characterised the town, contributed to its uniqueness, and inspired in its more hardened residents a sort of amused affection. The station faced backwards, and was at two levels, so that passengers from London were greeted by the Traitor’s Gate of the two smoky stairways, as much as to say: ‘Just let this teach you not to come here again’, a point reinforced by the effort of having to drag every article of luggage up some twenty-five feet. Passengers to London, as if the Royal Borough were offering an award to visitors prepared to leave, in its haste to get rid of them and see them off the premises, would be confronted by the smiling, amiable side of the station, what in fact looked like the front: an elegant forecourt, a delicately tracered wooden canopy and a large, handsome ticket office, but which was, in reality, the back. Of course, there was no distinction between the Up platform and the Down one, both would be enveloped, as the line itself, in the swirling gloom of steam and soot – one could not see across to the other side, one could hardly see the train when it pulled up in the railway Hades – but, through the fog, one could hear the barking coughs of those heading for the seaside.


The Central Station was not only back-to-front, it had an immediate tunnel at each end, a freak of topography that contributed directly to the stygian gloom of both platforms. The train from London emerged from a tunnel the top of which was level with the lower slope of Mount Pleasant. There was a small footpath, reached by stone steps, that led just behind the coping of the top of the tunnel, a favourite vantage point for schoolboys as, listening to the onset, first of the full rumble, then the thunder of the approaching train, enclosed like a bullet in its tight barrel, they waited, with ever-renewed excitement, for the sudden puff, then the full and generous billow, like a yellow and white plume, of thick smoke and steam as it was driven forth just ahead of the front of the great green and gold engine. This was a spectacle denied one the other end where the tunnel cut through a hill at some distance from any path or road. But if one were waiting for the Up train well along the platform as it curled round, one would be rewarded once again, first with the rumble, as it rose to a crescendo of noise, then the little pre-puff, then the mighty multi-coloured billow, then with the sudden emergence of the beautiful green engine picked out with yellow piping, as it travelled still at speed. It was also easier to get a seat on one of the early-morning trains at this end, as it would necessitate walking the whole length of Charing Cross or Cannon Street on arrival. People who worked in the City – and, apparently, on the Stock Exchange, every second counted – would crowd into the front coaches, and sprint from Cannon Street, holding onto their bowlers, their umbrellas at right-angles.


The tunnel on the Hastings side went under the Grove. I used to enjoy the low rumble and the muffled shriek of the whistle when I was playing on the swings in this modest and rather unfashionable small park (the Royal Borough rather frowned on swings). The Grove was somewhat run-down; but it was the nearest playground to my successive homes in Claremont Road. I used to pretend that the very distinct rumble was the beginning of an earthquake, something that never came the way of Tunbridge Wells, though once when I was 6, there were hailstones as large as tennis balls. The storm was even reported in the Paris papers.


The Grove tunnel came out towards the bottom of the garden of Dr Ranking, half-way up Frant Road. I used to have tea at a lady’s in the house opposite; if we were having tea in the garden, the saucers and plates would shake as the rumble all at once broke into a roar. I remember the lady for two reasons: her volcanic, hollow garden, and the pony-cart in which she would sometimes drive me to the High Rocks.


The result of this peculiar configuration was that it was impossible to see any of Tunbridge Wells from the train, at least on the London to Hastings line. After emerging at the bottom of the doctor’s garden, the line ran through a deep cutting till it reached the open country. It seemed suitable that the town should have been preserved from the gaze of ‘trippers’, perhaps on a cheap-day-return to the sea. But the railways had not been placed underground because it was unsightly and ill-frequented, but because Tunbridge Wells was built on hills (seven, in all, including Mount Sion, Mount Ephraim, Mount Ararat, and the secular Mount Edgcumbe).


Also there was a railway-line – single track and very gingerly – that did go through the town. It connected the two stations – for, apart from the bizarre back-to-front Central with its operatic effects department, there was a much grander station, virtually a terminus (were it not for the single-track line), an impressive red-brick affair facing onto the Common, and called, according to choice, the West Station or the Brighton Station. This was the old LBSCR line that linked Tunbridge Wells with Crowborough, Uckfield, Lewes, and Brighton. The connecting line, after running through the Grove Tunnel, came out into the light at the bottom end of Madeira Park, crossing the private road leading to the Nevill Tennis Club over a low metal bridge. After skirting the wonders of Susie Willett’s garden, it then ran beside a garden with a little stream and that was a blaze of daffodils in the spring, so close that it really seemed that the little train – generally only two carriages, pushed from behind by a busy, puffing tank engine, was actually in the garden. It was a most unusual, delightful and intruding line, for, far from revealing the backs of little brick houses, outside lavatories, washing lines and tiny squares of vegetation, it travelled slowly and very tentatively along an unwinding frieze of lush foliage, of tall pampas grass and bull-rushes, brilliant clumps of rhododendrons, wild roses, snap-dragons and red-hot pokers, herbaceous borders and smooth lawns with hammocks between the trees, as if all laid out uniquely for the passenger’s delectation and to compensate him for the rude shock reserved for him by the Central Station. I suppose the ballast was not very even and that that was why the train had to go at such a snail’s pace. But it seemed to be saying: ‘Look, feast your eyes, this is the real Tunbridge Wells’, it was such a private line, and, because it went so slowly, it did not make much noise. I have talked to people whose gardens ended onto this line, and they have told me that they regarded the little train, not as a cheeky intruder, but as a discreet and welcomed friend. (Each time, long after my childhood, I came over from Paris, via Newhaven, and changing at Lewes, I would offer myself the delight of thus entering Tunbridge Wells along a fringe of well-kept and luxuriant gardens, before rattling through the choking Ghost Train effect of the Grove tunnel.)


Nor was this the only delight awaiting the traveller to or from Brighton. The approach to Tunbridge Wells West, after Groombridge station, would take one rattling merrily below the High Rocks, past an oast-house, then more rocks capped with dark trees with prehensile roots – an illustration from a Gothic novel – by the side of a pretty road, a glimpse of the Common and finally the agricultural show ground and the Baltic Sawmills (I liked the Baltic bit, it seemed to lend Tunbridge Wells the pale glamour of the Northern Lights, though this was nonsense, for the firm was run by the father of a Rose Hill school friend of mine; but the boy did have very pale blue eyes and the wood did come from Riga). It was a gentle approach, suitably orchestrated by the merry rattle of the little train as, going quite fast, it echoed against the steep sides of the High Rocks. No High Brooms, though, this entry, but just a glimpse of the big houses – some of them I knew only too well – belonging to dentists, at the bottom end of Hungershall Park. In winter, when one could see further and pick out objects more clearly, I could even see my Pulpit Tree, a stopping-place on one of my favourite walks, when I would run ahead of my parents, so as to greet them from the pulpit, two branches that came together high up the bank, so that I was raised up well above the footpath: a pulpit or a lectern, it did not matter, I was addressing the multitude, their faces upturned, as they listened in wrapt attention.


An approach from the north by road would be less dramatic than the sudden plunge into the Central Station (which did have one advantage: if one were leaving for boarding-school, the swaying smoke and steam would at once obscure the last view of waving parents, making the sudden break easier to bear, and preventing shaming tears – though these would not be seen in the tunnel); but it had little to recommend it if one were coming from London, as it would take one through the dreary, sprawling ribbon of houses, most of them both classless and pretentious, monuments to the jerry-building of the twenties, a spreading, anonymous, long-drawn-out suburb linking Southborough and its dusty common with Tunbridge Wells, and lined by the round Christian Science church that looked like an ice-rink, and the borstal-like buildings, in livid brick of Skinners’ School. It brought one in the wrong way, past motor-showrooms (in the thirties, ugly things like that were, properly, hidden away in the least desirable quarters of the town, and the presence of which marked such quarters out as being third-rate and tawdry) down steeply to the level of the Five Ways, with its big public convenience, then the Opera House and the offices of the Maidstone & District bus company, to the War Memorial, as it gazed bewilderingly at the early mock-Gothic arch leading to Holy Trinity church. There had to be a War Memorial; but it had been sited beyond the top of Mount Pleasant, which marked the frontier between the predominantly middle-class area extending from the Pump Room at the far end of the Pantiles to the Cadena near the top of Mount Pleasant, and the ill-defined population of Monson Road and Calverley Road. The War Memorial was firmly placed on the wrong side of the frontier.


The greatest surprise would be provided by the approach from the south, along the beautiful route of the Southdown buses – their light green carrying something of the freshness of downland and heath with them – that went all the way from Brighton to faraway Gravesend (though it would be hard to imagine anyone doing the whole diagonal trip from the one terminus to the other). This was also the rich man’s likeliest route, bringing the golfers back from the prestigious Crowborough links and those who rode with the Eridge Hunt. After Eridge, the road climbed up steeply through the enormous trees of the Park, past many Gothic gates marked ‘A’ (for Abergavenny, Marquis of – the Nevill family), and through the young silver-birch and fledgling firs growing on the sandy soil of Broadwater Forest. At the top of the rise, there was a small crossroads, from which the main road curled steeply downwards towards the town. All one could see from the crossroads, lined up in the late-afternoon sun, were the great white, yellow and pink blocks of the hotels on Mount Ephraim, as if Tunbridge Wells consisted only of that illustrious and luminous high ridge, floating in the sky. Even after years, it came to me with the same sudden sense of surprise and pleasure, the proud flag of a town built for leisure, for quiet and orderly enjoyment, for rather dowdy comfort and old-fashioned luxury, and inhabited above all by those long past their prime. It was, of course, quite out of scale with the poky little houses in which we lived during most of my childhood. But one felt that the whole town and every one of its inhabitants benefited in some way from the proximity of Mount Ephraim, which seemed somehow to pull everything and everyone up to its own proud and very superior level. It would have been nice to have lived on Mount Ephraim – for long one of the will-o’-the-wisps flittingly followed by my parents: first, an early-Victorian white house with wrought-iron green balconies, its walls covered in wisteria, then an elegant little jewel-box of a Regency house with long windows. The best dentists (but not the best doctors, less ostentatious) and elderly retired female courtiers – ladies-in-waiting to Queen Alexandra, even to Queen Victoria – did live there. The only snag would be that, if one lived on Mount Ephraim, one could not look at it. And it was best seen, most appreciated, from afar. Once past the crossroads, as one came rushing down the steep hill, Mount Ephraim would disappear, as though swallowed up. But one would still come in along the edge of the Common and by the Brighton Lake, in reality a tiny pond so overgrown with reeds and vegetation that the water was scarcely visible, and then along the back of the Pantiles, which, because it was the back, and so not meant to be shown off, looked rather miserable, as if one had just stumbled on a sordid secret or caught someone in the midst of a furtive and tawdry action, who believed that he were unobserved. The back of the Pantiles was like backstage, was not supposed to be seen, much less walked up and down on; the shops did not face that way, and the only display window on that side was a motor-car saleroom, a line of business suitably cast out from the closed promenade, the cars facing bleakly up Major York’s Road.


The town with the back-to-front station and so many parks, crescents and circuses had many problems of this kind. The proud crescents did not look so proud from the back, curving the wrong way, their backs lined with a jagged grill of black iron fire-escapes and dust-bins. Even the elegant Calverley Park, sweeping in a very gentle curve and overlooking a couple of magnificent cedars and the green bowl of grass that fell with quiet ease towards the tennis-courts and the municipal gardens, even Calverley Park, the houses of which, according to their position in the curve, had a view of a blue and misty Crowborough Beacon, of Mount Ephraim, had a back which faced east, and grimly, onto the wrong end of Pembury Road. I suppose these were the entrances used by the servants, still numerous in these big houses, shut away from the rest of the town by a monumental arch at the far end, and protected by two more lodges and gates at the other two entrances. The servants, if they lived in Hawkenbury, would not have far to come. I was very early on fascinated by the back of Calverley Park – my parents, my sister and I regularly used the footpath that cut in a straight line across the front – it seemed such a give-away. It was a (slightly) guilty secret that I shared with myself. It would have been hard to explain why I had sought it out in the first place, and why I so much enjoyed going past the long, inverted curve of tiny windows and unassuming doors, most of them up iron staircases.


But much the best approach to the town was on foot. For one thing, this would offer an extraordinarily wide variety of vegetation, so that one could change continents and latitudes in the course of quite a short walk. If one approached the centre of the town from any part of Mount Ephraim, Nevill Park, or the High Rocks, one would find oneself (that is, if one 6 or 10, and still quite small) walking under the bright green umbrella, penetrated here and there by shafts of brilliant sunshine, of the tropical rain-forest – grown-ups might have called them ferns, but they did grow four or five feet high, and a small boy could look up to their jagged leaves as they swayed gently in the tropical wind. The Congo, Java, Borneo, the Gran Chaco lay, for those in the know, within a few hundred yards of the Pantiles and of King Charles the Martyr. Even the most banal walk – cutting through from the level of the footpath above the Brighton Lake, crossing at right angles two tarmac paths – could bring one crashing through thick, almost impenetrable jungle which would open all at once on sudden clearings, hidden by the thick lines of tropical vegetation. The jungle clustered, in vivid greens, on the lower slopes, thickening as one approached the town. Did my mother’s tweed and jaeger-clad and sensibly-shoed friends who regularly took their elevenses at the Orange Tea Rooms in the Pantiles realise that they were on the very edge of the jungle, its dark green shadows echoing to the hideous cries of exotic beasts? They did not show any signs of awareness that they were sitting at the extreme tip of a very thin crust of civilisation.


But, before striding down into the green tanglia of the jungle rain-forest, the walker from the heights of Mount Ephraim had to struggle, in heavy boots and the necessary tackle, over mountainous terrain: the Wellington Rocks, the even more treacherous range, with exotic plants growing in the deep, black interspaces between the strangely-shaped dark grey and greenish rocks that provided an almost insurmountable barrier for one attempting to approach the town – and no approach on foot could be allowed to be easy – from Boyne Park and the Earl’s Court Hotel: a wild, northern, tulgy scene, rock-strewn, terrible chasms, grotesque trees showing all their roots. And, beyond, the grove of trees planted for Queen Victoria’s Jubilee and a thatch-topped shelter with old ladies sitting in it reading books marked with the green and white shield of Boots Circulating Library.


A walker approaching from the north-west, the direction of Speldhurst, would have to cross three distinct climatic zones: the dark forest (containing one of the five local resident hermits); the dank savannahs in which huge, sweating Victorian houses, their walls almost black with zebra lines of dark green damp, suppurated among damp firs, dark yews and tearful monkey-puzzle trees. This was an opaque zone, smelling of mould and decay, the houses showing no sign of life, save for curtains in dirty materials and a few damp-looking black cats; a place deeply romantic for the young walker, all the more surprised, therefore, suddenly to leave the dark, dripping trough behind him to emerge into the brilliant light in the ‘South of France’ – for so it was called locally by people who had never been to the real one – a row of comfortable wooden seats set against a crenellated pseudo-Gothic wall topped by a couple of false ruins in high-Victorian medieval style, that offered protection from the north. The South of France looked in the direction of the Spa Hotel, over a tulgy piece of overgrown ferns and assorted weeds and was favoured by many seated muffled figures basking in the timid sunshine. It was hard to get a seat there; it was a sort of outside Wellington Hotel when the old ladies and the old gentlemen came out from behind plated glass. My mother, who always had lunch at midday and who could walk quite fast well on into her seventies, could generally beat the Wellingtonians to it, cutting down through Little Mount Sion, then right across the Common, past the Wellington Rocks, to reach the South of France by one, while the regulars were still at lunch. It was one of her favourite seats, but as she reached her late-seventies, she had to give up her trips to the local Riviera, it was too hard going.


All these, the best approaches, were from the south-west and the east. The approach from the west was unrelievably urban and firmly set in south-east England at its worst, and mostly, in the less distinguished, more cheap-jack twenties, though there were one or two dark recesses on the way. They were dramatic, in a restrained and pretty sort of way, for, having struggled through the dark forest, the dank savannah, or negotiated the rock-infested escarpments, clung on to overhanging roots, and used a breast-stroke motion with one’s fore-arms to brush aside the tall ferns overlooking the hermits’ caves, one was offered all at once three-quarters of Tunbridge Wells on a plate, spread out in spires, domes, towers, clumps of trees and circuses, the roof of the Eye and Ear Hospital, the whole topped by the thin line of pine trees marking out Forest Road, from Thackeray’s House and Holy Trinity, to King Charles, the Pump Room, and the needle spire of Broadwater church pricking through the monkey-puzzle trees, with Gibraltar House and St Helena Cottage built into its over-shadowing rock in the left foreground, as if inviting an aquatint: A View from Mount Ephraim. It was in fact just the sort of thing that went onto the covers of wooden boxes in dark and light brown check patterns known as Tunbridge Ware.


The approaches from the north were fewer and were known only to the servant population of Hawkenbury, to the small farmers who supplied the Calverley Road market, and to the more adventurous walkers (the cemetery and the golf club, both on the northern approaches, would have drawn only motorised travellers, living or deceased, walkers tending to give the Isolation Hospital and the sewage farm a wide berth). Yet these less numerous approaches offered quite a wide range of climatic zones: savannahs, yes, of course, as dank and as dripping as those of the south; also a thin line of pines, spread out like the hairs on the back of a wild pig, outlined against the sky; areas of gorse and broom; even river country, for a tiny, brownish stream that provided the ink-tasting waters and the Chalybeate Spring in the Pantiles ran between steep banks thick with buttercups, and under a pretty little bridge. Pony-carts came this way in the late twenties, their hatted female drivers in search of bluebells and primroses in the thin woodlands on the edge of the Bayham Estate. This road ran on one side topped by a very steep bank covered in wild strawberries and violets, blackberry thickets (near the sewage farm), even a well, and, near it – at the bottom of a very steep hill – small farms, one flanked by two oast-houses, allotments, a cinder path leading to the High Woods, even a ruin, that of the Culpeper mansion, standing in a farmyard and gauntly visible from the cinder path. As one approached the town, one cut through a small recreation ground, some modern almshouses and the vaguely disreputable Hawkenbury (the children were quite alarming) and then through an unmade road past an ugly rash of Government pre-fabs and a small, scruffy field in which there was, in all seasons, a small tent, the home of one of the local hermits, and the one most often seen in the north end of the town, wearing an old blazer, yellowing cricket ducks, and old gym shoes, with longish yellow hair and a scraggy yellowish beard, talking to himself rather emphatically, in a good accent, and hawking matches, boot polish and scrubbing brushes from door to door in Calverley Park and Claremont Road. It was perhaps an area more English – small copses, masses of squelchy yellow mud to match the iron-water of the stream, footpaths through fields and young woods, a cross-roads in the woods with a tiny green and three thatched cottages, as if the whole thing had strayed from an illustration in a Country Life calendar. Few people came this way, for there was not anywhere to come from, the little, narrow roads between steep banks and tall hedges, did not lead to or from any village, and one encountered very little traffic, so that it was generally quite safe to walk in the middle of the road.


It was enclosed and rather secret country, with no horizons; one could nowhere see very far, so it was very difficult to relate it to anywhere else and to fit it into the discipline of the points of the compass. All one knew for certain was that Tunbridge Wells was behind or ahead and that it could be approached either by the footpath that led from the top of Forest Road, through fields with sheep and a scattering of ugly new houses, to the middle of Claremont Road, or by the unmade road, near the tented hermit’s encampment – the more rewarding route, for, as one turned the corner, and up a steep hill between rhododendron bushes, one reached at the top what was certainly the most bizarre of the entries to the town: a sort of Victorian octroi, the tiny lodge at the entry to Camden Park (everything was Camden to the north, just as everything was Nevill to the east), its minuscule garden decorated by two little stone men, covered in shells and holding tiny metal bows and arrows, seated on two stone crocodiles, likewise encrusted with shells. They seemed to be the guardians at the gates, holding the frontier between the gloomy Camden Park and the staid yellow stucco heights of Grove Hill, the beginning of Tunbridge Wells proper. As long as they remained in place, the town could come to no harm. For a cunning invader might attempt to step in through this little-known and little used approach.


There was no approach to the town from the air, no airfield anywhere near, and very little level ground in the town of seven hills, many rocks and promontories, deep, steaming sloughs, and thick undergrowth. I suppose a plane could have landed on the Nevill Cricket Ground, but what a fuss there would have been! A plane could have landed, at a pinch, and rather bumpily, on the Linden Park Cricket Ground, at the top of the Common; there would have been less fuss, but the plane would have been in danger of crashing into the Wellington Rocks, just as that mysterious machine bearing R A F markings and made largely of canvas, cotton and a very light wooden frame, had apparently crashed among the High Rocks in 1918 or 1919, and had then lain in its various severed bits, its engine still smelling strongly of petrol, throughout the twenties, when its scattered presence was used by me as a strong argument in favour of the High Rocks walk.




   





I have been told by those who have flown over the town – and this must have been the experience of many young Luftwaffe pilots, few of whom can ever have seen the place from the ground – that, owing to the huge extent of the Common and the various parks, and the sports grounds, it was so heavily treed as to be virtually invisible from the air, at least in summer. The town did indeed receive a number of German bombs, but these were rather insulting ones; they do not appear to have been meant for Tunbridge Wells, but were probably left-overs from London raids, that were discarded, in this casual and impertinent manner, before the pilots headed back across the Channel. Most of these bombs destroyed large middle-class houses, and their inhabitants, including the resident servants, in such respectable areas as Lansdowne Road. I recall one large yellow house, its cornices and window-ledges picked out in chocolate – a favourite combination in the area beyond Calverley Park – that had been cut right down one side, revealing the flowered wall-papers of drawing-room, dining-room and hall, all familiar to me because the house belonged to one of my mother’s Bridge friends, and I had often been there for tea, between two rubbers, as a schoolboy. What seemed most horrifying was this breach of privacy, the indecent exposure of what had never been supposed to have been seen: the inside of bedrooms, the patterns of their wall-paper. Though I had been to the house many times, I had, of course, never been beyond the ground-floor. It was an outrage. Tunbridge Wells Bridge players did not get killed in war, nor their large houses get thrown open to the public stare. It made me realise how close war could be to revolution. Lansdowne Road … then, it would have been hard not to have hit a middle-class target in a town such as the Royal Borough. One of the buildings hit, it is true, was a factory; but it was a very small factory, and manufactured Romary’s Water Biscuits, and these were very middle-class biscuits, indeed the cream of middle-class biscuits, bringing national fame to the town from the reign of William IV. German pilots, either alive and by parachute, or dead, in the wreckage of their machines – or lynched by the Cockney hop-pickers, so it was rumoured of one in 1940, though it was probably just one of many rumours that circulated during that dreadful summer – did land among the hopfields north of the town, or on Crowborough golf course and on Ashdown Forest. A pair of long boots came through the roof of a conservatory in a rectory garden near Brenchley – I was informed of this gruesome detail by my mother’s daily, who was generally reliable in such items of local news – but none came down in Tunbridge Wells itself.




   





So, in a period when a great many people took walks – for enjoyment, for exercise, or simply to get from one place to another (a number of boys at Skinners’ School walked in every day from villages as far away as Mayfield, Frant, Groombridge, and Langton), there were a great many possible approaches to the town, though none as dramatic as the experience of arrival at the Central Station. But perhaps I have been defining approaches within too narrow a radius and in a sense too strictly physical. Could not the approach be put back to what was so often the starting-point, the far-right-hand platform of Charing Cross? Could not the returning emissaries of the Wells be identified in the groups of sensibly-dressed ladies in their forties, fifties and sixties, hatted and gloved, and talking in confident and clear tones – they did not seem to be concerned about being overheard – about how they had spent the morning and the afternoon ‘in town’? Harrods, Swan & Edgar (that sensible shop that must have clothed at least a quarter of the population of the town), Peter Robinson, lunch at one of the big stores, a walk in St James’s Park, tea at a hotel in Piccadilly, then to Charing Cross, no rush at all, London is such a tiring place. …


And so it would go on, easily audible and carefully enunciated, and with a great deal of underlining – simply frightful, I just didn’t know where to look, what a terrible faux-pas (fo-pah), a fright of a frock, Dr Grace’s daughter, the younger one, very hard on the parents, poor things. I said why did you lead with hearts (the very voice of the Royal Borough, and that of my mother, reproachful, at her breakfast-table post-mortems on my father’s previous day’s performance with Culbertson), she’s grown into quite a little hussy, a face like Jezebel – through Chislehurst, Orpington, Sevenoaks, Hildenborough, and Tonbridge. One knew, both from the clothes, the shoes, the packages bearing the names of big shops, and the utterly confident tones, that none would get out at any of these places, and it came as no surprise that, at the level of the Recreation Ground, each would start gathering her packages together, look in her purse for the ticket, adjust her hat, using an improbably sunny picture of Bexhill – Southern Railway water-colour – as a mirror, before standing expectantly in the corridor during the roaring passage through the tunnel. Much banging of doors, almost the whole train getting off. Where else would they go? Did they look like travellers to Hastings? There was something wonderful about the unspoken assumption of everyone’s (everyone, heavily underlined, had recurred frequently: everyone does it now, everyone, absolutely everyone, during the trip, even while under the North Downs, running neck-&-neck with nobody: of course, she was a nobody before she married, nobody would, well would they?) destination. A lot of them had no doubt gone up on the same train at 9 or 10 in the morning, after the business rush. And, all the way, both ways, they carried Tunbridge Wells with them; it hung in the smoky (South London) air between them, it was in their clothes and their tasteful, discreet, unostentatious jewellery, it was in the muted colours of their scarves, their blouses, their little silk handkerchieves, in the library book that they carried but which they did not read, it was in their washed-out, blue eyes and in the clearly-marked deltas of mauve veins, extensive estuaries – the Brahmaputra at least – that gave to their weather-beaten red faces a hint of intelligence and even kindness, it was in their thick stockings, it was above all in their emphatic and utterly confident speech – a communication between equals (the pitch would have been lowered when addressed, by surname, to servants: ‘Hale, would you please see. to …’), a mutual recognition of the right sort of accent, the emission and reception of a verbal semaphore in a recognised code that would exclude others. Never a glance out of the window, not even a look at the rigging, derricks, funnels and masts of the ships clustering beyond Tower Bridge, nor for the tiny Gustave Doré brick houses, in curling rows, huddling deep below the steep railway embankment, each with billowing lines of washing. A complete failure even to notice that other sudden wealth of colour amidst the prevailing blackish brick and slate grey: the pretty semaphore of flags and signals, hanging from the triple masts of a flag manufacturer and flapping happily right beside the line, on the down side, just before New Cross. Not even a sidelong look at poor, dowdy Chislehurst, a one-time would-be Tunbridge Wells, but now sinking into mere suburbia, almost a standing joke for not having made it. Never a pause to look at the beautiful gentle fold of the southern slope of the North Downs, golden in the afternoon sun, revealed all at once as the train emerged from a long tunnel. Why look at Sevenoaks? No eyes for the hop-fields, the hops almost fully grown, before Hildenborough – what would they know about hops, about beer, about pubs? They might have heard vague reports about hop-pickers from South London, how rough and dirty their children were, and ill-spoken too, a preview of similar litanies on the subject of the evacuees at the beginning of the War. No eyes for the two narrow curling channels of the Medway, a democratic river with rowing boats to be hired by the hour, opposite the Castle (my annual birthday treat on 20 May, a treat indeed when one lived in waterless Tunbridge Wells) as it ran through the big meadow at the approach to Tonbridge. No recognition of the big black letters spelling out ‘Woolley Cricket Balls’, on a wall a little before Tonbridge Station. Woolley had been a Player, not a Gentleman, and now he was in trade (and lived in Tonbridge, which was rumoured to contain people who were ‘Labour’). No taking in of the view east, towards a deep gap in the contours of the land, indicating the invisible and widening Medway towards Wateringbury, with two oast-houses and a clapboard cottage in the foreground, seen from the brick viaduct between Tonbridge and High Brooms, nor, from the other window, of the dark form of Bidborough Ridge; and, of course, no one (nobody) would even give High Brooms a distasteful glance, not a place, just a sordid word. It was not their eyes, but their ears, that warned them of the approach of their common destination, the increased volume of sound as the train started braking, before entering the final tunnel. And what did the train say? Swan & Edgar, Dickins & Jones, Peter Robinson, very fast as it ran downhill after coming out of the tunnel through the Downs, slower and slower, lower and lower, almost a whisper, as it headed towards the curved platform of the Central.
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