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Foreword
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While sorting out my mother's things after she moved
into a nursing home, I came across a pile of untidy pages, very
badly typed, none in order, some re-typed and a lot of
crossings-out. Some had been screwed up and then straightened out
again. It took me quite some time to sort them all out. They were
the memoirs she had once mentioned to me that she was writing, a
comment not taken very seriously at the time as it was assumed it
would be a few jottings she would soon get tired of.

She had bought a very old, almost clapped-out
typewriter from an auction sale and being no typist herself, she
had painfully tapped out her story using one finger. It was quite
an achievement for someone in her eighties. Her memory was then
very good and I think she hoped to record her experiences before
old age took its toll and they inevitably faded into a forgotten
past. My late brother had originally printed them out in booklet
form for family interest, but I am now hoping they might reach a
wider public and perhaps stir a few memories of old times. The
notes in the first part were to correct one or two inaccuracies and
explain a little more about family members which, I realise, would
not be terribly interesting to the general public, but I have
included them just the same and hope no one will get too bored.

Reading through her memoirs, I could not help
but be amused by her obsession with the constant house-hunting and
the excuses she always came up with for it. It was a bit of a joke
in the family. Her earliest reminiscences were of course gleaned
from hearsay, probably from her own mother, who also liked to talk
of old times, and if they probably sound a bit egocentric, read on,
they get better!

My mother’s observations could be taken as
part of 20th century history with its two world wars and the lives
of most middle-class women, who were not expected to work for a
living, with marriage their only career. She was no feminist and
never questioned that arrangement, but she was intelligent and
perhaps unconsciously irked by such narrow confines. Her other
obsessions after house-hunting, were cats and contract bridge. Cats
came second in her affections after my father, children a poor
third. She was an expert needlewoman. I was the next generation to
be recruited to the empire of the tireless and ageless Misses Bird
and a somewhat reluctant recruit to their many dancing concerts,
once so well-known in Southampton, but now only a memory to the
older residents. My mother made all my costumes, including one she
did when I was given the part of a butterfly at the age of about
four. A rather clumsy one, as in my enthusiasm to fly, I nearly
fell off the stage!

She idolised my father and his death probably
affected her more than most of us realised. They had both depended
to a large extent on each other and when he died, she lost all her
previous interest in house-hunting. She continued to live at Lyme
Regis with my brother John and his family and might have been
content with that arrangement to the end of her days, until John
was promoted in his naval career and given a shore job in
Portsmouth, so the house at Lyme Regis had to be given up. My
father’s pension died with him and Mum was left virtually
penniless. Neither of them had ever been good with money, although
he might have curbed her spendthrift ways had he been in better
health. As a captain in the Cunard Line of the 50s and 60s, his
salary was never very high. It used to be a standard joke in
Southampton that when a ship docked, the stewards were met by their
wives in Bentleys and Rolls Royces, while the captain, carrying his
bundle of dirty washing, went home by tram. There was a lot of
truth in that!

After my father’s death, to make ends meet,
my mother found herself a job (for the first time in her life) as
companion to an elderly lady living some distance away. It did not
work out and after a few weeks, she left and returned to Lyme
Regis. The cats, she discovered, had run away soon after being
rehomed. She scoured the countryside for them and after a long
search, eventually found them wandering, starving and near death.
Sadly, they had to be put down. There were no more cats after
that.

When John and his family moved to Portsmouth,
Mum returned to Lymington, where her younger brother, Mervyn, found
her a privately-owned sheltered housing scheme. Later, the owner
decided to sell the whole site, and for once, she dug in her heels
and refused to move. But she was obliged to do so in the end, and
went to council-owned sheltered accommodation a mile or two away.
John, although he could ill-afford it with his large family,
continued to help her with money, while the rest of us, I am
ashamed to say, were not as generous. However, she finished up in a
beautiful charity-run nursing home in Farnborough, where she died
at the age of 94.

I am grateful for her memoirs. I wish I had
been kinder to her. They give an insight into her character and the
times she lived in. As a daughter who did not always see eye to eye
with her, I can now feel some sympathy and understanding with her.
What did surprise me in her account was the fact that, in spite of
repeated attacks of pneumonia and emphysema lasting over many
years, and a lifetime’s history of smoking, the true nature of my
father’s illness was only discovered about two days before he died.
The dangers of tobacco were only just being realised.

Shelagh Bell


Chapter One

Un enfant terrible
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It was on April 18th 1900, at number 26 Carlton
Crescent, Southampton, that the ‘monthly nurse’ and our family
doctor flanked my mother’s big double bed, exhorting her from time
to time to be brave, to pull on the towel fixed to the brass rails
at the end of the bed and to ‘keep pushing dear and it will soon be
over’. Waves of ever-increasing pain threatened to submerge my poor
mother into the depths of despair and misery (it was her first baby
and she was quite convinced she was utterly done for). She uttered
scream after scream, greatly alarming my father, who was pacing the
dining room below. He longed to rush upstairs and find out what was
going on, but dared not enter the hallowed torture chamber until
the summons had come from those in charge of proceedings.

But as is usually the case, everything
quietened down and the only sound emanating from behind that door
was a thin wail. Within minutes, a smiling doctor emerged, slowly
descended the stairs and informed my harassed father that I had
arrived.

To the disgust and contempt of the nurse, my
mother was unable to feed me herself. As there were few suitable
baby foods on the market the consequence was that I howled morning
and night with hunger and looked set to continue the protest. Nurse
never ceased to reiterate that there was nothing to equal mother’s
milk (as if the mother in question was deliberately withholding her
bounty). No one indeed disputed her argument as to the efficacy of
Nature’s provision, but in its absence, what to do about it?

After about a week, to everyone’s relief,
Nurse took herself off and the same afternoon, a young and trusted
nanny arrived to take her place.

Her name was Nurse Spray and from the moment
she set foot inside our house, kissed her distraught mistress and
took her first look at me, her miserable, skinny charge, the
atmosphere seemed to lighten. Nanny Spray dumped her bags in the
hallway, her self-confidence communicating itself to all present.
She took me gently from my mother’s arms and given the location,
straight away carried me upstairs to the nursery. She knew what to
do. She had the special formula for feeding babies and there was
peace from then on.

Once she was established as part of the
household, her hands were never idle. Nothing was too much trouble
and if at times, both mind and body must have ached with fatigue,
no one ever knew. She considered time was too precious to give way
to mere tiredness. Nothing, in her opinion, could justify shelving
responsibilities except illness or death, and she said she had no
intention of giving way to either.

So in this extremely favourable atmosphere I
soon made up for lost time, becoming daily healthier and less
skinny, transformed from an unprepossessing infant into a
reasonably pleasant child.

Of course my parents were delighted. Now they
could enjoy all the pleasures of motherhood and fatherhood with
none of the work and worry. They joined with Nanny Spray in
rejoicing over my almost uninterrupted progress, showing their
gratitude in ways she was often quite reluctant to accept. She
remarked that after all, it was only her duty and the happy results
of her ministrations were in themselves sufficient recompense,
without any other reward.

We were lucky also in having good and
trustworthy maids to run the house, which had twenty rooms, and
they all agreed to come with us when, a year or two later, we moved
into another large Victorian house further down the street.

My father was a hard-working solicitor and an
active member of innumerable clubs and committees. He subscribed to
the axiom ‘to know all is to forgive all’, and practised this
forgiveness to the extent of overlooking some bad debts on the part
of certain clients. This did not altogether meet with approval as
far as my mother was concerned. She never knew exactly what he
earned - few wives did then - but saw no reason why, with a family
to provide for, he should work ‘for love’.

*Note: One did not need to be particularly
well-off to afford domestic staff in the late-Victorian period. It
was virtually the only career open to a working-class girl and
labour was plentiful. Some treated their staff well and even
regarded them as part of the family, while some were poorly-paid
skivvies to the end of their days. From what I can tell, the
Blatches of the time were among the former. I do hope so. Nurse
Spray’s word was law and she virtually ruled the household. In the
1901 census, Emily Jane Spray, born Exeter 1873, was described in
the census as “a certificated hospital nurse”.

At the age of three months, dressed in a
lace-trimmed embroidered and tucked robe and in the company of
numerous relations and friends of my parents, I was christened at
St Mary’s (Southampton’s mother church, then without its tall
spire). Following the ceremony there was a party at which a large
number of those rather uninteresting gifts considered suitable for
christenings were presented, mostly of silver and therefore of
intrinsic value to be stored away before, very many years later,
turning up at auction sales. A huge tea was laid in the garden with
lots of white lace tablecloths, ornate silver teapots and delicate,
elegant china. Everyone enjoyed the sandwiches and home-made cakes.
That is, everyone except the central figure, who went to sleep, and
my mother, who without fail, as was her wont, developed the usual
migraine and by the end of the afternoon was confined to her bed in
a darkened room.

She was quite a pretty woman, although never
a match to her husband in intellect, and had a serene expression.
She could sometimes even look beautiful despite wearing no make-up,
rather unbecoming clothes (as clothes were in those days) and a
heavy hairstyle. But with a loving family, good health, no money
worries and a loyal and willing staff, to say nothing of her
devoted and indispensable nanny, she could not be anything but
happy. And she was.

Unfortunately for her, she had a sociable
husband who loved entertaining. It was the one drawback of her
otherwise idyllic existence. Her inherent shyness and frequent
migraine headaches, often occurring at inopportune times when she
had to meet new and occasionally (so she thought) awe-inspiring
people, were distinct disadvantages. But my father adored her and
she him. A more devoted couple there probably never was.

The law so often conjures up a picture of
stuffy pomposity. At the time in partnership with his brother, my
father was in no way a prototype of such rigid characterisation. A
kind man, with a good sense of humour and a tremendous zest for
life, he had many and diverse interests. In some respects, he
probably worked too hard, with much of his time devoted to lost
causes and sometimes lost cases.

One lost cause, if not a lost case, concerned
a local builder, one of my father’s clients, who was often at
loggerheads with the Council on some infringement or other of the
local bye-laws. Constantly refusing to take professional advice, he
may even have enjoyed his tussle with the local bureaucrats. One
day my father managed to get him off having to pay a large fine on
the basis of a legal technicality. No sooner had they both returned
to their respective homes than the builder, in a frenzy of
excitement after his triumph over the Council, rang up and started
one of his usual interminable conversations. Lunch had just arrived
on the table of the Blatch establishment and was rapidly cooling
while my father, courteous as ever, endured the torrent of words.
But the caller’s victory proved short-lived and sadly, so did he. A
severe stroke, brought on by all the undue agitation, killed him
that same day.

Friendly with everyone, even with the most
antagonistic of Council members (and there were inevitably a few,
some opposed politically), my father himself later joined the
Council and later still, while at the same time serving on numerous
committees and giving himself far too much to do, he became one of
Southampton’s most popular sheriffs and mayors. He loved music and
in spite of having little leisure time he composed the score of
several charming operettas for a great friend who was the local
scoutmaster, a Doctor Emlyn. Every so often these operettas,
published by Curwen and Co., were performed in public by the scout
troop who, it is to be hoped, enjoyed rendering the melodies as
much as Father enjoyed composing them.

He was a JP and a member of the Rotary Club,
for whose dinners he rehearsed long and I thought rather boring
speeches (this was probably because my mother and I had to be
practice audiences). He was also a member of the Health Committee
and active in the Hampshire Field Club and the Hampshire County
Cricket Club, whose matches he rarely missed, particularly when
they played Kent. Although quick-tempered, he never bore a grudge
and always liked to hear the other fellow’s point of view.
Altogether, he was a kind and loving husband and loyal working
colleague.

Uncle Ben, grim and unsmiling, was the
personification of the stuffy, pompous lawyer and a keen adherent
to the maxim that children should be seen and not heard. When I was
old enough to join my parents at lunch, he often threatened to cut
off my hands if I put my elbows on the table and despite Nanny’s
reassurances, I fully believed him. Needless to say, I was scared
stiff of him. The founder of the family firm was, I understand, a
great uncle called Thomas Goater. When my father worked there, the
senior partner of the business was a T. Goater whose offices were
at Number 10, Portland Terrace, a tall, narrow building near the
High Street. Goater, as I remember him, was a fairly typical
Dickensian lawyer, slow and ponderous in all dealings with clients,
with a maddening ‘this year, next year’ attitude toward any case
under his jurisdiction. Father, on the other hand, liked to get on
with things, to clear his desk of the inevitable pile of office
papers, letters, pamphlets and heavy, dusty law books that
cluttered his colleague’s massive mahogany desk, to such an extent
that he could never lay his hands on any particular document when
it was needed. When Benjamin later joined the firm as a fully-
fledged partner, things were, if anything, worse. He would not
allow anything to be moved or even dusted, and woe betide any
maidservant who tried to remove the top layer.

My father liked to arrange dinner parties
from time to time for clients and business acquaintances. My mother
was usually struck by the inevitable migraine on these occasions,
progressing in severity as the painful hours dragged by, so that by
late afternoon, he had no option but to hastily summon the nearest
available relative to act as hostess in her place. Genteel ‘at
homes’ with her own friends sitting around and chatting and
drinking tea she could take in her stride, but dinner parties
lasting well into the small hours, never!

Although I have no actual memory of it now,
the house in Carlton Crescent at Number 26 must have been very
cold, despite the many fires lit daily during the winter months.
Certainly the cosiest and most homely room in the whole house was
the sunny nursery, and this I can recall clearly. While always
keeping a wary eye on me, an increasingly active crawler and later
toddler, Nanny did endless needlework and crochet, mending with the
finest of stitching and making me tucked and frilly dresses white,
always white. I never wore them more than once before they were
carefully hand-laundered. The carpet on the floor was thick with
woolly rugs to keep out draughts, the curtains hanging from their
poles by huge brass rings, and in the centre of the room was a
large table covered with a red bobbled chenille cloth, handy for
pulling off by exploring toddlers. The focal point was the
wonderfully bright fire, sending red and gold flames leaping into
the wide chimney behind the brass-bound guard.

One day, just after my second birthday, Nanny
came into the nursery smiling all over her kindly face. “Do you
know what the doctor has brought you?” she said. I stared blankly
at her, not associating doctors with Father Christmas. She went on,
pausing slightly for effect: “A new baby brother! Isn’t that
lovely?”

I suppose at two years old, I must have
vaguely wondered if baby brothers came in various assortments, new,
second-hand or well played-with, and what they were anyway. I was,
of course, soon to find out.


Chapter Two

The Intruder
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My new brother was named Cecil Herbert Spence, and
he made up for all the desirable attributes I had lacked at birth.
Nanny propelled his reluctant sister into our parents’ bedroom for
our first introduction to each other, but when I saw him cuddled in
my mother’s arms and took in the expression on her face as she
gazed down at him, I felt a fierce stab of jealousy. This thing,
this ‘brother’ had somehow or other gatecrashed into our happy
home, and I disapproved strongly. Now Nanny’s ample lap no longer
belonged to me but mostly to this interloper.

At mealtimes, I was banished (or so it felt)
to a hard chair and a little nearby table of my own where I sat
gloomily shovelling spoonfuls of beef gravy and potato into my
mouth (or onto the floor) while keeping a wary and resentful eye on
Cecil as he happily gulped his bottle in Nanny’s arms.

To make matters worse, he was such a good and
lovable baby. From the first, he was healthy, chubby and fair of
face, sucked contentedly at his bottle from the word ‘go’ and
hardly ever cried. I wore a perpetual scowl on my disagreeable face
and showed my intense dislike of the situation by deliberately
wetting my bed and refusing to speak to visitors, even close
relations. Although my mother and Nanny tried to make excuses for
my behaviour, I knew only too well what they were thinking. Mrs
This and Auntie That were no doubt glad to be rid of my company
when finally, Nanny ordered me upstairs.

I soon realised I could never win by these
tactics and came to the conclusion that since my brother was the
sole cause of all the trouble, he and he alone should be made to
pay for my unhappiness. Why go on venting my spleen on outsiders
who were in no way involved and who only disliked me all the more
for these methods of trying to attract their attention from him to
me? So I decided to change the strategy. I would embark on an
intensive course of teasing, which would spoil his temper and make
him cry. Spurred on by this childish jealousy, I would wait until
Nanny’s attention was otherwise engaged and creep quietly up to the
cot or pram, pinch or slap his hands, awaken him with a start by
sudden loud noises or frighten him by making the most hideous faces
I could think of. Cecil still continued to be the good sweet baby
he had always been, but Nanny became very cross. If anything, the
only temper I spoiled was hers.

One day, exasperated beyond measure, she
seized my destructive hands, shut me in a dark cupboard on the
landing and locked the door, hoping that this drastic punishment
would aptly fit the crime and perhaps teach me a lesson for all
time. Shutting children in cupboards was a common Victorian method
of chastisement, but one Nanny had, up to that time, rightly
shunned. I was truly terrified, beating my fists against the wall,
screaming to her to let me out and kicking wildly against the spot
where a gleam of light showed up the outline of the door. “I’ll
never be naughty again” I promised. At that moment, I was prepared
to promise anything for freedom, and never to be naughty again was
just about the ultimate offer I could make. For a little while (and
it was only a little while, but it felt like years) no one came,
and sobbing hysterically, I threw myself on the dusty floor and
banged my head on the boards until a long splinter cut my forehead
and the blood ran into my eyes. It was not many minutes before
Nanny opened the door and released me, but the frightening
experience taught me a salutary lesson. Cecil was not teased
again.

I was not totally cured, however. Deciding it
was useless to try to compete with Cecil for the affection and
admiration I had considered to be my sole right, I tried a new
stratagem: I would show the world how little I CARED. From then on,
I would become as rude as I dared, short of inviting further
punishment. My mother’s friends’ dislike of such an unattractive
child showed on their expressions and in their comments, much to
her mortification, but as far as I was concerned, if they did not
like me, well TOO BAD! I could not care less. Secretly of course, I
did care, dreadfully.

One person to see under the bravado and who
had sufficient perception to understand that here was merely an
unhappy little girl was dear Aunt Bessie, my father’s kind eldest
sister. When she went out of her way to be especially nice to me, I
could not help but respond. The result was that I positively
overwhelmed Aunt Bessie with affection and gratitude that must have
bordered on embarrassing sometimes, and when she visited us, would
not let her out of my sight for a moment.

Aunt Bessie endeared herself to me still more
once by bringing me a bunch of white flowers for my birthday
instead of a toy. This might not have occurred to some people as
being a present, and it boosted my ego no end. I longed to do
something for her in return, but could not think of anything she
might want, until one evening, just before bedtime, an idea came to
me.

Although very fond of children, Aunt Bessie
did not have any. Her husband, Uncle Morris, was prim and proper,
tidy and somewhat pompous, and he probably preferred it so. She
must be very lonely I thought, rattling around in her large, cold
house, which, now I come to think of it, must have been stuffed
full of treasures. Morris Miles was a knowledgeable man in the art
world and a collector of valuable paintings, many of which were
donated to a local museum after his death. But what were a few
dusty old oil paintings to the joy of a baby? From the experience
of Cecil’s arrival, I could see that a baby must be the supreme
gift. I would have liked to have given her Cecil, but this would
have proved difficult and stealing somebody else’s baby had its
disadvantages, since I might be found out.

Prayer was the only answer. That night, I
earnestly exhorted the Almighty in my bedtime prayers to “please
send Aunty Bessie a baby”. “That should do it” I thought. Miracles
did not enter my calculations, and not surprisingly, in this
instance, God did not respond.

Aunt Bessie died very suddenly one day while
visiting London and I grieved for her for many months
afterwards.

And that Cecil was still around. When Nanny
took us both out in our double pram, he with his halo hat on, he
looked so angelic that strangers stopped to ask whose was the
beautiful baby. I, totally ignored, of course simply stared with
black looks. Beautiful? Huh!

Mother used to come and tuck me up every
evening after I had been put to bed. I slept alone now and it was
one of the few times I had her completely to myself. But here was
the chance for another ploy. Whenever possible, I deliberately wet
my bed just before her arrival. Then, after she had seated herself
down on the counterpane and was about to kiss me a tender
goodnight, I would lay my hand on her arm, tug at the lacy sleeve
and with a fiendish expression, look into her eyes and say
brightly: “I done it again”. I would gloat wickedly at the shocked
look on her usually serene countenance.

After the experience in the cupboard, I
became afraid of the dark. When I was considered old enough to
sleep by myself, I developed a new fear, of night-time furniture,
common I am sure among children in that era. The room chosen for me
was quite light and cheerful by day, but the many pieces of massive
mahogany furniture made it look dark and forbidding and in the
flickering shadows of the nightlight, even menacing. Lying in bed,
I used to be fearful that during the night when I was asleep, a
wardrobe or tallboy would move quietly over to my bed and crush me.
In order to placate the furniture, having always been taught that
politeness costs nothing, I would sit up in bed, bow solemnly to
each piece in turn and say goodnight. I would then glance uneasily
around to make sure that nothing looked like moving and eventually
go off to sleep.
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