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FOREWORD



OTHER people’s lives are always interesting. We may only get a glimpse from a train window of a woman pegging washing in a boisterous breeze, or a man being tugged along a pavement by a Labrador, or a child bouncing a ball in a suburban back garden, but for that moment we touch lives.


Sometimes the contact is not visual but aural. We overhear the sad tale about a visit to the hospital, or the outraged account of a neighbour’s misdoings, and again we are in touch.


That we are interested in others’ lives is proved by the popularity of biographies and autobiographies: the bookshops are full of accounts of the lives of the great and good (or even bad), which often sell well.


Various factors motivate the writers of such works. They may be fascinated by military history and set their sights on Napoleon or Julius Caesar. It may be the great figures of the ballet world that fire them, and off they go researching the lives of Nijinsky or Pavlova.


Sometimes the urge to write a biography of a friend or relative, as a tribute to his memory, brings forth a volume. In recent years a spate of books has appeared about such figures as Laurence Olivier, Barbara Pym, Dylan Thomas and others who have died.


Money, of course, is a constant motive. Quite a number, one suspects, look up the anniversaries of interesting people, well in advance, and buckle down to getting a biography to their publisher before others do so. Money can, too, motivate those who have attained eminence in their lifetimes to write their autobiographies (which are often, like biographies, large and heavy tomes, despite the fact that the finished product is too unwieldy to read in bed).


But a great many autobiographies are written by less well-known people and for a far simpler reason. They want to tell their families, and particularly those who follow after them, how things were when the writer was young, and what happened to that writer later.


A great many of these modest accounts never reach the publisher’s office, let alone the bookshops, but they have intrinsic value for the writer and reader. There is a lasting fascination with the world which one has just missed, one’s mother’s memories and one’s grandmother’s too, such as the fact that my own Grandma Read was married in a wedding dress, presumably homemade, which ‘cost six-three a yard’, as she boasted. (That means it cost sixpence and three farthings in the money of that day, and about three pence a yard in ours.) And, as you will read, she wore ‘an aerofane bonnet with gooseberries on it’ with this creation.


This change in the value of money is one of the strongest factors of our interest in times past. Like many people of my generation I was irritated by my parents’ constant mention of how much a sovereign, a real one made of gold and kept in a velvet-lined sovereign case, would buy ‘before the war’. By this they meant the war of 1914–1918 which devastated their lives.


It was brought home to me later by our own daughter, then aged about six in the 1940s, who picked up something from the kitchen table, maybe an Oxo cube or a custard packet, and remarked in wonder:


‘Can you really buy something for a penny?’


A penny, at her age, would have been riches for me.


It is this word-of-mouth communication between the generations which makes social history so vivid, and so vital.


It was mainly for her interest, and for readers of her generation and after, that I wrote the two accounts of my childhood. For the first seven years I was a London child and in close touch with my maternal grandmother and a bevy of uncles, aunts and cousins. A Fortunate Grandchild covers this period.


There was still a hint of Victorian times about the London of my very early years. The muffin man walked the winter streets with his wares balanced in a tray on his head, and a brass handbell to advertise them. The lamp-lighter cycled from lamp-post to lamp-post as dusk fell. And all the women had skirts that swept to the ground.


But at the age of seven I was taken to live in the country, and the impact this made has coloured my life ever since. Time Remembered was written to record the bliss of this time, ending with my transfer to a large girls’ school at the age of eleven.


I am sometimes asked if I intend to continue with my autobiography, and the answer is ‘No’, for two reasons.


As a reader of other writers’ autobiographies it is always the early years which I enjoy most, and I believe this is fairly general. There is a freshness, a lightness, about these early memories which often fades as the author grows to manhood and we follow his path to fame.


The second reason for deciding to end my own recollections at the age of eleven is even simpler. Like most people, my early memories are sharp. I could take you today to the spot where I found violets, or a robin’s nest, seventy years ago, but I should be hard put to it to tell you where I left my spectacles ten minutes ago, or what I was doing on Thursday of last week. That is why I pray that I shall never be called as a witness in a court of law. Memory becomes blurred and inaccuratc as time passes, and the incidents of my twenties and thirties would not have the clarity of those early days.


Some of the most enchanting contributions to English literature have been childhood memories, of course. Gwen Raverat’s Period Piece, Flora Thompson’s Lark Rise to Candleford and Dirk Bogarde’s Great Meadow come to mind. They are perfect examples of the powerful impact the world makes upon a young mind. Those first impressions are sharp and clear upon the virgin page. Gradually the dust of years will settle upon it, blurring what follows. But if the dust is blown away, those first marks will still show vividly throughout one’s life.


One aspect of these two autobiographical essays only struck me recently when I re-read them for this edition. It was how true we are to our beginnings, and Wordsworth’s phrase ‘The Child is father of the Man’ was recalled with great force. The dislike of crowds and loud noises is still with me, and I remember how I hated going to a certain greengrocer’s with my mother when I was about four years old. It was always busy, people shoved and shouted, and the man who was selling his wares made more noise than the rest put together.


Children’s parties too I found overwhelming. The shrieks, the laughter, the general hubbub were not to my taste. Looking back, I see now, that even then I was a ruminatory animal (as writers need to be), and was exhausted rather than exhilarated by a crowd of boisterous people.


Railway stations, with steam trains in those days, and another crush of people, were also terrifying. Occasional visits to the street markets of Petticoat Lane and the Caledonian Market were a pleasure to my mother and aunts, but not to me being tugged along reluctantly behind.


Another unpleasant experience, shared with my sister, was having to perform in public. In those days, children were expected to contribute to family entertainment by reciting, singing or playing ‘a piano piece’. Squirming with embarassment we would go through our paces, and resume our chairs with relief. Even now I dislike hearing my work read on radio, or to a live audience, though, unaccountably, I feel a glow of pride when I see the books displayed in the bookseller’s.


But happier aspects of my childhood remain constant. I get the same thrill today as I did then if I come across a rare wild flower such as a bee orchid, or catch a glimpse of a woodpecker or a kingfisher. When Wordsworth said:


My heart leaps up when I behold
A rainbow in the sky,


we may feel that the sentiment is a little exaggerated, but we all know exactly what he means.


Another influence upon those of my generation was the Great War, as it was then called. Its shadow hung chillingly over our childhood, no matter how bravely the adults tried to shelter us from it. We were brought up in a mainly female world while the men fought far from home. Food was in short supply and we London children knew air raids first-hand. We recognized sorrow too on the faces of aunts and uncles, both kindred and adopted, when bad news had arrived, and we saw the limping men in hospital blue struggling about the streets.


It is these early memories, I believe, which make my generation deeply moved by the poetry written at that time and, perhaps more than most, we feel such desolation when coming across those heartrendingly long lists of names on the walls of churches, chapels, colleges, schools and village war memorials commemorating the illustrious dead.


Earlier I mentioned that one of the pleasures of reading autobiographies is the emergence of the grown character and his attainments.


Although I have not written about my adult years, and do not intend to in book form, it may be of interest to readers, and even more so to incipient writers, to give a brief account of what befell me after the age of eleven when I left my beloved village school in Kent.


My career at Bromley County School was undistinguished, and by the time I was due to leave at the age of eighteen, I only knew vaguely that I should like a job with books, and that I should like to write. My parents sensibly suggested that I should spent two years training to be a teacher, collect some qualification which would support me throughout life, if need be, and do any writing in my spare time.


This project was heartily endorsed by my Aunt Rose, herself a competent infants’ teacher, and I went off to Homerton College, Cambridge, where I made several dear and lifelong friends, and fell in love with the city of Cambridge. The grace and diversity of the university’s buildings, complemented by the market town atmosphere, delighted me.


An even more powerful influence was the River Cam. Brought up on the windy heights of the North Downs, I knew little of rivers and their joys. The mighty Thames I knew well, of course, but I had never before come across a river that ran, small and friendly, right through a town, creating its own swathe of beauty.


The Cambridgeshire countryside was a complete contrast to my native Kentish landscape. I liked its flatness, its enormous skies, and farther north the austere beauty of the Fens in winter.


My horizons were broadened, in the literal sense, and when I went to a college friend’s home and was introduced to the Lake District, I realized how deeply moved I was by all the diversity to be found in even such a small country as England.


After two years in Cambridge I went to Middlesex to teach in a large new school. Within a few years war arrived in September 1939. I married in the following year and went to live in Witney, Oxfordshire, where our daughter was born and where I discovered the charm of yet another area, the Cotswolds.


This appreciation of my surroundings has always been a vital contribution to my life and later to my writings. At the northern end of Witney is Wood Green, and this was the setting for the Thrush Green novels which I wrote some twenty years later.


After the war we moved to the Newbury area where my husband returned to his teaching post at St Bartholomew’s Grammar School.


We lived in a nearby village for some years, and later to our present home over thirty years ago. Our daughter lives and works in the adjoining county of Oxfordshire, only a few miles from her birthplace.


I also did short spells of teaching in local village schools and started my writing career by sending work to various journals such as The Times Educational Supplement and Punch. (A collection of these light essays, or short stories, has been published under the title Tales from a Village School.)


In 1955, my first book was published by Michael Joseph and Penguin, and they took one a year right up until 1996 when I wrote my last book, A Peaceful Retirement, so I was kept busy.


Whenever I started a book it was the place which came first and the people second. I liked to have the setting clear in my mind before I set the actors to work upon the stage. To most novelists, I believe, their work can be construed as ‘Figures in a Landscape’. My novels tend to be ‘A Landscape with Figures’. Luckily, readers seem to like it that way.


So many people intend to write down their memories, and to all those would-be autobiographers, I venture to give this advice. Do the job for your own enjoyment and for the sake of those who come after you. You will be providing a valuable social contribution whether it finds a publisher or not. Some of those which I have enjoyed most have been printed privately and given enormous pleasure to family and friends.


It is not an easy task, but it becomes more absorbing as the memories start to flow, and for those who have had the foresight to keep diaries, the outcome is infinitely more accurate, of course.


You hold my effort in your hands, and if it does nothing more, I trust that it will stir early memories and encourage you, perhaps, to set down your own.


Dora Saint, 2007










[image: image]











CONTENTS



Author’s Note


My Two Grandmothers


Grandma Read


Aunt Jess


Aunt Rose


Uncle Harry


267 Hither Green Lane


A Sad Ending


Grandma Shafe


Summer 1914


Grandpa Shafe


The Beach Hut


An Outing with Grandma


Going to Grandma’s


17 New Pier Street


Holiday Rituals


Long-lost Relatives


The Last Years





Author’s Note


I AM much indebted to my sister who confirmed or amended a number of these memories.


I should like to thank also my cousin Doris Shafe and Reginald Davies who supplied the photographs of our grandmothers and some happy recollections.


Most of the events recorded happened some sixty or more years ago, and I am conscious that there may be errors. For these I claim full responsibility, and hope that they may be forgiven.






To 
Those Who Shared
My Two Grandmothers
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My sister Lil aged four, and me aged sixteen months, in the summer of 1914





MY TWO GRANDMOTHERS



I WAS lucky with my grandmothers. Both Grandma Read and Grandma Shafe were dears.


I was not so lucky with grandfathers. One had died years before I was born, and Thomas Smith Shafe was as daunting to a child as his jolly wife was welcoming.


Speaking generally, it seems to me that grandmothers have a very special place in the affections of young children. Not obliged, as parents are, to provide food, shelter, protection, advice and discipline, day in and day out, they can afford to be much more easy-going. The unexpected present, the extra outing, the little treat of a favourite meal prepared especially to delight the child and, above all, the time to listen to youthful outpourings, all make a grandmother a loved ally. It is hardly surprising that the bond between grandmother and grandchild is often stronger than that between parent and child.


My own two grandmothers were alike in the affection they so freely bestowed, and the love they inspired. They were quite different in looks, one small and dark, the other large – very large – with curly white hair. One had borne twelve children, the other four. Grandma Read was the widow of a Deptford builder. Grandma Shafe’s husband Tom was a retired Post Office worker. More of him anon, for although he does not play a large role in this account of my two grandmothers, he nevertheless made his presence felt at 17 New Pier Street, Walton-on-Naze, where they went to live when he retired.


But it is Grandma Read of 267 Hither Green Lane, Lewisham, that I remember most vividly when I was a very young child, and I will describe her, her family and her home first.







GRANDMA READ



Sarah Ann Read
1846–1922
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GRANDMA READ



SHE was my mother’s mother and must have been nearly seventy when I first became conscious of her in about 1915. At that time, my father was serving in France with H Battery of the Royal Horse Artillery, and my mother was carrying on his job as an insurance agent. My elder sister and I were left with Grandma Read, who lived nearby, for most of the day.


She was small and neat, with a very smooth skin and dark hair parted in the middle and taken back behind her ears into a bun. Her hair remained dark and glossy until her death at seventy-six. It was generally believed that she had a Portuguese ancestor and her looks would certainly bear this out.


She dressed well. Her frocks were of dark silk, usually brown or black, trimmed with lace and made with a high neck. She was particularly fond of prettily-trimmed bonnets worn tied under the chin with ribbons. As children, we often gave her bonnet trimmings of feathers or velvet for her birthday or Christmas presents. One particular bonnet I remember clearly, trimmed with velvet pansies of different colours which framed her face and delighted my admiring eye.


An older cousin of mine remembers her as ‘a very happy lady. She had a nice smile, and her eyes smiled too.’ That too is how I remember her.


She was a wonderful companion to young children, cheerful, spritely and not over-anxious, as so many adults are, about the niceties of correct behaviour or the awful consequences of such daring feats as jumping off low walls or down the conservatory steps. Having had twelve children of her own, she was probably past worrying over much.


She indulged me in small ways, and I loved her for it.


During that war, food supplies were extremely short, especially in London. My mother had instilled in us that we were never to ask for sweets or anything with sugar in it because people had so little. My grandmother, however, would frequently spread butter – or more probably margarine in those days – on half a slice of bread, and then scatter brown sugar on it. I watched greedily as she cut it into fingers which I soon demolished. I knew, as well as she did, that this activity was only undertaken when we were alone, and I had enough sense, even at three, to keep our secret.
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