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Preface


 


In a sense, this preface is by way of being a postscript to my writing, my storytelling life: to my life. So it is both preface and postscript.


I’m older now. Not wiser maybe, but with perhaps the perspective that only old age can bring, on the world about me, on my place in it. And it is a funny thing, old age. I mean, you have to laugh and smile, or you’d just turn your face to the wall.


The essays and reflections in this book have been written over recent decades, many for BBC Radio 4’s A Point of View, some as articles in newspapers and some as lectures. And woven in amongst them you will find a play, a poem or two, and even a few stories. I’m not abandoning storytelling.


Throughout my writing life I’ve largely written fiction, but I’ve been feeling for a while now that it’s important also to explore other ways of ‘passing it on’, as Alan Bennett’s wonderfully eccentric teacher tells his class in The History Boys. He’s trying to tell them why he teaches, what he’s here for, what we’re all here for. It’s what writing is for as well.


I suppose this whole book is a way of being an explanation, or justification, or both. As a writer, I have moved, rather thinly disguised, through my stories, autobiography hidden in amongst the fiction, not very well concealed either. There are many Michaels in my stories, even the occasional Michael Morpurgo – perhaps a sign of a limited imagination. But the truth is that I have played out my life often in my fiction, using up the experiences and happenings of my 80-odd years. I write biographically, that’s the truth of it. It’s my memories that fuel much of my writing. I write more often than not in the first person, in order perhaps to live the story more intensely as I tell it. I’ve been me, often. I’ve been a horse, a dog, a cat, all sorts. I’ve been old, I’ve been young. I’ve been girl, I’ve been boy. After all, ‘One man in his time plays many parts.’


But maybe there comes a time to stand back, to try to see the world more clearly, as I find it, and to tell it straight – not through the prism of a story, but to look my reader in the eye and come clean about the real world, the great issues of our times: caring for the planet, peace, migration, fairness, education, hope. Now that I’m 80, it seemed the time to do it, the time not to play a part, while there is time.


I am very fortunate to be getting older and still to be doing work I love. One of the great joys is when people – young people especially – suggest to me that I might like to write or do something different, something I haven’t dared do before. Maybe they read my books when they were children, or their own children read them now, maybe I taught them at school.


As with this book, they nudge me into believing I can go where I have not gone before, and that is hugely exciting. Would you like to write for radio, an essay for A Point of View? Would you like to write a series of poems for Vivaldi’s ‘Four Seasons’ and then read them at a concert? Would you write an article for a newspaper on education, on peace and war, on migration? Would you like to narrate the story of War Horse to accompany the music from the National Theatre’s play at the Proms? Or, would you like to gather a selection of your writings together for a different kind of book altogether, this book?


Simply to be asked is great encouragement and so heartening – especially when you’re 80-plus. They must think I can still do these things and do them well enough. That’s all I need to launch into something new. So here it is. When I thought of calling this book Funny Thing, Getting Older, I had very good reason for suggesting that title. A story, a true story.


Heart bypass surgery is not funny. But recently I had to go through it. Not funny at all. But then a funny thing happened on the way to the operating theatre. I was wheeled into a sort of antechamber where I met the anaesthetist. She’d been to see me on the ward earlier to introduce herself and tell me how it was all going to be, that everything would be fine. She seemed very kind. Polish, she told me. I recall thinking she looked like a kind auntie of mine when I was little. ‘I’ll see you shortly,’ she said. And off she went.


She was waiting for me in this antechamber, the theatre beyond it, with everyone waiting. She was dressed in white from head to toe, mask on. I knew the routine. She would make conversation to relax me and put me to sleep without my knowing it was happening. The conversation, which I knew sooner or later would be interrupted, went like this.


 


Her: I heard that you are a writer.


Me: Yes.


Her: What sort of books do you write?


[She is going through the motions, I thought]


Me: Children’s books, mostly.


Her: And what’s your latest book about?


Me: [Waiting for unconsciousness to overwhelm me] A dog.


Her: A dog! [Suddenly seriously interested. No longer just going through the motions] What kind of a dog?


Me: A corgi.


Her: A corgi! I’ve got a corgi! What kind of a corgi?


Me: A Pembrokeshire corgi.


Her: I’ve got a Pembrokeshire corgi! When’s the book coming out? I want to come to the launch and bring my dog, my Rufus, along.


 


I’m sure I went off to sleep with a smile on my face. Several hours later, I woke up and we arranged it. It wasn’t just talk. It wasn’t going through the motions. So I will be sharing the launch of my next book with a Pembrokeshire corgi called Rufus and a Polish anaesthetist called Agatha. Apparently, she has many friends who have corgis. It could be quite a gathering! I hope the dogs behave!


As I said – funny thing, getting older.


—


I have just looked out of my window and seen what I often see at about 8.30 in the morning: a group of children from a city primary school going back down the lane for breakfast after a rainy walk out over the fields to feed the cattle their hay, to move the sheep onto new pasture. It’s been bucketing down. Their hoods are up and they’re dripping wet. They are linking arms and laughing too. And I’m thinking how lucky I am to witness at my age how positive young people can be, how together they are and happy about their work, in the fractured world we live in. Having my children and grandchildren about, seeing them and these city children down on the farm that we have turned into a charity to allow them to experience country life, always fills me with hope and joy, puts the world and its troubles, age and its drawbacks into perspective, keeps me smiling. This is the generation, I am thinking, I am hoping, who will put things right.


Funny thing, getting older. Well, not so funny for so many. Not funny for those living in isolation and with sadness in their hearts, not funny at all for those who are overwhelmed, or cold and hungry, for those worn down by ill health. Not funny for those living through war. Not funny when you lose those you love, friends and family, as inevitably happens in old age.


Living through war, as so many do the world over, is not simply seeing it on the television or reading about it – though that is bad enough. The constant drip, drip of horror – from the Middle East, from Ukraine, from Sudan, from so many places – invading our homes and our lives and our minds is corrosive to the soul, to our very humanity. The tragic drama of a world out of kilter, seemingly destroying itself, is playing out in front of our eyes from our phones and iPads and televisions, from our newspapers. And we are helpless to do anything about it. Or so it might seem.


Not true, of course. We have voices and we can speak up. We can tell our stories, read the stories of others. We can write. We can do what we can do. We must. Generations before us did, and gave us our freedom to speak, gave us new hope. We have to do the same for the generation that just walked down the lane on the way back from their farm work. I feel in a way that this is mutual. They give me the hope to keep my pecker up, to keep me smiling though.


A story is like a kite. Every time I write or tell a story, I’m flying a kite. If I make it right, if the wind is right, if I design it right, if I fly it right, it will lift and rise and stay up. It will swoop and soar, and it will please my heart when it’s up there, floating on the wind, flapping and rustling in the breeze. And it will please anyone who sees it. They will stop and stare and marvel at the sight of it up there in the blue. It may fall, catch in a tree, but I can rescue it, mend it and fly it again. It is same with the making of the stories in this book, every one of them, the poems and the essays too. I have to keep making and flying my kites, and teach others, if I can, to fly theirs.


Within this book you will find an account of why kites came to mean so much to me, how I came to write a book about the sheer joy of them. It reflects on why they are important to the child in me, the teacher in me, the storymaker in me, the old man in me. They are to me and to many cultures symbols of hope, of happiness, of peace and freedom. And the older I have become, the more I value all four, but the greatest of these is hope. Of all the stories I have written, that story – which became my book The Kites Are Flying – has become the one that stays in my mind more than any other, now especially. It is about children, about suffering and war, about reconciliation, about our longing and our hope for peace. And you will read about a visit I made to Gaza and to Israel some 20 years ago, and of the one place, the one school, where I felt a path to peace was being prepared. It was here I saw children, Jew and Arab together, making and flying kites.


I remember leaving at the end of my visit and thinking how different this school was from anywhere else I had visited, in Gaza or in Israel, how the children learnt together, played together, lived as neighbours side by side in the village. This must surely be the only way forward, through education in school and in the community, through hope and belief. In a place of such historic and bitter conflict, this has to be the pathway to peace. I thought then that perhaps the children who had made and flown the kites with me – given half a chance – might be amongst the future peacemakers who would make it happen. That is still my hope and my belief all these years later.


I’m writing this on 7 October 2024, a year after the appalling tragedy in Israel and Gaza, and now in Lebanon, after a year of unimaginable horror for everyone living on both sides of the borders. I’m wondering still how many of those kite-making, laughing children are alive, and if so, where they are now, what they believe now. Have they lost all hope? I’m wondering if the story I told about them is too fanciful. I hope it’s not. I do know that without hope, there is no hope. I have to keep hoping and believing, for the children and for me. What else can keep us going?


And we have reason to hope. All wars end in the end. I was born during a world war that was the most destructive war ever fought. The generation before me and our generation found a way afterwards to forgive, to forge friendship, to knock down walls. There is peace now in South Africa, on the island of Ireland – not perfect peace maybe, but peace. It can and will happen too in Israel and Gaza, and it will be the children on both sides who, with education, with knowledge and empathy and understanding, will do it. Maybe with the help of stories and kites, linking arms and laughing.










Childhood










Great Expectations


2024


I saw the film of Great Expectations, in black and white, way back in the 1960s, at a family Christmas. It was a life-changing experience. It doesn’t matter how many versions of the film I’ve seen, this is the one I remember. It doesn’t matter how many family Christmases I’ve had – about 80 now – this is the family Christmas I remember best.


Let me set the scene. It is 1961. I am 18. I am home, rather unwillingly, for Christmas. Christmas was always a big deal in our family, too big a deal, with all the rather overdone tradition and ritual. We lived in a musty, dusty old house, where the floorboards creaked and where in winter the windows iced up inside. We always had many guests at Christmas. There was much jollity and playing of games – charades was a favourite. There was also some tension in the air – actually, the tension was in the family. It always was.


After the war, the divorce rate multiplied by four quite quickly. Collateral war damage, you could call it. My father was away in Baghdad in 1945 when he received a letter from my mother telling him she wanted to leave him and marry a man she had met and fallen in love with. I was two at the time, my brother four.


As soon as he could, my father – Tony Bridge he was called – came home on compassionate leave to try to persuade my mother not to leave him. He took her on a cycling holiday to Southwold where they had been happy together before the war. They were both actors, travelling the country ‘in rep’.


Sadly, Tony’s plan didn’t work. My mother would not change her mind. She decided to leave, taking my brother Pieter and me with her. So we found ourselves growing up in a divorced family with a stepfather, one Jack Morpurgo, writer and publisher.


Divorce in middle-class England in those days was of course thought shameful. Pieter and I grew up with a new surname, Morpurgo, and soon had a half-brother and -sister. We were the Morpurgo family.


Pieter and I knew we had a different father, but his name was never mentioned. He became for us a phantom father, a hush-hush father. We never saw him. If ever we asked our mother about him, as over the years we increasingly did, she would simply refuse to tell us anything about him. ‘That was then,’ she would say. ‘This is now. Let’s not talk about it.’


Tony, our real father, had made the decision – we later learnt – that he didn’t want to ‘play’ at being our father. Better for us growing up to have a new father, a new family, was the thinking, without a spare father hanging around. Having been abroad during most of the war, he hardly knew us and we did not know him at all.


Jobs in the theatre after the war were difficult to find, so he soon emigrated to Canada, where he found work and great success in Stratford, Ontario, and later in the Shaw Festival Theatre in Niagara. We never saw Tony. Pieter and I would fantasise about him sometimes, very privately.


By 1961, the family had our first television set. Two channels, black and white, and tiny. It took ages to warm up and flickered constantly, but it was a marvel! Like many families then, we all gathered round this new toy eagerly. My stepfather disapproved and rationed us. But, being literary, he did approve of dramatisations of Dickens on the BBC at teatime on Boxing Day.


So, with a supply of crumpets piled up on the dish, and keeping warm by the fire, we all settled down to watch Great Expectations – children, aunties, grandparents, all of us. I was sitting in the chair next to my mother, everyone in a state of great expectation. It’s the best opening of any of Dickens’ books. Pip, a young boy living out on the marshes, is taking a shortcut home through the village graveyard on his way home, the evening darkening around him. He is timorous and we are terrified.


Then, up from behind a gravestone rears a hideous figure and grabs him by the arm. Most of us know the story and we’re waiting for the moment. It’s Magwitch, the escaped convict, his chains rattling. He has wild eyes and a face like a wolf. The watching children scream. My mother gasps and grabs my hand. ‘Oh my god,’ she cries. ‘It’s your father, it’s Tony!’


One or two step-relatives leave the room at once. The genie is out of the bottle. The phantom father is in the room! Soon, everyone leaves except my mother and Pieter and me. We watch in silence together. And I’m thinking, That’s my father?! My father is a very convincing convict! Does he really look like that?


 


Two short postscripts


As for Tony, my father, Pieter and I met him in our twenties, became good friends with him and found our dad. I last saw him in Niagara, on the lake in Ontario, at the Shaw Festival. He was 80, still acting. I was there to see him in a play by Arthur Conan Doyle about the last surviving soldier from the Battle of Waterloo. A monologue at 80 and he was word perfect, pitch perfect.


The film of Great Expectations we saw that Boxing Day of 1961 might not have been the great David Lean one, but it was wonderfully done, and produced by the Canadian Broadcasting Company, in which Magwitch was of course played quite magnificently!










Owl or Pussycat?


2020


Written in lockdown, one of many tales of reflection.


 


This year, many thousands of families may have to do without the school Christmas play or panto or concert. And that’s a pity, a real pity. It’s a ritual much loved, very much part of the beginning of a family Christmas. It will be much missed. So I thought I’d tell you the story of how I acted in my school Christmas play when I was little, in 1949. It’s a true story, promise.


My mother, Kippe Cammaerts, was an actor, as was my father, Tony Bridge. They both went to drama school at RADA. They got married soon after and acted together in the same company, touring the country in rep, from Southwold to Canterbury, from Bristol to Edinburgh. I should have followed in their footsteps. If I’d had the courage, and the talent, I would have done just that. I had my chance, my one big chance, and I blew it. I’m telling you, I could have been George Clooney.


This is how I blew it. It was the first time I ever acted on stage. I lived in Earl’s Court in London and went to school down the road, at a primary school called St Cuthbert with St Matthias. It’s still there. I’ve been there and read to the children, in the very same school hall where I had my starring role.


I was six, I think. I wasn’t that keen on school. There were rules, spelling tests and punishments. There was detention if you were naughty, if your socks were down or if you were late for class; it was the ruler if you were very naughty, if you said a rude word or cheeked the teacher.


But I always liked the stories and poems our teacher read to us, and that was because my actress mother used to read to me and my elder brother, Pieter, every bedtime. She could be a pirate or a princess, a lion or an elephant. She was living the story, making music with the words, becoming the characters in front of our eyes.


She always had her favourite stories and poems, and amongst them was Edward Lear’s The Owl and the Pussycat. I loved that poem so much that I used to echo the words with her every time she recited it. Then it happened by chance one day that our teacher read it to us in class. She said that the headteacher had decided to make it our school Christmas play to be performed in the school hall in front of all the parents and teachers.


A few days later, she made us come out one by one to read the poem in front of the class. The headteacher was there too, so we were all sitting up very straight. I couldn’t read very well – I was slow that way – but I didn’t need to read it at all. I simply stood up there and recited that poem by heart. I loved the rhythm of it, the fun of it. I did it without nerves and without any hesitation. I have never forgotten the look of amazement on our headteacher’s face, on those faces all around me.


A day or two after that, she announced to the whole school at assembly that Michael Morpurgo would be playing Owl in the school Christmas play – the main part! After school I ran all the way home, burst in and told everyone the good news. They were over the moon. My auntie, I remember, cried with pride and joy.


The trouble came the next day when I found out who was to be Pussycat. It was Belinda, who was my secret girlfriend. To be clear, I was quite shy. She was older than me and I’d hardly spoken to her, let alone declared my love for her. Within a week or two, we were both in rehearsals, sitting there in the ‘pea-green boat’, and I was singing her a love song, strumming my pretend guitar, while the teacher played the piano and Belinda meowed loudly, caterwauling. Everyone laughed because she did it so well. But it rather spoilt my song. What no one understood, least of all Belinda, was that I meant every single word of my love song. So for me it was no laughing matter.


They made the scenery, with a great big white balloon hanging above us, which was the moon. They put up the stage and the curtain in the school hall. We made the paper chain decorations and they brought in a huge Christmas tree and stood it up in the corner by the piano. They couldn’t get the lights to work but that didn’t matter.


The great day was coming, everyone was becoming very excited. I found I was getting rather nervous too. I lay in bed at night worrying. Would I remember my lines? Would I sing in tune?


My auntie and my mother made my owl costume. I was feathers all over, with claws and a beak and big pointed ears. I was so pleased with it. I opened my wings and ran around the house towitowooing. They all said I made a wonderful owl. But when I put it on for the first time at school for the dress rehearsal everyone laughed – except Belinda. She said I looked just right, like a proper owl. I loved her even more. And in her costume, with her whisker make-up and her long white tail, she looked more like a cat than any cat I ever saw. She even moved like a proper cat. And she caterwauled like a proper cat too. And she wasn’t nervous at all. She was cool as a cucumber. I was in awe of her.


Then, at last, it was the last day at school before Christmas. The great day had arrived. The school hall was packed. The hum of the audience beyond the curtain was the most exciting sound I ever heard. And then the curtain opened . . .


And I blew it.


—


Years later, when I was much older and had become a writer, when any hope of being George Clooney had long since faded, I sat down and wrote the story of that school Christmas play, in which I played the starring role opposite the love of my life. Luckily for me, it was illustrated beautifully by the wonderful Polly Dunbar and published in a book called Owl or Pussycat?


Read it and you can find out how I comprehensively blew my chance of a life on the stage or screen, how my career as an actor ended there and then in 1949, on that fateful stage at St Cuthbert with St Matthias Primary School.


And that’s a pity. I could have been a contender!










The Happiest Days of Your Life . . .


2019


For many they used to be, for many they still are. But for an ever-increasing number of young people today, childhood can be marred, scarred by mental illness, overshadowed by anxiety and stress. Some 10 per cent of children aged between 5 and 16 have a clinically diagnosable mental health problem.


Yet surely we are living in a gentler age for our children, kinder, with school and home and society itself more child-centred and sensitive, better informed. Or so we hope and believe. After all, gone are many of the strictures of punishment and fear that previous generations had to endure – the routine use of the cane in class, the strap at home. Childhood really should be the happiest days of our children’s lives. For over a million of them today it is not. Depression, self-harm, eating disorders, attention deficit disorder, anxiety attacks. Poor mental health manifests itself in many ways.


Schools, teachers and parents, all of us, are bewildered and overwhelmed by what seems to be a rising epidemic amongst the young. There have to be underlying reasons why this is happening. We have to look at what is different now in our society that might be causing this. Is it that childhood itself has changed, or that society has changed, or both? I know the old days were not good old days. I was there. More children lived in abject poverty, childhood disease was more widespread, education and healthcare could be rudimentary, homes were often cold and damp, unemployment was rife and families were dysfunctional then too. And society was in turmoil, even trauma, in the post-war years when I grew up. There can be no doubt that many children were suffering in those times with mental health problems. But such problems were generally much less well understood then of course, and even if recognised would often have been unacknowledged or hidden away.


That said, childhood really was different then. Strangely, just after the war, with bombsites down the street and at the bottom of our school playground, with the shadow of war all around, with loss and grieving in almost every home including mine, there was, comparatively speaking, little anxiety in our lives. We played in those bombsites, made games out of war. We lived in the bubble of our family, our street, our school, our friends. There was a togetherness. Our parents and extended families kept us safe, protected us. But at the same time, they let us have our freedom. Recent research has shown that children then had nine times more time and space in which to play and wander and explore than they do now. Playing out was all there was to do. Football in the street, marbles or hopscotch on the pavement, climbing walls in the bombsite, making camps, bird nesting (yes, I know!), collecting beetles and worms. There was chess, and draughts, dominoes, and children’s radio, and books and gramophone records.


Through this play, we made strong friends – in the family, on the street and in the playground. It was a secure world they made for us, a close-knit world where we felt we belonged. There was a structure there, a cast of familiar characters, a way of being we all shared and understood. We knew who was good: policemen (mostly), doctors, nurses, vicars, teachers (mostly), the milkman (and his horse), the postman, the coalman (and his horse). And we knew what was good too, and bad. School and home and church taught us that.


Essentially, it was a kind world. In such a society there was little anxiety amongst the children. There were teachers I feared and avoided as best I could. I didn’t like to go to sleep in the dark. I had my fears. But they were fleeting fears. I grew up in a divorced family. But no one spoke of it at home.


I am not saying that it was an ideal home or an ideal world for a child to grow up in. But I feel very strongly that I was fortunate to be a child in that time. As I see it, most children of today have to grow up fast, are confronted all too early with the complexities of modern life. The world is beamed directly into their bedrooms, though phones, iPads and computers. All too young, they can travel to the dark, troubling and incomprehensible places of the worst of human behaviour. They can meet who they like, talk to any stranger and discover online just what everyone is saying about them. They can read deeply hurtful, scathing personal comments that they know everyone else is reading too. And very often, they do all this in isolation. For many, modern technology inhibits talking, replaces play, limits human communication. This virtual world can be a maze of hideous nightmares, images and events, whether fact or fiction, that can breed fear and hurt and confusion in young minds, that can prove toxic for the children of today. Self-confidence and self-worth, the two great pillars of a child’s sense of wellbeing, can so easily be destroyed.


But for a child to be unwanted, to be rejected by one parent or both, is the hardest cut of all, and one of the most likely circumstances to cause mental illness. Divorce, separation, family instability is much more common now than when I was little. The rate of divorce quadrupled after the Second World War. When a child is unwanted, abandoned, has no family to call her or his own and is given away into care, it is a wound that is difficult to heal. And we have to remember of course that it is the grown-up adult world that creates the world of the child. We bring them into the world, the world we have made. We ourselves are deeply damaged by anxiety, by stress. One in ten of us have at some stage been treated for some form of mental illness. Seventeen of us die by suicide every day in the UK. Many of us find it hard to cope, too hard to cope. Despair begins with anxiety. And despair takes a terrible toll.


So how specifically can we protect our children from the causes of this anxiety that can do so much harm? Parents and schools can and must control the exposure of young people to social media and to the darker, more pernicious parts of the internet. Children have to learn its immense benefits too, discover its potential for knowledge and understanding and good, and that takes time and maturity. It can be done. I know many parents who do it. Schools can do more, so much more, to alleviate stress amongst our children.


They are of course at school to learn, but they are at school also to grow, to play, to make friends, to discover themselves, to build that essential self-confidence and self-worth. But education policy for decades now has driven schools and teachers remorselessly, and overwhelmingly, towards teaching to the examination, where pupils, teachers and schools are judged on their academic success rate. Minority subjects are ditched, music and art and drama and dance and sport marginalised. Pass well and you are a success; pass ordinarily or fail and you are a failure. Whether passing or failing, you can be living through so much anxiety. And that can and does bring on mental illness in childhood, or indeed is the root cause of mental health breakdown later in life.


So first, let children enjoy being children at home or in playgroups for seven years, as already happens in other, more enlightened societies, and then let the priority in schools be to create the atmosphere and conditions where all children can flourish and find what it is they love to do and can do well. We have to inject into the lives of children such memorable happenings that will make them feel they belong. It is moments, days, people that change lives, that breathe into a child’s life a new way of thinking, new hope, something to look forward to, something to look back on that they have loved. The making of joyous memories can help a child through hard times. A good book, a play, a piece of music, a visit to a museum or the countryside, a glimpse of a kingfisher flashing by, watching a calf being born, collecting a warm egg from under a hen, grooming a horse, scuffling through leaves down a country lane. Such moments are life affirming, they strengthen all of us, give us all heart and hope, a sense of wellbeing, of belonging.










Let Me Take You There


2020


I live in Devon, in the heart of the country, in a thatched cottage called Paradise, down ‘deep lanes’, as Ted Hughes called them. Our lane leads only to the River Torridge. Larks rise in the high field behind our house. Swallows and buzzards and bluebells greet us on our daily walk. But the cows and calves barely look up as we go by, they are so used to us. Otters and kingfishers are there somewhere by the river. We look for them but rarely see them. They know we are there, and we know they know we are there.


We all share this paradise on earth. Yet this paradise is not my place of dreams. I live here, see it out of my window, have lived here with our growing family, work here on the land, at my writing, for 45 years and more. I have no need to dream of home when I am home.


I dream, as so many do, of those I long for but cannot see. I dream of what is out of reach, places and faces I remember, times I remember. Places and times I can escape to only in dreams. But there is one place, and one time, that I dream of most often, most vividly. Maybe because I saw it first with a child’s eye.


Childhood is rarely all sweetness and light, nor are dreams of childhood. Dream and nightmare are close companions. I grew up in grey, grim, post-war London. It was a place of grieving and sadness. Mornings when the smog was so yellow and thick you couldn’t see across the street. School, to me, was fearful – so often the place where punishments happened. Standing in the corner, detention during playtime, the ruler on the hand stinging. Fear ruled.


And then, when I was about seven, the family moved out of the gloom of still bombed-out London to the Essex coast. To Bradwell-on-Sea, my place of dreams then and even now, in my older age, even in my pastoral paradise.


New Hall. The house where we lived was not new at all, but a rambling, spidery, draughty Tudor house, full of creaking corridors and attics with windows and doors that rattled in the wind, with great oak beams above and open fireplaces which filled the house with woodsmoke and very little heat. For heat, there were paraffin stoves that stank to high heaven but did warm hands. Feet got chilblains that itched and hurt at the same time. Then, joy of joys, we had a dog to play with. At last. A golden retriever we called Prynne, who was mad and disobedient and chased his tail, who stole food off the table and came up to our room and lay on our beds, which was forbidden and he knew it. We loved him to bits.


Pieter, my elder brother, and I had bedrooms right up in the attic. In summer, we could climb out of the window and sit there in the gully. This was our private world. The stairs were too steep for the ‘little ones’, our younger brother and sister. We were as high as the treetops, looking up at the stars and the moon, listening to the distant murmur of the sea and the hush of the wind in the trees. Owls would hoot at us and we would hoot back.
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