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Foreword


This book came about (out of the blue) via the Norland College, at a time when I was getting very tired of being confined to my flat following a hip operation. I was asked if I was interested in writing about my time as a Norland Nurse before and after the Second World War. My immediate reaction was one of excitement, but I also felt very daunted at the prospect. I needn’t have worried. Kate Thompson, whose help has been invaluable, came to see me soon afterwards, bringing her baby son Stanley, who was six weeks old. I had the privilege of giving him a bottle throughout our first meeting. Right from the start Kate and I got along so well together, and my sincere thanks go to her for the hard work, research and dedication to the making of this book. I am truly indebted to her.


I am grateful to my two brothers Christopher and David who have been so encouraging all along, and to the friends who have allowed me to write about the time spent with them and their families. We have changed names and some locations for confidentiality.


My sincere thanks go to my agent Diane Banks and the editors at Hodder & Stoughton. Also to the Norland College, for all their help, encouragement and friendliness throughout the writing of this book. Without them it would never have made it into print.


Lastly, but not least, I would like to thank the warden, Julia, and my friends at the sheltered accommodation where I now live; also my many friends in the Baptist Church where I worship, for their prayers, encouragement and support. Above all I thank God for his love and care for me throughout my ninety-two years.


Brenda Ashford










Introduction


The time is 7.30 a.m., the date is Christmas Eve 2012.


I smile as I pull back my bedroom curtains. A little warm glow that starts in my slippers soon tingles up the length of my spine. I simply adore Christmas Eve. No other day on the calendar promises quite so much joy, magic and promise.


Right on cue a light dusting of snow falls from the white skies and settles on the chimney tops outside. A breath of wind picks up a white feather from the ground and I watch transfixed as it dances, floats and flutters in the air.


‘A white Christmas,’ I murmur. ‘How perfect.’


I know it will never be as cold or snowy as the winters of my past. I will never forget the snows of 1940. Do you know, it was the coldest winter on record? The snowfall buried cars and we had to travel everywhere by sledge. But still, even now, aged ninety-one, nothing thrills me like the sight of a white Christmas.


Hugging my dressing gown tight around me, I potter to my little kitchen, flick on the kettle and spoon tea leaves into a pot. While I wait for the kettle to boil I reflect on the day ahead.


With any luck my tiny one-bedroom flat will be filled with a steady stream of well-wishers, from family and friends to members of my church. I expect my kettle shall barely be off the boil as people pop in to share a cup of tea, drop off a card or simply pass on their season’s greetings. I shiver with excitement. It really doesn’t matter how old you are, the magic of the build-up to Christmas never fades.


I’ve baked, of course. Just a few mince pies, a pudding and a fruit cake. My shelves are also groaning with chocolate biscuits for eager little hands! Well, I have to have something to share with my guests young and old, don’t I? Besides, I do so adore the rich, warm and spicy smell that fills a home when you bake.


Nothing says ‘welcome’ on Christmas Eve better than an oven-warm mince pie and piping hot tea in a china cup and saucer. And I want my home to be as toasty warm, open and inviting as possible, because what else is there in life?


After I have dressed and said my prayers, the warden, Julia, who looks after all the residents at the sheltered housing where I live, knocks on the door.


‘Only me, Brenda,’ her cheerful voice calls out. I fling open the door and shake my head. Even after all these years I still find it a surprise to be called Brenda and not ‘Nanny’.


‘Merry Christmas,’ I cry, giving her a warm hug. ‘And what have we here?’


‘I swear you get more cards each year,’ she chuckles, placing a thick wodge of cards on my coffee table. ‘You could give Santa Claus a run for his money.’


‘Oh thank you, Julia dear,’ I smile. ‘You will stop for a cup of tea, won’t you?’


We share tea and swap stories and after Julia has left I pick up my cards and start to open them. Soon my eyes are filled with grateful tears.


Card after wonderful card from all my ‘babies’. They come from all over Britain, but the senders all have one thing in common: they were all looked after by me, Nanny Brenda.


Dear Nana, we can’t wait to see you at Christmas, hope you are taking care of yourself as much as you did us. Love Felix.


And another.


Dear Nana, we can’t wait to see you. The spare bed is made up and the children have arranged some beautiful flowers in your room. Love Susanna.


And another.


To my favourite Nana, Merry Christmas. Have you baked my favourite chocolate cake? Love Jemima.


Gently I pin each card to the wall on a length of red velvet ribbon. Soon the walls of my little flat are covered with colourful cards from all my former charges, each expressing gratitude and festive wishes.


But it is I who should be thankful, thankful that I am in their thoughts. Each card is truly a joy to behold. For each and every single one of the 100-plus children I have cared for over the past sixty-two years as a Norland Nanny is very much in my heart. These beautiful children, who have blossomed into wonderful adults with lovely families of their own, have filled my heart and life with love.


Being a nanny, some might say Britain’s oldest and longest-serving nanny, has been a privilege and an honour for which I count my blessings daily.


Opening the last card, I smile as I read: To our oldest recruit, Merry Christmas, Nurse Ashford. Love from everyone at the Norland.


The Norland College is where it all began, where I took my first nervous steps as a fledgling nanny back in 1939. What a wondrous journey of discovery I have been on since then.


Pinning up the card with the rest, my gaze turns back to the window and I find myself spellbound at the falling snowflakes.


Suddenly I find myself transported back to the magical time and place where it all began. Childhood. An innocent and idyllic place where love wraps you in a blanket of security, the world is such a big, exciting place, and there is always something amazing waiting to happen, just around the corner . . .


Are you sitting comfortably?
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A Nanny is Born


Hush-a-bye, baby, on the tree top,


When the wind blows the cradle will rock;


When the bough breaks the cradle will fall,


Down will come baby, cradle and all.


Seventeenth-century English lullaby


 


The world turns on tiny things. It’s not the outstanding events that have influenced my life. Hearing we were at war with Germany, the devastation of the Blitz, the jubilant crowds on VE Day – these were all experiences I shall never forget. But for me, the single most life-altering moment was when I set eyes on my baby brother David shortly after his birth.


The build-up to this event had been momentous. Our house in Surrey had been scrubbed until it sparkled like a new penny. The oak floors gleamed like freshly churned butter. Every room smelt of lavender polish and carbolic soap, the leather thong handles on the doors glistened with beeswax, and pretty pink roses had been picked from the garden and dotted around the house in glass vases. King George V himself wouldn’t have got such a rapturous reception had he showed up at Hallcroft House that sunny spring morning.


When my mother, Doris, had gone into labour I had been sent off to my aunt Jessie, along with my elder sister Kathleen, while my younger brothers Michael, Basil and Christopher were packed off to various other relatives. When the call finally came to say the baby had arrived, I was bouncing off the walls with excitement.


My father, Arnold, was duly dispatched to collect us all and bring us home. No sooner had the oak front door swung open than I scampered straight up the stairs like an overexcited puppy and bolted into Mother’s bedroom as if my heels were on fire.


‘Where’s the baby?’ I gasped, in a fever pitch of emotion.


An angry face loomed into view. Nurse Evans, the maternity nurse. The short, dumpy woman in her fifties, wearing an apron and hat, radiated disapproval.


‘Hush, child,’ she hissed. ‘You’ll wake the baby.’


But her words were lost on me. Because there, nestled in his little wicker Moses basket lined in mauve cotton and organza and delicate mauve bows, was quite simply the most exquisite thing I had ever set eyes on.


‘Oh,’ I breathed in wide-eyed wonder.


‘Meet your baby brother David,’ Mother smiled softly from her bed.


I swear my heart stopped in my chest.


David was just a tiny little scrap of a thing dressed in a white cotton gown, no bigger than a porcelain doll. Any disappointment I may have had over not having a baby sister melted away when he snuffled and sleepily opened his eyes.


This little creature fixed his dark blue eyes on mine and I was done for, hook, line and sinker.


‘Can I hold him?’ I gushed, utterly mesmerised.


‘No! He’s not to be woken,’ Nurse Evans said sternly through thin lips from the corner of the bedroom.


But even a cranky old nurse couldn’t stem the unspeakable joy that flooded through me.


Was it his golden lashes that swept over creamy cheeks, or the little murmurs and sighs he made when he slept? Or was it the way his tiny fingers curled round mine and the beautiful musky smell that filled my nostrils when I kissed his soft, downy hair? No, the thing I loved most about David and every baby I cared for after that was their heartbreaking innocence.


Adults are complicated, contrary beings, capable of hurting or betraying you. But babies are simple, sweet and full of love.


There is nothing in life I adore more than babies. Babies have a hold on my heart like nothing else and my life has been devoted to cherishing, protecting, nurturing and loving them.


A baby has a special way of adding joy to every single day and can flood your heart with love like nothing else. Uniquely vulnerable, babies are born with a need for love and never outgrow it.


How strange I find it when some people claim you can never truly love a child who is not your own. This defies every instinct that runs through me. For I have loved children born to other women all my life and yet never had my own family.


Many great things were invented and created in 1930, the year David was born: helicopters, FM radio broadcasting, the jet engine, and the world’s first antibiotic to name just a few. But to my mind the greatest creation ever was my baby brother. Today David is eighty-three, and we still share the bond that I know was created in those precious early days.


From then on I cared for David as if he were my own. My mother had only to issue a simple request and I was on it. Nothing was too much trouble. I fed him his bottles, helped bathe him, changed his cloth nappies, sterilised his glass feeding bottles and spent hours singing him lullabies.


When he cut his first tooth I helped the pain of teething by giving him an ivory ring to chew on or dashing to the shops to buy him Allenburys rusks. When he was ready to be weaned, I was the one gently feeding him gruel, or porridge as we would call it now.


Most of all I loved gently picking him up out of his warm, cosy nest to feed him his evening bottle. So sweet and drowsy was he that his little rosebud lips would begin sucking before the bottle was even anywhere near them. Then, when finally presented with the bottle, like a little lamb he would hungrily latch on and suckle. I witnessed a small miracle every evening at 6 p.m.


That little boy flooded my heart with love every time he nestled into my chest and fell asleep on me, and when I gently put him on my shoulder to wind him and he gave a soft milky burp it did so make me chuckle.


Those days exist in my memory with a warm and rosy glow. Little did I know it then, but they sparked a lifelong love affair with babies and children. They were halcyon times, caring for my baby brother and living in our lovely home. Every day was filled with magic and promise . . .


If home is where the heart is, then the heart of my home was my parents. You’d be hard-pressed to find a more devoted couple than Doris and Arnold Ashford. I often wonder what the secret to their success was, but in forty-five years of marriage they could hardly bear to leave each other’s side.


My mother was a gentle soul, a quiet, loving woman devoted to her husband and six children. Women had only won the right to vote in 1928, seven years after my birth, and traditional attitudes towards women prevailed. Married women were not expected to work. It never occurred to any of us that Mother should leave the home and actually get a job. Nor to my mother either, I suspect.


Mother was never happier than on the Saturday afternoons we spent in front of a crackling coal fire in the sitting room, with Henry Hall’s BBC dance orchestra playing on the gramophone, accompanied by the clicking of Mother’s knitting needles.


My mother had six children pretty much one after the other so she always seemed to be either pregnant or nursing a baby. But every so often my father would insist on sweeping her to her feet so they could dance around the sitting room.


‘Dance, Bobby?’ he’d smile, gathering her in his arms.


I often wondered why he called her Bobby. It was only years later that I discovered Mother had contracted Spanish flu before she had us children and was really rather ill. Spanish flu hit England in 1918, just after the end of the First World War. It was a worldwide pandemic and 50 million people died, making it one of the deadliest natural disasters in human history.


Poor Mother was so ill all her hair fell out and after that it never grew past her shoulders so she always wore it in a bob, hence Father’s nickname for her. I thank goodness she was strong enough to survive – she was one of the lucky ones.


Maybe this made Father love and cherish my mother all the more. Their eyes would lock and they would smile tenderly at each other. It was a secret little smile of understanding and it left me breathless with wonder.


In forty-five years of marriage I didn’t hear a single word uttered in anger between them. They set a marvellously good example by never, ever quarrelling in front of us. They exercised extreme self-control and courtesy. You must remember, and this is something my parents knew of course, that in little ones the imitative faculties are highly developed and a child’s character will receive lasting impressions from those with whom he or she comes into contact.


In later life if I ever heard one of the families I worked for bickering I was horrified. Why would you fill your home with anger and subject your children to disharmony? It remains a mystery to me today. Maybe that’s another reason I never married. How could any relationship match up to my parents’?


My father’s eyes shone with love whenever he talked of my mother and she in turn devoted her life to him and us children. This intense love just made the tragedies that occurred later all the more painful.


It saddens me a little to think that I never found that love for myself, but I don’t dwell on it. I prefer to think instead that the love they gave me enriched my whole life. Besides, I was too busy with my babies.


Doris and Arnold were so potty about one another they insisted on having every Sunday afternoon by themselves, with us children packed off to the garden. We knew better than to try and disturb them. I wasn’t short of playmates, though. Besides me there was Kathleen, my elder sister by thirteen months, and my four younger brothers, Michael, Basil, Christopher and David.


The essence of my childhood was simplicity, and this is the key to any happy childhood. I remember reading this once in Etiquette for the Children (1901), and I passionately believe it to be true.


 


The simpler the life led by children the happier they will be. Simple meals, regular hours and plenty of healthful exercise should be the keynote of the regime for both nursery and schoolroom.


How pleasant it is to see the enjoyment of children so brought up at the most simple treats and pleasures.


They are real children in every sense of the word and in later life they will have none but happy recollections of a childhood passed in this way.


 


Because my days weren’t filled with television, computer games and constant activities, my siblings and I learnt to use our imaginations. Sometimes children need to be bored in order to stimulate themselves. Except that with five siblings for company, life was anything but boring.


Kathleen was the quiet, clever bookworm. Then there was me. Books and study weren’t my bag, oh no. If there was a tree to be climbed, a stream to be waded through or a field to be explored you could bet I’d be there, in the thick of it with my four brothers, flushed with excitement. Why should boys get to have all the fun?


While Kathleen was upstairs with her nose in a book, I was usually to be found tearing through the vegetable patch with a headdress on, whooping at the top of my voice, pretending to be an Indian or a cowboy. Kale, cabbages and carrots were trampled underfoot as I ran hollering after my little brothers.


I loved our house, but as a child the garden was one giant adventure playground that fed my vivid imagination.


The rockery in the front garden, which was usually ablaze with colour, was not simply a place to cultivate alpine flowers. To me it was a mountain to be scaled, or an ideal lookout for a surprise enemy attack. The kissing gate at the end of a path lined with lavender was the perfect place to launch an ambush on an unsuspecting little brother. The rose garden at the back? Why a training camp for spies, of course. And the fields, or roughs as we called them, which backed on to our house, they were a wild territory to roam for hours on end, with streams to dam, blackberries to pick and frontiers to conquer.


My mother never worried about us when we played there, sometimes for a whole day. In fact she would make us some cheese sandwiches and pack us off out there, where we could be anyone we wanted to be, an explorer, a nurse, a train driver . . .


But the delicious smell of Mother’s home-baked Queen’s Pudding would creep out from the kitchen, over the fields and soon have us haring for home.


Poor Mother. Six grubby children would tear into the kitchen like a giant whirlwind, clutching all manner of treasures, from sheep’s wool we’d collected from the fences to acorns and sticks.


‘Eurgh,’ she’d cry when she spotted the wool. ‘Dirty things full of maggots and lice.’


I did little to trouble my mother. We left that to Basil, the naughty daredevil of the family. If there was trouble to be found, Basil would be there, in the thick of it.


It was Basil who coined the rhyme for little Bobby Penfold, the washerwoman’s son who brought back our freshly laundered clothes each week, wheeling it up the drive in a baby’s pram.


Washing’s in the pram, baby’s in the bath, Bobby pushes it up the hill, how it makes us laugh.


It was also Basil who wrote ‘bomfers’ on the coalhouse door. Bomfers was just a silly word that made us children roar with laughter as we imagined it to be something rather naughty. Whatever it was, it earned Basil a clip round the ear. If you heard a distant cry of alarm from somewhere in the house you could bet Basil had jumped out, shouted ‘Boo!’ and run away laughing.


We had no television, DVDs or computer games to feed our imaginations; we relied solely on our surroundings. Hallcroft, our childhood home, was a beautiful idyll that Father had worked hard to create.


Arnold Ashford was a six-foot-tall bear of a man. With his cheeky crooked grin, pointed ears and striking blue eyes that sparkled with fun, I worshipped him. His slight stutter and lisp just endeared him to me more.


From Monday morning to Saturday afternoon, Father worked hard all week in Regent Street in London, running a business supplying ladies’ and children’s knitwear to grand stores like Harrods. With six mouths to feed he was no stranger to hard work, but he earned enough to design and have built his dream home.


Work may have claimed my father for most of the week, but come midday Saturday he was all ours. As soon as we heard his key in the lock we jumped all over him like excited puppies. His smart tailored navy wool suit, tie, trilby and briefcase would soon be discarded in favour of fawn flannels and a cotton shirt. Then the fun would begin.


‘What have you brought for us, Daddy?’ we’d cry.


‘Close your eyes and hold out your hands,’ he’d grin, his voice rich with fun and laughter.


Eagerly, I’d squeeze my eyes shut and stick out my hands. Just the rustling of a brown paper bag was enough to make my mouth water.


‘No peeking,’ he’d warn. As if I’d want to spoil the magic of the moment.


Seconds later a pear drop or some other tasty morsel would be deposited into our outstretched palms. Mother was always rewarded with a bag of sugared almonds and a kiss on the cheek. For tastebuds unaccustomed to really sweet things, the tangy, acidic burst of flavour on my tongue was like nectar.


Pear drops were my favourite and always made a Saturday, but if it wasn’t those it would be bullseyes, which we’d take out to the roughs and suck until our tongues were purple. Sometimes Father brought home Pontefract cakes, which were small liquorice disks, but I never understood how anyone could like liquorice.


I must confess Father’s treats left me with a lifelong sweet tooth. If you were to visit me in my flat today you would find a good number of chocolate biscuits stacked in my cupboards. One bite of heavenly chocolate and if I close my eyes I am transported back to my childhood.


Father’s attentions didn’t stop there. Whilst some fathers may have retired to the study with a paper and strict instructions not to disturb, our father adopted a more hands-on approach.


We loved sitting at his feet as he read Rupert the Bear to us and supped stout from a large brown bottle. For us children it was a glass of milk, delivered weekly by a milkman on a horse-drawn float and sold by the jug from a stainless-steel milk churn, or, in the winter, a cup of hot cocoa.


On one memorable occasion Father spent hours outside in the garden plotting a surprise. By the time we children were finally allowed outside the suspense was killing us.


Father stood in the middle of the lawn to the side of the house that had always been earmarked for use as a tennis court, with a smile a mile wide.


‘What are we looking at?’ I piped up, puzzled.


‘Look down,’ he winked.


Looking down, we realised Father had mowed lines in the garden to look like railway tracks, and up and down the tracks he’d placed ‘signals’ that he’d made in the shed and operated with a string pulley system.


‘Who wants to play trains?’ he bellowed.


Did we ever? Every Saturday afternoon after that was spent hurtling up and down the tracks on our trains, which to the untrained eye might have looked like bicycles.


Mother and Father’s unashamed love of children, enthusiasm for life and sense of fun made our childhood that much richer. Thanks to their efforts, I realise now that becoming a mother or father doesn’t automatically make you a good parent. You have to learn and work hard at family life, a lesson I hope I have instilled in my many charges.


My idyllic childhood ended abruptly in 1932 when I turned eleven and was sent to Courtfield Gardens, a boarding school for girls in Bognor Regis, along with my sister Kathleen.


It was only 50 miles away, but I may as well have been travelling to the moon. Apart from our trips into the village I had scarcely left Hallcroft. But being forced into a regimented school routine taught me one important lesson, and in many ways was the catalyst for my becoming a nanny.


I was not academic. Not in the slightest. I could no more solve complicated mathematical formulas than I could speak Swahili. Unlike Kathleen, whose finely tuned brain seemed to pick up everything in a heartbeat.


Endless dreary lessons on algebra, freezing cold swims in the Channel and being forced to walk to church in a crocodile line whilst trussed up in a corset, wool stockings and petticoats, were enough to give one a lifelong aversion to education.


Salvation came in the form of the Norland Institute. Mother had always longed to be a nanny, but her father, my Grandpa Brown, had forbade it. In the 1900s becoming a children’s nanny wasn’t deemed a suitable career choice for a young lady from an upper-middle-class background.


Fortunately for me, Mother was more enlightened. After I dropped out of school aged fourteen and drifted through life as a mother’s help for four years, she was the one who urged me to apply and who took me to the interview. I felt a lot of pressure on my eighteen-year-old shoulders to make a good impression.


I remember the interview like it was yesterday . . .


Alighting the train at Victoria, my senses were assaulted. I’d never been to the big city before and I was bewildered and excited by everything I saw.


Mother had decided we should walk from Victoria to the home of Norland at Pembridge Square in London’s Notting Hill. There was intense noise everywhere. Red buses whizzed past belching out clouds of smoke, and the road seemed to be clogged up with motor cars and electric trolleybuses. We even passed an underground station, where, Mother told me, there was a train every ninety seconds.


Unimaginable, and so different from the sleepy Surrey lanes my siblings and I were used to meandering along. I felt so small. Everyone seemed to be marching about with real purpose and a sense of determination.


Soon the crowded cobbled streets gave way to wider pavements and smart leafy squares. Elegant white stuccoed mansions looked out on a slow-moving world.


Calm, peace and prosperity prevailed. Norland Nannies and smart mothers pushed their fashionable black coach prams serenely in front of the imposing mansion houses. Little girls in smart smock dresses walked in a crocodile to school; boys in sailor suits ran along clutching boats to sail on the Serpentine in Hyde Park.


My mother stopped in front of one of the grandest homes I’d ever seen: 7, 10 and 11 Pembridge Square, London W2. Home of the Norland Institute Nurseries Ltd.


I felt like a little mouse on the doorstep. I’d never crossed the threshold of somewhere so grand.


Mother knocked on the imposing black door.


Looking back, it must have been a strange moment for her. She too had longed to train with the Norland. Times had changed and there I was, about to have the interview she had always longed to have.


Mother turned to me with a faraway look in her eyes. Excitement and something else, sadness perhaps, flickered over her beautiful face.


‘I can’t tell you how much I would love to have been a Norland Nanny, Brenda,’ she said softly. ‘I loved babies just as much as you.’


I didn’t doubt it. She would have made a wonderful nanny; no one knew more about children than my mother.


She shook herself a little, as if to shrug off the ghosts of unchased dreams. ‘Listen to me,’ she snorted as the door swung open. ‘I’m so thrilled for you, darling. Let’s show them what you’re made of.’


Straightening out my coat and smoothing down a stray hair, she pushed me gently inside the impressive hallway.


A few chairs lined the black and white tiled corridor. Mother and I sat down nervously. On the wall a large clock ticked ominously.


Finally a door was flung open and a tall, imposing woman I guessed to be in her forties towered over us. She was dressed immaculately in a dark-coloured dress with collar and cuffs trimmed in white lace.


Miss Ruth Whitehead. The principal, and to my young mind a truly terrifying sight. This woman held the key to my future.


‘I’ll have a word with you now,’ she said.


Mother and I leapt to our feet, scraping back our chairs and nervously straightening our skirts.


‘Not you,’ she said, fixing my mother with a penetrating gaze. ‘You stay here.’


Mother sat down, well and truly put in her place.


My heart hammering, I followed Miss Whitehead into her office and sat down opposite her, on the other side of a grand mahogany desk. On the wall behind her head was a black and white photo of a regal-looking lady underneath the Norland motto: ‘Love Never Faileth’. She seemed to be staring straight at me.


‘Emily Ward, our founder,’ said Miss Whitehead as her eyes followed my gaze.


I listened intently as Miss Whitehead filled me in on the history of the Norland.


In 1892, inspired by the alternative theories of teacher Friedrich Froebel, who likened children to plants that needed nurture and love in order to flourish, Emily Ward set up a training institute for ladies ‘of genteel birth’ to become nannies. Her aim was to overthrow the tyranny that ruled in Victorian nurseries and train nannies who rejected spanking in favour of love and encouragement to raise children.


On hearing the inspiring story of Emily Ward’s life’s work, my heart felt like it was about to burst. I practically shot out of my seat as excitement bubbled over.


‘But this is me,’ I blurted. ‘This is the way I feel about children.’


I felt like the sun had just come out from behind the clouds. The world was suddenly a far, far bigger place than Surrey. Sitting in that smart London house I had an epiphany, a lightbulb moment if you like.


Becoming a Norland Nanny was my calling in life.


I wasn’t clever enough to be a teacher or a nurse, like Kathleen was training to be, but I did love babies and children. If Norland was a glove, then it fitted me perfectly. I too could help bring the dreams of children to life. I could love, cherish, protect and care for a baby with more heartfelt passion than anyone I knew. To nurture a baby, to help it on its journey into adulthood, was an honour and a privilege as far as I was concerned.


Despite my rattling nerves, Miss Whitehead accepted me as a student and even granted me a bursary to fund the cost of my training. Her faith in me was a turning point in my life. Often our lives and destinies are shaped by an invisible hand, strange forces out of our control, but that redoubtable lady’s decision to welcome me into the Norland fold changed the direction of my life for ever.


The crisp spring morning of 23 March 1939 was the first day of the rest of my life. It was the day I began my training at the Norland Institute, fizzing over with youthful energy and enthusiasm to cram my brain with as much childcare knowledge as I possibly could.


As I set down my case on the parquet flooring of the dormitory at the Norland HQ, I kissed goodbye to the old me, a directionless, confused young girl, and welcomed into the world a new me. A smart young recruit in training. A woman with purpose and new-found direction.


That first morning in my dorm I changed into my uniform. Easing into a fawn, long-sleeved dress with starched, detachable white collars and cuffs, I fastened a white apron round my waist, tied up the brown Petersham bow at my neck, and completed the outfit with a beautiful wool cloak and felt hat, before standing back to admire the look in a small mirror inside my wardrobe.


As a steady stream of spring sunshine shone through the ever-open window, I smiled at the smart young lady gazing back at me.


A nanny was born!


My mother had never had the chance to pursue her dreams, but now, thanks to her, I could. And do you know, from that moment on I never looked back.


There is little I haven’t come up against in the years since I began my training. In my first book, A Spoonful of Sugar, I shared many stories about how I graduated straight into the turmoil of the Second World War and how difficult it was caring for children during those trying years.


Bombs, bed-wetting, bullying, absent mothers, sick children, freezing winters, disease, adultery, deserters, scandal, inspiring evacuees and their memorable cockney mothers – they all certainly conspired to make my life interesting and provided some training ground for a new graduate. Thanks to the war and the communities within which I worked my eyes were certainly opened to the ways of the world.


The hostilities also catapulted me headlong into some of the most bewildering, exhausting, frightening and challenging moments of my career, but I, like every sensible British woman I knew, never allowed terror to take hold. We had no choice but to go about our business, running the home, shopping, cooking and keeping the nation’s children happy, healthy and as well fed as rations allowed, while chaos erupted around us. Every fibre of my being remained focused on the welfare of the children in my care. Nothing was more important than being the most loving and professional nanny that I could possibly be.


After graduating in 1940, I cared for frightened evacuees, poverty-stricken East End tough nuts, fragile Jewish refugees and children of all ages, backgrounds and races. The war made chameleons of us all and I quickly realised I had to be adaptable and open-minded to blend in with all backgrounds, classes and personalities, especially if I was to be a truly effective nanny.


The last two years of the war were spent running Redbourn Day Nursery in Hertfordshire, caring for children whose mothers were out working at war factories, doing their bit for the war effort. It was the most eye-opening and rewarding time of my career, and I fervently hoped I treated each and every child at the nursery with the same level of dignity, respect and love they all deserved.


With the end of the war, however, the nursery lost its soul and I my enthusiasm for it. Mothers were slowly trickling back into their homes and children were being withdrawn from the nursery in their droves. My presence there simply wasn’t needed any longer and I felt as though I was simply going through the motions. Handing in my notice wasn’t a hard decision. I was eager to get into a private household and work one-on-one with a family who needed my help.


But in March 1946, with postwar austerity biting, did I have a place in this strange new world?


The skies were finally clear of enemy bombers and flying rockets, but did danger still lurk in the bomb-scarred streets? Would a nanny in uniform be welcome in a British home?


Only one way to find out.


Switching off the lights and shutting the door of the day nursery behind me for the last time, I strode outside and into an uncertain future.










Nanny’s wisdom


A house is just a building


A house is just that, four walls made of bricks and filled with material items. It’s not the house and the expense of the items in it that count – it’s the occupants that really matter. Whether you live in a castle or a shack, you can really only find true and lasting happiness if the house in which you live is filled with family and love. Only then, when a house is ringing with laughter and people you worship, can it become a home. So next time you find yourself wishing you lived in a bigger house with more space and rooms, think again. During my childhood I lived in large houses and tiny bungalows and I had just as many fun times in each. Wealth, riches and a big fancy kitchen don’t matter. It’s people who count.


Surprise your children


Every now and again why not do what my father did and surprise them with some wonderful sweets in a brown paper bag? Watch their eyes light up when you pull the bag out of your pocket. Not too often, mind you . . .


Encourage children’s strengths and not their weaknesses
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