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Spike Mays was born in 1907. In 1969 he won the Yorkshire Post Best First Work Award for this, his first book. It was followed by three further memoirs recounting his time with the Royal Dragoons in Egypt and India, his repatriation to England in 1934, going to university at the age of forty-four and readjusting to life in ‘Civvy Street’. He was married to Vera with whom he had two sons. Spike Mays died in 2003 at the age of ninety-five.
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Foreword

The author of this book was born in 1907, in a hamlet which he calls Reuben’s Corner, near the little village of Ashdon, in the north-west of Essex bordering both on Cambridgeshire and Suffolk. That district is hilly, and most of it a plateau across which the north-east winds come in straight from the Ural mountains, across the flats of Europe. Spring is tardy there, and the soil heavy. But it is great country for wheat growing, and other cereals of lesser royalty. Root crops flourish there too. Great mounds of sugar-beet could be seen waiting by the roadside, to be carried away to the factories. The First World War encouraged that vegetable, for sugar ran short in our beleaguered island. During that time, Spike Mays was a child, in the village school, his father off at the war, his mother keeping the home together, with her brood around her. It is a picture told in millions over that period. But this lad registered it in his capacious memory, and it now forms the opening chapters of a remarkable story of rural East Anglia during the sad years that followed the war, before the Welfare State was created, and Lloyd George’s ‘land fit for heroes’ was still no more than pie in the sky.

The author is a great man for detail, and I am able to vouch for its authenticity because I had a house, between the wars, in that same neighbourhood, up a cul-de-sac called Cole End, between Saffron Walden and Thaxted. I watched the decay of the agricultural world in Essex during those two decades; the villages emptying, the ancient cottages and churches seeming to sink into the neglected ground, the fences, gates and hedgerows neglected. All that is a political matter, no doubt, but to this boy it was the natural order of things, and he made the best of it.

His parents were thrifty, loyal and full of character. Father came home, one of few, from the mud of Flanders, to resume work on the farm. Thus the boy had a fulcrum on which to balance his universe. And his book shows what he has made of it. He is clear-sighted. The myopia of optimism does not smudge over the details of hardship, squalor, ruthless exploitation, the examples of human degradation which always form a substantial part of any community.

That clear sight is the genius of this book. It has prompted the author to miss nothing of the way of life as it went on at the very end of the old feudal world which had been our rural setting since Anglo-Saxon days. It is only just over forty years ago, but the younger generation today will read this book as a period piece, incredulous perhaps of the relationships, the ardours, the endurance of these folk on the farms and in the villages only some sixty miles from London. The setting of Thomas Hardy’s novels is comparable to this; but they are a century earlier.

The young reader, however, will be forced to believe Spike Mays, for what he says is factual, down to the most minute detail, in all matters, human and connected with the goings-on of mother nature around him. His vitality is astonishing; his enthusiasm and curiosity percolate into every aspect of that rustic world, and his simple, unadorned prose records it all. We get to know every member of the village life, from the squire down to the local drunkard and the poacher. We learn the crafts of the woodmen and the farm labourers, and examine their tools, clothes, and personal idiosyncrasies. We taste the uncanny flavour of poverty. The boy’s father had to go off to Canada for a while, to see what could be done there about making a living. The mother meanwhile waited for letters, and earned a bit picking stones off the fields, and ‘making do’. At that time, the squire’s house (the squire ‘was a kindly, considerate man, ever tolerant of human frailties and shortcomings, and he was my first employer’) was run by the full complement of domestic staff, from butler and housekeeper down to the boy who cleaned the knives, Spike Mays. So we are shown the benevolent interior of the squirearchy system, in full bloom, amid the countryside which was its compost. There is no sign of resentment or even criticism.

All is objectively presented, as are the author’s observations of field and hedgerow, and his particularly close acquaintance with and passion for bird life. W. H. Hudson was not more intimate with them than is Spike Mays. And as for his attention to flowers and grasses, the habits and oddities of wild animals and farm stock, I think he has no rival, not even the Northamptonshire poet John Clare, or the west country Richard Jefferies. He is less poetic than the one, and less mystical than the other, but I believe that he approaches his quarry at closer range, and with greater benevolence. He has his moments of metaphysical speculation, as in his comment on a certain parson. ‘He did not even call to “collect pennies for God”, as had been his wont. I felt sorry for God. According to the parson God was deeper in the red than we were and that was deep indeed.’

That is an example of the myriad character studies which amplify the anecdotes in this book. What the late S. L. Bensusan did for East Essex of the estuarial marshes, in his many tales of its people, Spike Mays does for the uplands of the county. We meet them at work on the fields, in the byres, and in their homes; most especially in their clubs, the local pubs. Their conversation, arguments, superstitions, games and self-preservation tactics; all are here, presented in unhurried but richly dramatic realism. That sense of drama makes the dynamic of the book. It takes the reader by the heart, as in this simple statement about the wartime interruptions and final destruction of the ancient way of life which is here so fortunately preserved. ‘I had heard that there would be many soldiers like my Uncle Bert who would never go down any long, long trails. Uncle Bert was killed soon after he was commissioned, and many others who crowded into the boats at Folkestone harbour were to be killed or wounded, but everybody sang as they went on. Nobody sang on the return journeys, there was hardly anybody about. For it was always at night when they came back.’

Inevitably, the author was to grow up, and to meet a girl with whom he fell in love. His account of this experience might have made him stumble as a writer; but no, there it is, unique and fresh, and lasting. When he too went off to be a soldier, like his father, he was able to return to the place of his upbringing and nurture, still as a member of that community of rustic folk, and to share their conversation. As he says, ‘To hear them speaking of the fields they loved, mentioning them by name in what was almost a caress, was an inspiring experience – one which underlined what a great part these humble people played in the life of the nation without the recognition they well merited.’

The difference is, that Spike Mays has put it down in writing, which will, I suspect, get ‘the recognition it well merits’.

Richard Church
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Prologue

Reuben’s Corner

Constable’s country. Many artists with oils and water-colours, pencils and crayons came to my village hamlet in that northwest Essex frontier bordering on Suffolk and Cambridgeshire to copy or capture one of nature’s masterpieces. Some came to paint the fields of Ashdon Place Farm, but only in the good weather, from springtime to harvest.

Few came in autumn and winter, but I was working at the farm every day of every month for two years after I left school.

Place Farm was on the fringe of Bartlow Hamlet, where I lived in a small cottage near the road bend called Reuben’s Corner which leads off the Ashdon road by the Bonnett Inn towards the Camps, Castle Camps and Shudy Camps. The corner was named after my maternal grandfather, Reuben Ford, and it echoes for me …

Footsteps coming down past the Bonnett; the great hobnailed boots of the farmhands going off to work on Place Farm; voices calling my grandad at half past five to get out of bed and go to work at Overhall Farm. Those were the morning sounds that used to ring in my bedroom when I was seven years old.

‘Yip there, Reuben. Sun’s up, bor; so should you be. Owt on it. Tell Sue ter stop layin’ on yer night-shut!’

A few more paces, then the cheerful voices raised at Walt’s cottage, demanding that Walt Stalley should also leave his bed.

‘Come on, Walt. Yew bin in there too long, bor. Ain’t as if yew’ve got a mawther (woman) ter keep ye abed! Owt on it, then!’

Walt was a bachelor, at sixty.

At about this point there would be furious activity from next door, Granny Ford’s. The poker would nearly come through the chimney piece into our living-room as Grandfather raked out the ashes from his grate. Then I would hear footsteps round the back of our cottage and the sound of his enamel basin going into the rain-water butt to obtain the necessary for his morning ablution. This would be followed by the creaking of his armchair as he sat to have his first breakfast, which was always the same – slops of dry bread dipped into hot unsweetened tea. He would take his proper breakfast to the fields.

Then I would listen for the sounds of the stirrings of Stalley and a conversation of this kind.

‘Mornin’, Rue. Nice ’n’ bright. Reckon we’re in fer a tidy day.’

‘Ah, not bad, by the look on it. Rooks are high, but it were cowd fust thing.’

Their heavy feet would be heard on the road as they went off to Overhall Farm. Not a day did my grandfather miss in sixty years. Greenfinches and chaffinches would pipe them up Overhall Lane and the first green of the high hedges, the elder and dogwood, would tell them of spring.

Calls were also made for me after I had finished my job as houseboy at Walton’s and went to real work; but I would be bound in the opposite direction, for Place Farm. Toe-Rag Smith would call me. Horse-keepers always started half an hour earlier than the farmhands, to feed the horses before they were taken to the fields. Sometimes I would walk the half-mile with old Wuddy Smith. Above the thuds of our clodhoppers we would hear others coming up from the village – Barney Bland, Walt Nunn, Tom Symonds, Cribby Smith. Barney’s thumps were different from the rest. He was crippled.

Great wooden creakings would waft across the fields as the farm gates swung wide.

Then there would be the thunderings of feed tins, snorts and whinnies and neighs from happy horses, the plaintive mooings of heifers in season singing love calls to the isolated, frantic, sex-crazed bull. Over all this would be heard the voice of Bidwell, the tenant farmer.

‘Rollin’ an’ harrowin’ ter-day. Woodshot, Hungerton, Old Lay. Usual teams. Jack, you go with Tom.’

To me, ‘Best go with Poddy. Git the hay fust, then the straw fer the yards.

‘Barney, Bartlow Station. Fetch the cattle cake. Best take a wagon; there’s a tidy load.’

When we had our instructions Bidwell would move off, chewing straw, to his milking.

Into the stables I would go to collar up. I would lift down a great horse collar, black with old leather, bright with brasses, scarlet with painted wooden hames, heavy with steel chains, and try to thrust the collar over the chestnut’s fiery head. My arms were not long enough when his head was held high and my arms were not long enough if he poked his moist muzzle – smothered with oat chaff – into my face. This he always did.

‘Stand on a feed tin, then, yew fool,’ Poddy Coote would say. ‘Yew’ll larn, boy. Yew’ll larn!’

Soon there would be the thudding of horses being led to the cart shed which was packed with great wagons, tumbrils, horse-rakes and steel rollers, their shafts to the ground like soldiers resting on arms reversed. This would be followed by the slithering of hooves as the great horses were backed between the shafts accompanied by the jingling of chains, creaking of leathers, snorts of horses and the voices of men.

‘Barney, when you git to Bartler Station see if there’s a parcel for me. Seed taters, comin’ from Cambridge b’rail.’

‘If it’s there you’ll hev it, bor.’

‘Toe-Rag, better hev a look at owd Jockey. Snot’s runnin’ from him like candle-grease. Reckon he’s caught a cowd!’

Then would be heard a sure voice of spring – the heavy, steel-ribbed roller on the way to the spring rolling. Barney’s wagon and our tumbril would roll – their iron-clad wheels rattling through the great yard ruts – ours to the stackyard for Poddy and me to get hay and straw; Barney’s thundering off to little Bartlow Station via the ‘Carsey’, the private road of Walton’s Park estate.

There would be music at our hayrick; great swishings of the hay-knife; great gruntings from Poddy as he incised the stack to hack from it its hay. Crows and rooks would be a-cawing in the nearby rookery, inviting us to sing. Then off we would go with a hymn or two, good practice for the choir.


Fair waved the golden corn

In Canaan’s pleasant land

When full of joy, some shining morn,

Went forth the reaper-band.



We did not stick to seasonal hymns and were as likely to sing ‘God rest ye merry, gentlemen’ in August as a harvest hymn in November.

We always sang something. Occasionally it would be Poddy’s favourite:


There was a bull in Derbyshire

Who had two horns of brass;

One grew outer his head, Sir,

The other grew outer his …

Rye-dingle-Derby-dingle-Derby-dingle-dey …

He were the finest bull, Sir,

That ever did feed on hay.




There were several verses, each a bit bawdier than the previous one, but I liked the last verse best:


Now when this bull was dead, Sir,

He were buried in Saint Paul’s;

It took two men an’ a boy, Sir,

Ter carry one of his …

Rye-dingle-Derby-dingle-Derby-dingle-dey …

He were the finest bull, Sir,

That ever did feed on hay.




I loved the scent and sound of the hay … the gentle rustling of it past my ears as great masses were pitched to me by Poddy and the bouncy softness which sometimes reassured me in my dread of falling from the top of the load down the rutted track to the stockyards. I would listen for the creaking of the stockyard gates as Poddy opened them to let in our hay-load; the squelch of tumbril wheels on soiled and wetted straw which would soon be ripe enough to enrich the soil for another season’s plantings; the moos of appreciation from the heifers as they nuzzled at our load; the squeals and grunts from impatient pigs who had yet to be fed with pollard, swill and root-crops; and the music from the tall trees and the roof of the harness room, where wheeled and squatted fan-tailed pigeons and turtle doves in a harmony of cooings and love murmurs.

‘One more load, then breakfast,’ Poddy would say.

Half an hour for breakfast. By half past eight we heard the stirrings of the rest of the hamlet and the laughter of children as they made their way to school. If we happened to sit on the grass verge outside the big barn we would hear the clip-clop of pony Joey down Walton’s drive as Bill Leonard drove Major Luddington in his brougham to Ashdon Halt – a diminutive railway station consisting of one disembowelled passenger coach. Stripped of its former furnishings, and with a new wooden seat running throughout the length of the distant side and both ends, it was notorious as a meeting place for lovers on wet Sunday afternoons and every dark night.

Standing off a single line track connecting Audley End Junction to Haverhill – the Cambridge line to the Colne Valley – the Halt featured the furious whistlings and puffings of four trains a day as they approached and departed. From those whistlings we could tell the time and we did. We had no watches. The Halt and its sounds are no more. Instead there are now jet-shriekings from fighter aircraft at Duxford and other such places. George Sutton, the trim, bearded, thirsty railway guard, will never wave his red and green flags there again. His trains are gone, his track overgrown. I shall always remember when he blew his little whistle in vain after emerging from the pub at Audley End and rushing into the guards’ van. The engine driver whistled his usual reply and the engine chugged its way to Saffron Walden … leaving George in his van wondering why he had failed to notice that the passenger carriages had not been coupled to that departing, whistling engine.

Wild strawberries still grow in rich profusion along the steep, wooded banks of that railway. But there are also wild flowers and weeds in profusion where George was once an important link in the life of the community.

Along the country lanes and bordering almost every field stood the great hedges that are no more. In them lived little mammals in complex and fascinating colonies. Around those hedges I used to learn the secrets of stoat, squirrel, weasel, hedgehog and rat; of shrews, bank voles and dormice … and listen to all their voices. But they have gone elsewhere, perhaps to the woods.

Stealthy stoat, rapacious rat, wily weasel … they dwelt in hedgebank, with heroic hedgehog – a neighbour shy but cunning as they, disguised in dead leaves and a ball of protective prickles at the hedge-bottom. Tuned ears could detect the scuttlings of all from cover to cover. Shy and timid until dusk, lacking valour to disclose themselves in daylight – unless in pursuit of prey – they lurked in honeycombs of bank-burrows, not always their own. Stealthy walkers and attentive listeners heard, too, the bank voles’ nut-gnawings; the faint shrillings of shrews in endless bickerings and quarrellings; and sometimes the squeak of the lazy dormouse.

When corn canaried the fields at ripening time, the symphony of sounds was modulated as man-made notes dominated the scene – the scythe-swishings round the headlands as sweaty mowers cut avenues for horse-drawn reapers; the steely chatterings as triangular daggers raped the cornstalks close to the soils; the clonkings as the mechanical reaper’s fork paid out great sheaves in tidy lines ready for ‘shocking’; the guiding calls from the driver to his horses … ‘Gee, then, Boxer!’ … ‘Walk-a-meller, Gipsy!’; the clinkings of pint pots; the gurglings from the neck of the wicker-encased earthenware jars as ale gushed forth from the two-gallon treasure for ’levenses; the shots from farmers’ guns; yelps of delight from women, men and dogs, as hares and rabbits streaked in fear from the last few rods of uncut corn; the voices of the reapers themselves.

‘Good owd yield. They sheaves are a-layin’ tidy thick this year. Clean, too, nary a thistle, nary a dock.’

Later would be heard the rattling and rolling of wagons across the stubble seas to net the golden corn and the shouts of warning to the ‘loader’ from the boy horse-leader.

‘Howd-ye-toight, howd-ye-toight! Whoa there, Boxer!’

Then, after celebration, the fruits would go to the miller.

There is a sadness in me that mill sails are now static, silenced; no more does the western wind whisper through rotating vanes; never again will be heard the great creaking of wooden cogs or the grinding of flat circular stones to powder the grain of wheat to nourishing flour; the voice of old Bragg, the miller, can no longer be heard:

‘Thass roight, bor. Le’s hev another score o’ sacks. Keep the grain a-pourin’, keep it a-pourin’!’

Whirring steel rollers at Cambridge and elsewhere grind instead, at greater speed, in a higher key, to produce inferior flour. By their processes of ‘selectivity’ the germ of the wheat – the life-giver – is extracted from the flour to produce fancy breakfast foods – and profit! Bread was once the staple diet because it contained the magic of the soil.

No more do we hear the dung-spreaders. Instead of ripe dung from the stockyards, spread good and thick by singing men with four-tined forks, there crash through the fields mechanical monsters – grey-powdered, clanking, ghostly automatons, their spinning trays broadcasting artificiality and their end product inferior crops.

Insecticiders infiltrate into the fields, armed with sprays … their object to poison insects alleged to ruin the crops. Beetles and bugs, worms and centipedes, daddy-longlegs and cockchafers are killed; so, too, are the bees; the beautiful butterflies that make late spring and early summer gay, and the inoffensive moths that dance in moonbeams. Our birds are poisoned, those beneficial birds that kill destructive insects as nature intended, and more effectively. But our birdsong has diminished. Poisoners have silenced many of our singers of the fields. Although much of the song is ended, for me the melody lingers, for theirs was the music which accompanied me in my long walkings almost every day.

We always walked. Our nearest station, Ashdon Halt, was two miles and a bit away. Our school, over a mile and Sunday school and church two miles distant. Ashdon village was just over a mile from our hamlet. Unless we could beg a lift in a jam-packed tradesman’s cart, or in tumbrils and wagons going off to the railway stations with loads of vegetables and sacks of corn, our traversing of the highways and byways was upon our clodhoppered feet. Nor was this the only walking. Each day we would walk miles across fields and paths to get to our points of work – unless horses were being used, and then we rode – for the great fields were widely scattered. In spring and summer it was joy. In late autumn and winter it was an ordeal of mud, water and cold.

During the open season when the gentlemen came to shoot game there would be the greatest walk – or so it was regarded – because old and young of both sexes would turn out in droves to beat game to the guns. Every acre of the vast estate, fields, meadows, spinneys, copses and the great woods of Home and Langley, would be marauded by the beaters, all armed with sticks, all yelling to scare the game to their destruction. This was regarded as pleasant walking, though tiring, because it was communal, with every walker enjoying every pace. But many more miles a day would be covered in sullen, dreary solitude; in the daily grind of following the plough, harrow, shim and roll. Our feet became leadened and hideous with mud-clogged boots, each new step was an effort of lifting, to make thigh and calf muscles protest with a sting of pain before developing into that long, dull, mind-devouring ache. After each such day in the fields there was to come the return walk to our homes, but there was little spring in our steps. Evidence of these walks was to be found in the gaits of the older men. Their legs were often distorted, their perambulations extraordinary, particularly on the hard highway. One could see the penalty they had paid for following the plough at too early an age, when the muscles of little boys had been asked to do too much, too early.

But from great distances one could identify the walkers, by the sound of their feet on the hard highway.
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Reuben Ford at Walt’s Cottage.



Chapter 1


Kuldysack


Hair, the hair of horses! Because I was three, perhaps less, when I first smelled it, I shall for ever remember the smell of horsehair. Sometimes noisome, rank and offensive, sometimes fragrant, redolent and balmy, that smell stole into and sometimes galloped into my three-year-old nostrils. All through the day, even on Sundays, and all through the night – on Sunday nights as well – that smell was my companion.


At the bottom of my father’s garden, a longish garden which began at the back step of our bungalow home in Glemsford, Suffolk, there was a small factory. I used to sit there with the sun burning my head to sniff through the white-painted palings. Sniffing, I suppose, to get to the heart and soul of that smell. The palings separated me from the factory by about six feet; and when I put my head close to them and sniffed through them I could smell strong soap as well. I could also hear strange noises, busy noises; for in that factory were machines, big tubs of boiling water, soap, bubbles, clouds and clouds of white, wet steam, and little men who were so busy that they could not afford to take time off to speak to me; to tell me what they were doing in that steamy, noisy, smelly world …


But one day I did find out. My father told me. They were cleaning the dirty hair of old, dead, greasy-hocked horses – to make mattresses, cushions and pillows. After my father told me what it was all about I didn’t sniff through the palings much, but the smell was always there.


My father and mother used to sleep on a mattress made from horsehair and I found that out all by myself, without being told by anyone. I wouldn’t have known about it if one of those little leather bits which are used to stitch the ticking together had not come off to leave a little hole where it had been. Through that hole I could see bits of hair and I spent one lovely afternoon pulling out the hairs. Some were grey, others were dark or light brown, but the best ones were reddish gold, bits of the coats of chestnut horses. My mother did not appreciate my investigations and slapped my backside.


That slapping wasn’t the best she could do, because I can still feel the sting of her best slapping after I went ‘weeding’, to help my father …


I did not see much of him, but I loved him very much. He was not like the fathers of other boys in Glemsford, for he was the village postman. He wore a uniform and a smart, stiff shako and his scarlet piping and shiny brass on navy serge always filled me with awe and pride. My father worked for the king. After walking many miles round the scattered community pushing bills and debt-summonses into letterboxes, he would arrive home, snatch off his coalscuttle hat and his beautiful jacket and gulp down a cup of strong tea and a hasty meal. He would smoke a pipe of tobacco, blowing out fragrant clouds to my delight. Then he would change into his old corduroy trousers, cloth cap and hobnailed boots, kiss us all round and go off like a greyhound to work on a broken-down farm. Father had to have two jobs to get the five of us enough to eat. I did not like it one bit. I did not think it fair of the king to make my father work all through the daylight.


Sunday was always the best day at Glemsford, because my father would take me to his allotment. I used to sit there in the sun, sometimes with my pretty frock and sash on, because we dressed up on Sundays, and watch his feverish hoeings, diggings and plantings, to grow us food. He was very good at gardening and used to grow parsnips so sturdy and long that they won prizes at the Flower Show. People used to say, ‘Owd John carn’t be beat at growin’ parsnips, nor most vegetables, either.’


Even today I associate the word ‘vegetables’ with my father’s rolled-up sleeves, his toil and sweat.


‘We must watch out fer the weeds, young feller-me-lad, an’ pull ’em up,’ he used to say. ‘Weeds don’t never do nothing useful … They choke the life outer the good things by stealin’ their food … They’re just like a lot of wicked men in this wicked old world … Growin’ fat an’ strong by stealin’ from others … If we don’t keep a sharp lookout an’ pull ’em up the minute we see ’em, we shall starve.’


Watching the big blade of his shut-knife slice through bread and raw onion, I sat on his knee and put my finger into one of his sweat beads, then into my mouth … I remember the salty taste, the shock of his emphasis on the word starve …


And that’s why I got that good slapping. One Sunday, instead of going to his allotment my father went to sing his solo in the church choir for the Harvest Festival. Perhaps concerned that the wicked weeds might win if my father was not there to do them mischief, I went to his allotment alone, and without permission.


Hours later my mother, who had been driven to distraction by my absence, found me. I was weeding, wantonly. She arrived in time to see the last juicy young carrot uprooted from its tilthy bed; to see, too, that every bold and bulbous Spanish onion had suffered a similar fate.


Her hands flew to her face to hide her distress.


‘You wicked, wicked child …Your poor father’s been aslavin’ to grow us food … Now look what you’ve done … Look at it! Jest you wait till I get you indoors … Jest you wait!’


She dragged me by the hand to our bungalow, the last house on the right of a rutted lane leading to nowhere else, the ‘Kuldysack’, as she called it. I knew no words to tell her my fear of starvation; my fear that because my father was thanking God at the top of his voice for all things safely gathered in, instead of being at his plot fighting the weeds, starvation was imminent …


‘I were only weedin’,’ I said.


‘You oughter know weeds don’t grow in straight lines, only the vegetables,’ she said, as she started slapping.


I didn’t cry. And though my backside felt all sore and wasp-stingy, I would not cry because my little brother Leslie was watching. I thought he was her favourite, everybody’s favourite, on account of his curls. Irresistible to friends and strangers alike, even to the tramps who came a-begging and the gipsies who came a-selling, Leslie’s curls had to be touched, stroked, fondled, commented upon. Not a soul touched my lank string and I was jealous … But they were lovely curls, all sun-burnished, rippling, cascading; and when he was in his pretty frock, all golden-topped in his best Sunday bib and tucker, he was the centre of attraction. I felt unshapely, unornamental, unloved.


But I was wrong. She loved me just as much, perhaps more; for I had been spared to her twice after nearly dying. Harvey and Harold, my two unknown brothers, had died, leaving myself, born 5 August 1907 and christened Cedric Wesley in the sub-district of Hartest, Sudbury, Suffolk; Leslie Gordon of the curls, born 9 July 1908; and my new baby sister Audrey Phyllis, born 24 February 1910, with her – at the Kuldysack.


I still disliked Leslie’s curls. One day I sat him on our wooden three-legged stool. From my mother’s wicker workbox I took a pair of scissors and in next to no time the curls were on the coconut matting. Leslie was very scared and wanted to get off the stool, but I would not let him. From all accounts, I had been to the toolshed and taken a nine-inch nail and a hammer. The nailend was on Leslie’s shorn head and I was about to drive it home when my mother entered the room. From that moment I became the centre of attraction, but only to be watched as a potential murderer … But all was forgiven, if not forgotten, and the curls grew again.


We were in the heart of Constable country, about three miles from Long Melford and about seven from Clare, but well off the main road. There was great poverty, malnutrition and neglect. Corn areas had declined, good stubbles had reverted to grass. Cottages and farm buildings were decayed, fences neglected and lean cattle strayed in search of food. Roads and byways were in disrepair and many an East Anglian homestead and smallholding had been abandoned. Worse, in that fertile region where grew such wonderful wheat, skilled farmhands had forsaken the land. In a once prosperous agrarian country the most inferior place was held by agriculture.


But there were still the fields. At the very doors of Kuldysack were worlds of interest, to be investigated, explored, understood; to be revealed to a hunter of three years of age. There were still the hedgerows, the woods, commons, ponds, waysides and wastes, the gardens and the farms; all brimming with life and vitality.


The life and vitality was of the birds, insects, bugs, beetles and small furry animals; of the plants, trees, grasses, fields and meadows: the vast living world of nature.


I was beginning to learn. I knew the difference between some weeds and some vegetables. Grass fascinated me. The thickness, greenness and softness was a comfort, and in its lushness there dwelt many creatures. Long, slimy worms that wriggled their way underneath to fill their bellies with dark, rich earth before surfacing to make their casts. I ate several worm casts, because they looked like chocolate, before I was told by the baker-boy never to do it again.


‘Drat it, bor … Don’t you eat that, now … It won’t do you a mite o’ good … If you do, though, you’ll go flat-footed an’ deaf as a post.’


I got to know a bit about worms. How far they would stretch before they broke in half; that if you cut them in half instead of stretching them you could make two worms that lived. The stretchy ones died almost immediately.


There were trees and hedgerows round our bungalow and the trees seemed to touch the clouds some days, but were not tall enough to touch the blue sky on other days. I was puzzled by this and wondered why the sky was too high for the trees when it was blue, and too low when the skies were all fluffy and white and cloudy. But the trees were rostrums for birds and there were many kinds, all with different songs to sing and different plumage. My father taught me the songs and calls and the plumage. I liked the tits and chaffinches best, particularly the chaffinch whose call-note was very short and to the point … ‘pink-pink’ and that was that, and he sang it nearly all day. The great tit had a song very like it, but he was not as pretty as the chaffinch with his rosy breast, bright blue head and black wings with corporal’s stripes on them in white. His wife is not half so good-looking in a coat of dull green but the same wing markings. There were all kinds of tits near the Kuldysack, but the great tit was the biggest and fiercest and I could pick him out any old time, with his black head, white cheeks, yellow belly and black breast band. There were coal tits, marsh tits as well and another that I liked best for his nice blue head and the longest tail, and that was the long-tailed tit. The tits all had the same call, a very shrill ‘see-see-see’ and they usually sang it from the very tops of the highest trees.


We used to throw out food before my father started his questions and the minute they flocked down he would be at us …


‘What’s that one, then? Come on, you … whistle his call now!’


No sooner had the food hit the grass than we had other bird visitors: greedy yellow-beaked blackbirds who slur all their notes, and thrushes who cannot sing half so well – except one, that is the missel-thrush, who sings best on rainy days and is known in Suffolk as the storm cock. You can bet your life that if it is not raining when you hear his song it will rain in five minutes.


Sparrows flocked down, all notes, flutter, flurry and quarrel. The hedge sparrow should not have been there, but he was. He lives on insects, but is as greedy as the blackbird and will eat food put out for others. We did not mind the common sparrow, for he was far less quarrelsome.


‘What’s that one, then?’ said my father, pointing to a hedge sparrow. But I soon told him it was an old ‘hedgy’. I could tell by his bill, just like a pair of nail scissors.


We all had our favourites.


My mother liked the chaffinch best because of his song, which is far more musical than the ‘pink-pink’ call-note, and he sings it from the low branches – where I could watch him – full of pride, joy and pomp, puffing up his chest to make himself look twice as big; switching his head from side to side in quick jerks to attract attention – or to see if there is an audience worth singing to – and off he goes …


‘What-what-what-what-do-you-r-r-r-r-really-think-of-ME-now?’


My father liked the yellowhammer. With his bright, canary-yellow head, which makes him look like a fireman in a brass helmet, he always sings from hedgerow tops, but looking a bit scared all the time …


‘A-little-bit-of-bread-and-NO-cheese.’


But my favourite was the greenfinch. He sings best when he is courting. First he does a little dance. Then, leaving his perch, he starts to sing like billy-o, fluttering about in small circles and beating his wings so slowly that he can hardly fly. His is a simple song of only four notes … ‘clip-clop-clump-and-sneeze’, which he repeats many times in rapid succession.


Sometimes in the hedgerows we would find skulking a white-throat, but he is not an English bird and comes only in the summer. He is small and brown apart from his white throat and sings while dancing up and down from the hedgetop, jumping six to ten feet up, or more, straight into the air, then back to the hedge. I disliked him when my father said he was not English. But I got over that and did not dislike him any more when he said that all birds were God’s birds, and equal.


I used to wonder why my father, who knew so much about birds, did not teach me to fly.


The lines in Father’s brow deepened as the furrows appeared one spring in the wide Suffolk fields around us. Plainly life could not go on as it had been doing. We were existing but poorly from the fruits of the allotment and from the very occasional pig some neighbour killed which supplied our meat diet of a slice or two of pork or bacon once or twice a week.


Somehow my mother contrived, through it all, to look the prettiest woman of all just as my father was the handsomest man. She had been born in Bartlow Hamlet, Cambridgeshire, and christened Elizabeth Amy Ford. For some years before her marriage she temporarily left her beloved East Anglia to cook for various rich families in London. She excelled at household and culinary pursuits when she had a chance to follow them. But in her God-given gifts courage and sweet goodness were her greatest.


My father had been a soldier, at heart, by instinct and through training. Born in the parish of Barnadiston, he tired of working on the land and had enlisted as a young man in 2nd Battalion, the Suffolk Regiment, and in an engagement of seven and three-quarter years served nearly all that time overseas. He had been mostly on attachment to the East India Company as a telegraphist and ended his engagement at Karachi on 10 October 1903.


We had little or no social life at Glemsford. Occasionally my Uncle Wag, my father’s eldest brother and companion-inarms in the Suffolks – also a village postman, at Great Thurlow, Suffolk – would pay a fleeting visit, but my mother was ill-equipped for entertaining and far too busy looking after her flock to go out and about.


In the winter of 1910 I became ill again. At night in the dark I could see no birds through the window and I was frightened where in summer I had been bold. Family gossip has it that I was a most delicate child, so frail that I was medically barred from school until I was seven years and a bit. Fat and prosperous doctors prescribed for me full cream, Benger’s Food and port wine … but no mention was made of how to buy them.


I was still very ill when my father left us in 1911. Distressed by poverty, encouraged by advertisements, he left for Canada determined to find us a new home. The first indications of impending change came in unusual tensions between my parents and secret whisperings in the parlour, which I apprehensively tried to overhear through the keyhole. There were impressive-looking forms on the chest of drawers and a general air of unease. One day a man in a smart suit, with a funny voice, visited Father and explained to us all with false gaiety, so frightening to my barely comprehending ear, that Father was emigrating to Canada where work and money abounded. Soon we would follow.
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