

[image: Red, Red Robin: My Long Goodbye to Home by Alison Light. ‘Joins the very front rank of memoirs of post-war Britain’ David Kynaston. A 1960s photograph of three small children - the author and her siblings - in a back yard.]




For my dear sister, Sandra, who has always been there,
and in memory of our brother, Chris,
the third who walks beside us.



Red, Red Robin

My Long Goodbye to Home

ALISON LIGHT
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When the red, red robin,
Comes bob, bob, bobbing along, along,
There’ll be no more sobbin’
When he starts singin’ his old sweet song …


‘When the Red, Red Robin
(Comes Bob, Bob, Bobbin’ Along)’,
Harry M. Woods, 1926




PRELUDE


I was born in the nineteenth century. The rag-and-bone man with his cart came on his rounds croaking a mournful ‘Raaag-n’-bow-en, raag-n’-bow-en!’ while the neighbours followed on behind the horse, shovelling the dung into hessian sacks for their roses. Dogs sunned themselves on the pavements; children chased each other in the middle of the road. The parish bells of St Mary’s rang out the hours and the quarters, and at Christmas the Salvation Army brass band stood on our corner under the lamppost while families, gathered in a circle, joined in the carols and fetched up pennies for the collection from their pockets.


Ours was one of a row of houses in a grid of streets – Liverpool Road, Manchester Road, Sheffield Road – as if the man who christened them could only imagine their kinship with similar houses in the industrial cities of England’s North. It was heated by coal fires and we all washed at the sink in the back scullery with its sloping tin roof, where hot water came from a huge cylindrical copper boiler perched on a gas burner. When it rained we could swing round from the back doorstep, unlatching the outside lavatory, and deposit ourselves inside in one elegant, seamless movement. In winter we scratched our initials into the frost-coated windows. Breakfast might be bread and dripping, the brown beef jelly oozing over the crust.


My mother gave birth to me at home. My father brought the bed down to the sitting-room, where the fire was built up in the grate and I was delivered by my grandmother. She took over from the local midwife, who foolishly asked her, as sleeves were rolled up and hot water brought – or so the story went – if she ‘had had any experience, dear’. This to a veteran of twelve pregnancies. Unlike the midwife’s name, Nurse Quartley, forever inscribed on the rolls of infamy, my grandmother’s reply has not survived.


And yet. History, that bullyboy with his pea-shooter loaded with facts, spoils the play of memory. Look more closely and our streets are not cobbled but tarred with asphalt; the basking dogs are not strays but outside their own homes. The faintly orange streetlamps are electric, not gas. Even the bells of St Mary’s had been recast in the 1930s. My grandmother had heard a different peal of eight. Cars were a rarity, but the doctor’s black saloon was a familiar sight; the coal merchant delivered from his van. When I was about to be born, my father’s sister drove down from the country and took my siblings away for a summer holiday. But the noise of all those engines is silenced by a future in which it became commonplace. And what seems ‘Victorian’ could also be modern: coal was driving the trains, the furnaces and smelting works, and the British economy for many years to come.


‘Raaag-’n’-bow-en, raag-’n’- bow-en!’ Why should that gravelly cry make itself heard above the cacophony that accompanied my childhood – the chiming, the barking, the chorus of those stumbling back from the Connaught Arms: ‘Show me the way to go home, I’m tired and I wanna go to bed’? Because it was singular. We children listened for the clatter of hooves; a horse was already an event. Before our eyes, the rag-and-bone man with his cart was limping into the shadows and sepia of the past, joining all those others who were long gone into story books: organ grinders and pie sellers, the cat’s meat man, night-soil collectors, lamp lighters and water sellers, tinkers and hawkers, and a score of comers and goers. ‘Raaag-’n’-bow-en, raag-’n’- bow-en!’ was the eldritch sound of time passing.


Transience gave him a staying power in my mind, turning him into a figure of mystery, even romance. But memory too is a jumbled retrieval of shreds and patches. Reverie, with its lyrical pull, creates its illusion of continuity, a riverine flow; we shape stories to anchor us. I clung on to the tale of my birth because I was proud to be the odd one out. There was distinction in being delivered by my grandmother. It made me special from the start. Family lore becomes foundation myth. In fact, my birth was behind the times. My brother and sister had been hospital babies, but a healthy young mother of twenty-two was deemed seasoned enough to have her third child at home.


And now, as my own old age approaches, I imagine that figure on his rounds not as a relic or throwback, but as a herald, a harbinger of the piecemeal wear and tear of mind and body that strips us all bare eventually, until we are nothing more than rag and bone. But it’s too tempting to play to the gallery. The wily scavenger, persisting across centuries and cultures, avatar of the Grim Reaper, also has a history and is made of flesh and blood. There is always a living to be made from other people’s leavings or a hand-to-mouth existence scratched from the dustheaps of the world.


Everyone loses a childhood and it’s easy, if one lives long enough, to lose an era. But no one ever lived, then or now, in one dimension of time, pigeon-toeing the line of the present, between past and future. Memory defeats chronology; time falters and judders, folds in on itself. And on that particular morning, eight o’clock on the fourth of August 1955, the baby balanced on the cusp of being, lying in its ignorant cradle, knows no dates, no names, no pack drill. Hers is a suspended animation. Before the fall.


What does it look like to me now, that childhood, in my mind’s eye? Smoky, crowded, the wireless always on; doors opening and shutting; the dinner cooking; my mother singing: ‘Will I be pretty? Will I be rich? Here’s what she said to me.’ And there am I, a little girl, sitting outside on the kerb, dangling my feet in the gutter, fishing and dreaming, and waiting to be called in. Beyond me are houses that appear the same and are each unique, each with their own variations, their cats and dogs; men on their bikes and women with shopping bags; children throwing balls up against the wall, calling out the letters of D-O-N-K-E-Y. A city, spread out like spilt milk, lapping all the way to the beach. The house, the street, and somewhere, at the edge of my world, the sea.
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Tidemarks





CHAPTER 1



The House of the Past
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My drawing of my doll’s house.





My father made the doll’s house for me one Christmas, working in secret after I had gone to bed, like the elves in the fairy tale. He glued the plyboard walls together, decorating inside with leftover wallpaper from our own house so that the rooms became Lilliputian versions of our sitting room and bedrooms. He screwed in tiny coal grates and pasted short lengths of blue and white squared Fablon to make a glamorous floor-to-ceiling tiled bathroom. I was never troubled about the lack of an internal staircase, simply whisking the inhabitants up and down, and in and out of rooms, a dea ex machina.


It was an English child’s ideal house from the interwar years: double-fronted with the door in the middle, straight out of a story book – Enid Blyton perhaps. A red-brick pattern covered the outside walls while the cardboard roof, papered with green tiles and replete with chimney stacks, lifted off to reveal a flat top, which could serve as a commodious attic. The ready-made windows came with leaded lights. On the strip of wood in front of the house bright green gloss suggested a front lawn; a slash of a yellow path lead up to the front door. This had a miniscule doorstep and tiny metal knocker. Being the smallest in the family, the scale delighted me. Here was somewhere I could rule as well as reside.


I was seven and it was Christmas 1962. I can date it precisely because among my mementoes from childhood are four half-sized unlined exercise books, which had been sliced in two by a teacher’s small wooden guillotine. These are the diaries we kept on moving up from Penhale Road Infants to the junior school. Each diary page was folded. On the left we scribbled our daily doings; on the right we illustrated them in coloured crayons. In the diary for 1963 the doll’s house often features. When I draw it, it’s bigger than me, as if it contains infinite space. It was a thing of wonder, infinitely superior to all other toys, not least because my father made it just for me. My big sister, Sandra, didn’t have one. When I last mentioned it to her, she swiftly asserted her privileges. ‘I saw him making it,’ she said. I wonder what went through her mind as a child.


My doll’s house came without any past or any responsibility, unlike those ‘heritage’ dollhouses in the USA and elsewhere, crammed with carefully crafted pieces, often family heirlooms, with which girls could only play under supervision, and freighted with family memory. I can see now that its basic frame is an assembly kit. Mass production of doll’s houses had taken off in Britain between the wars, a counterpart to the boom in house building, hence the leaded lights in ‘Tudorbethan’ style. But my doll’s house was a blank page. The furniture was plastic and brand new.


By the 1950s doll’s houses had come a long way downmarket since the very first ‘baby houses’, as they were once called. Originally they belonged to adults. The German aristocracy in the sixteenth century fashioned scaled-down reproductions of their palaces, cabinets to show off their affluence and confirm their social standing, and the fad made its way across Europe. Miniature chateaux swept France, showcasing the art of furniture-making and tapestries in luxurious new fabrics from global trade; and in eighteenth-century England the newly rich, amassing their fortunes from land enclosures or plantations, even employed architects to make downsized versions of their new country houses. Queen Mary’s sumptuous doll’s house, with its cellar, library, garage and garden, designed by Sir Edwin Lutyens, was a late example. Unlike the homes of the majority of her subjects, it had electricity and hot and cold running water but, on display at the British Empire Exhibition in 1924, and visited by more than 1.5 million people, it certainly underlined how much the English in particular put the home and domestic life at the centre of who they were.


Doll’s houses in the nineteenth century were aimed at the daughters of the bourgeoisie as teaching tools. Learning the art of household management meant placing miniature servants at different times of the day in different rooms. The doll’s house, like the rocking horse, soon became a staple of the nursery where the better-off stowed their children. But the growing commercial market for toys also responded to new ideas about child psychology – the mind of the child. Playing was to be seen as another kind of interior space, a space for imagination and the creative act (toys that kept children quiet and occupied also had the advantage of letting the grown-ups get on with their lives). I may have been a prototype housewife as I cooked imaginary meals for the imaginary family on a tiny bright red cooker but, as importantly, I was learning to live in a world of my own.


In my diary I am forever running in and out of the pages, playing with the doll’s house on the kitchen floor, then playing outside in the road. Inside and out, always connected. The street remained a perpetual backcloth for the eighteen years I lived there. Front doors, doorsteps, pavements, gutters, lampposts and our house’s position, a few doors from the corner in the row that stretched the length of the road – all stayed fixed. But indoors each room whirled restlessly through time in a blur of ceilings, walls and floors, transformed as my father repaired the house and my parents made a home. The street was the past. Indoors was a fearless future, unbounded, full of infinite improvement. Until that too became history.


So many modern European novels and memoirs see the house of the past as oppressive. As the writer needs to ‘move on’, the house becomes a metaphor for their old self, while the new space and different interior decoration signifies their own inner transformation and liberation. The family home burdens the writer with clutter – objects, pictures and photographs in their silver frames, reminders of older family members or former lives, perhaps, weighed down too with a national past (like the Benares brass-top table every returnee from the Raj might have had in their Surrey villa). Our house, my childhood home, though, began as an empty space.


My parents had next to nothing when they married in 1949, and after the ceremony at the registry office they sat on a bench in Victoria Park, my mother told me, holding hands, with nowhere to go except back home to their own parents. He was twenty-two and she was sixteen. There was a brief sojourn as lodgers in a flat in Southsea, the ‘posh’ part of our city, Portsmouth, but the landlady asked them to leave once she realised my mother was pregnant. (My mother had tried to hide it: ‘I was very small. I never wore smocks.’) From late September for three months they were subletting 11 Liverpool Road in Fratton from the Elliots who lived downstairs and charged them £1 a week inclusive rental for three unfurnished rooms upstairs. They had no bathroom and shared the outside lavatory. We children inherited all the stories, and perhaps you too know them, repeated so often in the memoirs of the poorer sort: the orange crates for chairs, an old army blanket and their coats to sleep under with a milk bottle full of hot water to warm them up, a hand-me-down baby’s cot. The small box room at the back over the garden was their kitchen, with a stove and a cold-water tap. In later years, when it was my brother’s bedroom, I would reach round and touch the old gas fitment hidden behind a wardrobe, witness to the past that had existed before I was born.


You would also probably recognise Liverpool Road. It is typical of the urban landscape that spread across Britain in the nineteenth century, close to the factories, the canals and railways, with its network of identical terraced streets, where the majority of the country’s working people lived. Fratton was mostly built in the 1890s in the wake of the railway boom when it became the local stop before the town centre on the London line. In the centre of Portsea Island (the city of Portsmouth is an island city), Fratton is listed in the Domesday Book, its medieval name surviving in a nearby pub, the Froddington Arms. It’s about a mile and a half from the coast. Fratton was one step up from the dockyard districts of Portsea and Landport, with their alehouses full of sailors and girls, who were, as my grandmother put it, ‘no better than they should be’. Its residents, often railway workers, largely had regular and respectable jobs. Our house was slightly bigger than most – three up, three down.


My parents took over the whole house when the Elliots left. Downstairs was smelly and filthy. The Elliots had thrown all their rubbish in the garden and left it to rot. Mice ran amok, terrifying my mother; my father spent weeks stopping up the mouseholes. Telling the tale, my mother would say, ‘It was a pigsty,’ a phrase that belonged to the slums of the nineteenth century when pig-keeping was not unknown. It conjured her own mother’s memories of infection and contagion in the poorly ventilated, unsafe tenements where she grew up in Portsea. Yet my parents knew they were fortunate. Portsmouth had been heavily bombed and, like other parts of Britain in the post-war years, suffered from an acute housing shortage. My mother’s father, a builder and decorator, found them the rooms in Liverpool Road through a contact in the trade.


They had grown up with the dread of homelessness. My father would often rehearse his memory of ‘moonlight flitting’ as a child in the 1930s, amazed that it had happened. So many autobiographies return to that primal scene: a child watching as their father loads up the family’s few belongings on a wheelbarrow in the middle of the night, unable to pay the rent and secretly absconding to a new place. Making a home need not depend on owning property – a rented bed for the night in a room full of strangers, a couple of rooms, a top or middle or bottom floor, the luxury of a whole house – there were many waystations on the road to security, but a precarious tenancy was easily read, then as now, as a black mark on a moral ledger, reflecting on the condition of the people who rented. In the 1900s my mother’s mother and her little brother had ended up in the workhouse, though she always called it ‘the orphanage’, unable to name her generation’s greatest source of shame.


My parents had no contract apart from a rent book, but renting was the norm and rent controls had for the time being fixed low rents. Our landlady, Mrs Harding, lived outside the city and was rarely seen. The records show that ours was the only house she owned in Liverpool Road, though there may well have been others in the city. It wasn’t much of an investment. In 1951 our house was rated at £11, as were most of our neighbours’. The rent collector called each week, while Mrs Harding arrived, like a fairy godmother at Christmas, with selection boxes of sweets for my siblings and me. My parents never forgot that she might have turfed them out when she found they were subletting from the Elliots without her knowledge. Instead, she let them off the rent and then reduced it as my father worked on the house and my mother scrubbed and polished. They had found a decent landlady and they were grateful.


Just after the Second World War nearly 70 per cent of the houses in Britain were old stock, built before 1919. The majority were like Liverpool Road, in a row or terrace without separation from their similar neighbours. Most were rented. The idea of a ‘home-owning democracy’, first mooted in the 1920s, was originally aimed at those whose income was regular enough for a mortgage, ‘the poor little five-to-ten-pound-a-weekers’ so derided by George Orwell in Coming Up for Air. In 1945 only a third of the population owned their houses and very few of them belonged to the so-called manual workers and their families who made up about two-thirds of the population. About one in ten lived in council houses built by the local authorities. Renting carried few stigmas when everyone in the street paid more or less the same, although at least one household, the Betteridges, two doors down from us at Number 7 owned theirs (the rateable value of £12 per annum was only £1 more).


My parents weren’t attached to Liverpool Road. In the spring of 1951, when my mother was pregnant with my brother, Christopher, they applied for a council house. They were told they had to wait in order to qualify. Their situation wasn’t urgent, although my father was in and out of work. On my brother’s birth certificate Dad’s ‘rank or profession’ (a telling distinction) is given as ‘Engine Fitter’s mate, H. M. Dockyard’ as it is on my sister’s. That sounds more permanent than it was. In the early years of their marriage, he took temporary jobs in the dockyard and on building sites, and like others who were beached up in a city full of demobbed men, he sometimes had to travel for work and stay in shared rooms or ‘digs’. His best job was as a press operator at the car plant for Morris Motors in Cowley, Oxford, but he hated being in lodgings away from home, and wrote passionate love letters and poems to my mother until he could get back at weekends. To one of these snatched times, my mother told me, I owe my own existence. In their eagerness they just weren’t careful enough.


As he learnt new skills on his different jobs, my father plied them again at home – a jack of all trades, ‘and master of none’, he would say ruefully. At weekends or in the evenings for at least three decades he repaired and renovated our house. Roofing, pointing up brickwork, putting in new guttering, wiring, plastering, plumbing, wallpapering, tiling, repairing sashes, floorboards: as a child I thought my father could turn his hand to anything. He seemed to wave a wand over every room we lived in like a magician. Colours and furnishings flash before me in a slideshow: the kitchen worktops and corner units he built (mysteriously, the drawer under the sink did not open), new lino tiles in sea green and corn yellow on the kitchen floor. I watched from the doorway as he laid a symmetrical pattern in diamonds and then made a fold-down flap table to replace the old gateleg table whose limbs used to pin me against the wall. Turning the scullery into a bathroom, he faced a Herculean struggle with damp. Green flowers of mould bloomed again and again on its walls. Silver foil panels, special paint – nothing worked. They felt pleasingly furry to the touch when I sat and soaked.


As the sixties brought him more regular employment and my mother worked part-time, they had the cash to modernise further. Eventually, panelled doors were hard-boarded, dado rails and Victorian mouldings sheared off, chimneys blocked and grates cheerfully chucked. Electric fires meant no more humping the coal bucket or messing about laying a fire before work; no more pink paraffin poured through the funnel. When the stairs were boxed in, I mourned the disappearance of the carved wooden pineapple on the newel post at the bottom of the banisters, which I loved to caress on the way downstairs, though he left the Lincrusta with its embossed rosettes. Fewer draughts, more comfort, and from my mother’s point of view, which I did not see, far, far less dusting. And then, the ultimate luxury in the early 1970s. With a bit of jiggery-pokery my father moved the outside toilet inside, and scratchy IZAL replaced sheets of newspaper, until that too was replaced in turn by softer toilet ‘tissue’ in pastel shades.


It was a day of celebration when a fitted carpet festooned the passage from the front door to the kitchen, making it a narrow bed of cabbage roses, pale pink against the darker ground (my father, needless to say, was the fitter, wielding his Stanley knife). At first he covered it with newspaper so that we would not soil it. I revered that carpet. On Sunday mornings it was my task – was I eight or nine? – to dust down the skirting boards and the dado rails, then, when I was old enough, to use the new hoover, a job I performed with all the punctiliousness and pride of a groundsman looking after his green. I’d dust the sitting room, the windowsills and mantelpiece, swishing round the clock and the china donkey. I loved looking at the dust as it fell in the light, floating in a shower of gold motes onto the glass-topped coffee table like Zeus in my story books, or manna from heaven.


Offcuts would find their way into my doll’s house, whose floorboards eventually disappeared under a jazzy swathe taken from our sitting room of blue, grey and black stripe, like a freak tabby. I had a miniature carpet sweeper in the doll’s house, which I ‘ran’ over the little lengths assiduously. I was learning that a home was what you made. It was not the house, not the four walls and the roof that mattered but what you did inside.


Inside the house the past came down the female line like mitochondrial DNA as practices and habits, the skills that create comfort and that make a home. What my mother knew about housework and bringing up children she had learnt from her mother, a servant before the First World War, and from her older sisters. In turn my sister and I, but not my brother, learnt from watching her and helping with the chores and taking pride in them: how to peg out washing so that it dries properly; how to fold a sheet; how to make a bed with tight corners and tuck the ears of the pillowslips in; how to brush a floor; how to wipe down a table, collecting all the crumbs in the centre of your palm; how to put the pan under the colander when draining vegetables to save it dripping on a plate; how to peel a cooking apple in a winding snake, prink the edge of the tart with a fork and pierce its centre to let it breathe – she was a dab hand at pastry. The list goes on and on.


But in 1957, a couple of years after I was born, when the prime minister, Harold Macmillan, famously said that ‘most of our people have never had it so good’, we were not part of that ‘most’. Only half of British homes had a fridge by the end of the 1960s; washing machines were still rare. During that time our front room was completely empty, except for my father’s bike, and as children we were under strict instructions to keep the door firmly shut when callers came. When I am moved to think of my father assembling, papering, painting and fiddling with my doll’s house after a December day spent freezing on a building site, I remember my mother shopping for miniature versions of things she did not have at home. My doll’s house’s kitchen boasted a cabinet-size fridge like they had in the US and a washing machine, with a built-in wringer and rotary blades, which I could turn via a handle on the outside; a radiogram and a three-piece suite in dark blue plastic graced the sitting room, and – the pièce de résistance! – there was even a flush indoor toilet for the bathroom. The doll’s house, with its plentiful windows, greensward outside, upstairs bathroom and all mod cons was the nearest my mother got to the ideal home.
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The washing machine from my doll’s house.





It is undeniable that there was a post-war ‘golden age’ – roughly from the general election of 1955, when food rationing ended, to the OPEC oil crisis of 1973 – a period when the nation’s health improved hugely, prices fell below wages, and full employment saw a rise in living standards. Gradually, much of what had once only been available to the comfortable classes filtered through even to families like mine. The 1950s and ’60s saw the rise of the social scientist and much ink was spent on analysing the so-called ‘affluent worker’ across the political spectrum. In 1957 the Conservatives set up a think tank to consider the phenomenon and Left-leaning social surveys were conducted asking whether these ‘affluent workers’, apparently mesmerised by the new goods, were abandoning politics or becoming Tories; whether they were any happier, or becoming more individualist as their lives focused more upon the home. The interviews, conducted mostly by men, rarely considered that the new consumer durables might help to liberate women. Presumably they had never done the housework.


Our kind of women had always worked, though the census in earlier decades might not record their charring or taking in washing. But now there were other possibilities as part-time work for married women expanded. My mother was one of five daughters (and she had five brothers). Only the oldest, Winnie, born in 1920, carried on in the old pattern, briefly going into service as an unmarried woman before the war. All the sisters left school by thirteen or fourteen and married by the age of twenty-one. They all found part-time work, which fitted around childcare until, like my mother, they could go full-time. Winnie eventually became a dinner lady in a school canteen and the others worked in shops and factories, cinemas and offices. The money they earnt gave them that bit extra for the housekeeping, but with housework it meant working twice as hard.


My mother was always chasing her tail, trying to get ahead on the housework, washing and ironing, cooking and cleaning for five people. She prepared vegetables before she left home in the morning for the meal later in the day, the potatoes left in water; she did the washing and cleaning in her ‘time off’ and the week’s ironing after tea on Sunday. She shopped daily and locally, cooking nearly every meal from scratch. It meant a lot of legwork, visits to the market stalls in Charlotte Street or individual shops selling separate goods as if from a pack of Happy Families playing cards – fish from the fishmonger, meat from the butcher and so on. With no car and no deliveries of groceries, as was usual with the better-off (who might also have ‘help’), it meant lugging the bags home. Not surprisingly, when she came in from work and we children swooped on her to see what was for tea, she was tired and irritable and swatted us away. One blessing was the new sliced white bread, Mothers Pride, which accompanied the meal. A post-war innovation, part of the increasing industrialisation of food, it saved time, money and waste on an uncut loaf, which scattered crumbs everywhere and soon went stale. It might not have been nutritious, but it filled us up.


My mother’s drudgery was gradually relieved by the appearance of home appliances. Over the course of two decades an immersion heater replaced the old copper; a spin drier – a squat, bad-tempered demon – saved her from having to put wet clothes through the mangle, though it had to be restrained with a forbidding hand on top as it threw a fit at the end of its cycle, about to hurl itself around the kitchen floor. A small fridge finally replaced the meat safe and the pail of cold water outside the backdoor, which kept the milk fresh for longer. Even the electric doorbell – a novelty of the late 1960s with its chiming ‘ding-dong’ – was labour-saving. It put paid to the weekly polishing of the brass door knocker, and out went that ritual of respectability that took a chunk out of my mother’s Sunday morning. We were hardly ‘aspirant’. My father’s idea of glamour was a varnished cocktail cabinet, which he made and fitted into the alcove of the sitting room. With its hinged top opening and strip-lighted mirror, it illuminated the reds and blues of our new shot glasses, though no one ever drank spirits at home, let alone cocktails.


The materials and fabrics that appeared on the market were lifesavers even though – who knew? – some were potentially lethal. Formica and Fablon could be wiped clean and harboured none of the silverfish that slithered out of the old wooden cupboards and frolicked on the draining board – the bane of every kitchen; the lino tiles kept the slumbering woodlice with their rubbery shells at bay. Fibreglass curtains with huge purple lozenges on a shiny silver ground lit up my bedroom and didn’t need much laundering. No one told us they might shed tiny shards of glass in the wash. I was thrilled when my parents replaced the old utility dark brown wardrobe with a pretty dressing table and wardrobe in beige-pink mottled melamine, another toxic material. And plastic – beautiful, bright, multi-coloured plastic – what a joy! Only those who didn’t have to do the chores could afford to scorn it. How had we ever lived without it? It didn’t rust or tarnish, need polishing or oiling. Plastic washing-up bowls replaced enamel; plastic buckets and dustbins didn’t need the weekly scouring by my father like the old corrugated iron. Plastic was lightweight, hygienic, indestructible, colourful and cheap. In my infancy I was a new Elizabethan as I sat on my plastic pot.


In the years to come I was always embarrassed by my mother’s frank admiration for other people’s houses: ‘What a lovely house,’ she’d sigh, ‘imagine living there.’ When she died in 2014 I found that she had kept not only her first rent book from the days of living upstairs – a reminder, perhaps, of where they began – but also a receipt from 1954 made out to my grandfather. It acknowledged a deposit of £65, 10 per cent of the value of my grandparents’ three-bedroom terraced house in Long’s Road, about half a mile away from us, near St Mary’s Church. After renting for a few years, my grandfather had taken out a mortgage from J.S. Chinneck & Son of Lake Road, Portsmouth – ‘Auctioneers, Valuers, Surveyors, House, Land and Estate Agents’. This was the house I knew as a child, where my mother’s family gathered every week, a custom that irked me as I grew into a moody teenager but an anchor in my growing up. Why had my mother preserved the receipt? As evidence of her parents’ achievement and of her own pride in it? In the 1970s the house was compulsorily purchased by the council as part of a town-planning scheme and then knocked down to make way for flats. My widowed grandmother lived first with one of her daughters and then as a lodger in another old lady’s house.


In their forties my parents were given the first option to buy when Mrs Harding, their landlady, died. They were flummoxed and a family conference was called. They weighed up the pros and cons, nervous about debt in the form of a mortgage, knowing plenty of people who had been seduced by goods on the ‘never-never’ and gone under. In the end they bought the house on a 100 per cent mortgage for £35,000 from the Hampshire Building Society. Of course they carried on improving. Central heating was finally worth putting in and a builder friend of my brother’s knocked down an interior wall and turned the two front rooms into one. Now they had the space to feed their children and grandchildren around one table, somewhere separate from the kitchen to eat. The garden became a place for ‘leisure’ as well as plants when my father made a concrete path, put up a trellis over the dividing wall, laid a lawn and got a couple of deckchairs. Other purchases included a cassette player, which he draped with cling film to keep off the dust. Ironically, as they went on renovating, my doll’s house became a period piece, redolent of the early 1960s. Once I left home, it made its way into the attic.


After nearly fifty years in the same house, they decided to move. They had paid off their mortgage (the instalments had risen to £76 a month; their mortgage book was also among my mother’s bits and pieces when she died) and with my father approaching his seventieth, the old house was getting the better of him. He preferred gardening to decorating. In the mid-nineties they sold the house for £45,000 and bought a one-bedroom flat in sheltered housing in Southsea, a mile or so away, within walking distance of the seafront. I retrieved the doll’s house and, back in London, I removed the polythene in which Dad had inevitably wrapped it, and took a nostalgic look inside. It was unrecognisable. Sometime in the eighties my father must have thought the doll’s house shabby and had smartened it up for my sister’s girls to play with. The old floral and geometric wallpapers had been painstakingly covered and the mock lino flooring peeled away – pernickety work. Upstairs and down were now papered in two matching bold floral designs and the floors varnished as if parquet. Wooden floors, he knew from his daughters’ houses, no longer signified poverty. Some of the older features, like the fireplaces, were incongruously retained, since even elves might have trouble putting in electricity.


The refurbishment appalled me. It was as though he had stripped the fabric of my past. I was wounded, full of resentment, and felt foolish too, at forty years old, to be jealous of my nieces. But he hadn’t asked me! He hadn’t realised how the doll’s house was something of myself that I had left there. I wasn’t ready to put away childish things. The doll’s house was a kind of ancestral home.


I should have seen it coming. My parents were not conservationists. Where the parents of friends displayed photographs of their children as children or even babies, my parents regularly updated theirs, as they did our bedrooms, which bore no sign of their former occupants. There were no little sentimental mementoes of our childhood. Children had been a very mixed blessing, and their view of them was in the image of their own childhood, which, in the jargon of the sixties, had hardly been ‘child-centred’. They wanted us to be independent. We were not to be lumbered with the past. They were the ones who had worked to escape it.


Would it have hurt so much, that make-over, if they hadn’t been selling the Liverpool Road house, or if I had made my own home with children in it – one of the reasons for keeping the doll’s house, which soon turned into an excuse? Yet I thought they were doing absolutely the right thing in moving and had at least the grace to make no mention of my own melancholy. Is that what nostalgia is? I suppose I still wanted a house of the past to play in, one into which my own ego expanded infinitely, filling all its nooks and crannies. I wanted it to go on containing for ever the same inhabitants, to be a museum of childhood, part-mausoleum, part-shrine. But perhaps the doll’s house had been my father’s fantasy as well as mine? Houses are only bricks and mortar.


I suppressed another twinge of jealousy when my brother had his pick of my father’s toolbox, because in truth they were of no use to me. I remembered helping my father with the decorating as a little girl, mixing the wallpaper glue, patting down the paper to smooth out the bubbles, clasping the wide horsehair brush that had no handle and which was bigger than my hand. I would have treated those tools as talismans or holy relics – the plumbline, with its lead pendulum; the spirit level made of oak with its friendly yellow eye.


I still can’t part with the doll’s house, though the outside is a bit battered. Most of the windows are missing or their frames unhinged. Masking tape is holding up the eaves. But the dilapidated state doesn’t bother the children who play with it occasionally. They rapidly swing open the doors and peer inside. Some of the furniture baffles them, of course, but they have no interest in where it came from or how old it is. Why should they care? Age is irrelevant; their time is the present. They want to rearrange the contents to suit their own minds.


[image: A photograph of the doll’s house with its doors shut.]


My doll’s house.








CHAPTER 2



Bad Baby


According to Freud, it may be that there are no memories of childhood, only memories about childhood. I was a bad baby. That tiny morsel of information was so early fed to me that I have no notion when I first digested it. A ‘bad’ baby in the England of the 1950s was, and perhaps is even now, a creature all noise and restlessness. I was a wall-eyed insomniac, bawling my way into the world from the front bedroom of our small house, and, by all accounts, howling like the winning competitor of a marathon for champion weepers for the first six months of my life. A good baby, I was to learn, was one who fed, slept and filled her nappies sensibly; a good baby might render up a toothless smile early as it burped its way back to dormancy; a good baby – or so I came to believe, the best baby – might be nigh on comatose. Most infants were somewhere middling on the moral spectrum, but I was off the scale.


My arrival, so they said, made the household hell. My father could at least stumble off to work, buffeted by stormy nights, but my mother, trying all those tricks in her maternal book that had worked so successfully with my sister and brother, was left helpless and alone with the flailing racket. She dandled herself and me into paralysis, dosed me with all manner of specifics and, on one occasion, or the only one she confessed to, nearly rocked me back to where I had come from. She’d take to pushing me in my pram the length and breadth of the city, walking miles and miles, she said, till I dropped off. ‘You were always crying, you cried and cried!’ A bad baby. Out of such sayings whole personalities are born or invented.


We were saved when my obstreperous lungs contracted a blessed pneumonia. Frightened and relieved, my mother saw me whisked away to hospital, to the calm white peace she longed for herself. And there, so the story went, the bad baby was reformed and came back dry-eyed. ‘They cured you of crying.’ And this other fragment of self-making lodged in my imagination and so loomed like a distorting mirror in the corridors of memory that I pause to reflect on it, and in it, once again. A further episode ensued. The infant was back in hospital again a year later and ‘almost died’ from another bout of double pneumonia. The memory I was offered and swallowed down took the form of yet another outburst: a flushed toddler crying out as her mother left the ward, with its stringent visiting hours and starchy, draconian staff, ‘Don’t leave me, don’t leave me, Mummy Light!’ like a lachrymose cherub in a Victorian melodrama. That story, source of much merriment, announced the twin themes of my childhood: pitifulness and precociousness. Between these unsteady poles, I learnt to support the scaffolding of my infant edifice.


I wonder why my mother told me these stories. How old was I when I realised that all babies are in some measure bad? ‘Children’, the aunts would say, gathered at my grandmother’s, ‘rob you of the best years of your life.’ They were thieves that came in the night. I learnt too that my siblings and I were all ‘mistakes’. A mistake had ushered in my parents’ wedding and my sister would not be dislodged (my mother had ‘tried everything to get rid of it’; she was terrified of telling her father); my brother – mysteriously to me who did not know what condoms were – was ‘a burst Durex’, and I too was an ‘accident’, my own hold on life, like theirs, precarious and yet tenacious from the start.


Could I really have been so articulate at eighteen months as to cry out in protest at my mother leaving? Or was my protest hers? Married and pregnant at sixteen, my mother had shared her own mother with nine others. Were these much repeated stories not also tales of her own abandonment? Or did they simply speak of her helplessness, her guilt at not keeping her sickly baby well, as if it were her fault?


Do I remember anything from those prehistoric years? Coming home from the hospital, riding high in triumph on red velvet cushions in a black taxi, with my mother alongside, my first ever ride in a car, seems imprinted on my mind. When I mentioned my hazy memory to her once, my mother made quick work of it: ‘You were too young to remember that.’ Perhaps she’d told me the story and I ‘internalised’ it, as psychoanalysts say. Another story, of me smashing my sister’s big china doll in a rage, hurling it down the stairs, was regularly rehearsed. But it is Sandra’s memory, not mine; the story of her fury, my jealousy, and I cannot feel it. Now that my parents and my brother are dead, only she and I can squabble or agree over the syntax of memory, settle the sequence of those fragments from which we create our past.


The first history of a person begins before birth and before we hear these foundation stories. It is a history of the body, with its genetic weaknesses and strengths, the features and fault lines that reveal themselves over time. My brown splodge of a birthmark on the right thigh is identical to my mother’s and my sister’s, and my appendix gave out at the age of twelve as theirs did. Sandra and I inherited my mother’s teeth, uneven and slightly protuberant, with a gap in the upper front incisors. In my grandmother’s day young working women sometimes had all their teeth extracted as a wedding present to their new husbands to avoid tooth decay; often in pain, my mother opted for dentures in her forties. As I age my smile gleams ever brighter and straighter: implants make my teeth more youthful than my face.


I was born into a working-class body, the runt of the family, but I shall die in a middle-class body, changed by science and money. If the body is a historical document, it is a palimpsest, written on and rewritten over the years. How it feels to be embodied, to be in your body, is another story. There is no body without the language in which it is lived. And the stories we are told and tell ourselves, those stories that come to shape the sense of who we are, go on changing as we age.


Bodies and bodily functions were generally talked about euphemistically in my childhood, but they were talked about constantly. ‘Women’s troubles’ were a lingua franca among the aunts, the main topic of their ‘chinwags’, although lapsed wombs, heavy periods, stretchmarks, varicose veins and other miseries meant little to me (cancer was never named). Sex had its own vivid vocabulary, from the harmless and affectionate ‘nookie’, ‘slap and tickle’ or ‘a bit of how’s your father’, to the more troubling ‘always at her’ and ‘won’t leave her alone’ (men were always the predators). Only the less respectable members of the family would fall back on older, coarser expressions, often to provoke or shock: a woman might be ‘up the spout’, ‘in the club’ or have a ‘bun in the oven’. A man ‘dipping his wick’ made me think of my nightlight candle. Men got up in the pub to ‘go and see a man about a dog’; women ‘spent a penny’ or had ‘a tinkle’. We children needed an onomatopoeic ‘wee-wee’; only dogs piddled or widdled. My mother was often ‘busting’ to go and would say so. After a meal, even in old age, while her children grimaced, she would pat her stomach and announce complacently, ‘I’m bloated.’ Burping openly or ‘passing wind’ in public were rude but could still be a joke – we children ‘fluffed’ or ‘blew off’. Excrement was not treated affectionately: we ‘did our business’. References to ‘shit’ were unheard of, while ‘poo’, both the substance and smell, was seldom used except by infants. Accidentally treading in dog’s ‘muck’, though, was considered lucky. We had our private language too, as all families do. Washing me ‘down below’ with a flannel, my mother would ask if my ‘Lulu’ or ‘Lu’ was sore, in case I needed ointment. My brother had his ‘crown jewels’.


Much of the ribaldry disguised vulnerability. Terrible illnesses and deaths haunted family memory, not least diphtheria, whooping cough, tuberculosis. My father’s mother had died of TB when she was thirty-eight and he was four. In our chilly, mouldy homes, chest diseases were rife, aided by the smoke from coal fires, cigarettes and pipes. In the 1950s Britons died on average by the age of sixty-nine, although among the poorer sort those figures were often optimistic. When my mother’s father died of bronchitis and a coronary at seventy-two, no one thought it premature or connected it to his heavy smoking. Three score years and ten was reckoned ‘a good innings’, though none of us played cricket. He had died old and not cut off early like so many of his antecedents. Children toddled innocently across a minefield of potential eruptions, some of them lethal: chicken pox, small pox, measles, mumps, and the mellifluous scarlatina, aka scarlet fever. Severe polio epidemics in the 1940s and ’50s left thousands of children paralysed or locked into coffin-like iron lungs (worldwide over half a million people suffered or died from the virus). I was ghoulishly fascinated by the metal callipers on my Auntie Mick’s leg, which she dragged a little behind her, hoisting it round corners. ‘Does it hurt?’ I asked her once. ‘No,’ she lied.


Not every baby boomer boomed. With my bad chest I imagined myself to be special, but my experience was representative. Pneumonia was still the biggest killer of babies in Britain in the 1950s, but thanks to a new drug – penicillin – I survived. If I had been born a decade earlier, my mother could have done little against the viral infection that affected both my lungs (hence ‘double’). The first antibiotic in general use, it was one of the fruits of war, which so often accelerates scientific research. It wasn’t a British achievement, though it was often claimed as such, but the product of international collaboration. First identified by Alexander Fleming, a Scottish bacteriologist, in 1928, the initial trials were supervised by an Australian pharmacologist, Harold Florey, and the German-born biochemist Ernst B. Chain (they all shared the Nobel Prize in 1945). The British government held off spending on it until it was clear from its US deployment during the Second World War that it saved troops from infected wounds. Streptomycin, also trialled by the US for the treatment of TB during the war, came too late for my father’s mother.


Advances in medicine are only as good as their supply. Inoculation against diphtheria was the first vaccine of the bacteriological age to be offered free to British children on a national scale in 1942. Polio immunisation began in the UK in 1955, the year I was born; its US creator, Jonas Salk, had first tested it on himself and his family. Penicillin, when it first appeared here in 1946, was expensive. Only available as an injection, it cost ten shillings (fifty pence) per shot. A course of five was way beyond the means of most people, especially at a time when fathers might be insured for work accidents and illness while mothers and children were not. Thanks to Britain’s new National Health Service, set up in 1948 and paid for through general taxation, treatment was to be ‘free at the point of care’ and based on need rather than ability to pay, although a shilling charge for prescriptions was introduced in 1952. Together with the new National Insurance and National Assistance systems, they formed the central planks of William Beveridge’s wartime plan for universal systems of health and social security. ‘We have been the dreamers, we have been the sufferers, now we are the builders,’ Aneurin Bevan, the prime mover behind the foundation of the NHS, once famously said. ‘Nye’ Bevan was a hallowed name in our household, though it was years before I knew why.


My sister and brother had been nourished by National Dried Milk in navy blue and cream tins: full-fat cows’ milk fortified with Vitamin D. It was a hangover from wartime when it enabled nursing mothers to do war work and was discontinued in 1954. At school I received free milk until the age of eleven, the health benefits somewhat offset by the two Rich Tea biscuits also handed out at playtime (and here a memory of the sour smell of the crate full of empty bottles rises to greet me; I once kissed my ‘boyfriend’ Timmie, aged seven, over it). At Penhale Road School we lined up in the school hall for a check over from the school health inspector, who sounded chests, riffled through hair, looked down throats and up noses, and down underpants too. At senior school we rolled up our sleeves for the BCG (Bacillus Calmette–Guérin, named after its developers), first administered to older pupils in 1953, which left a satisfying scar. We had the services of a free school dentist, a mixed blessing since his hand was less than steady. On one occasion the drill briefly wandered into my gum, and this was before numbing injections. My mother antidoted my fear of dental appointments by always rewarding me with a book of paper cut-out dolls from the Co-operative department store on the way back.


Judging by a Mass Observation vox-pop survey, we seem to have been typical of English families as far as looking after ourselves went. Our medical supplies were sparse and largely sourced from the kitchen, namely, honey and lemon for sore throats or colds; olive oil on cotton wool for ear ache; cloves for toothache, an effective antibiotic; baking soda for indigestion and prunes for constipation, which furnished a chance to count the stones and predict a husband: ‘Tinker, tailor, soldier, sailor, rich man, poor man, beggar man, thief.’ One folk remedy for warts involved placing meat onto the wart for a day and then burying it in the garden, though I can’t imagine that it worked. My mother knew nothing of herbal medicine, not being a countrywoman. Coming home with head lice, which we called ‘nits’, from school, I was bundled round to my grandmother, who dowsed me with malt vinegar as if I were fish and chips. Her panacea for most ills was Ribena, a blackcurrant cordial, or – the greatest treat – an OXO cube crumbled in hot water for an instant beef bouillon.


For anything more we went to Tremletts, the local chemist in Fratton where Mr Tremlett wore his pristine lab coat with pride and checked wounds, rashes, sprained ankles and other frailties in his backroom. We had no medicine cabinet until we had a proper bathroom, and my mother tended to buy as needed. Despite a huge boom in over-the-counter medicines in the post-war decades, most of the remedies she relied on had been around for generations. Milk of Magnesia for indigestion came in a convincingly pharmaceutical dark blue glass bottle, a product of the 1870s, and aspirin, produced from the turn of the twentieth century, was the universal analgesic; mixed with caffeine, Beechams Powders for colds, chills and flu antedated it, while Alka Seltzer, another favourite, was a fizzy mix of aspirin and sodium bicarbonate (baking soda, in other words). It had been soothing hangovers and biliousness since the 1930s. Cough mixture, and liniment for muscle sprains, were also regulars. My mother kept bandages and stocked up on ‘sticking plasters’; Elastoplast was a brand also marketed in the interwar years, as was pink Germolene, an antiseptic ointment for cuts and grazed knees. It came in a round tin. So did Vaseline, a purified petroleum jelly, another nineteenth-century find. But if there was one aroma that dominated my childhood and could evoke a Proustian reverie, it would be Vicks VapoRub, on the market since 1905. Every winter a family member would be found bent over a basin of it, steeped in fumes and shrouded by a towel. It was rubbed on my chest overnight so frequently that my pyjamas were thoroughly mentholated.


In retrospect, the 1950s and ’60s are deemed the great age of the general practitioner, though the majority of doctors in the British Medical Association, seeing their fees disappearing from their pockets, had originally voted against a National Health Service (Bevan made a special deal with hospital consultants, allowing them to keep their lucrative private work in NHS hospitals, and elevating their status even further). Half the battle with the populace was to get people to care about their health. Far fewer poorer people went to the doctor even when it was free than those of the middling sort. Expectations were often low and general knowledge about drugs and therapies limited. Mass Observation found there were plenty of people who would rather not ‘bother’ the doctor at all. The doctor, though, and not the hospital, was always the first port of call. Hospitals were rarely visited and associated with major operations, if not dying. In Portsmouth there were three, newly nationalised, as it were, after 1948: nearby St Mary’s, which had emerged between the wars from the old workhouse infirmary where my sister and brother were born; the Royal in the town centre, which was once attached to the dockyard, also from the mid-nineteenth century, and Queen Alexandra – or ‘QA’ – which opened in 1904 as a military hospital. By the 1960s, with several new buildings and a nurses’ training school, it had evolved into a huge and impressive NHS hospital, but on the edge of the city, on the slopes of Portsdown Hill, it was too far for us to travel. Across the water at Gosport, Haslar, the naval hospital, was off limits to civilians. When my father, decades later, was briefly treated there, he waxed lyrical about the shipshape, spotless wards. Once, aged five or six, when I thought I had swallowed a metal hairgrip, my mother whisked me to the Royal. An X-ray was a tremendous and alarming event, well beyond my comprehension. Despite the all-clear, I imagined it rusting gently in my stomach like the wrecks at the bottom of the sea.


The doctor was the only member of the older professions we knew, and the surgery at Bradford Junction was my earliest encounter with a different kind of life. A detached Victorian villa overhung with ivy and shadowed by trees, it was set back from the busy roundabout. I remember it as brown, all brown: carpets, flaking leather armchairs and When Did You Last See Your Father?, a very brown painting on the wall, as we sat in silence in the gloom. The dinginess added to the hush as we waited to be summoned by name by the receptionist, a figure of some authority (my mother and I simply turned up; there were no appointments, but surgeries were run on a ‘first come, first served’ basis). On the doctor’s substantial oak desk, a jar of wooden spatulas waited in a luminous violet liquid, used for pressing down the tongue, the only colour contrast. Doctors wore their stethoscopes round their necks like amulets.
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