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Recipe for a Happy Home


Lullaby, lullaby, hasten away


Little pink pilgrims till dawn of the day


Slow swings the cradle, but swift is the flight


Lullaby, hushaby, baby good night


English nineteenth-century lullaby


 


I have sung this lullaby thousands of times throughout my life and each time is as sweet as the last.


In 62 years of being a nanny I have lost count of the number of children I have cared for, but it must be approaching 100. Which means I am inordinately proud to say that, despite never having given birth, I have 100 children and my families are spread far and wide. 


Children are born uniquely vulnerable and with a need for love that they never outgrow. A baby has a special way of adding joy every single day and can flood your heart with love like nothing else. They say you can never truly love a child that is not your own, but that goes against every instinct that runs through me. For I have loved children born to other women all my life and every child that I have ever cared for, I’ve adored with all my heart. Many I would have laid down my life for, in fact on some memorable occasions when I fled to air raid shelters clutching my charges to my chest, I very nearly did.


The outbreak of the Second World War catapulted me headlong into some of the most bewildering, exhausting, frightening and challenging moments of my career but I, like every sensible British woman I knew, never allowed terror to take hold. We had no choice but to go about our business; running the home, shopping, cooking and keeping the nation’s children happy, healthy and as well fed as rations allowed, while chaos erupted around us.


There is little I haven’t come up against in the years since I began my training as a Norland Nanny in 1939. Bombs, rockets, Spitfires battling German planes above my head, freezing winters, disease, adultery, deserters, scandal, inspiring evacuees and their memorable cockney mothers: all have conspired to make my life interesting. I know that few people get to experience the adventures I’ve had in my life, and I’m very grateful for the cards that were dealt to me. 


When you’ve trained under the doyenne of Britain’s oldest nanny school and the draconian matrons of 1930s hospital wards, Hitler and his army hold no fear. Every fibre of my being was focussed on the welfare of the children in my care. Nothing was more important than being the most loving and professional nanny that I could possibly be. 


Britain has changed much since the Second World War ended, and the dangers facing our children today have drastically altered. Back then it was bomb blasts and malnutrition. Now there are the threats posed by the internet – things that we could never have imagined. But I believe that the fundamentals for bringing up happy children haven’t changed.


I don’t intend this book to be a childcare manual. I doubt I should even have the brains to qualify as a Norland Nanny today and I haven’t a clue what childcare trends are in vogue; but I do know this. If your heart sings with love for little children you can’t go far wrong. 


Where does this all-consuming love come from, in my case? A question I have asked myself on many an occasion, I think it stems from the moment I met my baby brother when I was nine years old.


 


The sense of excitement was tangible in the air at Hallcroft House in Lower Farm Road, Effingham, Surrey. 


Every corridor, nook, cranny and crevice in the vast house hummed with quiet anticipation. Our cleaner, Winnie, an ageless, round woman who sang as she worked, had come up from the village and polished and scrubbed the house until every surface sparkled like a new penny.


Winnie was flushed red from her efforts.


‘Got to get everything just right for the new arrival,’ she’d said, winking, when she’d spotted me watching her.


Winnie had done us proud. The oak floors gleamed like freshly churned butter. Every room smelt of lavender polish and carbolic soap, the leather thong handles on the doors glistened with beeswax, and pretty pink roses had been picked from the garden and dotted round the house in glass vases.


King George V himself, who was on the throne at the time, wouldn’t have got such a rapturous reception had he showed up at Hallcroft that sunny spring morning. Little wonder the birth of my baby brother or sister was more exciting than every birthday and Christmas rolled into one.


My poor mother. From the moment she first told me she was expecting, I had pestered her on a daily basis.


‘Is the baby coming today? Where is she, she’s taking so long.’


I said she because I was certain the baby would be a girl, a real life doll for me to dress up in pretty dresses and push around in my pram alongside my favourite actual doll, Constance.


And now the great moment was here.


I had been sent off to stay with my aunt Jessie. My elder sister Kathleen and my younger brothers Michael, Basil and Christopher had been packed off to various other relatives, but now, finally, the call had come to say the baby had arrived and my mother, Doris, was at last ready for our return home. 


My father Arnold was duly dispatched to collect us all and bring us home.


As was customary in 1930, my mother was expected to give birth at home. That was quite the norm in those days. The poorest of the poor right up to aristocracy and royalty made their entry into the world in the surrounds of their own home, attended by a local maternity nurse.


If that sounds backwards to you I should put it in context. The Midwives Act had only been passed in 1902, after a group of pioneering and inspiring women fought to have midwifery and antenatal care recognised as a profession. Prior to that, any woman, or for that matter man, could deliver a baby.


Usually babies were delivered by a woman from the local community called the handy woman. Some were good at their job, others less so; some were apparently prostitutes who were reputedly paid in gin.


Fortunately the Act became law, the Royal College of Midwives was born, birthing standards soared and infant deaths dropped.


When you consider that in the year I was born, 1921, there were 700 deaths per 100,000 births and that I came unannounced, it is exceedingly lucky I am writing this book at all!


There was no time for pain relief for her, not that it would have helped that much in any case. The only respites from the agony of childbirth were chloroform and forceps to speed things up if the baby got stuck.


Goodness only knows what pain my mother suffered giving birth. Not that she would have discussed it with us, or anyone else. What went on in her bedroom remained strictly between herself and the maternity nurse, with Father banished downstairs to avoid the gruesome reality, and us children packed off to stay with a relative.


Back in those days, women were confined to bed for at least ten days after giving birth. This was known as the lying-in period. I still find it hard to believe that some women are now discharged from hospital just 48 hours after giving birth. Don’t they deserve more time to rest?


After ten days’ bed rest and recuperation for Mother, we were finally allowed to come home.


The door to my parents’ bedroom swung open as I pushed it and my excitement bubbled over. ‘Where’s the baby?’ I gasped, in a fever pitch of emotion.


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


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


But her words were lost on me.


Because there, nestled in his wicker Moses basket lined in mauve cotton and organza with delicate mauve bows, was quite simply the most exquisite thing I had ever set eyes on.


‘Oh,’ I breathed in wide-eyed wonder. 


‘She is a he,’ said my mother, smiling, when she spotted my face.


‘Meet your baby brother David.’


The world turns on tiny things. It’s not so much the outstanding events that have influenced my life. It may sound absurd but, though hearing we were at war with Germany, witnessing the devastation of the Blitz and the jubilant crowds on VE Day were all moments I shall never forget, the most life-altering of all was when I set eyes on baby David.


I swear my heart skipped a minute’s worth of beats.


My other brothers’ arrivals simply didn’t make the same impact on me because I had been too young to remember or to help out. But now I was old enough to see clearly what a miracle I was witnessing.


He was just a tiny little scrap of a thing, dressed in a white cotton gown, no bigger than a porcelain doll.


Any lingering disappointment I may have had over not having a baby sister melted away when he snuffled and sleepily opened his eyes. The little creature fixed his dark blue eyes on mine and I was done for, hook, line and sinker.


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


A thunderous voice piped up from the corner of the bedroom. 


‘NO! He’s not to be woken,’ Nurse Evans muttered through thin lips. 


But even a cranky old nurse couldn’t stem the unspeakable joy that flooded through me. Was it his dark lashes that swept over creamy cheeks, the little murmurs and sighs he made when he slept?


Or was it the way his tiny fingers curled round mine and the beautiful musky smell that filled my nostrils when I kissed his soft downy hair.


No, the thing I loved most about David, and every baby I cared for after him, was his heartbreaking innocence and vulnerability.


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


Many great things were invented and created in 1930, the year David was born: helicopters, FM radio broadcasting, the jet engine and the world’s first antibiotic to name but a few; but to my mind the greatest creation ever was my baby brother.


Today my baby brother David is 83 and we still share a bond that I know was created in those precious early days.


From that moment on I cared for David as if my life depended on it. My mother had only to issue a simple request and I was there. Nothing was too much trouble.


I fed him his bottles, helped bathe him, changed his cloth nappies, sterilised his glass feeding bottles and spent hours singing him lullabies.


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


Most of all, I loved gently picking him up out of his warm, cosy nest to feed him his evening bottle. He was so sweet and drowsy that his little rosebud lips would begin sucking before the bottle was anywhere near them. Then, like a little lamb, he would hungrily latch on and suckle. I witnessed a small miracle every evening at 6.00 p.m.


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


Those days exist in my memory as a warm and rosy glow, and little did I know it then, but they sparked a life-long love for children.


Every day was filled with magic and promise . . .


If home is where the heart is then at the heart of my home were my parents. You’d be hard pressed to find a more devoted couple than Doris and Arnold Ashford. I often wonder what was the secret to their success but all I know is that in 45 years of marriage they could hardly bare to leave each other’s side.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Doris and Arnold were so potty about one another they insisted on having every Sunday afternoon by themselves, with us children packed off to the garden. We knew better than to try to disturb them. I wasn’t short of playmates, though. Besides me there were my elder sister by 13 months, Kathleen, and my four younger brothers: Michael, Basil, Christopher and baby David.


The whole essence of my childhood and, in my opinion, the key to any happy childhood is simplicity. 


I have never forgotten reading the following passage in Etiquette for the Children, published in 1901:


 


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


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


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


 


I passionately believe those words to be true.


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


Michael was the musical one, always tinkering around on an instrument. His hard work paid off as in later life he became a stage manager for the musical Oliver!


Poor Christopher and Kathleen always suffered with their health, so they seemed to spend a lot more time inside, with Mother fussing over them. I did so feel for my siblings. They were wrapped in cotton wool and had cod liver oil rubbed on their chests daily by Mother. It seemed like a simply horrible thing to be so weak. I was so robust and untroubled by illness, and looking back, I’m sure I took my good health for granted. 


That left me, Basil and as soon as he could run, David, to charge around the garden with. I begged my only sister to join us in our adventures but she always had her head stuck in a book.


‘Oh, do come outside,’ I urged one day. ‘We’ve got a wizard game of hide and seek going on.’


Kathleen stared at me from over the top of What Katie Did Next.


‘Can’t you see I’m busy reading?’ she sniffed.


‘Suit yourself,’ I said, and grinned, galloping out the door and down the stairs. I couldn’t for the life of me see what was more fun than hide and seek. Books were dull. The real adventures were to be found outside in the fresh air.


Try as I might I just never could apply the same tight restrictions and self-control that Kathleen governed her life with.


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


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


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


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


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


But the delicious smell of Mother’s homemade Queens Pudding, my favourite confection of breadcrumbs baked with jam and meringue, would creep out from the kitchen, over the fields and soon have us haring for home . . .


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


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


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


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


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


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


We once had a French au pair for the summer. I didn’t know her name, we just called her Mademoiselle. She was terribly lazy and often when she should have been tending to us she would sit reading the paper.


On one memorable occasion she was sitting by the gas fire, reading, with Basil at her feet. I looked up to see her engrossed in an article on sewing with flames licking up the bottom of the paper.


‘Fire,’ I gasped.


She looked up, startled, then . . .


‘Le feu, le feu!’ she screamed, leaping to her feet with a red-hot copy of the Telegraph burning in her lap. Adds a new meaning to hot off the press.


Mother dashed in and put her out with a wet cloth and no harm done, but mademoiselle pointed the finger at Basil. He could be a bit mischievous at times but I never thought him capable of setting fire to a French au pair. She left shortly after.


Nowadays they’d label Basil as having attention deficit disorder or some such nonsense. I like to think he was just high-spirited.


Hallcroft, our childhood home, was a beautiful idyll that father had worked hard to create.


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


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


Father was typical of many men of his era. During World War One he was a lieutenant in the army. He was even awarded the Military Cross for his courage and skill in leading his platoon at one of the bloodiest battles of the war, at Hill 60, or as it was nicknamed, ‘Hell with the lid off??’.


Millions of boys died for their country during that dreadful war.


Those poor young men, if they had known at the start of the conflict what they were facing, would they have signed up? Probably. If the famous poster of Lord Kitchener pointing out of the frame with the words ‘Your country needs you’ didn’t get them, then they would have been made to feel like cowards by the women who handed out white feathers to men who didn’t join up. If they ever felt like deserting, which surely some must have, then the punishment – death by firing squad – would have acted as a deterrent.


My father may have talked to those comrades that survived Hill 60, but he never uttered a word to me about the horrors he must have witnessed, or what he did to earn his Military Cross. Part of me wishes I knew what his exact role was, but maybe he was right not to divulge it to us. He wanted to preserve our childhood and keep it as innocent as possible, hopeful that we wouldn’t be touched by the horrors of war.


Apart from the mental scars he must have carried with him he also had a piece of shrapnel lodged in his shoulder. Years later and suffering with pain in his thigh he went to the doctors who discovered that the same piece of shrapnel had worked its way from his shoulder down to his leg.


I often wonder how a man can witness such atrocities and misery, then bury them away so deep they can’t touch them. Did he have nightmares, flashbacks and panic attacks as a result of his time at Hill 60? If he did he never revealed them to his children. Even his medal was hidden away in a drawer. It only came out on Armistice Day to be worn with pride. It’s a wonder he didn’t go insane, I suspect I would have. Perhaps the only way his body betrayed him was a slight stammer in his gentle rumbling voice.


Mother was certainly no shrinking violet when it came to war efforts either. Because of her love of children she had always longed to train as a Norland Nanny, but in the 1920s, childcare wasn’t considered a ‘respectable’ career for a young woman of the upper middle classes. There were really only two options for a woman of my mother’s social rank: teaching as a governess or nursing. Like me, my mother showed no academic prowess so she opted to train as a nurse, which was thought less intellectually demanding.


During World War One she became a VAD nurse, or Voluntary Aid Detachment nurse. VAD nurses were usually from genteel backgrounds, largely because only really wealthy women could work for free and fund the training required. One of the most famous VADs was Agatha Christie, who dispensed drugs.


During the war my mother worked in hospitals dressing wounds and tending to the injured. For a woman unaccustomed to hardship this must have come as some shock. Nursing plunged her and many other well-to-do young women into life-altering adventures and exposed them to horrors they could never have imagined.


Whilst many VADs served tea and sterilised equipment, they were just as likely to be asked to hold down the exposed intestines of a mortally wounded soldier. 


Before she began her training, Mother was confined by the Victorian belief that a woman should know nothing of a man but his face and clothes until marriage, so her work tending to wounded soldiers must have been an eye opener. I read later that she would have witnessed amputations, deaths and cleaned up rivers of blood. 


Mother and Father rarely discussed the awful things they had seen, nor would they ever dream of discussing any problems or disagreements they may have had in front of us children. Throughout their entire marriage I didn’t hear a single word uttered in anger between them. They set a marvellously good example by never ever quarrelling in front of us. They exercised extreme self-control and courtesy. You must remember, and this is something my parents knew, of course, that in little ones the imitative faculties are highly developed. A child’s character will receive lasting impressions from those with whom they interact.


In later life, if I ever heard one of the families I worked for bickering I was horrified. Why would you fill your home with anger and subject your children to disharmony? It remains a mystery to me today.


Maybe this is another reason I never married; how could any relationship match up to my parents’? My father’s eyes shone with love whenever he talked of my mother and she in turn devoted her life to him and us children. This intense love just made the powerful tragedy that occurred later all the more painful.


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


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


‘Close your eyes and hold out your hands,’ he’d say, in a voice rich with fun and laughter.


Eagerly, I’d squeeze shut my eyes and stick out my hands.


Just the rustling of a brown paper bag was enough to make my mouth water. 


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


Seconds later a pear drop or some other tasty morsel would be deposited in our outstretched palm. Mother was always rewarded with a bag of sugared almonds and a kiss on the cheek.


For taste buds unaccustomed to really sweet things, the tangy, acidic burst of sugar on my tongue was like nectar. Pear drops were my favourite and always made a Saturday but if it weren’t those it would be bullseyes, which we’d take out to the roughs and suck until our tongues were purple. Sometimes Father brought Pontefract cakes, small liquorice disks, but I never understood how anyone could like liquorice.


In the 1930s, sweet shops were all the rage and popping up all over London. It was a very productive decade for Rowntree. For a small child, imagining where the sugary delights came from was a constant source of wonder. After incessant begging from us children, Father finally told us.


‘There’s a little place I go to just off Regent Street,’ he said, his voice dropping to a whisper, ‘with a bell on the door that jingles as you enter and a lady older than your mother wearing a housecoat who appears with a metal scoop to weigh out your sweets . . .’


‘Tell us about the sweets, Daddy,’ I interrupted.


Father smiled and paused for dramatic effect.


‘Row upon row upon row of shiny glass jars crammed with sweets,’ he said eventually.


My eyes were as a big as bullseyes as he went on.


‘Every kind of sweet you can imagine . . . lollipops, liquorice bootlaces, gobstoppers, peanut brittle, toffees, walnut whips, cherry lips, coconut mushrooms, Uncle Joe’s mint balls, pineapple chunks.’


I glanced over at Basil. He was virtually drooling.


‘And on the counter, chocolate, glistening fudge, gingerbread men, sugared plums.’


It was almost too much. Our palates weren’t much troubled by unusual flavours in those days and food largely consisted of some sort of meat, potatoes and vegetables such as turnips or carrots from the garden, with suet or steamed sponge pudding for dessert. To hear about these exotic sounding treats was to be transported to food nirvana. It’s no wonder sweet o’clock, midday Saturday, was the most hotly anticipated time of the week.


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


Our Saturday fun didn’t stop there. Whilst some fathers may have retired to the study with a paper and strict instructions not to disturb, ours adopted a more hands on approach.


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


On one day I’ll always remember, Father spent hours in the garden plotting a surprise. When we children were finally allowed outside the suspense was killing us.


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


‘What is it, Daddy?’ I piped up, puzzled.


‘Look down,’ he said, and winked.


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


‘Who wants to play trains?’ he bellowed.


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


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


The only blot on my heavenly childhood was the time I got it into my head that I must have been adopted and didn’t really belong to my family.


Shortly after David turned one I was marvelling at his beautiful head of blonde curly hair. It occurred to me that Basil had beautiful soft curls, as did Michael, Christopher and Kathleen. By contrast my own hair was poker straight, not so much as a wisp of a curl.


Quite suddenly, in the middle of the night, it came to me. It was so obvious . . . why hadn’t I seen it before?


I was adopted.


Marching through to my parents’ room I let out an anguished wail.


Mother was sitting up in bed knitting and Father was reading the Telegraph.


‘I don’t belong to this family,’ I sobbed. ‘Look at my hair, it’s all wrong!’


My parents stared at me, shock written all over their faces.


‘W . . . what darling?’ stuttered my mother eventually. ‘Of course you do, sweetheart. You are our blood and we love you very much. There’s nothing at all wrong with your hair.’


Suitably reassured, I allowed my mother to tuck me back under my eiderdown. The next morning she got out some rags and used them to twist my hair into beautiful corkscrew curls.


‘There,’ she said, tenderly stroking my cheek. ‘Now we’re all the same.’


Over the years I have treasured that memory and used it to remind myself many times that children, whilst they may come across as bold, bouncy and robust, suffer the same irrational and nameless fears and anxieties that us adults do. Children, no matter how stable and happy their upbringing, need constant love and reassurance. 


My heritage assured, I would quite happily never have left Hallcroft, but two events necessitated leaving the house.


The first was our annual visit to Norfolk to see Granny Brown for a fortnight during the summer holidays. We would travel by train from Liverpool Street to Yarmouth with my heart sinking as the fields turned to broad salty marshes. I did so dread our visits to see my mother’s mother. We used to be sent there once a year on ‘holiday,’ and probably to give Mother a much-needed break.


Granny Brown was from the Victorian era and clung to the rigid disciplines of her day. She certainly didn’t share our father’s hands on approach to child rearing. Not for Granny Brown the sugary delights of hidden pear drops and running amok in the vegetable patch. Like most Victorian people, she believed that children should be seen and not heard and expected docility and obedience at all times.


She had been raised and had raised my mother to be a mini adult. Discipline was harsh and often intent on breaking the spirit of the child. By withholding affection from their children when they were young and then attempting to control their behaviour well into adulthood, Victorians both suppressed childhood and made it last for ever. 


From virtually the minute she emerged from the womb, Granny Brown was expected to be obedient, dutiful, honest, hard-working, stiff-upper-lipped and emotionally self-contained. 


And by golly she was all these things.


Little wonder when you consider her childhood reading. Whilst I was raised on Enid Blyton, Granny Brown would have read something far more fear-inducing. Literature of the time included a popular poem, ‘The Dreadful Story of Pauline and the Matches’, a cautionary tale about a little girl who failed to heed her mother’s advice not to play with matches. 


 


But Pauline would not take advice,


She lit a match, it was so nice!


It crackled so, it burned so clear,


Exactly like the picture here


She jumped for joy and ran about,


And was too pleased to put it out.


Now see! Oh see! What a dreadful thing


The fire has caught her apron string,


Her apron burns, her arms, her hair,


She burns all over everywhere.


So she was burnt with all her clothes


And arms and hands, and eyes and nose


Till she had nothing more to lose


Except her little scarlet shoes


And nothing else but these were found


Among her ashes on the ground.


 


Ghastly, isn’t it. Poor Granny Brown. With bedtime reading like this it’s no wonder she turned out the way she did.


Her routine crushed the joy of childhood and made our days with her full of fear, respect and conformity to adult values and attitudes. Little wonder I dreaded visiting her town house and when her black door swung open my heart dropped to my boots.


A short, austere woman who wore her hair tightly scraped back in a bun, she’d fix me with her beady eyes. The thing that always struck me most was the thick determined set of her jaw. It was so strong you could have bounced a penny off it. No kisses or hugs from Granny Brown, just a curt nod. 


Our days were rigid in their routine. Fresh air on the beach was followed by lunch of watery mince or a lump of cod boiled to within an inch of its life, followed by junket pudding that stuck in my gullet.


Yarmouth bloater, a smoked herring, was the only thing she served up that tasted of anything.


Aunt Muriel, Mother’s unmarried sister, lived with Granny Brown. Poor Aunt Muriel. One of five girls, she was the only one unmarried and childless after some chap cruelly let her down, so it was left to her to look after Granny Brown. I expect she found this a deeply frustrating situation. She was nice enough to us but I suspect not particularly interested in engaging with her nieces.


Perhaps that’s why after lunch she and Granny Brown insisted we lie very still on the cold bare parlour floorboards and rest, whilst they got on with their sewing or knitting. We were expected not to move an inch and not to utter a word.


‘The rest will do you good,’ said Granny Brown.


Kathleen lay still and did all that she should, but I was a proper fidget pants.


‘Lie still, child,’ Granny barked at me. ‘Look how well Kathleen does it.’


Of course she did. Kathleen, clearly Granny Brown’s favourite, was good at keeping still. For me it was agony and within minutes my leg would be twitching involuntarily. 


‘Stop fidgeting,’ hissed Kathleen out the corner of her mouth.


‘I can’t,’ I blurted.


‘Silence, Brenda,’ boomed Granny Brown.


Oh, why couldn’t I be more like Kathleen at times like these? I could never lie as still as Granny Brown wanted. To an excitable child who just wanted to be running free this was nothing short of agony.


The only time a frenzied burst of activity was acceptable was when the national anthem came on the wireless and we were expected to leap to our feet, with the command ‘show some respect and stand to attention.’


Granny Brown’s life ended in a very sad way. She developed dementia and when Aunt Muriel could no longer manage, was looked after by a companion in Putney, south west London. Late one evening she was found wandering up Putney High Street, naked save for a fur coat. For a woman whose life was governed by self-control and discipline, this was indeed a tragic end. 


Looking back at the childhood my parents had, it is nothing short of a miracle that they turned out so full of love. Or maybe that’s why my childhood was so joyful and full of fun. Did you know that the end of the Victorian period coincided almost exactly with the invention of psychoanalysis? I’m fairly sure that my parents never went in for any of that but perhaps they made an unconscious decision not to replicate their own childhood in the way they brought up their own offspring. 


One tradition that was most certainly passed down was that of a boarding school education. Aged 11, in 1932, I was sent to Courtfield Gardens School for girls in Bognor Regis.


The boys were all sent to boarding schools on the Isle of Wight and Kathleen had gone to Courtfield Gardens the year before me. She was sent there because she had always been a sickly child. After contracting glandular fever as a small girl she had suffered with her health and it was believed the fresh sea air would be a tonic.


Having been duly equipped with the correct green school uniform, I prepared to set off with my father, who was to drive Kathleen and me with our trunks and tuck boxes containing a few sweets, down to Bognor.


It was only 50 miles, but I may as well have been travelling to the moon. Apart from our trips to Norfolk to see Granny Brown and short excursions into the village, I had scarcely left Hallcroft. I was desolate to leave David, who was coming up to two, but I accepted my fate. Girls from my background were always sent to boarding school to be educated.


Nevertheless, it was a big change for an eleven-year-old. Parting from the warmth and security of my family was agony. 


As Father loaded our trunks into the car, Mother stood on the doorstep, clutching little David to her chest. His chubby little arms pumped with excitement when he saw the car. He loved cars almost as much as he loved my kisses. Already I knew big changes would take place in my absence. Every day he’d pick up a new word, toddle that bit further up the garden, embark more boldly on life’s journey . . . and I wouldn’t be there to witness any of these new milestones.


Sadness gripped my heart.


‘Be good my little angel,’ I whispered in his ear, as I planted a soft kiss on his jam-smeared face.


Sensing my sadness, Mother scooped me into her arms.


‘I’m so proud of you, Brenda, now you do me proud.’


She kissed me and my cheek tingled where her soft, downy cheek had touched mine. Her skin was as warm as toast and she smelt of lemony soap.


I gulped back my tears and nodded my head vigorously. ‘I will, Mother,’ I whispered. 


In the car Kathleen stared out the window lost in her own thoughts so I was left quite alone in my misery. I could still smell Mother’s sweet soapy-smelling kiss in the air and a small tear trickled down my cheek. As every mile passed I longed for Father to turn the car around. But of course he didn’t, and by the time we pulled up in front of Courtfield Gardens my head was spinning.


The driveway was full of parents unloading trunks, excited girls hugging each other and babbling away ten to the dozen, anxious mothers and fathers checking their watches. You could spot the new girls a mile off, they looked as bewildered as me.


I stared at the older girls and felt utterly overwhelmed. Would I ever share their breezy confidence?


Father smiled and crouched down to our level.


‘D . . . do . . . do me proud my darlings,’ he stuttered, hugging us both close.


My lip wobbled as I watched him turn and stride to the car.


Don’t cry Brenda, don’t cry, not here, not now.


And then he was gone, and I was sucked into the regime that is boarding school life.


Kathleen, being in her second year, was in a different part of the school and there was barely time to say goodbye before I was marched off to my dormitory by an efficient school secretary.


Courtfield Gardens was a rambling old mansion house with ten or so dormitories sleeping five girls each. The deputy matron slept in her own room on the same floor as us girls, with the headmistress, one Miss Morehouse, occupying her own room on the ground floor.


Our routine was similar to most boarding schools. The day started at 7.30 a.m. when the deputy matron came to wake us. There was only one bathroom, which could accommodate a dormitory at a time, so we waited our turn to wash. After that we dressed and stripped our beds, folding our blankets and sheets neatly at the end of our beds.


Mother was always very proud of the fact that she had taught all her children how to correctly make a bed. Some of the girls in my dorm had never made a bed before. No such shame for me.


We waited for the bell to ring, which was the signal for quiet while we said our prayers, then filed to the dining room for a breakfast of porridge with hot milk, brown sugar and bread, butter and marmalade.


Then we filed to our classrooms for whatever lesson we had that morning. Lunch was always at 12.45 p.m. and was always a hot course, a roast or similar with tonnes of vegetables and gravy, followed by a hot steam sponge pudding or my favourite, spotted dick and custard.


More lessons in the afternoon were followed by tea at 4.15 p.m., which was usually bread and butter, and a cup of tea.


Supper at 6.30 p.m. consisted of bread, butter, jam and more tea. Our day finished with one hour’s prep between seven and eight o’clock.


Occasionally I saw Kathleen in the dining hall but our lives were still very separate; she had her friends and I had mine. Mind you, she still managed to impact on my life. 


Formal education in those days was focussed on the Three Rs: reading, writing and arithmetic, but there was also an emphasis on good manners, discipline and how to behave as a member of society.


If you weren’t living up to the teachers’ expectations you were informed in no uncertain terms.


One morning, during a particularly complex lesson on algebra, I found myself completely dumbfounded. No matter how hard I tried I just couldn’t grasp it. The letters and numbers swam in front of my eyes like a foreign language.


‘Why can’t you get it Brenda?’ snapped the teacher. ‘Your sister Kathleen can do it.’


Annoyance prickled inside me. I was hopeless, totally hopeless at numbers and as soon as the teacher started making comparisons to Kathleen, something inside me just shut down even more.


I wasn’t Kathleen. I was me. Brenda Ashford.


That moment lodged in my mind. Throughout my career I have never, ever drawn comparisons between children in order to humiliate them. Each child is a unique individual with their own skills and talents.


Outside of classes, the deputy matron was always on hand to supervise the bedtime routine. We waited for the bell to sound for prayers, then we took it in turns to wash and then we tucked up in bed for lights out at nine o’clock.


There was a strange sense of comfort in the unchanging daily routine but even so, boarding school was a bewildering place with many unspoken rules to learn and observe. As a spirited girl you could be sure I was always in trouble, even if it was more Enid Blyton’s Malory Towers than St Trinian’s. I was always one for fun and doing things I shouldn’t, especially when I fell under the spell of a beautiful but mischievous Egyptian girl called Leilah. In our dorm of five girls, as soon as lights went out the high jinks began – midnight feasts, dares and the like.
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