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‘It is precisely the frankness which gives the book such an admirably unsentimental tone’


Daily Telegraph


‘Will astound her friends and those who have followed her career’


Daily Express


‘Painfully shrewd and written with delicacy and pathos’


International Herald Tribune


‘The quality of her prose is such that you are reminded she is already an established children’s author’


Scotsman


‘Julie tells the really quite harrowing part of her childhood with the same breeziness as she does her subsequent stardom’


Spectator


‘Candid and perceptive, providing a vivid portrait of her formative years’


Good Book Guide


‘There are revelations and anecdotes by the score in prose that is as immaculate as its author’


S Magazine, Sunday Express




For Emma,


with all my love
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Silver tinsel on the ground.


River, streams. A round


water tower. Shining sun


flooding woods and meadows. Spun


gold and steel. Clouds punctuate


the hills and valleys and great


white cliffs of Dover.


Sea and ships. And, crossing over,


my heart soars like this aeroplane,


and I know I’m going home again.


JULIE ANDREWS




One


I am told that the first comprehensible word I uttered as a child was ‘home’.


My father was driving his second-hand Austin 7; my mother was in the passenger seat beside him holding me on her lap. As we approached our modest house, Dad braked the car to turn on to the pocket-handkerchief square of concrete by the gate and apparently I quietly, tentatively, said the word: ‘Home’.


My mother told me there was a slight upward inflection in my voice, not a question so much as a trying of the word on the tongue, with perhaps the delicious discovery of connection . . . the word to the place. My parents wanted to be sure they had heard me correctly, so Dad drove round the lanes once again and, as we returned, it seems I repeated the word.


My mother must have said it more than once upon arrival at our house – perhaps with satisfaction? Or relief? Or maybe to instil in her young daughter a sense of comfort and safety. The word has carried enormous resonance for me ever since.


Home.


The River Thames begins as a trickle just above Oxford in an area referred to in old literature as ‘Isis’. The trickle has become a fair river and fordable by the time it reaches the great university city, and from there it winds its way through the English countryside, changing levels from time to time, spewing through the gates of some exquisitely pretty locks, passing old villages with lovely names like Sonning, Henley, Marlow, Maidenhead and Bray.


It flows on through Windsor and Eton. Wicked King John signed the Magna Carta at a picturesque stretch of the Thames called Runnymede. It progresses through the county of Surrey, past Walton – the village where I was born – past the palace of Hampton Court where Sir Thomas More boarded the water taxis that carried him downriver after his audiences with Henry VIII, and continues through the county town of Kingston, on to Richmond and Kew. Finally it reaches London, gliding beneath its many bridges, passing the seat of British government, the Houses of Parliament, before making its final journey towards Greenwich and the magnificent Thames Estuary into the North Sea.


Because of the Thames I have always loved inland waterways – water in general, water sounds – there’s music in water: brooks babbling, fountains splashing; weirs, waterfalls; tumbling, gushing. Whenever I think of my birthplace, Walton-on-Thames, my reference first and foremost is the river. I love the smell of the river; love its history, its gentleness. I was aware of its presence from my earliest years. Its majesty centred me, calmed me, was a solace to a certain extent.


The name ‘Walton’ probably derives from the old English words wealh tun (Briton/serf and enclosure/town). Remnants of an ancient wall were to be found there in my youth. Walton is one of three closely related villages, the others being Hersham and Weybridge. When I was born, they were little more than stops on the railway line leading out of London into the county of Surrey. Hersham was the poor relative and had once been merely a strip of woodland beside another river, the Mole. It was originally occupied by Celts, whose implements were found in large numbers in the area. The Romans were there and Anglo-Saxons were the first settlers. Hersham was very much a fringe settlement. Walton, slightly better off, was a larger village; Weybridge was altogether ‘upmarket’.


Walton’s small claim to fame was its bridge over the Thames. A very early version was painted by Canaletto; J. M. W. Turner painted a newer bridge in 1805. The span was reconstructed again long ago, but in my youth the bridge was so old and pitted that our bones were jarred as we rattled over it, and I was able to peer through the cracks and see the river flowing beneath. Driving across, away from the village, usually meant that I was leaving home to go on tour with my parents. Crossing back, though, was to know that we were in familiar territory once again. The river was our boundary; we could leave the busy world behind us and our front door was only moments away.


To this day, when I am flying into England, it is the view of the river that I search for as we descend towards Heathrow. And, suddenly, I see it – stately, sparkling, winding through the meadows, for ever soothing, for ever serene.


I was named after my two grandmothers – Julia Elizabeth.


Julia, my mother’s mother, was the eldest daughter of William Henry Ward. He was a gardener and met my great-grandmother, Julia Emily Hearmon (always referred to as Emily) when they joined the staff of a large house in Stratford-upon-Avon. Great-granny Emily was a ‘tweeny’, which is the name given to the poor unfortunate who gets up even before the servants and lights their fires so that they, in turn, can see to the comforts of the household. She was eleven years old when she went into service.


Some years later she and Great-grandpa William married and moved to Hersham, where their first daughter, my maternal grandmother, Julia Mary Ward, was born in 1887. There was to be a barren lapse of nine years before the rest of the family came along at two-year intervals, in a vain effort to produce a son. Four daughters were born, who were collectively known as ‘the girls’, all bearing highfalutin names, starting with Wilhelmina Hearmon, followed by Fenella Henrietta, Nona Doris, and finally, Kathleen Lavinia. Mercifully, they were all shortened to Mina, Fen, Doll and Kath. Finally, the longed-for son arrived – William Henry, shortened to Harry and then to Hadge, by which time Julia, being the eldest, had married . . . and soon after gave birth to my mother, Barbara Ward Morris, in July 1910. This meant that my mum had an uncle only a few years older than she and therefore a built-in playmate.


I remember meeting my Great-granny Emily Ward when she was in her eighties. Great-grandpa had died and she was living with her daughter Kath. Great-granny was small and round like a barrel, with flawless skin and fine, pure-white hair. She always smelled of fresh lavender and called me ‘dearie’.


She had a sweet smile and a soft voice that sounded as if it were coming from a great distance. She loved canaries and kept an aviary in the back of Auntie Kath’s house in Hersham. I have loved canaries ever since.


Aunt Mina, Aunt Kath and the other great-aunts were wonderful ladies, great characters all. Uncle Harry – or ‘Hadge’ – was the black sheep of the family and an alcoholic. I always felt there was something a little rough and dangerous about him, though he could be kind and had a playful sense of humour. Like his father, he had a magical touch with the land and he eventually became our gardener. Things flourished when Hadge was in charge. My mother had a soft spot in her heart for him and he was so competent when he was sober that she always wanted to keep him around. I used his image for the character of the gardener in my first children’s book, Mandy.


My sense of the family history is somewhat sketchy, because my mother kept a great deal to herself. She spoke of her early years when pressed, but she never volunteered much, other than to speak lovingly of her mother, my namesake, Julia. Mum always took primroses to her grave in Hersham on Primrose Day, April 19th, which was Granny Julia’s birthday. Clearly, she missed her mother very much. The earliest recollections I have are of my mother’s sadness at losing her. She must have carried her grief with her for many years in order for me to pick up on something like that.


It was left to my father and my Aunt Joan, my mother’s younger sister, to fill in what little I do know about my grandparents.


Grandmother Julia was apparently a sweet mouse of a woman: sensitive, shy, of a retiring nature, yet a lover of music – my aunt told me she sang quite well. She wanted no more of life than to look after and love her children. I was told that my Grandfather Arthur found this state of affairs suffocating and that her obvious attempts to please irritated him.


Unlike my mother, Aunt Joan spoke rather scathingly about Granny Julia, putting her down as being inferior to their father in intellect and breeding. Piecing the details together, I have concluded that my maternal grandmother was uneducated, pretty, hard-working, troubled; and that her husband, Grandfather Arthur Morris, was angry, talented – a womanizer, a bully, a drunkard and illegitimate.


Arthur Morris was conceived at a time when it boded ill to be born ‘on the wrong side of the blanket’, even if sired by a ‘Sir’. Being tall – over six feet – of good countenance and brainy, he apparently had an arrogant personality, but if he desired, he could be a great charmer. His own childhood was unhappy to say the least, as he was banished to the scullery most of the time, for his mother eventually married and his stepfather couldn’t bear the sight of him.


As soon as he was of age, Arthur ran away to join the Army and became a Grenadier Guard. Here he learned music and gained a promotion into the brass band, where he played the trumpet. He also excelled at the piano.


While stationed at Caterham Barracks, Surrey, Arthur met Granny Julia. They started seeing each other at every opportunity and, according to family rumour, Arthur ‘took advantage of’ Julia in a field and she became pregnant. They dutifully married on February 28th 1910, at the Register Office, Godstone.


My mother, Barbara Ward Morris, was born on July 25th 1910. Five days later Arthur did the unthinkable and deserted his regiment. The small family seemed to disappear into thin air for a time, but two years later Arthur was identified by a policeman as being on the Army’s missing list and was arrested, tried and sentenced to sixty-three days in military prison for desertion. His superiors may have recognized that Julia was a new wife with a young child and that she needed her husband, for pleadings were made on his behalf and, after only twenty-nine days in prison, Arthur was formally discharged.


Julia and Arthur made a fresh start. They travelled to Kent, where Arthur became a member of the recently established Kent coal-mining community. On June 30th 1915 another daughter was born to them – my Aunt Joan. After her birth, Arthur ‘deserted’ again for a while, this time leaving his family. He was subject to bouts of depression, but it may simply have been that he went to the more lucrative mining area of South Yorkshire to search out new prospects for himself – for not long afterwards, the Morrises moved again, to the pit village of Denaby, where Arthur was hired as a deputy at the local colliery.


The girls were both enrolled at Miss Allport’s Preparatory School for Boys and Girls, and later they attended the village school in nearby Old Denaby. According to school records, my mother was very popular, very attractive. Aunt Joan was more reserved, always nervous. She depended on my mother a great deal. Both girls were striking, with alabaster complexions and glorious auburn hair.


It was during the period at Denaby that Arthur started composing and publishing poetry, which was quite well received and which earned him the moniker ‘The Pitman’s Poet’.


He also used his musical skills to entertain the villagers at cricket club functions, ‘smoking concerts’ (men only evenings), fund-raisers and other parties around town. Arthur began teaching my mother to play the piano. Temperamentally, they were very much alike, both being self-willed and used to getting their own way. According to my aunt, many a shouting match was heard, culminating with the sound of a sharp slap and a box on the ear.


Mum’s version of these events was a little harsher; she claimed that her father hit her across the hands with a ruler. Either way, Arthur seems to have been a tyrannical and cruel parent. Eventually Mum took private lessons from a Miss Hatton and built her piano skills to a very high standard. In July 1920, at the age of ten, she passed the first stage of the London College of Music curriculum. Her father is referred to in the announcement as ‘Mr Arthur Morris, the well-known entertainer’.


Years later, my aunt wrote this of her father: ‘People would come up to our mother and congratulate her on being married to such a fun-loving man. Little did they know of his dark moods of despair, when he would sit in his chair and speak not a word for days, and I would take the longest way round when crossing the room to avoid going near him. After these bouts, he would go away for a while, and return laden with gifts for us.’ It seems that desertion continued to be a theme in Arthur’s life.


Towards the end of 1921 he left the Denaby Colliery and the family moved a few miles away to Swinton. Mum was eleven at the time and Auntie was six. As Arthur became increasingly busy with his poetry, music and entertaining, my mother became more accomplished at the piano – and in 1924, at the age of fourteen, she left school to pursue her piano playing full-time with a private tutor, and just a year and a half later she had passed the London College of Music’s senior-level exams.


Mum now often accompanied her father on his tours, playing at many provincial concerts. She took part in several early radio broadcasts from Sheffield and, by the time she was sixteen, she was teaching music. Listed among her students for that year is my aunt, though the lessons didn’t last long for several reasons – one being an acute sibling rivalry. My aunt was proficient at the piano, but music inspired her in other ways, namely to dance. Though untrained, she used every opportunity as a young child to dress up in her mother’s clothes to improvise and to dance whenever possible.


All this information came not from my mother, but from my aunt and from research. Other than telling me she had passed her exams at an early age – she gained her LRAM and ALCM degrees – my mother never spoke about those years. How she felt about her studies remains a mystery and I do not know where she took her exams. Given that the family was so poor, I cannot imagine who paid for her lessons in those days. Even if she had a scholarship, which I believe she did, I never saw her actual diplomas: she never displayed them, never had them framed.


In the summer of 1926, Granny Julia took my mum and my aunt to Hersham to visit her own mother, sweet Great-granny Emily Ward. This was apparently a bucolic holiday for the girls, and they discovered the joys of the countryside and all that it had to offer compared to the mining towns where they lived.


Great-granny Emily took in washing for the more affluent villagers. The tradition of ‘wash day’ was back-breaking, rigorous work and was typical of the hardship and poverty the family endured in those times. Weather permitting, washing was done outside in the garden. Two enormous tubs with washboards and the requisite bars of yellow carbolic soap were set on trestle tables. Buckets of boiling water were constantly carried to and from the house. Sheets, pillowcases, towels etc. were set in heaps on the ground. Whites went into one vat, coloured items into the other, all to be soaked, scrubbed, then set in baskets while the tubs were emptied of their foamy suds and filled with fresh hot water for the rinsing process. Clothes were pegged on lines strung between two apple trees. Sheets were laid out on convenient bushes. In the evenings, the sweet-smelling laundry was brought indoors and made ready for ironing the next day.


My aunt recalled the fun of bringing in frozen shirts and pyjama tops sparkling with a silver sheen of frost, the sleeves stiff and straight, which she used as dancing partners while she cavorted over the frozen cabbage stumps.


The following morning, sheets were carefully folded and set on the kitchen table to be used as a soft base for the ironing of clothes. No ironing boards then, and the irons themselves were heavy and had to be constantly reheated on trivets that swung over the fireplace.


Arthur, meanwhile, was performing for club audiences in various towns in the north of England. He bought a set of drums, which he taught himself to play, and when he thought he was proficient he hired the local church hall. With my mother playing the piano and her mother at the entrance collecting the admission money, he began to run a series of profitable dances.


This new era meant that he was invited to many social gatherings. Granny Julia became hopelessly out of her depth in this more sophisticated company, so Arthur started going alone.


He was seldom home and one morning, pre-dawn, Julia tiptoed out of the house with her girls and left Arthur, probably because of his infidelities and alcoholism. They took the first train, returning to Hersham to stay permanently with Great-granny Emily Ward.


Granny Julia quickly found a job as a maid for a Mr Mortimer, who allowed her and the children to live in. Arthur remained in Swinton, but then tragedy struck: his new lifestyle had driven a wedge between him and his family, and his casual liaisons with women resulted in his contracting syphilis. He travelled down to Hersham and, perhaps realizing that she was unhappier without him than she was with him, or knowing that he was ill and in need of care, Julia took him back and the family was reunited for a time. Arthur’s vitality quickly dwindled, however, and he became thin and lethargic. He was admitted to the Brookwood Sanatorium in Woking on November 16th 1928. He died the following August, at the age of forty-three, with the cause of death given as of the ‘Insane’.


I think my mother mentioned this period in their lives just once, giving me only the bare facts. Later, I begged my Aunt Joan to write about it, but she shuddered and said, ‘Why would I write about something so terrible? That place, the stench, the people . . . screaming, demented.’ She must have been traumatized, given that she was only thirteen at the time, but I sensed she was also ashamed and loath to discuss this with me. Syphilis was certainly not ‘genteel’. The heartbreaking consequence of Arthur’s actions was that he infected Julia and shortly thereafter she, too, became ill and died just two years later. In retrospect, it’s not surprising that my mother’s grief was so transparent and lasted so long.




Two


Overnight, childhood ended for the girls and the business of survival began. The early demise of their parents changed for ever the course of my mother’s career, for she now became mother as well as sister to Aunt Joan, assuming the role of full-time caretaker and thus cementing what had always been present – their larger-than-life sibling rivalry and a total dependency on each other.


They moved from Mr Mortimer’s house and took a bed-sitting room to be closer to Great-granny Ward, who provided them with lunch, ensuring they had one good meal a day. Finding the room was comparatively easy, until they mentioned they would be bringing a piano and a set of drums. It was only after a great deal of cajoling and the promise that Mum would teach the daughter of the house to play the piano that they finally got the room. All they needed now was some money. They calculated their assets and decided they couldn’t sell the piano. But what should they do about the drums?


My mother said, ‘Right, Joan. It’s obvious you must learn to play them. You watched Dad often enough, so let’s give it a try.’


They launched themselves on the local Women’s Institute. The sight of a skinny fifteen-year-old girl, clad in pink velvet, black stockings, with long red hair secured by a white ribbon à la Alice in Wonderland playing the drums was apparently too tantalizing and people closed in, staring curiously.


When my aunt complained about this, my mother said, ‘Play louder – bang everything you’ve got!’ And it worked. The money started rolling in.


The girls began to play a number of highly improbable gigs, from genteel afternoon and evening parties to a rather risqué nightclub in a once-venerable old mansion called Mount Felix. When eventually one of the flats in this building fell vacant they were able to rent it. It soon became apparent that most of the turnover for the club was acquired by providing drinks after hours, and one Saturday night the place was raided and they were all driven off to the police station in the local Black Maria, the police van.


Aunt was still attending school and when the kindly headmistress learned the girls were trying to survive on their own she arranged a scholarship for Aunt. Other employments included a stint in the chapel of a local convalescent home, where Mum played the harmonium and Aunt worked the bellows – Mum often exhorting Auntie to ‘Pump harder’! They often laughed at the contrast between their pious pursuits at the beginning of the day and their sleazy nightclub occupations in the evenings.


A dear friend once described them to me: ‘You cannot imagine the impact those two girls had on the sleepy villages of Walton and Hersham. They were a sensation! They had a strange northern dialect, they were marvellously attractive, vital, self-confident, with this wonderful red hair – and each brilliant in her field.’


One of their employers suggested that my aunt should be taught to dance properly and kindly offered a letter of introduction to a good school in Wimbledon. Somehow my mother got my aunt to the audition, where she was asked what she could do.


‘Well, I don’t actually do anything special,’ Joan replied. ‘I express what the music seems to be saying.’


‘Then we’d better have some music, hadn’t we?’ the auditioner suggested and commissioned my mother to play.


It was decided that though Aunt was very late starting, especially for ballet, she had ability and could make a good all-rounder. Terms were discussed, and in exchange for arriving at 10.30 a.m. to tidy up the studio, dust and plump the cushions, attend to the cleanliness of the cloakrooms, wash up, serve tea to guests in the afternoons between classes and be a general dogsbody, Aunt received her tuition, doing so well that after a few weeks she was dispatched to Balham in south London to teach a tap class on behalf of the school. Mum was also to play for two afternoons a week.


The year before their father had died, the girls had come to the attention of two decent young men: one, Edward Charles (‘Ted’) Wells, my father; the other, Arthur Cecil (‘Bill’) Wilby, later to be Joan’s husband. My dad was two years older than my mum, which would have made them just nineteen and seventeen when they first met. After the girls were orphaned, the lads pitched in to provide them with a fish and chips supper twice a week, with Lyons French Cream Sandwiches for ‘afters’, often explaining that they’d bought too much food and needed someone to share it with.


My father’s upbringing was equally impoverished. His paternal grandfather, David Wells, had been a coachman for a Lady Tilson of Guildford, Surrey, and later he’d been a caretaker for the Wesleyan Chapel there. He and his wife, Fanny Loveland Wells, were natives of Middlesex and Surrey, respectively.


Fanny’s relatives had a shop in Hersham called Loveland’s, which made deliveries around town with a pony and trap. Fanny and David had one son, David Wilfred Wells. Young David, my grandfather, was a carpenter/joiner. He was one of the first to be on the City and Guild’s list of qualified carpenters, and builders would give him jobs around the village. During a bad period of unemployment he cycled from Hersham to Wales – about sixteen hours away – in order to find work.


Dad’s maternal grandfather, Mr Charles Packham, was a skilled gardener. He and his wife, Elizabeth, raised six children: Mary, Susan, Charles, Ellen, Caroline and Elizabeth Packham.


The youngest, Elizabeth, was a kindergarten teacher when she met and married David Wilfred Wells, my paternal grandfather. David and Elizabeth Wells had four children: Frank, the eldest; Ted, my father; Robert (Uncle Bob); and a daughter, yet another Elizabeth, but always known as Betty.


Frank, I was told, was a dear man and a magnificent craftsman, but he died at the age of thirty from meningitis and I never met him. In addition to being a carpenter, Frank was a teacher, which eventually influenced my dad to become a teacher himself. Bob, the third son, was thought to be the ‘brains’ of the family and became leader of a research team in a firm called Hackbridge Electric in Hersham, which made huge transformers.


Betty, the youngest and the only daughter, was born mentally handicapped. I don’t know the exact cause, but it was said that her mother, my Granny Elizabeth Wells, had tried to abort her. The child was a terrible burden on the family. Though apparently pretty, she couldn’t speak and was given to fits and rages. My father could never have friends over to the house because of her disruptive nature. At a young age she was placed in a home for the handicapped, but when Granny Wells went to visit her, she was filled with such remorse that she brought the child back home. Betty eventually died at the age of twenty-seven. It’s my belief that Betty had a powerful impact on my father, colouring for ever his perceptions of women as being somewhat needy and fragile.


After the 1914–18 war there was a subsidy scheme for young people wanting to buy houses. My grandfather, David, applied for and received a grant of £70. He bought a plot in Pleasant Place, Hersham, and with his sons and some builder friends he built a two-storey house he called ‘Deldene’. It was primitive: three small bedrooms upstairs, plus a living room, scullery and an outside toilet. Fireplaces were the only source of heat and the one in the living room had a trivet, which swung into or away from the fire, upon which a kettle was placed for boiling water or cooking. Next to it was a cast-iron baking oven, which, as I recall, was also heated by the fire. There was a bath of sorts – a pump took water from the copper tank downstairs and conveyed it to a tub – but the water was only lukewarm. My dad and his brothers preferred to swim in the Rivers Mole, Thames and Wey for their ablutions. Having covered themselves in soap, they would plunge into the river and rinse the suds away.


Dad received a scholarship to go to Tiffin Grammar School in nearby Kingston and he enjoyed his time there very much. His first job was at the Hackbridge Electric Factory, presumably before his brother Bob made his way up the corporate ladder there. Dad disliked Hackbridge intensely. It was hot, dirty, noisy – there was no fresh air and he felt trapped indoors. He began drifting around building sites, working as a journeyman/craftsman with his father. Sadly, Dad’s father, David, died at the age of forty-five from colon cancer.


After a while Dad had to return to factory work because there was much unemployment and it was hard to get building jobs. He became a mechanic, but took evening classes at Kingston Tech in order to obtain his building certificate. Later, when his mother suggested he should follow in Frank’s footsteps and earn more money, he passed his teacher’s qualification finals with distinction. He became a full-time teacher at age twenty-four on Boxing Day, December 26th 1932. On the very same day, at St Peter’s Church in Hersham, he and my mother were married.


My mother once told me that Granny Julia had said to her on her deathbed, ‘Whatever you do, don’t marry Ted Wells.’ It was probably because he was so very poor. Mum also told me that she married Dad because he was a rock, because he adored her and because it was safe.


Dad was officially a ‘practical handicrafts teacher’, giving lessons in woodwork, metalwork, basic construction, engineering and so on, but he subbed for other teachers – teaching maths, English literature and grammar. The schools weren’t big enough to employ a full-time specialist teacher, so he spent one day a week at each of various schools, bicycling some two hundred miles a week from Hersham to other villages in Surrey. He taught evening classes as well. At one time he owned a motorcycle, but he sold it in order to help my mother and Aunt Joan keep a roof over their heads after the death of their father.


Part-time and substitute teachers were only paid by the hour. At the end of the 1932 term, he took home the princely sum of £11, which had to last until the end of the following month – two months in all. Eventually he was offered a full-time position at the school in Shere. His pupils were between the ages of fourteen and sixteen; boys, who were old enough to be responsible handling dangerous equipment, but who, in many cases, were mere country lads with plenty of natural teenage aggression. Dad was good with them all. Being an amateur boxer, he could take on any one of them and a couple of times he almost had to. He played football with them, kept them interested. He earned their respect and was a popular teacher.


My mother augmented their meagre income by giving piano lessons and performing. Aunt Joan, ever present, had started her own dancing school at a place in Walton, which was Miss LeMarchand’s Primary School by day, but accommodated her classes in the afternoons and evenings. She, too, added to the coffers by moving in with my parents when they rented a small house called ‘Threesome’ – so named perhaps because of their joint occupancy.


How they managed I’ll never know, but somehow they were even able to take the odd vacation – usually on the south coast around Bognor. More often than not, ‘Uncle Bill’ Wilby went along, too. The old car was stacked high with a tent, cooking utensils, a Primus stove, collapsible beach chairs, food, blankets and pillows. There are hilarious family stories of their adventures, including the time when the Austin 7 took a countryside humpbacked bridge a little too fast. It sailed into the air and landed hard, breaking an axle and bringing most of the contents down about my father’s shoulders, pinning his face to the wheel. They were only halfway to their destination and I gather my mother was none too pleased, sitting on the luggage at the side of the road and complaining mightily. My father flagged a ride for Mum, Aunt and Uncle Bill, and sent them on ahead, after which he trudged several miles to the local garage to seek help.


I was born on October 1st 1935 at Rodney House, Walton-on-Thames’s maternity hospital.


The very first thing that I can recall was when I was perhaps two or three. I remember standing in the middle of the staircase, neither up nor down, and telling my mother that I wanted to go to the bathroom.


‘Well, come on down,’ she said, to which I replied, ‘No.’


‘Go on up then,’ she said.


Again, ‘No.’


I obviously wanted her to come and attend to me.


‘Well, stay there, then,’ she said. So I did. And I peed in my pants.


I was wearing a little brown woollen outfit, which quickly became extremely uncomfortable. I think I had a tantrum, so nothing about the incident was successful.


There isn’t an awful lot about my mother that I recall from my earliest years, other than it seemed to me she was away quite often.


I do, however, remember very specific things about my dad . . . wonderful things. He treated me and my siblings as his beloved companions, never dismissing or talking down to us. When one or other of us provoked, he only had to say ‘Look, Chick —’ in a patient, weary voice, and we would understand and back off. He told me later in his life that he had once whacked my brother Johnny – and when the boy said, pleadingly, ‘No more, Daddy, please,’ he had been devastated and vowed never to do it again. And he didn’t.


Throughout our childhood he exposed us to the wonders of nature. One of my earliest memories was his taking me outside to view a large ants nest, which he had discovered under a stone while gardening. ‘See, Chick, how the ants carry things from here to there? Look how busy they are.’ I saw them working within their little tunnels, hauling whatever they needed – and we pored over this nest for a good hour or more.


Another time, I remember Dad waking me from sleep. It must have been ten or eleven o’clock at night. ‘I want to show you something, Chick,’ he said and carried me downstairs. ‘We found a little hedgehog on the doorstep.’


He explained how hedgehogs curl themselves into a ball for protection and I saw this round spiky object that was lying on the floor in the kitchen.


Dad said, ‘If I put some milk out, it will eventually uncurl itself and go lap it up . . .’ which it did. By morning the milk was gone and the hedgehog was safely returned to the garden.


Dad was not a religious man and he once said to me that he didn’t think he would believe in God at all were it not for the existence of two things: trees – and man’s conscience. He said that without trees, we would not survive on this planet, for they feed us, clothe us, shelter us, make oxygen. Without a conscience, man would probably never have developed beyond a primitive state.


But Dad was fond of church music and always listened to the Sunday services on the BBC radio. He had a light, ‘bathroom baritone’ voice of which he was somewhat proud. He sang any hymn or song right through to the end, his diction precise, relishing every note and every word. Certain ballads would crop up often in his repertoire: ‘Has Anyone Seen My Lady as She Went Passing By?’ and ‘Where E’er You Walk’ by Handel. He was a good whistler, too.


More important to him than singing was poetry. All his life he committed poems to memory, reasoning he could then return to them any time he wished. One of the first books Dad bought me was Palgrave’s Golden Treasury of English Poems.


My love of water probably stems from my father, because he adored rivers and lakes. Dad enjoyed hiring a skiff and taking my brother and me for a boat ride on the Thames. Before we left the shore, he’d carefully explain, ‘Now listen, both of you. This can tip very easily, so keep low as you get in or get out. Do not stand up.’


He would let us take an oar beside him and teach us how to feather it across the top of the water. But mostly Johnny and I would sit side by side on the cane-backed double seat, proudly, in charge of the rope on the rudder, watching as he evenly and easily worked on the oars, dipping them in, pulling them out. Wherever we went, he pointed out the beauty of nature: the majesty of a cliff face; the blossoms, the wildflowers. He knew the name of every tree, whether in bloom or in silhouette.


He seemed to know a lot about a lot of things. He loved language and grammar and maths. He loved to study and would sit at his desk, one hand to his brow, as he pored over the pages. Study, for him, was essential. ‘If you don’t have a God-given talent,’ he said, ‘it’s your duty to stimulate your brain for as long as possible in life.’ At age seventy-four he enrolled in his local college to study German and sat for the exams.


Dad was not demonstrative. He rarely pulled me to him or hugged me or sat me on his knee. Yet I never doubted his love for me. He expressed his affection in so many small ways, like sharing the poems, or reading to me, or giving the gift of his companionship, going for walks together.


‘I often wonder,’ Dad said to me once, ‘what the point of my life was. So many children passed through my hands, but I seldom knew the result of my teaching. There was never much closure.’ He felt that what he did had no significance. Yet many pupils came back in later years and told him what a difference he’d made to them, and every one of us in the family treasured his ability to communicate a sense of wonder and awe. He treated all children the same way: we were young minds to be accorded dignity, to be nurtured. In retrospect it is amazing how clearly he conveyed to me that I was loved.


Someone once asked me which parent I hated the most. It was a provocative question and an interesting one, because it suddenly became apparent to me which one I loved with all my being . . . and that was my father. My mother was terribly important to me and I know how much I yearned for her in my youth, but I don’t think I truly trusted her.




Three


When I was two and a half, my brother John was born. Mum, Dad, Johnny and I (with Auntie, of course) moved to another rented house called ‘Kenray’ in Thames Ditton – again, not too far from the river.


Kenray was slightly bigger than Threesome. It had a fair-sized front garden with a big tree in it. I did not like the place. There seemed to be a large number of spiders – pale brown with dark spots – that would weave their webs in autumn between the wilting irises and gladioli along the front path. I remember the dead flowers, sodden and drooping in the rain, and the frost outlining the stalks as winter arrived.


My first really vivid memory of Johnny is on my fourth birthday. I had been given a beautiful little stuffed doll with a china head and eyes that opened and closed. I’d only had it a few hours, and my brother picked it up and swung it in a haphazard fashion. The next thing I knew, that lovely little china head had been smashed to pieces. My childhood rage was so huge – I wanted him out of my life for ever!


Aunt Joan was still teaching at Miss LeMarchand’s School, and I began attending pre-school there in the mornings and Aunt’s dancing classes in the afternoons. Once a year Aunt put on shows with her pupils at the local Walton Playhouse. My father built the scenery and my mother supplied the music. Aunt choreographed and designed the costumes. Her beau, Uncle Bill Wilby, helped Daddy backstage.


My father created some marvellous sets, like a complete aeroplane, which took up the entire width of the proscenium – twenty children could stand on it, ten on each wing – with a pilot in the cockpit, fronted by a whirling propeller. Another time he made a mock-up of the ocean liner Queen Mary, using false perspective to great effect. This time sailors waved through the portholes and the captain stood aloft on the bridge. His pièce de résistance was a complete carousel seating eight children on wooden horses, which revolved to the tune of ‘Come to the Fair’.


My very first stage appearance was in one of these shows. I performed ‘Wynken, Blynken and Nod’ when I was three and a half, with two other girls. One, named Patricia (‘Trish’) Waters, has remained a friend to this day. When we danced a polka together onstage, Trish’s hat fell over her eyes – and apparently I continued to guide her around the stage so that she wouldn’t fall. It seems I already knew that the show must go on!


Once, Aunt staged ‘A Day at the Races’, with herself as the front legs and me the back of the winning horse. We did a ridiculous dance, performed blindly on my part since my head was buried against Aunt’s posterior. The papier-mâché head was held together with strong-smelling glue and there was no air circulating in that confined space. We muddled through the dance, but upon stepping out of the contraption Auntie completely passed out.


My mother and my father’s mother did not get on. Granny Elizabeth was apparently a fine mathematician and had been a good teacher, but she had precious little tenderness or grace about her. She was bone thin, her face was lined and she could be sharp of tongue. She once told my mother that she would never conceive children, that she’d be barren. There was no love lost between them.


Granny lived alone when I knew her. Her sons visited her from time to time and Dad would occasionally take me along with him.


Deldene, the house her husband and sons had built for her, smelled of mice, urine, dust and dirt, and that acrid smell of people who don’t wash often. I remember her bed was behind a drawn curtain in the living room. She lived in the one room and didn’t bother about the upstairs. The lavatory, in a little concrete-roofed enclosure connected to the back door, was primitive and filthy.


Dad would take me outside into the garden at some point, which was laid out like an allotment, with rows of runner beans, peas and potatoes. He did it, I think, to get me away from the stench and acrimony.


On one of my first visits to the house Dad’s sad, demented sister, Betty, was there. I don’t know what precipitated it, but she suddenly had a terrible fit. I remember my father and his mother and someone else arm-wrestling this shrieking, drooling creature through the living room, up the stairs and into her bedroom, locking the door after her because she was so out of control. Her screams, her rage, her inability to convey her dilemma were terrifying to me – and I was quickly taken home.


Though I only saw her the once, I dwelled on the incident for many years.


My mother started going away for periods of time, working more regularly, mostly playing at concert parties. A concert party was much like a vaudeville show, usually performed in an open-air theatre on a seaside pier, or sometimes on the beach itself. Performance times would be posted on a big sign stuck in the sand, with the caveat: ‘weather and tide permitting’.


In the summer of 1939 Mum played a series of concert parties for the Dazzle Company in the seaside town of Bognor Regis. It was there that she became an accompanist for a young Canadian tenor by the name of Ted Andrews, who had just arrived in England. Apparently this tenor rather foolishly – perhaps teasingly – mentioned that Mum played the piano ‘like a virgin’. My mother was outraged – she was, in fact, proud that her playing strength was comparable to a man’s. She had great technique, could transpose anything and was highly skilled.


When she returned home from rehearsals that fateful day, she told my aunt what Ted Andrews had said to her. ‘Can you believe the gall of that man?’ she railed. ‘How dare he!’ My aunt later said she felt her skin prickle and knew instantly that this was more than plain rage – that my mother was attracted to the singer and the incident was much bigger than she was revealing.


That September World War Two broke out.


Hitler concentrated his forces on invading Poland and then, in the spring of 1940, Norway and Denmark. This period was known as ‘The Phony War’. Although Germany and the European allies had officially declared war on one another, neither side had launched a significant attack. This gave England a very slight margin of time in which to build up its defences. America had not yet entered the conflict, so little England attempted to prepare for the German advance on its own.


The national spirit rose to the fore. Every able-bodied person was mobilized to help and the populace worked incredibly hard. Uncle Bill joined the Air Force, but my father, because of his engineering skills, was considered necessary to the defence effort at home and was refused for combat. Instead, he joined the Home Guard. ‘If the Germans do invade,’ he explained to me, ‘we’re the ones who’ll be in the trenches, the last to fight to the death for our country.’


He was issued a helmet, a khaki uniform, a gas mask, a gun and six rounds of ammunition. The Home Guard was small in number and made up mostly of older men. I’ve often wondered how long they could have held out – and what would have happened if the Germans’ vast army had, in fact, landed on British soil.


My father came home one day with gas masks for the whole family. After World War One, mustard gas had become the great threat. Dad showed us what we had to do and made us try them on. Made of heavy rubber, the gas masks were the strangest, ugliest things. They had a snout, two goggle-like eyes much like an alien’s and one had to pull the whole thing over one’s face. There was no fresh air inside; it smelled awful and I wanted to rip it off my face immediately. I doubt I would ever have been able to keep it on for more than a few seconds.


Life was entirely focused around the war. It was ever threatening, ever present. All Hitler had to do was to cross the English Channel . . . Our Air Force was smaller than the Luftwaffe, but we had a fine Royal Navy, which protected our coastline for the time being. However, the seas were patrolled by German U-boats and they were so effective that convoys bringing vital supplies to Britain were often sunk.


In January of 1940 food rationing began. ‘You cannot imagine what it was like to live in pre-war days,’ my mother once said. ‘The world seemed so carefree.’


In order to keep the Royal Air Force supplied with new planes, all kinds of unlikely buildings were turned into factories. Pots and pans were donated by housewives for the metal they contained; railings and gates from London’s famous parks and squares were removed and melted down.


The Esher Filling Station, a local garage not too far from where we lived, had several work sheds and they were soon made ready for the war effort. Equipment was brought in to manufacture parts for Spitfire fighter aircraft, and Dad was hired as the shop manager because of his knowledge of tools and lathes. He worked day and night. Sometimes he would go home and crash for an hour, or he’d catnap at work on a narrow bench and then get up and continue, because continuing, no matter what, was so vitally important.


Once in a rare while he would take me down to the riverside pub at Thames Ditton. Being under age, I couldn’t go inside, but he would get his beer and bring me out a lemonade and some crisps, and we would sit together. I didn’t understand why people liked to congregate just to drink, but I sensed that for my dad it was a welcome break.


My mother was now often away with Ted Andrews. They were billed as ‘The Canadian Troubadour, with Barbara at the Piano’. Johnny and I remained with Dad and Aunt Joan.


Early in 1940 my mother signed on for ENSA, or the Entertainments National Service Association – jokingly referred to as ‘Every Night Something Awful’. This was an organization set up to provide recreation for British armed forces personnel during the war. She went off with Ted to entertain the troops in France. There were two children at home who needed her, but I think the compulsion to go with Ted was overwhelming.


One particular day before she left is seared upon my memory. Mum took me out for a walk, which was unusual since she never had time to take walks with me. We strolled through the village, hand in hand, past the shops – and I saw a child’s dress in a window. It was over the top, fluffy and pink, but I thought it the prettiest I had ever seen. A day or so later I came home from some outing, and as I entered the house I realized it was empty and that she had gone. She had not said goodbye. Though she had been away before, I sensed, the way that children can, that she was not coming back.


Feeling terribly sad, I went upstairs to my bedroom and discovered the pink fluffy dress spread out on the bed with a note. Nothing special – just ‘With love, from Mummy’ or some such thing. My heart full to bursting, I ached for her, loved her, missed her, knew that she had thought of me as she left – and I wept.


It occurs to me now that she may have wanted to say something during our walk together. Did she not say anything because I was babbling on too happily, glad to be skipping along beside her, just the two of us? Perhaps her heart told her she could not hurt me at that moment. I can only wonder at the strength of my mother’s passion and what it must have cost her to go. I think she felt guilty about her decision for the rest of her life.


Soon after that, I had my first nightmare. I dreamed that an ugly goblin walked through the open door of my bedroom and stood in front of me. At first I thought he might be a friend, or a new toy, but then he took out a knife and I knew he intended to cut me. I woke in the dark, terrified, convinced of his presence. I had to find my father and, summoning a desperate courage, I made a panicked dash for his room, sure that on the way I would be attacked.


My father was asleep, with Johnny curled beside him in the big bed. He instantly understood my wailing terror and folded me into warm covers and the safety of his arms. But even then I could not communicate the dread that seemed rooted in my soul.




Four


On May 10th 1940, the same day that Winston Churchill became our prime minister, Germany invaded France, Belgium and Holland in what was known as the ‘Blitzkrieg’. Hitler pushed through France, encountering resistance all the way, and he eventually succeeded in reaching Paris. On June 23rd, he paraded his victorious troops down the Champs Elysées, marching them through the Arc de Triomphe. He had been expecting to find all the treasures of the Louvre museum waiting for him but, in a brief space of time, they had all been removed, spirited away and hidden in chateaux and caves across France. The fact that Hitler never found them is miraculous.


The might of the German Army was such that the British troops (and some of their French Allies) were forced to retreat to the English Channel beaches of Dunkirk, where they were constantly strafed by the Luftwaffe and a great many died. But some 340,000 men were rescued from the beaches by every civilian yacht, fishing vessel, barge and motorized boat that could sail across the Channel from England, all of whom had been called to action by Churchill.


Some years later my mother mentioned that she and Ted had been entertaining the troops in France when Hitler invaded, and they had been lucky to catch one of the last ferries to England before the borders closed; if they hadn’t, they would have been interned. I realized that had things been different, I might not have had a mother at all and I felt a deeper sense of appreciation for her.


Finally, Hitler turned his attention to Britain and began to prepare for an invasion. In order to be successful, he needed to achieve air superiority – so he charged his Luftwaffe with destroying the British air and coastal defences first. The result was the Battle of Britain, which lasted from July to October of 1940 and was the first battle to be fought solely in the air.


Just before the Blitz began in earnest, Mum sent for me to come to London to live with her and the new man in her life, Ted Andrews. Though my father had custody of Johnny and me, and could have contested it, he didn’t – perhaps because he felt a little girl needed her mother, perhaps because he couldn’t afford to keep us both. Whatever the details of this decision, the result was that I went with my mother and Johnny stayed behind with Dad.


London was an awakening of some sort – as if I suddenly grew up, child to adult-child in a matter of days. In retrospect it seems I had been half asleep until then, safely cradled in the warmth of a home and my father’s love. I remember little snippets of early history before I was five, but afterwards the memories are solid.


My first impression of the city was that it was full of soot and black. The trunks of the trees were black; their branches were bare and black – with limbs reaching towards an unforgiving sky. The buildings were black, the streets were black. There was seldom any sun. It was foggy, damp, and cold, the kind that gets into your marrow. It must have been a winter month, for I remember a dusting of snow, like dandruff, on the hard lumps of brown grass in some little square or park.


I don’t remember how I was brought to London, just that I suddenly came to live in a tiny ground-floor apartment in Mornington Crescent, Camden Town. It was in a building shaped somewhat like a flatiron, on the corner of a curving street that bracketed an old cigarette factory. Two pantherlike statues stood at the entrance and it was aptly named the Black Cat Factory. With the advent of the war it had been converted to the manufacture of munitions and soon thereafter became a target for German bombs.


Camden Town in those days had nothing to recommend it – just a main street coming from Euston and going north to Chalk Farm, the traffic merely passing along it. These days it is increasingly upmarket and the factory building has been turned into offices. But in 1940 it was a very shabby area.


The apartment was dark, no colour that I recall. In the kitchen a dusty window with bars on it overlooked a small, bare inner courtyard. There was a bedroom and a bit of a living room. And there was Ted Andrews – a new shadow in my life.


I don’t recall that I met him before coming to London. I didn’t want to acknowledge his presence and in truth I only have a vague memory of him at Mornington Crescent. It was as if by focusing on my mother and our genetic bond I could exclude him, deny that he had anything to do with us. I blanked him out, trying to make him disappear. But he didn’t.


Compared to my father, this Ted was a big man: compact, powerful, a sort of bullet head and fast-receding sandy hair. For the theatre he wore a toupee, blending the hairline with colour. He had a florid complexion – everything about him seemed a little pink or red, even at times his eyes. He dressed smartly for the era – he often wore a fedora and his suit jackets were double-breasted, with two open seams at the back, which created a flap. ‘So you can lift it up and enjoy what’s underneath,’ my mother would say in the bawdy voice she used when she wanted to convey what a lusty wench she was. She always claimed that she loved a good backside . . . and teapots, things with spouts. It made people laugh. (And she did indeed have a small collection of bizarre-looking teapots.)


Ted had been the black sheep of his family and had apparently endured a miserable and abused childhood. I know nothing about his parents, although in later years I did meet one sister, Mabel, and her children. He ran away from home when he was twelve and later travelled from Canada to London to seek his fortune. He played the guitar and had a fine tenor singing voice.


He was ill at ease with me. His occasional overtures were met with shyness or outright derision on my part. My father and mother had not yet divorced – that would take three years. But Mum became pregnant, though I’m not sure even that registered with me at first.


Someone moved in with us – a mother’s helper, I think. There wasn’t space enough for us all to sleep in the apartment, so a room in the basement of the building at Mornington Crescent was taken over. It was a utility room of some sort. Pipes ran across the ceiling and there was an old iron boiler. Certainly it was hot, even stifling. Two barred windows revealed a wall mere inches behind them. The place was freshened up with a coat of whitewash, and cots were brought in for this ‘someone’ and me. After the first twenty-four hours, we kept the lights on all night, as rats would emerge and creep along the pipes.


My mum and Ted continued to go away at times, performing various gigs. They were probably just overnight trips – but life seemed empty and I felt very alone. I missed my brother and the countryside, and thinking about Dad made me unbearably sad. I don’t recall what I did with myself at the beginning . . . except for one day.


It was close to Christmas, and I think the promise of the holiday had been talked up by my mother in her desire to cheer me and give me something to look forward to.


With no one around, I let myself into their cold apartment (which was never locked during the day), and began to search for hidden Christmas packages. I rifled through a chest of drawers, peeking under clothes that I didn’t recognize. There were satin and lace cami-knickers that seemed too luxurious and indulgent to be my mother’s, but were obviously hers. I opened cupboard doors and poked about and even looked in the kitchen cabinets. I felt sick and guilty, and knew that if I discovered anything tantalizing it would diminish the pleasure of it on Christmas Day. But the compulsion to search for some concrete proof of love was strong. I was careful to leave everything as I found it and came away empty-handed.


The war suddenly came into focus for me. Air-raid sirens wailed often, especially after dark. The warden came round. ‘Put that light out!’ he would shout at the smallest chink of brightness escaping through the blackout curtains.


The basement room became my shelter and I prayed that my mother would be safe in the flat above.


As the bombing raids increased, we were often forced to retreat into the Underground stations for safety, joining the streams of people doing the same thing. I had never been in a subway before. I remember going down long escalators to the station platform and inhaling that unforgettable smell of baked dust. Cots were stacked in tiers against the platform walls, pushed as far away as possible from the black pit and the terrifying electric rail – so powerfully alive that it would kill you if you fell on it.


There was a tremendous sense of unity in the subway shelters. Night after night people survived and bonded. They gathered in groups to socialize and smoke. They tended to their kids, changing little ones’ nappies or sitting them on their potties. They cooked on small Bunsen burner stoves and drank hot tea. The really exhausted ones slept under coarse blankets, even when the trains roared through. It all looked exactly as depicted by Henry Moore in his extraordinary sketches that I came to admire later in life.


One night when the Blitz was particularly bad, we had just stepped off the escalator when Ted suddenly said, ‘Jesus, I forgot the guitar!’ It was a precious and important belonging, for half the vaudeville act would have been ruined if the instrument had been destroyed. He raced back up and out into the dark night to retrieve it, and it seemed to us below that he was away far too long. Every once in a while we heard the ominous crunch of a bomb decimating some building. My mother was terribly worried. When Ted finally reappeared down the escalator, triumphantly holding the guitar aloft, a great cheer went up from the crowd. He responded by entertaining everyone with his songs, which pleased the crowd and took their minds off the horrors going on above.


Another time, another air raid, my mother and Ted returned late from entertaining somewhere. The warden came round, knocking on every door in the apartment building, saying that an incendiary bomb had been dropped in the area. The trouble with incendiaries was that sometimes they would not explode until hours after they had been dropped. This one could not be found. Everyone was told to evacuate.


My mother and stepfather were so exhausted that they decided not to respond to the call. I believe they were the only ones left in the building and they quietly crept into bed. Upon getting up in the morning and going into the kitchen to make a cup of tea, my mother pulled back the blackout curtains and gasped – for there, snugly settled in the concrete square of the courtyard, was the incendiary bomb. They had slept by it all night long.


On November 14th 900 incendiary bombs were dropped in a period of ten hours on the city of Coventry, razing it to the ground. It was a terrible blow to the nation and morale was badly shaken.


Aunt Joan sent a terse telegram: ‘Married Bill in Gretna Green yesterday. Love Joan.’ Gretna Green is a romantic spot in Scotland, famous for providing quick weddings to lovers who elope there.


The news came as a shock to my mother. She believed (probably correctly) that Joan was angry with her for abandoning her and my father, and that Joan only married Bill to spite her. I got the impression that she was also very sad about the marriage and felt it foolish: that Bill was a good sort, but rather weak. Caught up in the confusion and demands of her new life, and what must have been a chaos of emotions, it may have been the first time my mother reflected on the consequences of her actions. Aunt’s marriage was the closing of another door, perhaps one that Mum hadn’t anticipated.


Some forty years later Aunt told me that my father had offered to marry her for the sake of us children. After Mum left, it had been up to him and to Auntie to look after Johnny and me, and though it must certainly have been difficult with Dad working and Aunt teaching, they coped brilliantly. Aunt confided that Dad said that he could never love her; it would be a marriage of convenience only. I think Aunt secretly always loved him and years later she clung to him as a lifeline – which drove my father nuts! Needless to say, they did not marry.


After Auntie married Bill, Dad moved with Johnny from Kenray to a small flat in Hinchley Wood, near Esher, Surrey.


Some time in 1941 my mother’s helper took me to the Bedford Theatre on the High Street in Camden Town. It was my first visit ever to a theatre. I don’t remember what I saw, but everything I did then was unfocused and anxiety-ridden. Several days later my head began to itch dreadfully. My mother examined my hair. I had lice. She scrubbed me raw, then rinsed with vinegar, which on my lacerated skin was a form of torture. I screamed a lot – but it did the trick.


Also around this time, I remember being taken to a specialist for what my mother referred to as my ‘wandering eye’. A condition now known as ‘strabismus’, it was probably inherited – my daughter, and later her son, had the same problem when they were young. At that time it was thought to be due to a weak muscle and the theory was that if strengthened with exercise, the eye would straighten up. So my mother found a woman who specialized in eye massage.


I underwent several excruciatingly painful treatments. I had to lie down and submit to the therapist sticking her thumb in my tear duct and working the muscle with enormous pressure. I could hardly bear it – the tears simply poured out – but since I was told it was necessary, I tried to comply. I don’t believe the treatments did me any good at all.


Ted Andrews bought me a new book called The Art of Seeing by Aldous Huxley. It was the first gift he ever gave me. It contained eye exercises, such as holding a pencil and following it with one’s eye to the right or left, and wearing a bow pinned to one’s shoulder so that the offending eye could be attracted towards it. I was made to do these exercises religiously and maybe they worked, or maybe I simply outgrew the strabismus, for today I don’t seem to have it – except perhaps when I’m very, very tired.


A young widow named Winifred Maud Hyde came to work at the Esher Filling Station factory. Her husband had been a bomb disposal specialist named Pat Birkhead. They had been married only fourteen months when Pat was killed defusing a bomb. Despite her grief, Win had to find a job. She was hired as a capstan lathe operator, doing twelve-hour shifts at Dad’s plant. I met her there once, and I remember the snood that she wore to keep her hair clean and tidy and away from the machinery. She was a handsome woman with lovely eyes, and she seemed kind and real. My father and Win became friends and, when time and the war effort permitted, they would go up to London for an outing.


The radio at the filling station was always on, and often the workers would listen to Mum and Ted performing on a programme called Workers’ Playtime. One day Dad heard Ted Andrews dedicate a song to ‘my wife Barbara and baby son Donald’. This was extremely disturbing to Dad – particularly since he and Mum weren’t divorced and she hadn’t yet told him that a baby had arrived.


Donald Edward Andrews came into the world on July 8th 1942, at Rodney House, the Walton-on-Thames maternity hospital, where Johnny and I had been born.


While Mum was there, I stayed in Walton with Uncle Bill Wilby’s mother and stepfather, Aunt Paula (always called ‘Auntie Caula’) and Uncle Fred. Auntie Joan and Uncle Bill had moved to a flat in Belgravia, so Uncle Bill’s parents were the only relatives I could stay with. It was convenient because I could be near my mother and could occasionally visit her.
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