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  The Hard Price of Chucken Eggs




  I was born years and years ago, when there were bears and badgers and bogles in the woods round Hertfordshire, in a place called Treacle Bumstead,

  which was the name we gave to the village of Hemel Hempstead. The year was 1934. Stanley Matthews made his debut for England and Mao Tse-tung made his Long March in China and storms took away most

  of the top-soil in the Dust Bowl and the Wehrmacht swore an oath of allegiance to Adolf Hitler and the Three Stooges first hit the silver screen.




  My father’s name was Frank William Sears and he was a big-armed builder. My mother’s name was Kathleen May Putman and she was a head-covered, hard-working domestic servant who was

  born on 1 August 1905 in Bovingdon, Hertfordshire. She was a small woman, my mother, less than five foot tall and pretty as a picture, and she worked in a big house in the local parish until she

  married my father. He was born in north London on 8 October 1908 and moved up to Hertfordshire with my grandparents when he was young.




  The house we had in my newborn days was a small, two-up-two-down cottage in White Lion Street, Apsley End, and it was damp and cold and candle-lit. We had a kitchen range where all the water had

  to be hauled and heated, and my mother gave up her work in service to stay in her own little humble house and look after her growing brood of gobbling bird-mouths.




  After learning the trade from his father before him, my own father started to work as a jobbing carpenter back in 1926, before he moved into White Lion Street with his wife in 1928. Times were

  hard and things like the General Strike and severe winters and shortages of work made things difficult for him. But he kept at it and struggled and strived and managed to start up his own little

  building firm in the good-weather year of 1929. He was a no-nonsense, hardy man and he looked big and solemn to my little self, when my bum was no bigger than a shirt-button. He probably knew very

  well he was going to have a goodly flock of children, just in case the whole leap and litter of us didn’t survive the rigours of country life in the bleak winter months of growing up. And

  eventually he’d have to build us somewhere larger to live – somewhere we could all fit into and not have to be hanging out the windows to be able to put our coats and hats on.




  I had three brothers and one sister before I was spat out – William Albert who was born in 1927, Peggy Iris who was born in 1928, David John who was born in 1930 and James Michael who was

  born in 1932. I came next on 21 January 1934, a night when snow came a-falling down in drifts from the dark, low-lying, crow-flying sky. Now, not many people can remember being born, but I can

  – every minute of it. I can remember the wind in the trees outside the window as I came a-kicking into the wilderness. You see, I didn’t want to be here, in this world, I wanted to stay

  where I was, where it was warm and safe and tickety-bimble-boo. But I couldn’t keep in there, my mother didn’t want me to, so I was sent a-tumbling out onto the hairy bed-blankets.




  I was but a year and a month old when my new sister Ann, who had no second name like the rest of us, was born in 1935. And after her came Richard Henry in 1936 and poor little Bernard in 1937,

  who died when he was but six months old. Mary Elizabeth was born in 1938 and Peter Frank in 1940 and, last of all, came Alec Alan, on St George’s Day 1942. Only seven of us kids ever lived in

  the little cottage, before father built the new house, and there we all were, mother and father and three in the bed, three more in the cupboard drawers and one in the hall, wrapped up in

  tarpaulin. Like every large family, we had the good times and the rough and we shared them out between us so everyone got their fair measure of both. We children looked after each other – the

  older ones took care of me until it was my turn to look after the younger ones, stopping them from being bullied by other little buggers and taking them to school and making sure we all came home

  together and didn’t get trampled on by horses or sat upon by big piglet-suckling sows.




  As well as remembering being born, other things also come back to me from when I was but a little tiny lad – like being taken to my grandmother’s house and her laying me on a

  tabletop to change my nappy and me peeing on her nice new tablecloth and her lifting me up by the legs and whacking me across the bare bumkin for doing it. I ain’t forgiven her for that to

  this blooming day. I can’t remember much about my grandfather, William Albert Sears, except that he was a builder like my father and they worked alongside each other sometimes, right up to

  when I was sent away to reform school. My grandmother’s name was Ellen Howe and she was a domestic servant like my mother after her. She was employed by the Reverend Arthur Durrant, who came

  from a long line of reverends, all called Arthur, and who wore the knee-breeches and black stockings of religious men of earlier days. He liked to make the sloe-gin for the Christmas tidings and

  sometimes you could see him skipping along in the lanes like a little boy.




  I know very little about my mother’s family, except for her three bachelor uncles – George, Albert and Fred. They were farm labourers and lived together in an old country house in

  the tiny hamlet of Bovingdon and my parents lived with them for a short time during the hard winter of 1927/28, which lasted well into March that year. You see, my father was out of work and not

  able to find the ten shillings a week for the rent of the two rooms in which he was living with my mother, so the uncles took them in until things improved. The only source of lighting and cooking

  in the bleak bachelor house was candles and paraffin lamps and an open fire. Gas mains had been brought to Bovingdon, but the uncles refused to have it in their house and, even when my father

  persuaded them it wouldn’t cost anything and neither would it blow them to Abaddon and back, like they thought, he still had a hard job persuading them. And even when he finally did, they

  wouldn’t light it if neither my father nor mother was there – liking better to light up a paraffin lamp or a fire to boil a kettle. And when my mam or dad lit it for them, they stood

  well back, and when the gas went ‘pop’ after the struck match was applied, they ran for cover, holding on to their hair.




  Later in 1928, my father found work and was able to afford to rent the little cottage I was born into and it was in a bit of a state when he moved in. They had no furniture, my parents, so they

  made a kitchen table out of one of the bedroom doors and supported it on one end with crude batten legs. The other end my father fixed to the wall, because he only had the two batten-crude legs and

  I often wondered why he couldn’t find four. But I never asked him when he was telling this story, only listened dumb-eyed, like the good boy I was. The uncles gave them a couple of chairs and

  they collected other bits and pieces over a period of hardship, until the place was at least liveable in for a fast-growing family.




  That was back when there was only two chavvies,1 William Albert and Peggy Iris. By the time I came along, the cold, low-ceilinged, candle-lit cottage

  on the edge of the wildwood was getting too crowded with all us children gadflying around like blackface lambs and father planning to make mother have many more before he was finished. So he built

  us a new house with his own bare hands and called it Sunnyside and we moved in there in 1936. It had three bedrooms and gaslight downstairs, but only candlelight upstairs, and we had one of them

  old kitchen ranges for cooking and water-heating and a proper tin bath in its own special room for the getting-off of the week’s dirt on a Saturday night. The garden was over a hundred yards

  long and we kept a pig called Humphrey who ate offal and a goat called Gerald who ate my jumper and seven Belgian Blue rabbits that we thought were pets, but sometimes one would go missing and

  mother always told us it escaped, but it never. It was slipped into the stew. And chickens and bantams for eggs, and father would kill and pluck an unlucky one on Christmas Eve. My picture-pretty

  mother planted carrots and potatoes and beans and other little bits and pieces for us to eat when times were lean and mean and we usually had enough in the bread baskets.




  The house my father built for us was on a narrow rural road called Wood Lane End and we were hugged in between two farms. One was called Sherfields Farm and the other was Woodwells Farm and us

  children would work for the farmers in the long, red-sunned summer evenings, bringing hay by horse and cart and harvesting the corn and wheat and picking the spuds when the green stalk-leaves

  turned yellowish, and mangles and fruit when they were ripe and the pea-green pods and all the other stuff that farmers did by hand back then. When Michaelmas time came round, we’d help put

  fencing up round the corn ricks and, as the threshing engines got down to the bottom of the ricks, rats and mice would run out and it was our job to kill them with sticks and we’d be running

  all up and down and bumping each other over, with the snapping Jack Russells and the snarling fox terriers beating us to it.




  And we got paid sixpence for their tails.




  When the war had been going for a bit, the farms had POWs working on them. They were mostly Italian, but a few Germans as well, and they wore yellow tunics and had diamond patches on their backs

  and they were guarded by soldiers with guns who sat round smoking all day. They couldn’t speak English and us kiddiewinks couldn’t speak Italian nor German neither but, even though

  fraternisation was strictly forbidden, we managed to communicate with our hands and our smiling faces and our freckles and we half-inched cigarettes for them from the soldiers, when they

  weren’t looking, and kicked a ball or two in their direction. They lived in tents at first, in a place called Batford, which was a few miles from where I lived, until the government built

  huts for them to have a roof over their heads. And they seemed like ordinary men to me – men like my father and grandfather, and not the ’orrible fang-toothed devils I was led to

  believe.




  But before then I started at school. I was only four and it was like when I was being born – I didn’t want to go. I wanted to stay with my mother and be safe and not be like a little

  waif being bullied by the winds and the rain and the bigger kids and the other things my brothers told me happened out there in the growing-up, shin-kicking rough place. But, like being born, I had

  no choice in the matter. My mother took me on the first day, the three-and-a-half miles on foot to the stone-built schoolhouse and the three-and-a-half miles back afterwards with my older sister,

  Peggy. It was called Queen Street School and it had been built back in the nineteenth century and had three classrooms. I can only remember one of the teachers and that was Miss Hoggett the music

  mistress. I remember her from the times I was kept back for being a bad boy and missed walking home with my brothers and sister. Miss Hoggett always gave me a lift in her little red Austin

  Ruby.




  In 1940, I was transferred to a new school in Leverstock Green and it was a bit better than the old one, with bigger classrooms and newer desks and sandbags stacked up by the doors and windows

  to stop the shrapnel from the German bombs that never fell on us. Mr Ayres was the headmaster and his daughter took the Sunday school class at the weekends. Miss Hoggett came with me from the old

  school and I wondered if it was because she was afraid I’d be left behind again and wouldn’t be able to find my way home in the smoke-curling winter evenings. But the real reason was

  because the old school was being knocked down to make room for a cow-barn and nothing at all to do with me. They gave us a big spoonful of Virol in the morning when we came in to strengthen our

  bones and make us grow into good people. It was malt extract or bone-marrow or some other such thing and it had one of them tastes you either loved or hated – there was no room for nothing in

  between. I loved it but my sister Ann had to hold her nose.




  In the middle of the morning we all had a half-pint of full fresh milk from the local cows and another one in the middle of the afternoon and school dinners in between, with wooden

  knife-and-fork held tight in each hand and thumping the table when it was late. Food was scarce in the war years, so we ate whatever was served up and sometimes it wasn’t all that much. But

  the thing is, we never had no other nosh to compare it with, so we didn’t know whether it was all that much or not – and that stopped us complaining. The lessons were reading, writing

  and ’rithmetic and a bit of history for the whys and wherefores of what was happening and what had happened to make it happen and, before that, what caused the thing that happened in the very

  beginning. And sometimes the geography to teach us where we were and where other places were, just in case we ever got to go anywhere when we grew up – like Lilliput or the Lakes of

  Pontchartrain. We also got to do a little bit of digging and weeding in the school garden, so we knew how things grew and when, and we half-inched the odd gooseberry and red-gudlo2 when the teachers weren’t looking.




  People were being moved out from the cities during the war, because of the bombings and all hell breaking loose, and they sent the Finkel family out to stay with us from London. They came from

  the East End and they stayed six months. They were German-Jewish people and there was Mrs Finkel and her son, Raphael Finkel, who was six, and her daughter, Efrat Finkel, who was two. The father

  wasn’t with them and they never said why not, nor where he was, and we never asked. They were poor people and they lived in our front room, in a makeshift world. Mrs Finkel cooked gefilte

  fish in our kitchen, which was stuffed with onions and eggs, and this smelled strange to us and my mother didn’t like it. She also cooked red cabbage that she got sent out from London with

  her food allowance and chucken soup with balls of fat floating on the top. They never ate pork and we wondered why – not knowing in our ignorance of most things that they considered the pig

  to be impure, because it don’t bring up its cud and the Hebrew Bible says so. My mother, as you know, worked in service and anyone who worked in service was very particular about things like

  tidiness and trimness, so there was a lot of tension between her and Mrs Finkel and us kids weren’t allowed to mix much neither.




  In those dark, bomb-dropping war days, country people were suspicious of strangers – and the people of Treacle Bumstead were more suspicious than most and a close-knit bunch of

  hilly-billy-hayseeds to begin with. They became downright hostile once the war started, and that included my finger-wagging mother. My father went into the army right at the beginning and was

  evacuated from Dunkirk in 1940, and he was away from home when the Finkels came to us. My mother didn’t want the Finkels, but she had to have ’em because the government said so. The

  kids slept on the sofa in the front room and Mrs Finkel slept on the floor. The little girl used to wet the sofa, which was riddled with maggots, and neither of the kids went to school like us. We

  used to complain to our mam but she just said, ‘They’re Jews,’ and that was the end of it. We couldn’t understand why Jews didn’t have to go to school and us ordinary

  old Church of England kids did.




  We weren’t allowed in the front room for the whole time the Finkels were there. That was the kind of peasant-minded prejudice there was for people who were having it hard and who we knew

  bugger-all about. But, just like school dinners, we never knew no better. We just hated the Finkels because they were ‘German’ Jews and we knew what Germany was doing to Britain, not

  what Germany was doing to the Jews. So the Finkel family kept themselves to themselves and hardly ever came out of the den they made in the front room of our hand-built Sunnyside house. We saw the

  kids sometimes looking through the window and we stuck our tongues out at them, but they never stuck theirs back out at us. We saw off the Luftwaffe in the Battle of Britain, and after the worst of

  the Blitz was over the Finkels went back to London.




  We never saw them again.




  Another family from the East End called the Wheelers were boarded out to Mrs Harding who lived up the lane from us. There were three boys – two were called Johnny and Ron and I can’t

  think of the third lad’s name. We made friends with them because they weren’t Jews like the Finkels; they were wild kids who’d never seen an apple on a tree before and they got up

  to all sorts of mischief – like scrumping and snaring rabbits and bird-nesting and running the sheep all over the low hills of Hertfordshire. We rambled everywhere, us and the Wheeler boys,

  back in them long dew-falling days. We ran and skipped and climbed and scraped knees and split nails and they learned from us hayseed boys what wild thorn-bush fruit to pick and what nuts were

  sweet and what mushrooms to eat and on no account to touch the toadstools nor the hemlock nor the red berries that the birds ate. I was sorry to see them go back to London when they did and I know

  they were sorry to go.




  At the end of 1941, America joined in the war and there was thousands of GIs stationed in and around Hertfordshire – mostly in Bovingdon, where they had an airfield that wasn’t far

  from our house. The Yanks used to say things to me like:




  ‘Hey, mister, have you got a sister?’




  And I’d shout over:




  ‘Yes, chum, if you’ve got some gum.’




  And it was a rare time to be a back-chatting boy, spitting in the lily-ponds and making catapults from Y-shaped sticks and tickling trout and bare-legging through the bluebell

  coshes3 and whistling made-up tunes. It was a long-ago, light-footed time.




  In 1943, I was caught stealing three chucken eggs and accused of killing the eggs’ mother. But I didn’t do it, your honour, honest to God. Me and my younger brother, Dick, went out

  in the fields around 6:00 a.m., like we’d do sometimes, looking for eggs that the chuckens laid in the meadows and hedges. The chucken was dead when we were passing by the coop and I thought

  the eggs might starve to death without a mammy, so I took them with me to give them a good home. The live chucks were a-squawking like mad and the man who owned the coop came a-running out and Dick

  was only six and couldn’t get away as fast as me, so he got grabbed by the scruff. I ran off home. The bloke was called Dr Hedress and he worked for the government, even though nobody knew

  what he did for them down in London. But he came round our house with Dick and a policeman and my mother let them arrest me, because she had respect for the laws of the rich and ruthless drummed

  into her when she worked in service. Dick got let off, on account of his young age, but the copper took me down to the station on the crossbar of his bike and put me in a cell.




  My father was told and they gave him a day off from the army and he came down to the police station and got me out. But a couple of weeks later I was taken back to the local magistrates’

  court in the Old Town Hall, Hemel Hempstead, and charged with the stealing of the eggs and the killing of the chucken. I pleaded not guilty, but I had no solicitor nor barrister to stand up and

  speak for me and my mother wasn’t allowed to do it neither and my father was gone back to his barracks. Hedress testified that I was a thief and the magistrate believed him and sentenced me

  to go to reform school – or approved school as they were sometimes called – for five years. Before he passed the sentence, he turned to my mother and said, ‘Mrs Sears, you have so

  many children, we’ll put your son away to relieve some of the burden on you.’




  I was nine years old at the time.




  They took me straight to Boxmoor Remand Home in Treacle Bumstead. It used to be a mental hospital before the war and it was now a place for unruly boys like me to be taught a bit of manners. The

  masters were Mr Edwards and Mr Wally, who retired from the Lancashire Police Force to come down and teach us southern kids a lesson or two in respect for our elders. The place was run like a

  military training camp and the daily routine was tough and regimental and no place for snivelling snot-noses. I was given a grey jacket and a hairy grey shirt and grey pullover that was made for

  someone six stone heavier and grey short trousers that chapped the cold legs and a square blue tie and black shoes. The boys in there were aged up to fourteen and I was one of the youngest. But I

  was a tough little bugger from a big family and I never had much trouble with bullying. We had a five-minute wash every week, with two boys to a bath, in at the same time. Lights went out early at

  night and went back on again even earlier in the morning and we were on the go from the time we slid out of our skinny beds – doing this and that and digging and dowsing and pulling and

  pushing and cleaning and polishing. But the one good thing about it was, the grub was a bit better than I was getting at home.




  They kept me in there for three months.




  There was a secret wing in the old mental hospital and we could hear a woman wailing and knocking the windows on the still, moon-shadow nights sometimes. The secret place was above the laundry

  room and us bad boys weren’t allowed to go nowhere near the place. The rumour that whispered itself round the log-chopped fireplace of an evening was that a member of the Royal Family was

  being kept there as a secret mental patient. I never knew whether this was truth or tall-tale at the time and it was only years later that I came to hear about Nerissa and Katherine Bowes-Lyon, who

  were nieces of the Queen and cousins of Princess Elizabeth. These women were kept in Earlswood Hospital in Surrey, because they had mental problems, but were moved somewhere else for a while during

  the war, as a precaution. Katherine would’ve been seventeen at the time and Nerissa would’ve been twenty-four. Not much is known about them, because Burke’s Peerage said they died

  and there’s no record of any member of the Royal Family visiting them when they were in Earlswood. I’m not saying it was either one or t’other of those women who was kept in

  Boxmoor the same time as I was there, but it makes you think, don’t it?




  As well as working, we had to learn our lessons, just like we would at normal school, and they used the cane and the birch on us to keep us in line. But Boxmoor was only a remand house and,

  after three months in the place with the secret mental compartment above the laundry room, they sent me on to the National Children’s Home Orphanage school at Farnborough, which was a bigger

  place, with five separate houses and big grounds round it. I ran away from there every chance I got, but they always caught up with me and brought me back and I was kept there for another two

  years. But I don’t want to get too far ahead of myself here.
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  Bushels for the Tallyman




  Like I said, Farnborough National Children’s Home Orphanage was a big place – much bigger than Boxmoor and with its own grounds and

  sports fields and high walls and humbuggery. It had a long-standing association with the Royal Navy, because one of its founders was a seafaring man and its five houses were all named after sea

  captains. Mine was called Nelson House and the housemaster was Mr Hammond – the brother of Wally Hammond, the famous cricketer who captained England and Gloucestershire. They wrote on my

  admission slip that my father was always away and my mother was struggling to raise her other nine chavvies – and it was like the old magistrate said, they were taking some of the burden off

  her by sending me away. I was described as hot-tempered, but healthy – a bit wilful and a one for the swearing. And I was in danger of turning into a right little hooligan if left to my

  wayward ways.




  Classes were large and we were head-hammered the usual lessons and once, just after the war, we all went down to the Isle of Wight to spend two weeks under canvas for the sailing regatta at

  Cowes. For those of you who might not know, Cowes is a port and natural harbour at the mouth of the Medina river on the northern mull of the island. Hundreds of yachts were floated in, carrying

  reams of toffee-nosed twits with silk neckerchiefs tucked under their shirts and smoking pipes and laughing to each other like demented crows with the croup. But there was brass bands and a

  carnival and fireworks on the last Friday that frightened me the first time I saw them, because I’d never seen fireworks before and thought they were bombs like the Germans were dropping and

  I wondered why the soldiers didn’t shoot the buggers who were lighting them up.




  I learned how to play cricket and football and billiards at Farnborough. But that wasn’t enough to keep me there so, after a year, I started running away. I mostly ran away with another

  chap called Lilly Bedford, whose real name was Brian, but he got called Lilly because he had blond hair and that got him the nickname ‘Lillywhite’. Lilly was from the East End of London

  and was in for six years for stealing a loaf of bread and kicking a constable in the shin. Him and me just palled up – it was one of them things and I can’t remember why. Maybe I saved

  him from bullies or something, or maybe we were both from big families and lonely for the loudness and unruly ructions of the homes we came from – and not used to the taking of orders from

  straight-backed reform-school screws. The thing about bullies was, I didn’t like them much. If I saw any of ’em picking on littler kids, I just went straight up to them and belted them.

  Sometimes they tried to belt me back, especially if they was bigger, but I was slippery as an eel in a bottle of oil and could dodge and duck until they tired themselves out trying to catch me.

  Then I’d kick the clob-heads in the shin. Most of ’em decided after a while it was better to leave me alone and stick to boys who didn’t take so much effort.




  You could say I was the bullies’ bully.




  The screws were quick to recognise my talents and, along with the cricket and football and billiards, I also started boxing at the NCHO. We couldn’t hurt each other with the 28oz gloves

  that were nearly as big as ourselves, but we learned the proper disciplines of the sport and I liked it and became a fairly nifty foot-shuffling, rope-skipping fighter. But it still wasn’t

  enough to keep me stayed put. Anyway, Lilly and I were best pals and he was a wayward lad like me and, when springtime came and the weather started to warm up, we both got the wanderlust in our

  blood and the sound of the wide open spaces in our ears and we had to leg it away from the orphanage school and be off across the hills.




  This wasn’t as easy as it sounds. The school had a six-foot wall round it and we had to squeeze in behind the prefab games room, which was close to it, in the damp dark of the

  toe-stubbing, shin-scratching night. Then we’d have to work our way up with our backs to the games room and our feet against the wall. Up and up – one foot over the other and shuffle

  our backs along to the same level. Then another foot over and another back-shuffle till we got to the top. We’d drop down the other side into an alleyway and be off on our toes before anyone

  knew we were gone. It’d be a couple of hours before they missed us and they’d ring the rozzers and show them the file with our physogs. We were easy enough to spot in the grey uniforms

  with NCHO printed on the backs, so we’d get off the public roads as quick as we could and into the fields and hedgerows. Sometimes we’d steal untended bicycles and other times

  we’d trudge on foot as far as we could before they caught up with us. We only ran away in the spring and summer times, when the weather got soft and we’d feel the wanderlust inside our

  souls. We’d hear the hills calling to us and we’d have to be away over the wall as soon as we got the chance to back-shuffle up it.




  Nobody came to visit me from back home in Treacle Bumstead and I suppose it was because they couldn’t afford to make the journey. My father was in the army and my mother had the whole nine

  others to look out for. I missed my family more than you’d think, for a rough-necked wrong ’un. There was plenty of boys in the orphanage school, but it wasn’t like being back

  home in the big family with my brothers and sisters. It was like you were surrounded by other boys, but you were still on your own. I went flying back home the first time I ran away, but the police

  were there waiting for me and I got arrested and taken straight back. That taught me to forget about going home until the time came for me to get out legitimate like.




  Being a big-city boy from London, Lilly told me about the hop fields down in Kent where the cockney families would go in summer and it sounded right tickety-boo to me. So, once we got over the

  wall, we half-inched a couple of unguarded bikes and rode all the way south to Sittingbourne. Now, it was a long way from Farnborough to the bittersweet hop fields in them days – longer than

  it is now, and it took us four or five days to get there. We slept softly in churchyards and allotment sheds and we ate the vegetables the kindly cabbage-gardeners grew for us and nicked milk and

  bread off the unwary carts we came across. When we got to the hop fields at last, we got taken in by a family from London who let us sleep on the floor of their homely little hut. We just threw

  down a couple of corn sacks over some straw and it was so warm and welcoming we didn’t need to be covered over with nothing – just the feeling of being free.




  We worked for our keep and the mother of the family took the money we earned to pay for the food she fed us and the straw we slept on. Me being a born-and-bred country boy and used to the wild

  ways, I was able to make snares out of wooden pegs with wire looped round one end and nailed in. Then I’d knock the snare into the ground at the entrance to the rabbit runs, so their furry

  little heads got caught in them. The rabbits added a bit of meat-flavour to the family’s dusty old diet and, if I caught a lot of them, the mother sold them to other families to make an extra

  few shillings for her poor, hands-worn self. Me and Lilly didn’t mind that she kept the money, we were just happy to be free and full of summer feverment.




  The hop plants were called ‘bines’ and they grew up poles that were arranged along drills called aisles that went on for miles and miles. The pickers worked in gangs and I picked the

  hops in a gang with the rest of the family who took me and Lilly in. The work was hard and the hours were long and you had to make sure no hop-leaves got into the bin otherwise the fat-arsed farmer

  wouldn’t take ’em. A tallyman would shive round to measure what was picked and collect them in a poke, using a basket called a bushel. He’d give the family tally-sticks to prove

  how much was picked and the mother got paid according to how many bushels were in the bin. The ‘tally’ rate was usually about thruppence a bushel – that’s three old pence

  and not new ones like now – and you could say if you worked it out with a wongling-stick that a thruppenny bit would be a fag-paper or two over one nice new-penny today.




  I worked from six in the morning till six in the evening and I don’t know how much I earned because I never saw none of the money – but a good picker could earn two quid for a

  sixty-hour week, that’s if it didn’t rip down with rain. It was harder to pick the hops in the rain, because the little strobiles got all slippery and it took more time to fill the big

  bin. There were hundreds of hop aisles, up and down, and the vines blocked out the sun until the clusters got stripped off, then the light would shine through like a revelation. We’d have a

  little lunch break in the middle of the day, when we’d eat the sandwiches our hop-mother made with big thick slices of bread that looked like they were cut with a chainsaw and, at the end of

  the day, my hands would be all chapped and my grey NCHO clothes would be filthy and my back and legs would be aching and I’d smell like a bottler in a brewery.




  All the other kids in the hop fields were from the inner London boroughs and they thought I was the bee’s knees, with my wild wisdoms and country cleverness, and me and Lilly would bring

  back apples and pears in the dark late-night when they were fast asleep and they wondered where the fruit came from when they woke in the light mornings. We became part of the family we stayed with

  and we were two more mouths to feed and two more pairs of hands to work the tall aisles with. And we loved our hop-mother and she loved us like we was two of her own.




  We stayed in the hop fields for three or four weeks with the lovely old London people and it was a fine and fancy-free time and we sang songs round the campfires till the lateness of night and

  laughed and larked like we’d never saw nor heard of the old NCHO. We stayed there until all the hops got picked and the aisles were sad and bare and sorry it was all over with. The family

  couldn’t take us back to London with them because they’d only get themselves into trouble and it wouldn’t be fair after the lovely days they’d loaned us. When it was time to

  go, we kissed everyone goodbye and set off back to Farnborough on our borrowed bikes. The nights were beginning to draw in and the weather was getting colder, so it was time to go back and wait out

  the winter for the next springtime to come round. We left the bicycles in the same place we nicked them from and I wondered what their owners must’ve thought when they saw them – never

  knowing that they’d run away for an adventure with two wayward boys, but were now back to boring reality. We climbed back over the wall before the school woke up. Then we gave ourselves up to

  the headmaster and got six of the best and lost all privileges for a month.




  We ran away many times after that, me and Lilly, gadding across the fields and along the railway lines and hiding in the hedgerows and frightening the horses and cows and sheep and nicking

  apples and eggs and being wild boys with the whole world after us and trying to bring us back and lock us up in the orphanage school and throw away the key and never let us see the light of day

  again – for me just finding a few chucken eggs and for Lilly borrowing the bread and kicking the constable.
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    National Children’s Home Farnborough. Nine years old. I’m second in the second row.


  




  What a terrible travesty!




  The last time we ran away from the NCHO, Lilly and me, was on VE Day. The war was finally over and we knew everybody would be celebrating and having a good time and we wanted to be part of it

  all. It was 8 May 1945 and the weather was bright and warm and I was eleven. Once we got out of the school, we made our way down to the railway station and picked up a couple of used penny platform

  tickets. Nobody checked the tickets getting on, so we didn’t have to worry till we got to Waterloo. In them days, most of the trains had no corridors, only six-seat carriages, so no ticket

  inspectors to worry about neither. If we did happen to be unlucky enough to jump a train with a corridor, we’d always sit close to the khazi so we could run in there if we heard an inspector

  coming. Either that or the soldiers would hide us under their seats – the trains were always full of soldiers during the war. Once we got to where we were going, we’d hand over the used

  tickets and run like redshanks – or if we didn’t feel like legging it, we’d just wait until everyone was gone and then walk back up the tracks a bit and get through a fence or

  over a wall.




  It was afternoon by the time we got down to London and, after giving the bandy-legged ticket collector the slip, we headed up west to Trafalgar Square. That’s where the centre of all the

  action was – as well as Buckingham Palace, where loads of people were cheering the King and Queen. The only other time I’d been to London was when my father was on leave once and him

  and his mate Ernie Cox took me down there in his 1928 Morris Cowley. They went into a dark pub called Dirty Dick’s in Liverpool Street, which I found out later in life was one of a chain back

  then. It was said the first Dirty Dick’s pub was in Bishopsgate and was named after a seventeenth-century bloke called Dick Bentley, who owned a hardware shop and never washed himself again

  after the dreadful death of his fiancée on their wedding day. Some even say Charles Dickens found the character of Miss Havisham in Great Expectations from this. Bentley was

  supposed to be a bit of a dandy when he was a young blade but, after the wedding day, he never looked at a bar of soap again and lived and died in septic squalor. The pub people changed its name

  from the Old Jerusalem to Dirty Dick’s and recreated the state of Bentley’s warehouse, with cobwebs and dead cats and gungecrud. Then the dive was taken over by Young’s Brewery

  and there was a chain of Dirty Dick’s boozers all over London when I was a lad.




  Anyway, my father and his mate Ernie Cox liked to drink in this particular pub and they took me in with them on that one time away. The bar was below street level and I was told to sit in a

  corner out of the way with a glass of lemonade and an arrowroot biscuit. It was, like I said, my first time in London and I didn’t get to see very much then except the inside of a dirty

  down-the-steps coalbunker of a bar. But VE Day was different. This time there were thousands of people everywhere, singing and dancing and drinking and shoes and shifts and spotted socks –

  jumping and bumping and whooping and cock-a-hooping. There were parades and bands and bonfires burning on the bomb sites and all the pubs open and street parties with speakers rigged up and

  knocking out scratchy 78 records. Girls were kissing us and Yank soldiers were giving us money and gum and bottles of pop – more money than I’d ever seen in my life, and Lilly and me

  buying doughnuts from the Red Cross ‘doughnut dollies’ and other tarts and teacakes we were never used to eating. There were soldiers everywhere and flags and bunting and it was like

  Christmas in the summertime and us just strolling through the festivities and stuffing our faces and pockets with food.




  Hordes of kids followed the marching bands under the union-jacked buildings and we tagged along, until something else distracted us and we were like two street urchins in our reform-school

  clothes, two thin grey spectres, moving through the colour of the occasion – on the edge of it, being part of it and not being part of it, unnoticed – riding the crest of the day. And

  if Fagin had been around, he’d have had us back to Saffron Hill to join with his gang of pickpockets. But the day grew late and all the kids gradually disappeared from the streets –

  except for me and Lilly. That’s when we got noticed by the coppers. We stood out like two small grey blots on the search-lit landscape, conspicuous by our inconspicuousness, and it

  wasn’t long before we were having our frayed collars felt by a couple of bobbies on the beat. We could’ve tried to run off, but we knew they’d have run after us and caught us

  – they wouldn’t stop chasing us with their shrill-whistles till they did and we were so full up to belly-bursting with cakes and fizzy drink, we’d probably have pissed ourselves

  and had to sit wet-arsed in some cell for the rest of the night. So we admitted we’d run away from the NCHO and they frogmarched us to the nearest police station – after first taking

  what was left of our money.




  But the cop-shop was full up with drunks and down-and-outs and pimps and pickpockets and there was nowhere for them to lock us up. They rang round, but all the other police stations were full up

  too, so they put us in a car and drove us west across the city, without telling us where we were going. We thought they might be going to drive us straight back up to Farnborough – until we

  saw a sign saying ‘Wormwood Scrubs Prison’ and the car came to a halt outside the brown brick and towers of the medieval-like gatehouse. The coppers handed us over to the prison staff,

  who took us to a cell – unlocking metal doors every few yards and banging them clanging closed behind us and all the cons jeering and saying how they were picking on little kids now. I was no

  sissy, but this place was life-out-of frightening for an eleven-year-old. It was getting on for midnight and they gave us a cup of tea with no sugar and a lump of horrible old brown bread-pudding,

  with no currants in it – then they locked us in the cell. I didn’t think I’d be able to sleep, but I was so knackered from the day, I went out like a light and didn’t wake

  again till they opened the steel door at six in the morning.




  They gave us a jug of cold water to wash with and a breakfast of egg and fried bread and tea with still no sign of any sugar. Then the coppers came for us again and took us back to the NCHO in a

  police car. We went in front of the headmaster when we got back. The usual punishment of six-of-the-best was administered and we lost all our privileges for another month. But they knew it

  wouldn’t stop us – the wanderlust would come over me when I looked out the window and saw the blue sky and the wind blowing through the trees and the thing that was inside me from the

  day I was born would whisper, ‘Ken, it’s time to climb over the wall again.’
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