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    Prologue




    Iam in Southwold, an old-fashioned seaside town on the Suffolk coast. I first stayed here as a five-year-old with my paternal grandparents who owned a house called the Old Mill on the common. For a couple of years I visited until my grandfather died and Little Granny moved to a smaller house. Although I had four sisters, my visits to Southwold were always on my own, a bit scary for a small boy staying with a strict elderly couple, but the visits are still happily remembered – solitary tricycle rides across the common from the town to the water tower, ice cream on the pier, climbing the old bear pole on the golf course watched anxiously by Granny below, prodding the famous whale washed up and dying slowly on the beach.




    The visit I clearly remember was in spring 1953, when I was six. It was just after the Great Flood, which on the last night of January overwhelmed the east coast, drowning two hundred people and leaving a swathe of dead livestock and smashed houses, among them Strood House, my family home on the Essex marshes. That night was the most exciting of my life, and as a temporary refugee in Southwold I remember walking with Little Granny in our wellington boots along the mud-silted road to the harbour gazing in wonder at the roofs of the seaside houses decapitated by the wind, with attic and bedroom contents spilled across the gardens.




    I didn’t return to Southwold until 1988, with my then wife and our two children. We stayed a night at the Swan Hotel for an eightieth birthday lunch for my Aunt Mavis, my father’s oldest sister. My father didn’t come to the lunch because he hadn’t had any contact with Mavis (or me) for twenty-five years. But it was a happy family reunion. Manfred, Mavis’s partner of thirty years and regarded in the family as a bit of a bounder, to everyone’s surprise proposed marriage to her during his after-lunch speech; and, for the first time for half my life, I re-met my sister Priscilla, as delightful and affectionate as I had remembered, a meeting which started the process of reclaiming my childhood.




    Since that birthday visit I have come back every year to Southwold, staying at the Swan, now with my partner Ingrid and our daughter India. But this time I’m on my own, renting a holiday cottage for a fortnight to start this book.




    The book has been marinating for several years and two things have prompted me to write it. The first is coincidence. A new client of mine, a novelist living in Bloomsbury, mentioned my name to one of her neighbours, a painter called Patricia. The neighbour asked her to ask me whether I was the Caradoc King who lived at Peldon House in Essex in the mid-1950s. I said I was if she meant Strood House, Peldon, and, when we met, Patricia told me a surprising story.




    When she was a schoolgirl, Patricia had been a friend of my oldest sister, Jane, and had stayed at Strood House a couple of times when I was a small boy. This was itself surprising because my mother, Jill, was a family recluse who disliked visitors, even her children’s friends, and had once substituted teatime sandwich spread with hot chilli paste to scare away some particularly unwelcome child.




    Then Patricia said that she remembered Jill telling her quietly before she introduced me ‘. . . and this is Caradoc, who’s adopted but don’t tell him because he doesn’t know.’




    Her words were a shock. I hadn’t been told I was adopted until I was fifteen, a year before my parents threw me out of the family. I had thought that until then none of my siblings knew I was adopted, that this was my parents’ closely held secret and that the explanation for my abrupt disappearance was that I was a problem child, adopted from a bad family, a cuckoo in the nest. How could my mother have told an eleven-year-old stranger a secret she had kept from me until I was in my teens?




    It was of course naive to believe that my older sisters thought I was their natural brother, born mysteriously without pregnancy and already fifteen months old. Much later I was told that both Jane and Janet had always known but it was never mentioned. But this late discovery deeply upset my memory and perception of childhood.




    The other catalysts of the story are family photographs, and one in particular.




    When in middle age I met my natural mother, already an old woman crippled by a stroke, my half-sister gave me copies of a batch of family photographs. One of them was of me as a baby, in the garden of the family home.




    Four years later, after a reunion with my adoptive siblings at a family funeral, my sister Priscilla gave me three King family photograph albums covering my childhood. Looking through the albums, I discovered that the same picture appeared in both my natural mother’s collection and in my adopted mother’s album – one a memento of an abandoned baby and the other welcoming that baby as a new member of the family. Why one mother gave up her year-old child for adoption and the other sixteen years later banished that adopted child is a puzzle this book tries to solve.
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    I




    I start with my first memory. I am on my back in a pram in the front garden of Strood House. It is a bright, cold spring morning. My hands are in mittens. They are tied to each side of the pram so I cannot move them or roll onto my side. The mittens are not for warmth but to prevent me from sucking my thumb which, underneath the mittens, is smeared with ‘bitter aloes’, a disgusting thumb-sucking deterrent applied daily by my mother.




    My family started ten years earlier on the 5th of May 1939 when Catherine Cecilia Beavan (hereinafter known in the family as Jill, her brother Sidney’s nickname) and Eric John Ferguson King (hereinafter called Da) both from Enfield, Middlesex, got married in secret.




    There was no particular reason for the secrecy because both of them came from neighbouring middle-class families, but Jill, according to her older sister Molly, had always been a contrary and difficult child and, after a fierce row with her father over his refusal to pay for her to go to the Royal College of Music, deliberately married Eric without asking her parents.




    The Beavans were the older Enfield family. Jill’s father, Thomas Beavan, had been brought up there and apprenticed by Weld & Son, a local family firm of solicitors. He married the senior partner’s daughter Barbara and on his father-in-law’s retirement inherited the partnership and changed its name to Weld & Beavan. Grandpa Beavan lived in a beautiful Queen Anne house called the Hermitage and had a chauffeur named Yates to drive him several times a week to the firm’s central London office in Soho. The Beavans had three children: Sidney, educated like his father at Blundell’s in Devon and then joining the family firm, and his younger sisters Molly and Jill, who were sent to non-academic but bracing boarding schools in Sussex to prepare them for marriage rather than professional careers.




    Grandpa King was Yorkshire born and bred, married a farmer’s daughter from the Scottish Lowlands, known to us as Little Granny because she was so small, and moved south. He became a director of the Far Eastern trading company Jardine Matheson and was prosperous enough to buy another grand Enfield house called Holmwood and a substantial holiday home, the Old Mill House, on the Southwold Common. There were four children in the family – Eric, his older brother Graham and two younger sisters, Mavis and Jessie. The boys went to the Leys School in Cambridge and the girls to Saint Felix, Southwold.




    According to Molly, the Kings and the Beavans were acquaintances rather than friends though their children met regularly at grander Enfield parties. There was no just cause or impediment to the marriage of Jill and Eric and no doubt, if asked, both families would have given their blessing. But for whatever reason the marriage, rather than uniting the two families, caused deep and lasting estrangement. The rift between Jill and her father only healed (just about) after the death of her mother in 1953. Eric’s siblings lost all contact with their brother after the marriage and there was no contact between the cousins from opposite sides of the families until more than a decade later when my cousin Tim, Jessie’s second son, and I were sent to the same Suffolk prep school.
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    Jill and Da, soon after their wedding.




    Jill was the one who was blamed. The King family thought her a difficult and unfriendly woman who deliberately isolated Eric from the rest of them. Their dislike was at first restrained because she was Eric’s wife but would later become open and vehement.




    Despite this rift Jill and Eric were ideally suited and deeply in love. They didn’t need wider family and social contacts. They were self-sufficient within their own family. As with most enduring couples their differences complemented each other, complying with allotted roles in the tacit conspiracy of their marriage. Eric was gentle and considerate, Jill could be angry and mean; Eric was weak and Jill dominating; Jill was shy, antisocial and fearful of outsiders; Eric was outgoing, friendly and protective. They were a single unit, combined to keep the world at bay.




    The early years of their marriage were extremely happy. During the war they lived at Horse Cross, a simple cottage in rural Hertfordshire, and the albums are full of roly-poly half-naked children, pony rides and rural jollity. At demob time Eric was lucky to get a job as town dentist in the small town of Chagford in Devon; when I visited in the early 1990s, his name was still remembered. Here Caroline was born and I first entered the picture.




    I don’t know what the Kings knew about me when they adopted me. It should have been nothing, in accordance with the strict secrecy which applied to adoption at the time. But according to Janet it was a private adoption arranged by the Chagford doctor, who may have known more. Jill’s story was that I was the illegitimate child in a broken marriage and that my father was a professional footballer.




    Nor do I know why Jill and Da adopted me. They already had three girls, one still in nappies. By the date of my adoption, 13 May 1948, Jill was already pregnant with Priscilla, born in January 1949. One possible clue is that Jill, having been strongly advised to have no more babies after repeated miscarriages, particularly wanted a son. Priscilla told me recently that she was a twin to a small boy born stillborn, a loss that must have upset Jill deeply and possibly affected how she treated her adopted son.




    There is also a mystery about how the Kings found me, apart from some vague geographical clues. My adoption certificate was issued in Poole, Dorset which is a hundred miles from Chagford where the Kings lived in early 1947. But the certificate also shows that I was adopted from a Barnardo’s Home and, although it doesn’t indicate which home and Barnardo’s records don’t go back that far, I am certain that it was from Farm Hill, Coggeshall, just twenty miles from Strood House, Peldon, Essex where the Kings moved in late 1947.




    I recently visited Farm Hill. The place was immediately familiar – a collection of mock-Tudor buildings built in the 1930s set in a spacious garden, no longer a Barnardo’s but an opulent family home, with two Mercedes parked in the drive. I knew at once I had been there several times, when still in nappies in a nursery with lots of other cots and then as a toddler playing on the lawn. The matron, a kind lady dressed in blue and white called Miss Simcox, knew my mother and, I found out later, offered to take me back for an occasional week to give Jill respite from her large family and clamouring new baby.




    Strood House is next to the causeway over the marshes leading to Mersea Island. Built in the mid-eighteenth century by a local smuggler, it had an upstairs spyhole window in which to burn a candle if the Excise men were nearby. When we lived there the house was stuccoed Essex pink and behind the pleasing symmetrical facade there were five bedrooms, two attic rooms, a large ground-floor room at the back we called the nursery, a music room and living room at the front, separated by a hall, and a galley kitchen. The only bathroom and separate lavatory, known as the potty room, were off the lobby by the back door, conveniently close to the nursery when it was bath-time but a miserably long dark walk from the bedrooms which meant we had to use chamber pots.
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    Strood House, c. 1950.




    The house was sparsely furnished. Apart from matting on the landing and stairs the only carpet was in our parents’ bedroom and the spare room. Other rooms had painted boards or lino and in the nursery there was a polished red concrete floor. The walls were whitewashed. The music room, so named because it housed Jill’s Erard grand piano, was only used by the children on Sunday at teatime. In winter a driftwood fire was often lit and in front of the blaze was a threadbare hearthrug. The furniture in the other rooms was functional. In the living room were my mother’s Heal’s bureau and two upright armchairs with wooden arms in which Jill and Da sat listening to the wireless or reading after the children had gone to bed. A protective plastic cloth was kept over the mahogany living-room table. Except in the music room, where there was a standard lamp, the lighting was from overhead bulbs. Our beds were metal-framed school beds with hard horsehair mattresses.




    My bedroom looked out onto marshland. Mersea Island, to the left, was linked to the mainland by the half-mile Strood causeway. Straight ahead was a marsh track marked by wooden poles leading to Ray Island, a small deserted stretch of grass, brambles and windswept trees, and a regular spot for our family picnics and sailors from West Mersea.




    Behind the house were two fields surrounded by a sea wall and more marshland. At the end of our garden was the ‘Cow’s Field’, in which we exercised the dogs, and played in two wrecked Second World War landing craft and a pair of concrete pillboxes on the sea wall. The Cow’s Field and the wheatfield next to it were tenanted by a local farmer, Mr Alan Maskell, whose ramshackle farm buildings were in the far corner of the fields.




    Our close neighbours were an elderly couple called the Hardings, who lived in the large house next door. Occasionally we children were invited over the garden wall for lemonade and to collect overthrown tennis balls but, apart from an invitation for all of us to watch the 1952 Coronation on their television set, I don’t recall any social contact between the Hardings and our parents. Our other real neighbours were the Maskells, Alan and Judy, who lived in a bungalow across the road from the farm and were a much more friendly couple. They had no children and Alan would let us play in his straw barns, ride on his trailer, and sit on his lap to help steer the tractor.




    One other person lived nearby, an eccentric man known as Old Jack Williams. He lived on his own in a Second World War pontoon, converted into a makeshift houseboat and moored amidst piles of rusting bikes, fishing gear and oil cans, on the edge of the marshes near Maskells farm. He sold freshly caught herring out of his bike basket around Peldon village and spent most of his earnings in the public bar of the Peldon Rose. Old Jack was very grumpy and when we walked past on the sea wall he would shout at us to clear off.




    The Strood House garden was large and wonderful for children. There was a big scrappy lawn next to the house and a barn, home to Dimple and her kittens, born during the flood and named after Noah’s children, Shem, Ham and Japheth. The barn also housed Da’s workshop, my sisters’ hamsters and guinea pigs and my two rabbits, both of whom died in the 1955 myxomatosis pandemic, and there was a loft store for animal food. On the other side of the house was the garage, and a bike shed with Elsan lavatory, a good place for sulky escapes from too much family life. The dogs, first Hamley and Bumble, and then Dyvodd and her children Madam and Eve, were Welsh collies trained to bark at strangers, and kept chained to their kennels by the garage.




    Behind the house was a weeping willow, overhanging a ditch verdant with weeds, fertilised by a link to the family cesspit. Beside the ditch ran a grassy track where my sisters had their shops and dens, leading to the Wilderness which was used for bonfires, and the stile into the Cow’s Field. A long wall and wooden door separated the lower garden from the upper garden, known as Martha’s Vineyard and my parents’ smallholding. It had a small orchard and vast vegetable beds, weeded by the children at weekends and regularly tilled by my father with his rotovator. The Nile, a small enclosed brown and reedy stream, bordered Martha’s Vineyard with a wooden bridge across it to Howard’s Piece, a small field for the ducks, hens and geese who helped to keep us self-sufficient.




    Self-sufficiency, thrift and independence were essential to my parents and common in the early 1950s when rural family life was tough and simple. Televisions were scarce and in our family not permitted. We seldom owned a car. Newspapers weren’t delivered; Punch and, for the older girls, the Elizabethan magazine, were sent by post. The cinema was half an hour’s bus ride away and a very rare treat. Our most direct link to the outside world was a handsome mahogany wireless which promised on its elaborate tuning dial access to radio stations as far away as Berlin, Moscow and Hilversum, although the only English ones were the BBC Home Service for plays and discussions, the Third Programme for classical music and the Light Programme for entertainment, which my parents didn’t approve of.




    Domestic life was hard then for a mother of five children, a long daily routine of washing, cooking, cleaning, bathing and bedding, though with the benefits of home delivery. Jill hated going to the shop so the West Mersea baker delivered special large family-sized wholemeal loaves, the International Stores delivered weekly groceries and, after the end of meat rationing in 1954, Dewhurst the Butcher made occasional deliveries. Fresh herrings and mackerel appeared regularly, sometimes direct from Old Jack’s bike basket or from a Mersea fishmonger in his rusty Ford van.




    Despite the austerity of those years there were also liberating inventions. The Electrolux vacuum cleaner came first, then the Kenwood mixer. The Hotpoint washer and rotary iron arrived next, easing Jill’s burden of the Monday and Thursday family wash, although the drying was still done in the garden, with double-pegged sheets billowing like galleon sails, except on rainy days when wet clothes were hung on pulleys in the living room. Then came a Belling electric cooker which Jill used only in high summer, preferring to cook and keep a kettle always boiling on the coke-fired stove in the living room. Later a radiogram appeared, bought from money Jill inherited from her mother, and LPs of Tom Lehrer, The Sorcerer’s Apprentice, Holst’s Planets and Britten’s new Young Person’s Guide to the Orchestra.




    Books were the family’s lifeline, armchair links for Da and Jill to the outside world, and for the children escape routes from boredom to imaginary worlds of adventure and romance. The landing outside my parents’ bedroom was wall to wall with books, shelves of colour-coded Penguins, orange for general fiction, green for mysteries, blue for Pelican general non-fiction and the specialist brown for archaeology and yellow for anthropology or perhaps the other way round. There were classic reference books – Gray’s Anatomy, Encyclopaedia Britannica and Shell Guides to Britain – mainstays of post-war self-education. There were also Punch omnibuses handsomely bound in brown cloth, the first going back as far as 1927, inherited from Da’s father, and expanding annually thereafter. In the nursery were shelves of children’s classics, Black Beauty and What Katy Did and What Katy Did Next, and books our parents had enjoyed and passed down – those by Harrison Ainsworth, and Little Lord Fauntleroy by Frances Hodgson Burnett. Later I would discover my mother’s book club choices from The Reprint Society – Daphne du Maurier, A. J. Cronin, Nicholas Monsarrat, Irwin Shaw – glorious middlebrow classics which helped me bridge the gap between childhood and adolescence. I read fluently by the age of five and in 1952 could master not only The Tale of Sly To d and The Velveteen Rabbit but also Royalty in Essex, an illustrated history book given out to all Essex children to commemorate the Coronation. A love of reading was the most valuable thing my parents gave me.




    My next distinct memory is about my tricycle and the first time I was severely punished. It is like a slow bad dream. I am sitting in a high chair confined by a notched bamboo cane inserted through the holes in each arm of the chair. The cane is called the dog stick, normally kept on the window ledge beside the back door. Its main purpose is to discipline the dogs but it is also used on us children. ‘Fetch the dog stick’ was a dreaded instruction, issued by Jill. She also normally administered the punishment; but this was an exceptional occasion and I am waiting for Da to come home from work and beat me. My crime involves the tricycle.




    I loved my tricycle. It is old, with chipped blue paint and spoked wheels, which I have just taken over from Caroline who has gone on to her first bike, inherited from Jane and Janet. I also have a red two-wheeler trailer which hooks onto the back, a fourth birthday present from Jill and Da. Priscilla now has the small black trike and she follows me everywhere, standing up on her pedals to get enough speed over the grass tracks. I load sand and grass cuttings into the trailer and collect and deliver them to special places in the garden. Priscilla helps with the shovelling. It’s an elaborate game we both love.




    That morning we found the main gate half open, so I suggest to Priscilla that we go out onto the road because it is much smoother to ride on. Priscilla is too scared so I go on my own, pedalling furiously away from the house until I am halfway across the causeway where the high tide is lapping up from the Pyefleet channel onto the path by the road. I feel exhilarated by this sudden bid for freedom, but scared of the consequences. When a man in a passing car stops to ask if I’m all right and where do I live I nod and point back to Strood House. As soon as he has driven away I start pedalling furiously back, fearful of being found out.




    Too late. I see Jill come through the gate. She shouts furiously and runs towards me. Now I am locked in the high chair, waiting for Da.




    That afternoon was the longest and scariest of my life. Da didn’t get home until bedtime so the waiting went on for ever and I became ever more fearful. After her initial outburst Jill became cold and silent. I too was locked into my own silent obstinacy, refusing to say sorry and admit I had done wrong. The other children passed through the nursery with doleful looks. I was allowed down once for a pee. I missed my tea.




    Poor Da. Although Jill’s official executioner, punishment was against his nature. When he finally came through the front door to be confronted by this bleak tableau I am sure he shrank from his responsibilities and longed just to have his solitary supper which Jill kept warm in the oven. But he had to use the dog stick and afterwards I sat painfully in the bath with a wide-eyed Priscilla until Jill, punishment now complete, forgave me at last and wrapped and towelled me with such unusual gentleness that I burst into tears and was carried to bed.




    That tricycle confrontation started a pattern in my relationship with Jill. The shift from cold anger to tenderness. Her fury and my obstinate refusal to give in.




    Parents treated their children differently then. Like Mr Banks in the Mary Poppins song, Jill and Da believed in ‘discipline and order’. At Strood House life was very strict. We got up at six and went to bed very early – six o’clock when I was six and even in my teens no later than eight. We had to work hard – making beds, tidying rooms, cleaning out the hens, housework, gardening, washing up, sawing logs and polishing shoes. We had to behave ourselves. Answering back, cheek, lying, spite, laziness, tantrums were serious offences with punishments ranging from curfew, banishment to room, extra chores, stony silence, cancellation of pocket money, the dog stick and, perhaps worst of all, Jill’s towering temper and withering tongue.




    But the photograph albums show that life was also fun. We had a healthy, simple childhood, mostly spent outside, playing in the sand-pit, walking the dogs in the Cow’s Field, crabbing, picking mushrooms and blackberries, collecting driftwood with Jill and Da at the weekend, helping at the farm. We swam a lot, either in the Pyefleet, or in the marsh creeks beyond the sea wall, which were filled and drained daily by the tide. There were bus trips to West Mersea for sandy sandwiches and a Wall’s ice cream on the beach and bike rides to East Mersea with the young ones strapped into the basket-work seats on Jill and Da’s carriers, where we fried sausages in billycans and played in the wartime gun fort. There were mud-larking walks to Ray Island, piggybacked when I was very small, then hands held by older sisters, and finally stumping and squelching along with the rest of them.




    Winter was exciting too, even though the east coast winds were freezing and too long in the garden meant chaps and chilblains and constant snotty noses. There seemed to be more snow and ice then and we would toboggan on trays down the sea walls, slide on the frozen pools in the Cow’s Field, and have proper sledge rides along the Strood with the older children playing at being reindeers. Inside, in the nursery, there were cards and board games, my Triang lorries and crane, school and hospital games with Caroline’s dolls and a secret cupboard under the stairs in which I once locked Priscilla before going upstairs for my afternoon rest.




    This was the happy side of my childhood – but between Jill and me there was a serious problem.




    Guy Fawkes Night, six weeks before my fifth birthday, led to the next confrontation. Da loved Guy Fawkes and helping him to build the bonfire was a big event. He chose two assistants, who that year were Caroline and myself, a special honour because the year before I had been scared by the fireworks and watched from inside the house with Priscilla. This year, with Jill’s help, Caroline had stuffed and sewn the Guy Fawkes effigy and, while Da laid out his fireworks with bottles for the rockets and Catherine wheels nailed to the tree, she told me about the terrible Gunpowder Plot.




    At six o’clock after tea we went out with lanterns into the garden. Da sprinkled paraffin over the piled wood and threw on a lighted paper spill which set the bonfire ablaze instantly. The night was cold and clear. Rockets shooting into a star-filled sky and then breaking open to make more stars and coloured balls of fire was the most beautiful thing I had ever seen. Later when the fire had died down we came out again and Da put potatoes wrapped in silver paper into the hot embers.




    Everything was fine until the next day when I was caught trying to relight the bonfire with rolled-up paper and a box of matches. I had already been severely cautioned for playing with matches and once smacked on the hand with a ruler for audaciously lighting a candle on the landing. This time the punishment was much worse.




    Both of them administered it. I was given a stern lecture by Jill and then led by Da into the nursery. Jill took my hand and lightly and quickly pressed it onto the scorching hot metal over the chimney of the stove. The pain was intense and I screamed. Jill rushed me to the kitchen to put my hand under running cold water. The other children watched looking shocked. The punishment was over. All was forgiven and forgotten, except for the blisters on the palm of my hand.








  



    

       

    




    II




    Even so, there are many good memories.




    I am sitting on a bus and can see Strood House down the hill at the far end of the causeway. I am on my way home from Mersea where I now go three mornings a week to Mrs Harris’s kindergarten. I can remember only a little about the place – that it was housed in the village hall, which it shared with the Women’s Institute, and that Mrs Harris was a plump and kind lady. I don’t remember any of the other children. The important thing is that I am travelling on my own because the conductor of the number 75 Colchester to Mersea bus which stops outside our house has agreed to keep an eye on me and make sure that I get off at the right place. I feel deep pride at this new independence.




    I remember, too, Da’s 1937 Bullnose Morris, his first motoring folly.




    The Bullnose was an eight-seater convertible, the size of a small tank with a windscreen you could wind open for extra ventilation, long leather bench seats front and back and two ‘dickie’ seats in the boot. It was very handsome and we children spent happy hours cleaning and polishing it under Da’s guidance. It had a deep growly engine and a journey with all of us on board, either enclosed by the black canvas hood and Plexiglas windows or with the roof down, was a thrilling experience.
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    Driving my sisters.




    Da had bought the Bullnose on impulse from a local garage without telling Jill. The car was too big to park in the garage, so it took up a large space in the garden beside the house. That it often failed to start didn’t matter to Da who adored tinkering with engines, nor to Jill who when she occasionally agreed to come for a ride would be secretly glad the car wouldn’t go. When eventually the Bullnose needed some crucial but unavailable part Jill made Da pay the garage to tow it away for good.




    A passion for cars was something Da and I shared – a special father–son link which made us both butts of Jill’s displeasure. If my childhood was short of love, Da’s marriage was short of things he loved but Jill disapproved of.




    Another was sailing, which he had learned as a boy in Southwold. Although we lived surrounded by water and other people’s sailing boats, the only sailing we did was in the Strood in an army surplus inflatable dinghy with a red sail, until the rubber perished and caused a terminal leak and it was thrown out. Perhaps if Da had stood up to Jill, bought a proper boat and taught me to sail my childhood would have ended differently. As it turned out he had to wait another forty years and separation from Jill before he resumed sailing in old age, too late to share with me.




    The lack of a car was not only because of Jill’s displeasure but also shortage of money. Apart from occasional windfalls when a parent died the only family income was from Da’s job as a National Health dentist in Colchester. With five children to support and the drain of private education the Kings lived in proud and sometimes embarrassing poverty.




    Another economy was on family holidays, though also for practical reasons. With a smallholding of livestock, the numerous family pets, and later a trio of goats, a fortnight’s family holiday was rarely possible. We had just four in fifteen years which, remembering the rows and sulking which accompanied rainy fortnights in railway camping coaches, were probably quite enough.




    The first one, in June 1952, was the best of them all with an exceptionally happy memory.




    It is well past my normal bedtime and Da and I are standing at the end of a platform at King’s Cross station looking up at the driver of an enormous green and gleaming railway engine which is going to pull our train. I am old enough to read the words on the nameplate – Flying Scotsman – and I am overwhelmed with excitement.




    ‘Would you like to come up, young man?’ asks the driver, and when I nod he gets down from his seat, reaches out of the door and pulls me up the steps. He sits me on his knee, tells me what the different levers do and then lets me pull the one for the engine’s whistle, which blasts a cloud of steam around the station.




    The journey which follows is magic. We are all in one compartment and I am given a top bunk, head to tail with Priscilla, which means I can peer out through the edge of the blind onto the moonlit scenery and the blur of lights when we race through a station. I manage to stay awake until Darlington where the train stops and a man goes up and down tapping the wheels. This is bliss, like Christmas night. Finally I must have fallen asleep because suddenly I am awake and a man in a white jacket hands up a cup of tea, something I’m never allowed at home, and tells us there is another hour to Edinburgh.




    There are a few blurry black and white snaps of that chilly holiday on the shore of Loch Earn, grinning little Kings grouped in front of magnificent mountain scenery, swimming in the icy loch, the small rented caravan which had to sleep six of us. It rained quite a lot and we spent one day in the caravan playing board games behind misted windows. My clearest memory is leaving very early one morning for the station in the back of the farmer’s van and the long train-ride home.




    The caravan holidaymust have been a nightmare with bickering kids and irritable parents crammed together in a small steamy space full of damp clothes and muddy shoes. No wonder Jill avoided family holidays. At least at home she could retire to her bedroom,take the dogs for a walk or shut herself in the music room to play the piano, and Da could spend hours tinkering in his workshop. I remember the babble of family meals and hating them, the argumentative Sunday family board games, the pressure of always being expected to join in, the non-stop noise of family life.




    [image: ]




    Kings united.




    So what were my sisters like? I have only seen Janet and Caroline twice in the last forty years and Priscilla infrequently. Jane, who died young, was thoughtful, quiet and musical and after I left home she changed her name to Martha for religious reasons. Janet was vivacious, strong-willed and rebellious. Caroline was busy and bossy, and Priscilla was the sweet-natured baby of the family and my little sister. All of them, except Janet, wore their hair in pigtails which involved long sessions of Jill’s fierce brushing and plaiting. Only Janet was allowed to keep her blonde hair in a ponytail or loose and held back by a snood.




    Jill scared me from the beginning. There was something deliberately severe about her, the double plaits pinned round her head, her plain unmade-up face, her tweedy unfeminine clothes, her proud aura of rural simplicity. Occasionally her warmth, wit and sharp intelligence would shine through, a balm of happiness, but this could be swiftly eclipsed by her sharp tongue, her quick Celtic temper, her troubled mix of strength and insecurity. She worked hard at motherhood – a slave to the kitchen, the washing, the garden and the housework. She was fulfilled by her children, but resentful of the self-martyrdom motherhood and family life involved.




    She also played the piano beautifully. I remember being allowed once to listen alone to her playing the Moonlight Sonata, her face and mood softened by the music, and afterwards there was a rare moment of just the two of us when she told me about my unusual Christian name.




    ‘Caradoc was a famous Welsh chieftain who fought against the Romans,’ she explained. ‘We named you after him because my family, the Beavans, are from Wales near where Caradoc lived. So you must try to be brave like him.’




    I wish there had been more moments like that. I deeply wanted Jill’s love and attention but there was a barrier between us, which I couldn’t cross or understand. She didn’t cuddle me as she did the girls. The physical contact I most remember was her fierce rubbing of my face with a spit-dampened handkerchief to remove the smuts. I must have been a disappointment from the start.




    Da was Jill’s opposite. His main interests were mechanical – car engines, trains, traction engines – and books. He was brilliant at making things and, like many men, probably happiest in his own workshop. He was bullied and enthralled by his wife, devoted to his children, gentle and courteous. He had glasses, a quiet voice and scholarly look, which made him a popular dentist. But he was a weak man, dependent on Jill’s strength. I loved his bookishness, the crosses he put by programmes in the Radio Times he wanted to listen to, his workshop with its painted silhouettes of his tools to show where to hang them, his special voice for reading The Jungle Books, the two identical grey three-piece suits and black crêpe-soled Oxfords he always wore for work and his weekend brown corduroys and flappy khaki shorts. I loved him because he loved me, at least for as long as he could.




    Later that summer Jill’s brother Sidney visited with his wife Effie and their daughters Patricia, Barbara and Linda. They drove from Enfield towing their caravan, and stayed in a caravan site in West Mersea. It was the first time we cousins had met. It was also the first time that we could see how another family behaved and certainly the Beavans were very different from the Kings. Sidney was a genial pipe-smoker with the easy charm of a successful solicitor, now senior partner of Weld & Beavan, living (as I discovered the following year) in a comfortable house called Hennons on the outskirts of Enfield. He and Da knew each other from childhood and got along well. Jill and Sidney, both tough Beavans, had an affectionate sparring sibling relationship. Effie, called Aunty Bevvy, was the complete opposite of Jill – a little, cuddly, feminine woman who clearly adored her husband and the comfortable life they shared and to whom life at Strood House would have been a nightmare. The children, in the mould of their mother, seemed like little princesses compared with their wild country cousins.




    That hot weekend the two families had a ball. It was afternoon high tide and Da inflated the rubber dinghy, filled it with small children and sailed up and down the Strood, the bigger children swimming alongside. The Beavan girls, at first shy in their flowery bathing dresses and prim about the muddy water, were soon splashing about happily and competed fiercely in the races which Da and Sidney organised afterwards in the garden.




    The next day we set off early at low tide to Ray Island, mud-larking children pushing ahead led by Jane and Janet and the grown-ups behind – with a lot of squeamish giggling from Aunty Bevvy gallantly guided by Da. We swam from the beach when the tide was up and had a barbecue lunch with sausages on sticks and bacon and mushrooms in a billycan, washed down with fizzy orange Corona. When the tide had dropped we walked back to Strood House where Da and Sidney hosed us down in the garden and the two women prepared tea before the Beavan cousins, now sworn friends, drove home.




    That autumn I was sent to proper school for the first time at Endsleigh in Lexden Road, Colchester, where Jane and Janet were already in the senior school.




    It was a long journey for a five-year-old. Colchester was eight miles by bus from Strood House, then there was another bus ride to Lexden Road but Jane and Janet delivered me to Endsleigh every morning and collected me in the evening. This meant that I was always last to leave because the senior school finished an hour later than the pre-prep, so the headmaster’s wife would give me orange juice and biscuits in her kitchen before I went home.




    I started being a bad boy at Endsleigh early on, not because I was naturally naughty but because Endsleigh was a tough little school and it frightened me. One boy – Brian Baker – had a big influence on my behaviour. He ran a gang called ‘Brian Baker’s gang’ and belonging to it was a crucial indicator of status in the school. Membership depended on Baker’s whim, and initiation tests, which involved wrestling other candidates and the amount of cheek you dared to give the teacher. I achieved entry in my first term.




    I am not sure what Brian Baker’s gang actually did, probably chasing non-members through the shrubbery at the back of the school, but gang seniority was indicated by how you wore your school cap. All members wore them back to front. More senior members wore them back to front with the peaks turned up, very senior members inside out and back to front and Brian himself wore the full caboodle of upturned peak inside out and backwards.




    Despite a bad end-of term-report, Jill and Da must for some reason have felt sorry for me because that year on my birthday in December I was given the best present a small boy could wish for.




    That morning I was sitting in bed eating a biscuit, a regular Sunday treat, and waiting for Jill and Da to come in and start my day. The door opened very slowly, there was a pause, then a black and white dog bounded into the room, took one look at me and my biscuit and leapt onto the bed. Hamish had arrived – and got the biscuit.




    How I wish he’d lasted! But Hamish was a King family member for only a month because in that short time he turned from a cute biscuit-eater to a frenzied chaser of Alan Maskell’s cows. Da had bought him from a Peldon family but hadn’t established why the farmer wanted to get rid of a handsome one-year-old black and white spaniel. Alan Maskell was too polite to complain but a dog-chaser was bad for his cattle and, after a phone call to the embarrassed previous owner, Jill and Da decided that Hamish would have a safer and more interesting time as a town dog and at the end of January he was dispatched to a family in Colchester – or so I was told.




    Christmas was the most magical moment in the year and a lavish treat after Jill and Da’s normal tight economy. It followed fixed traditions, starting with a family expedition on Christmas Eve morning to collect holly and ivy from the lane to Maskell’s Farm and mistletoe from Peldon Woods. Then in the afternoon, with the King’s College Cambridge carol service turned up loud on the radio, the young children licked coloured strips of sticky paper into paper chains, Jane and Janet pinned up the holly and ivy, Da erected the Christmas tree, and Jill cooked. We did the first stage of decoration all together, looping the paper and silver and golden tinsel chains from one corner of the nursery to the other and hanging paper lanterns and balls in a cluster in the centre and in the corners. After tea the older ones played Monopoly with Da and the little ’uns Ludo with Jill. Then came the distribution of Christmas stockings, a collection of khaki army surplus knee socks, size depending on seniority. Finally, after washing and cleaning teeth, we laid out carrot sticks, cake and a glassful of Drambuie by the music-room fireplace.




    Waiting in bed for Father Christmas that year was the best time. The rest of the house is quiet. Priscilla and I whisper to each other about hoped-for stocking presents until she drifts off. Downstairs I hear murmuring adult voices. The lights from passing cars flicker round the room, the wind rustling the poplar trees and the hot water gurgling through the central heating pipes.




    I am sure I didn’t sleep at all, but at some point Father Christmas must have come because I am awake again, my feet nudging the heavy, well-stuffed woollen sausage lying on the end of my bed. What seems like hours passes in delicious suspense. No one is allowed to open their stockings until Jill and Da come to our rooms, switch on the lights and say ‘Happy Christmas’. But the weight at the end of the bed is pleasure enough, toes massaging the different lumps to guess what’s inside, almost better than opening up the dolls and pencil cases, the Dinky Toys, water pistols, books, gloves, mandarin oranges and nuts with which the stockings are filled.




    Outside our bedrooms the house has been transformed into Christmas fairyland. Puffs of cotton-wool snow fall past the landing window. A giant candle-burns on the table, its reflection flickering onto the darkened glass. Fairy lights illuminate the stairs down into the hall. In the nursery stands the Christmas tree festooned with angels, chocolate money, glass balls and glittering tinsel. Around the tree are piles of more presents, big presents to be opened later in the morning.




    Normally the day which started so early stayed magical until after lunch when the surfeit of goose and stuffing, chipolatas, roast potatoes, Corona, Christmas pudding with silver money, brandy butter and a general overdose of crackers and excitement began to take effect, and the children would be sent for compulsory rest time in our bedrooms.




    But that year, 1952, it was different. For the first time Grandpa and Gamma would join us for Christmas. After the summer visit Uncle Sidney had finally brokered peace between Jill and her father, and my parents must have realised this might be the last chance for a family reunion. Careful plans had been made for Aunty Molly, who still lived at the Hermitage, to drive the elderly couple to Colchester on Christmas Eve for a two-night stay at the George, and for us all to meet for lunch and tea at the hotel on Christmas Day.




    The day went well, all things considered. Gamma, pale and papery thin, could only walk with a stick, supported by Molly. ‘You look like Queen Mary,’ Da said gallantly, which clearly pleased her. After lunch she showed me her rings and I was struck by her claw-like hands and their prominent blue veins. Grandpa looked rather stiff in his dark double-breasted suit in marked contrast to Da’s brown corduroys, but that was probably because he and Jill had been on distant terms since the row following her secret marriage. But the prattle of his granddaughters and a couple of glasses of red wine cheered him up and by the time we got to the Christmas pudding, to which Da had asked the waiter to add the specially polished silver coins, everyone was in fine form. Aunty Molly and Jill, never great friends, laughed over childhood memories at the Hermitage and Molly told us exciting stories about her travels in India.




    After lunch presents were exchanged in the drawing room and coffee was served. I had already done well with a big Triang crane as my main present, but the Beavan present was even better – a battery-operated red car which could be steered with the help of a rubber plunger attached by tube to the exhaust pipe. Molly showed me how it worked and I had a great time steering the car around the other guests.




    I had watched the door of the hotel lift opening and closing on a trip to the lavatory with Da before lunch and later, when everyone was busy with their presents, I drove my new car out of the drawing room and tried out the lift for myself. I reached the third floor by pressing the button marked three, but when the lift door closed all by itself with me standing out in the corridor, I lost my nerve and had to be escorted weeping downstairs and back to the drawing room by a chambermaid.




    This misdemeanour provoked a sharp dressing down from Jill and almost led to me being banished from another treat, proposed by Grandpa over Christmas lunch. For a return visit the King children were invited go with Jill to Enfield by Empire’s Best Coach on the 6th of January. There we would be met by Grandpa and Aunty Molly and driven up to London for a slap-up lunch at the Trocadero, Piccadilly, followed by a matinee performance of Where the Rainbow Ends at the Festival Hall.




    But two days before I was suddenly sick all over the nursery floor, and confined to bed for Jill’s usual twenty-four-hour semi-starvation cure with just hot Marmite to drink, dry toast and doses of a morphine-laced medicine we called ‘Miss Kaolin Said’. The next day I felt much better, although hungry and weak, and Jill at the last minute agreed that I could go after giving me half a Kwell and telling me I was on a strict diet which would rule out the best of the lunch.




    The coach journey was a headachy ordeal but thanks to Grandpa’s special attention I enjoyed the day hugely. I sat between him and Molly in the front of the car while the rest of them sat in the back behind a glass partition. Grandpa also put me beside him at our table in the grand restaurant and personally supervised the ordering and preparation of the white fish and boiled potatoes which I was allowed to eat while my sisters tucked into roast chicken and chips. After lunch each child was given a present and the head waiter made a special point of giving me the largest box of all which contained a plastic model of a Spitfire. Where the Rainbow Ends, which for three years became an annual pilgrimage, was enchanting and everyone was in such a good mood afterwards that I was allowed a full Lyons Corner House tea with crumpets and chocolate cake before we started the long journey home.




    In January 1953 I started my second term at Endsleigh School and dreaded it. Although now a junior member of Brian Baker’s gang, the pressure to conform to the gang culture and earn promotion to second-grade cap wearer made me very anxious. But two weeks into the term something happened which was even better than my childhood dream that school would burn down. A devastating storm and flood, the worst since records began, savaged the Essex coast.




    The flood was the most exciting event of my childhood. There had been warnings on the wireless that evening as we drank cocoa in our dressing gowns, and Da went out with his torch to lock up the chickens and ducks, a tragic error as it turned out because if he had left them loose the ducks might have survived, instead of being washed up, drowned and locked in the duck house several miles down the coast the following morning.




    I fell asleep, snug against the sound of gales rattling the windows and battering the trees in the garden. Then, in the middle of the night, I woke and knew at once that something was different. The wind had dropped; there was eerie silence. I got out of bed and opened the curtain. In front of the house, in the moonlight, I could see water everywhere, flooding the road, lapping over the garden wall, puddling on the lawn and sidling towards the house. It was all very calm and beautiful.




    The house was silent and there were no lights on so I put on my dressing gown, walked down the landing and quietly opened my parents’ bedroom door. Da awoke immediately and switched on his bedside light.




    ‘What’s the matter, Caradoc? Is something wrong?’




    ‘I think the flood has come,’ I said, grinning.




    Events moved very fast after that. Jill woke the other children and told them to get dressed. Water was already seeping under the front door at the bottom of the stairs and I watched Da prising up floorboards hoping he could stop the flood by letting it fill the cellar. But the water just kept on coming until it was knee deep on the ground floor. My parents were shouting at each other, panic in their voices. Da pulled on his waders and climbed over the lower half of the back door to rescue the dogs tethered in their kennels.




    The rest of us went up to the attic. Through the dormer window we watched the water lapping over the sea wall into the Cow’s Field and turning the ponds where we paddled into giant lakes, a blur of cows huddling in the corner of the field. Then in the moonlight we saw something terrible and wonderful. Cracks began to open in the sea wall; the water was breaking through. Another crack, and then another, and the sea wall gave way in a vast section of grass and mud, shunted forward by an overwhelming torrent of water. Fifty yards further along it broke through again and a second tidal wave swept across the field towards the house.




    Jill told us sharply to come away from the window. Caroline had started to cry. ‘What about the cows . . . and the hens . . . and my guinea pigs?’ But Jill was already running down the attic stairs to find Da who was still in the garden, and Jane told us all to sit down and that we would sing a song.




    Once the worst had happened, everything quietened down. Water filled the ground floor and, peering over the banister, I saw our breakfast places laid on the plastic tablecloth floating like a magic carpet. I remember cuddling the cats, and sleeping on cushions in the attic. Then, in daylight, we came downstairs to see the devastated house and upstairs, from our bedroom window, the grey chaos of mud and jumble left in the garden and the fields beyond by the tide which drained back through the gaps in the sea wall before rising again a few hours later. The coastland of East Anglia was devastated and, until repairs could be made, the sea flooded and drained the countryside twice daily, covering it with mud.




    Apart from the dogs and cats sheltering with us in the attic, all our livestock was drowned. The one remarkable survivor was Old Jack who, like Noah, had untied his houseboat and floated on the tide until he was washed up on dry land several miles away.




    Two days later we children were evacuated. I went for a short trip to Southwold then joined Caroline and Priscilla at Hennons, Uncle Sidney’s house in Enfield, for an exciting reunion with our cousins, with the added challenge of attending their convent day school as temporary refugees.




    Aunty Bevvy was a kind and gentle mother and although Patricia, Barbara and Linda didn’t have the high spirits of my elder sisters, it was a big relief to escape Jill’s quick temper. It was also exciting to be with a family who owned a car, a Standard Vanguard with column gearshift and a push-button radio, and we went out for treats to the zoo and the cinema. The one disappointment was that we saw Grandpa only once on a teatime visit with Aunty Molly. The Hermitage was only just two miles away but Gamma was extremely ill so visits were impossible.
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