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Early Days – My First Decade

was Wolsey, a brand long since gone from sight.  It was distinguished from all other cars by having the 
brand motif on the radiator made of milky glass so it could be illuminated at night.  I felt very grand to 
be travelling in such a car and wore my new pocket watch for the occasion. 
These were the days when transatlantic liners sailed in and out of Southampton so we spent time iden-
tifying the various ships as they sailed by.  The holiday was a great success so we did it all over again 
in 1937.  My father got to see much of the island that he had modelled so many times in plaster.  Each 
day we spent the mornings on the beach in a little cove we had discovered — I suspect my father had 
checked maps beforehand, as I was unaware of any sense of discovery among the adults.  
Following the daily swim, we would adjourn to a boating pond where Derrick and I would paddle 
around in canoes for a while before enjoying a fizzy drink.  After lunch, we would drive somewhere 
and in this way explored much of what the island had to offer.  What now would seem a rather dull 
time was full of excitement for Derrick and me. 
In 1938, the two brothers and their families went their separate ways.  I went with my parents to 
Feltham, a quiet village near Bognor on the south coast.  It was another beach holiday but this year 
there was no car so we travelled around by bus or on foot.  
The most memorable part of the holiday was the train ride from London to Bognor Regis by express 
electric train.  My father took me to the refreshment car, another first.  On the way, we passed through 
the guard’s van through the roof of which was a periscope that gave a view of the track ahead — big 
stuff for a nine year old.  In the refreshment car, my father treated me to my first bottle of Schweppes 
ginger beer while he drank a half pint of bottled beer.  He must have had a good year selling models for 
such a demonstration of aff luence.  
A beach holiday at Feltham during the thirties when you had little money left me with little memo-
rable to relate.  We became friendly with another couple staying in the same boarding house and with 
them, shared the price of a beach hut in which the children could store buckets and spades and every-
one get changed into bathing costumes for ‘dips’ in the sea.  Nobody could swim. 

By general assent, I was assigned to change with the ladies.  Something embarrassing must have occurred 
of which I was sublimely ignorant because after a lot of furtive whispering, I was told I was to change 
with the men from now on.  Sex must have reared its ugly head but I do not recall the circumstances.  
The other memorable event was when we emerged fully dressed from our hut one noon to find a lady 
standing self–consciously on the beach nearby wearing slacks! I had never seen a woman in trousers 
before.  As I recall she was also wearing a matching f lat–topped peak cap made from tweed such as men 
have worn for many years.  Within two years, the country would be at war and every woman of working 
age had at least one pair of slacks.  The introduction of slacks was a breakthrough in fashion that is now 
seldom commented upon although I recall saying quite a lot at the time, and being told to “hush up”. 

Years later I was to learn that 1937 was a black year for my father.  He had worked solidly for the Geo-
logical Survey now for over 15 years and got about as far up the tree as he could get without a degree, 
and the professional staff of the Survey was very conscious about the source and quality of academic 
degrees.  There was an unwritten pecking order by which everyone was ranked in precedence accord-
ing to university attended and class of degree.  My poor father was unqualified yet seems to have done 
good work in the palaeontological department (fossils).  Perhaps there was something else out there 
that he could do? He scanned the advertisements in the papers.  These were still difficult times.  He 
came across an advertisement for the position of curator of a museum in Singapore.  He applied and 
got as far as number two on the list.  Number one, who accepted the position, had a degree but this did 
not help the poor fellow three years later when Singapore was occupied by the Japanese and he spent 
the next four years in the notorious prison camp at Change (pronounced “Changey”).  My father was 
luckier than he had immediately supposed. 
Another disappointment came when he was in the running for a promotion that would have meant a 
good increase in salary.  As he walked to South Kensington station on his way home one evening the 
man in charge of administration caught up to my father, offered his hand and, in breach of confiden-
tiality, congratulated him on getting the promotion.  My father was elated when he arrived home of 
course, even though I was told nothing of it at the time.  When he arrived for work the next morning, 
fully expecting his boss to summon him to receive formal notice of the promotion, he heard nothing.  
It seems the phone lines had been a–buzz overnight with the result that a man in the Edinburgh office 
was given the job.  
My mother commiserated with my father and they agreed he would cash in a small insurance policy 
in order to buy a second–hand car from someone at work who made a sideline from buying and selling 
such items after fixing them up.  I knew nothing of all this until one day in the spring of 1939 he ar-
rived in his car unannounced to meet me at school.  Great excitement! He took a few driving lessons 
in the evenings and we were mobile.  

At Sandown on the Isle of Wight in 1936 
ready to leave for home after a great 
vacation.  I am at the left sporting my 

new pocket watch.  My father, next to me 
holds his pipe as he always did when being 

photographed, my mother, cousin Derrick 
and his father, my father’s brother, R ay 

whose wife had died two years previously. 
The car was a recent purchase of R ay’s. 

We all felt very grand to be traveling by 
car rather than train.  It was considered 
essential to be well–dressed for travel.
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Recollections of the Second World War

Two years later Aggie was to die during an operation to remove her appendix.  She was only 61.  I do 
not believe the cause of death was ever determined but suspect there was a problem with the anaes-
thetic.  Doctors were too busy at that time. 
Aggie’s funeral was nothing if not dramatic from my mother’s report of the occasion.  Cremation was 
still regarded as something of an innovation.  This was the first my mother had attended.  It was held 
at the then fashionable crematorium at Golder’s Green in north London and attended by George’s 
business associates who were uniformly attired in top hats and tailcoats.  No sooner had the service 
begun than the air raid sirens sounded.  Handel’s Largo was being played on the organ as the coffin 
glided slowly out of sight.  Just at the moment the coffin reached the curtains and was about to disap-
pear, there was a tremendous crash of anti–aircraft fire overhead and Aggie slipped from sight with a 
multiple gun salute.  My mother came away most impressed with the symbolism of it all. 
George and my father decided that when the raids became heavy, we should all shelter in the back sit-
ting room.  This room had glass doors that opened onto the back garden.  My father produced some 
ancient cork linoleum about one centimetre thick that George and he cut up and hung from hooks on 
the insides of these doors and the adjacent windows to serve as both blackout material and protection 
from flying glass.  George and my father went all over the house pasting adhesive strips of brown pa-
per in cruciform patterns on all the windows, again to prevent f lying glass.  Details of how to do this 
were advertised by the government in the daily papers that were becoming slimmer with time.  How 
effective these paper strips were was never discussed in any publication I saw.  Later, when air raids 
came every night, I slept with my parents in the downstairs room. 
By Christmas 1939 George and Aggie decided the war would last longer than they had expected so 
they moved into more permanent quarters at the Peahen Hotel in St. Albans.  Simply nothing was 
happening in the progress of the war as far as we could see except that more and more men were being 
called up and we heard disturbing reports about ships being sunk at sea.  
A great blow to morale came with the sinking of HMS Hood, a battleship and pride of the British 
f leet.  During the chase into the North Atlantic of the Bismark, a German battleship and the heavi-
est battleship af loat, a stray shell hit the magazine and blew up the Royal Navy’s f lagship Hood.  
Only three of the crew of over one thousand were saved.  Every effort went to find and then sink the 
Bismark.  That was effectively accomplished in what was really the end of battleship warfare.  From 
then on, war at sea was fought using aircraft based on carriers.  At least, the side with the carrier 
born aircraft was the side that won, as the Japanese were first to demonstrate in the Pacific before the 
Americans perfected the technique. 

By now the air–raid wardens were a force to contend with.  Volunteers from our street were formed 
into “Post H5” which was manned around the clock until the end of the war.  These wardens would 

The illuminated address presented by our local air raid warden 
volunteers to our neighbours the two Misses Cook, who gave 

the wardens refreshment every night throughout the war.  
I knew these ladies well.  They were very kind to me.
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The academic staff in 1945 of the Harrow County School for Boys  which I attended from 1940–7.

Back row, left to right:
 ‘Spud’ Heathfield, ‘Sammy’ Watson who taught music and reputedly played in a dance band at night, 

‘Beaky’ Fooks a great teacher of English.  He lived to 103 and was award the Military Cross for 
valour as an officer at he Battle of the Somme in World War 1, ‘Jack’ Hackman who lived with his 

mother until she did and then married the lady standing in front of him, ‘Jerry’ Cast who boasted 
tat he could write the periodic table of elements on the back of a postage stamp and that was all the 

chemistry you needed to know.  Everything flowed by logic.  He wore a tie decorated with hammers 
and sickles, ‘Killer’ King who taught me applied mathematics, a great teacher, PAR Street, ‘Cob’ Webb 

who taught mechanical drawing when not swapping stamps with boys, Armstrong, Robinson, 
‘Dickie’ Rev. Dr. Dyer who tried teaching religious knowledge but could not control classes, ?, 

Blythman who taught me physics and wished he had become a geophysicist � a pleasant man. 

Middle row, left to right: 
‘Eggy’ Webb who taught biology.  He stripped to the waist, then stood on his head and locked his legs 

into the lotus position.  His classes produced four or five doctors every year.  ‘Bill’ Duke a maths 
teacher and head of the Air Training Corp, Parkinson taught English and claimed friendship with 

author J. B. Priestley, five ladies recruited as a wartime measure, ‘Trixie’ Gower married the man 
behind her, Mrs. Smith claimed she could teach a stone.  She had two sons at the school, 

Mrs. Baranyay taught history and current events.  An interesting person who claimed to use 
historical dates to remember phone numbers.  Two ladies who did not teach me, Attridge who taught 

German, but not to me, ‘Swanny’ Amos who taught physical training and swimming, ‘Easy’ Evans an 
eccentric but excellent teacher of mathematics.  His gown was the most torn of all.  ‘Tommy’ Atkins 

the school secretary.  He had a withered arm so typed one with hand but at a rapid rate.  Famous 
for ‘don’t stand there dripping blood on my rug boy.  Get Mr. Amos to take you to the hospital’. 

Front row:
 ‘Sorbo’ Dr. Hartland who taught me French and latin and walked with a bounce, 

‘Twink’ Dr. Bradley who took me rowing, ‘Spadger’ Hays, ‘Joe’ Brister an inspired teacher who taught 
me mathematics, ‘Lady Alice’, wife of Randall Williams the headmaster, she was very supportive of 
school events, Randall himself on the point of retiring to take holy orders, a dedicated man but 

not noted for smiling, ‘Creeper’ Davis taught me Latin but not successfully, George Neal who tried 
to teach art but was really past it.  He had been at the school for 34 years.  ‘Whiffy’ King who taught 

me French � an eccentric, energetic teacher, ‘George’ Thorn whose life was music but tried to 
teach science, which he did poorly, and supervise school lunches.  “Jumbo’ Jones who taught Latin 

and organized cricket � a very pleasant man.

The stained glass in the window over the door in the background commemorates the winning for 
Britain of the Schneider Cup for racing a float plane that was developed into the ‘Spitfire’ fighter 

of World War 2 fame.  The pilot, Boothman, had attended the school.

would soon all be f lying everywhere and these pens did not have to be emptied like ordinary fountain 
pens which would otherwise leak their ink at the lower pressures encountered at altitude.  The first 
ballpoint pen I saw cost four times the price of the fountain pen with a gold nib that I used.  It was 
a graduation gift from a rich uncle to a friend of mine.  The cost represented about 25% of a week’s 
wages for a newly graduated engineer. 
The word “spiv” went out of everyday use when austerity finished.  Spivs were people who could al-
ways be relied upon to, for a price, supply something in short supply.  Around the end of the war, 
spivs started to offer what was known as “soapless soap” or “teepol”.  It was the advent of detergents.  
If you knew the right person, he would get you a bottle of the unscented, amber–brown liquid in an 
unmarked bottle.  Teepol did a great job in laundering clothes and helped extend the soap ration.  
Presumably, the stuff was drawn from a drum but where that came from was anybody’s guess.  All we 
learned was that it was made somehow by the oil industry and our friendly local spivs knew where to 
get it.  How the stuff came to be marketed for the first time at the end of the war with absolutely no 
advertising fanfare remains a mystery to me. 
The British Empire was about to start its decline with India being given its independence, and Rus-
sia was about to set up its “Iron Curtain” across Eastern Europe.  We knew nothing of this but it 
was becoming clear that conditions would not return to those of the world we knew in 1939.  About 
40,000,000 people had died and great movements of population were taking place all across Europe.  
Virtually every country in Europe that had been involved in the war, be they winner or loser in the 
conflict, was bankrupt, just like after the previous war.  In retrospect, the whole event seems the 
ultimate idiocy — all those deaths and all that destruction.  All those unsettled lives, and for what 
purpose? The best that can be said is that it was hopefully the ultimate eradicator of any will to employ 
warfare in Europe as a way of settling differences.  Could this be the ‘war to end wars’ that had been 
promised 27 years earlier at the end of the First World War? 

For better or worse, a new world was surely at hand. 
As for me, did the war experience leave any scars? There are of course memories of people I knew who 
were killed.  All that I can point to that I am aware of by way of lasting effects of which I am conscious, 
is the austerity that continued from the preceding years of the Depression.  This experience during 
a decade of my formative years has left me reluctant to this day to throw food away or replace things.  
Added to that I suppose is my cynicism about the abilities of military and elected public officials in 
high places no matter what ‘side’ they are on.  Many, I am sure, are well intentioned, but they are de-
monstrably not always effective.  After all, their collective inadequacies caused the whole conflagra-
tion with the deaths of forty or more millions of people and untold misery across Europe and Asia.  




