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INTRODUCTION

 This is not the first time
Caroline Whitehead has published about life in an institution, but
this time she has lent her efforts to the St. Mary’s Boys
Orphanage, Gravesend, Kent.

This book is compiled and inspired by emails written
by the members of a London group recalling life lived in an
institution in a past era, times hopefully never to return.

Caroline writes with fluidity marrying up the
thoughts of the members of the St. Mary’s old boys. Each member has
recorded his own unique experiences but the one question rarely
answered is, WHY?

Did their mothers not want them? They felt they were
to all intents and purposes like left luggage at a railway station
and their mother failed to collect.

This is a book that explores the innate ties that
binds a boy to a mother who did not necessarily reciprocate the
longing to know and the bonds of blood that tie us all.

— Delvin John Flynn

 


 



ABOUT THIS BOOK

 This is the story of
young children who, due to unusual circumstances, found themselves
in the care of St. Mary’s Home for Boys at Gravesend, Kent.

Their stories are characterized from the sublime to
the ridiculous, relating to family history when parents in the
twentieth century were either unable to care for their sons or so
poverty-stricken, incapable of bringing them up.

It is when they reached manhood that the St. Mary’s
boys found they were travelling incredible journeys that would take
them to unheard destinations to different parts of the globe, in
search of their birthright. Many were to leave the shores of
England and settle in countries abroad, leaving memories of the old
regime behind.

The question was ‘why me?’ by some of the old boys
after they discovered other siblings were allowed to remain at
home, when they were the chosen ones to be taken away and put in
St. Mary’s, Gravesend.

 


 



ABOUT THE WRITERS

 A “network” of old
boys was inspired and founded in 1988 in North London, England by
master-mind (Delvin) John Flynn, to give each a voice and provide
them with the initiative to speak up and free ghosts of past, long
held in many closets. The group’s motto was KOKO (Keep on keeping
on).

Memories, good and bad, were channelled across all
continents. Some writers tell of happy times where they spent
summer holidays at Dymchurch, Kent. Others remember their
contribution and duty to the church as choir boys. Sports Day gave
each boy the opportunity to extend his skill and energy on the
football ground, to succeed to unheard of heights.

Mentioning Father Baker and his tuck shop brings back
memories of sweet treats; albeit, not without payment.

Each writer tells his story in his own style, often
with pathos, in the understanding we are who we are today.
Throughout their many trials and tribulations from childhood to
manhood, and through sheer perseverance, they are determined to
keep on keeping on their motto, KOKO, alive.

 


 



 


HISTORY OF
GRAVESEND, KENT, ENGLAND

Gravesend is a town in northwest Kent, England on the
south bank of the Thames, opposite Tilbury in Essex. It is the
administrative town of the Borough of Gravesham and because of its
geographical position, has always had an important role in the
history and communications of this part of England. It still
retains a strong link with the river. The opening of the
international railway station immediately west of the town at
Ebbsfleet Valley, the arrival of high speed train services to and
from Gravesend railway station itself, and the town’s position in
the Thames Gateway, have all added to the town’s importance.

Notable personalities:

• Charles Dickens (1812-1870) is associated with
Gravesend and the villages around the borough. Though he died over
140 years ago, many of the links between him and Gravesend are
still in evidence – Gravesend he visited, at Chalk he spent his
honeymoon, at Higham he lived and died, and at Cobham he found
inspiration for The Pickwick Papers.

• General Charles George Gordon (1833-1885) lived in
the town during the construction of the Thames forts. For six years
he devoted himself to the welfare of the town’s “poor boys”,
setting up a Sunday school and providing food and clothes for them
from his Army wage.

• Composer Nikolai Rimsky-Korsakov (1844-1908),
officer in the Russian Navy, was posted to Gravesend in 1862, where
he wrote part of his first symphony.

Rowing Matches have been taking place on the River
Thames at Gravesend since the year of 1689, and the first organized
Regatta was in 1715. The Annual Borough Regatta goes back to
1882.

 


 



 


HISTORY OF ST. MARY’S, PARROCK ROAD, GRAVESEND,
KENT

 St. Mary’s was
originally known as The Manor of Parrock, Gravesham. Abott and
Convent of St. Mary Graces rented The Manor of Parrock to Sir Simon
Burely (Lord Warden of Cinqueports).

The building which was later to become St. Mary’s was
built in 1873 and was originally a girls’ college – Milton Mount
College. The college moved away from Gravesend in 1915 because of
the bombing raids in the area.

The College was bought by the Southwark Catholic
Rescue Society in 1925, and in 1926 it was opened as St. Mary’s
orphanage and school, accommodating between 250 and 300 boys. St.
Mary’s was run by the Sisters of Charity, a priest and staff.
During the Second World War the boys were evacuated to East Anglia
and to Devon but returned to Gravesend after the war.

In 1951 St. Mary’s ceased to be a school and the boys
started to attend a newly opened Catholic School at Denton. During
the 1950s there was a move away from the usage of large orphanages.
A Family Group Home was established in Glen View in 1956 and
further small homes were subsequently built in Glen View, Leith
Park and Parrock Road. The original St. Mary’s became more and more
empty.

During the 1960s many babies were placed for adoption
and there was a shortage of foster families to care for them before
they went to their new families. Consequently in April 1965, a
residential nursery was opened in a wing of the old main building.
The nursery could accommodate 33 babies awaiting adoption. It was
run by the Daughters of Charity (the new name of the Sisters of
Charity) and the Matron was Rev. Sister Elizabeth.

During the second half of the 1960s a decision was
made to sell the old building for demolition and a new St. Mary’s
Nursery was opened in 1971. This was designed to accommodate 24
pre-adoption babies. After 1970, however, fewer babies were being
placed for adoption and the new nursery was never fully used. St.
Mary’s Nursery closed in October 1973.

St. Mary’s, Parrock Road, Gravesend, Kent was
demolished in 1971, and the land used for a new housing estate. St.
John’s Roman Catholic Primary School moved to a temporary building
on the Denton site in 1950. Boys were admitted to Denton School in
1951. Permanent buildings at Denton, Gravesend commenced in
1960.

 


 



 


MEMORIES OF ST. MARY’S,
BEFORE AND AFTER

By ANTONY HAYMAN
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It began in Italy

To understand this story I need to start at the
beginning in Italy with something of my mother’s life before she
came to England with my father. My mother had fallen pregnant
following a liaison with an Italian army officer who was billeted
in her parent’s farmhouse. This was, of course, considered a
scandal in those days, unlike today when it is used to get a
council flat and an easy life on benefits. My mother was hastily
married off to my father and gratefully dispatched to England
before my half-brother Giovanni (John) was born. Small wonder then
that she later refused to go back to Italy!

I have no doubt that my father loved my mother who he
named Giga (short for Luiga) but I think for my mother it was a
matter of expediency and flight from her family whom she had
disgraced. Then Thomas and Tina (Margerita Lambertina) were born
before my parents moved to Ashford, Kent. Then followed Bernard. I
came into this breathing world on April 24, 1926. (Followed by the
General Strike!) I was named Antonio Domenico after some distant
Italian uncle. Finally, Freda Raimonda my second sister arrived.
There has always been a doubt about Freda’s father. Rumour had it
be a Mr. Laker, my father’s friend, could have been her father. My
father was desperately ill and in Lenham Sanatorium about this
time.

My father died in 1928 when I was two and, with six
children to look after, there is no doubt that my mother was in
desperate straits. So, although she was not a practicing Catholic,
my mother turned to the church for help. John had already gone to
St. John’s in Dartford, and Thomas and Bernard went to St. Mary’s
in 1930. Bernard in particular was bitterly resentful of this and,
apart from one visit with his wife in 1946, never communicated with
his mother again. My sister Freda was adored by a childless couple
who lived next door and spent most of her time with them. So that
just left Antonio (me) to look after which should not have been
beyond her means. I certainly never went hungry.

My mother had male friends during the thirties,
several of whom I remember. We were the first in our street to
change from gas to electricity and had a mains radio thanks to John
Masters. We also took in lodgers. This became complicated when Tina
arrived home because we only had three bedrooms and so I had to be
got rid of somehow. I could go into detail here about my so-called
naughtiness but I was just a normal happy boy if a little
mischievous from time to time.

 


So to St. Mary’s

I arrived with my mother on a bleak December day. My
first memory was of the strong smell of furniture polish and the
austere figure of Sister Augustine. I had never seen a Sister of
Charity before. My mother departed and I was hustled up to the
sewing room and Sister Josephine where I was stripped and given the
regulation St. Mary’s clothes. This being Winter I was given shorts
and shirt plus a blue jumper and long socks and boots. In Spring we
changed to sandals (no socks), shirt and the same shorts. I did not
know what underwear was until I was sixteen.

I was then given a long blue striped nightgown and so
to bed. I missed my mother and cried myself to sleep. I wet the bed
that night and was rewarded by being sent to St. Rocs dormitory
where the boys who were regular bed-wetters slept. I was also
rewarded with three whacks on each hand by the cruel Sister
Augustine who obviously had had no training in child psychology.
From St. Rocs to the toilets was through two other dormitories in
the dark and, with no lights, it was quite frightening for a
nine-year-old.

The worst thing about the school in those days was
that it was, to all intents and purposes, a closed community. I do
realise that it could not have been a free for all but I think that
as we got older, we could have been gradually introduced to the
outside world.

I was in Sister Patricia’s class to start with and I
wrote tearful letters to my mother to take me back home. I doubt
that they were ever sent. I remember Sister Patricia well. She was
a very large Irish lady and very kind.

She was also in charge of housekeeping and gave me my
first job of dusting the ledges in the long corridor that ran the
whole length of the school. From that I progressed to my own length
of the corridor floor which I had to wash and scrub every day.

I was not long in Sister Patricia’s class because I
had already learnt to read, write and do simple arithmetic, so I
progressed to Miss O’Neils and then to Miss Rumes. I think she was
the best teacher in the school. I was always, with Michael
Halliday, at the top of her class. Miss Rumes also left me with a
lifelong friend in the Kenneth Graham’s book “The Wind in the
Willows”. Once a week Miss Rumes read us a chapter from the
book and the magic has stayed with me to this day. I have a copy of
this wonderful story which I read to my son when he was growing up.
I have to say that the education standard was not high, and it
would have been advantageous if some of the more intelligent boys
had attended a better school in Gravesend.

The food which we were given was best described as
adequate. Meat was never served except on Sundays where it
consisted of one sausage! Followed by an apple. Breakfast was
always unsweetened porridge and tea, laced once a month with Epsom
salts. Tea was a doorstep (bread) with margarine and jam. Speed was
essential in getting your share of the jam! Easter brought the one
egg of the year.

The boys did all the housework organised by Sister
Patricia. I went from corridor duty to the Chapel, polishing the
brass, etc., and then, because of some minor transgression, to the
laundry, where I learnt to iron shirts My wife maintains that I
iron and do housework better than her! The laundry was run by two
Irish ladies and the boiler room by Mr. O’Connor. Sister Patricia
rescued me from this and gave me the plum job of serving the
teacher’s meals. This improved my diet considerably because there
were always leftovers of dessert which I consumed with alacrity and
gratitude. My final task at the school was to do the housework at
the teacher’s house.

 


Bath Time – Friday Nights

No tin bath in front of the copper as at home. Sister
stood at the entrance of the washroom and deposited a dollop of
soft soap on your head. Then into a footbath with everybody else,
followed by the showers. All this wearing red shorts so as not to
embarrass the Sister. We then struggled to dry ourselves with a
towel while divesting ourselves of the red shorts. Then a further
examination by Sister, of ears and nails. And so to bed.

The Sisters I remember most were: Sister Patricia,
Sister Ann (Kitchen), Sister Josephine (Sewing Room), and Sister
Clare (too lovely to be a nun). The infamous Sister Augustine, who
actually cried when she had to leave, when we were in
Wells-next-the-Sea. I felt like cheering! Sister Vincent known to
the boys as Vinnie who was the Superior for most of my time
there.

Perhaps I should recount here the one escapade I had
for which I would have been severely punished had I been caught. It
was on Christmas Day and we were all in the Shed. Boys were all
opening parcels sent in by their parents. But not me!

I had heard on the school grapevine that some good
folk in Gravesend had sent in toys which were stored in the
teacher’s old dining room. Envy got the better of me. I slipped out
of the Shed, climbed over the seven-foot gate quickly, and on to
the front of the school. Pushing up the sash window, which was
unlocked, I climbed inside and looked around. Then I heard
footsteps coming along the passage – footsteps I knew only too
well. It was the dreaded Sister Augustine! I hid behind a corner
unit in the nick of time.

Key turned in the lock and Sister Augustine came into
the room. I held my breath for what seemed an eternity. But after a
few minutes she turned and left. All I had for my trouble was a toy
cannon that fired matchsticks. Where do you find matchsticks in a
Convent? Anyway the episode cured me of envy!

Bullying was not something that I experienced except
for two incidents. Firstly I had only been at the school a few
months when I was approached by a boy two or three years older than
myself who teased me and began to slap me around. The boy’s name
was Valentine Dorenbecher and he would have been in probably the
same Class as my brother Bernard. I can only assume that he must
have fallen out with my brother and decided to take it out on a
small opponent. My brother intervened and that was that!

Or so I thought. When my brother left the school, he
gave me his most precious possession, a cricket bat. Playing with
the bat while on holiday in Dymchurch, V.D. asked if he could
borrow it and when I refused he snatched the bat away and proceeded
to smash it to pieces on a rock. A Nazi in the making! I never
forgot this incident, and years later I received a letter from V.D.
asking for money to pay for a Mass for Sister Patricia. Normally I
would have been happy to oblige but not from him. I regretted this
decision in later years.

 


Religion

We had plenty of that! Firstly, I was given a medal
to wear around my neck on a blue cord. This was “Our Lady of the
Immaculate Conception”. I should mention here that when I was taken
into hospital in 1940 it was removed and I never saw it again. Many
years later I was in the Cathedral in Kerry (Ireland) and I found
one that someone had dropped. I still have it.

Mass and Benediction on Sundays and Mass on many
other feast days as well. Not to mention numerous Rosaries which I
disliked. All that gabbling of Hail Marys and all I had to show for
it was sore knees. I loved the Mass in Latin and regretted the
change to English. I felt that the Mass lost all of its mystery and
magic. Benediction too was great. I will always remember “O
Salutaris, Tantum Ergo and Adoremus”. And the great moment of
raising the Monstrance and the Incense. Pure theatre.

There was so much talk of the SOUL that, in my
childish imagination, I thought of it as fleshy and shaped like a
rugby ball!

 


Easter 1937

The choir spent hours learning a sung Mass only for
our efforts to be in vain when the Sister who had organised it and
also played the organ, fell ill so it was all cancelled. Towards
the end of 1939 the school was sent a young Irish Priest who flew
through the Mass so fast that the Altar boys could scarcely keep
up. He also had a vile temper. He struck me round the ear for
supposedly talking at the wrong time (he got the wrong boy) and I
have been deaf in that ear ever since.

I particularly liked our three day Retreats despite
the enforced silence. We had a visiting Priest for the Retreats who
gave brilliant and humorous talks which were very enjoyable.
Strange that after all that religious instruction I should lose my
faith.

Another memory, which has always stayed with me, was
singing “Bless This House” in the school hall. It was a dark and
dismal day and there were no lights on. When it came to the line
“Bless these windows shining bright – letting in God’s heavenly
light” a burst of sunlight came through the windows, illuminating
the whole room. The look on the Sister’s face and the smile was
something I shall never forget!

 


Sports

Apart from drill in the bleak and inhospitable Shed
which in winter was so cold most of us wound up with chilblains, we
were marched down to the field. We were divided into “Houses” in
those days – Crusaders, Wasps, Ramblers, etc. So events were
arranged with Houses playing against each other. From these Houses
were picked the boys to play for “The School Team”. It was every
boy’s ambition to play for the School and I did not make it until
1940. More of that later. St. Mary’s played against teams from
other Schools on different pitches in the town, with proceeds going
to local Charities.

Grounds, I remember, were Imperial Paper Mills and
the Barracks. I also remember that the School rallying cry was “Up
St. Mary’s”. Some new boys tried to change this to “Two Four Six
Eight, who do we appreciate” etc. Mr. Roche became very annoyed by
this and made them stop and revert to the original Cry. We also had
a Sports Day and I can vividly remember beating the great Billy
Kiernan in the last leg of a relay. Mind you the other three boys
had given me a good start!

Cricket, which I loved, was a non-starter at the
School except for the games we played in the Shed. Being in the
Shed or the upper playgrounds was known as being on Guard and to
use Mr. Roche’s words, ‘woe betide you,’ if you were caught – “off
guard”.

Football was played with a tennis ball or a “Tanner”
ball obtained from the local shop in Echo Square. It was not
unknown for boys, with money, to slide down the hill at the back of
the Shed and buy things at the local shops.

One of Sister Augustine’s favourite games was, when a
box of sweets was sent to the school, to stand at the top of the
playground and throw the sweets into the throng of boys. Believe me
one had to be tough to get a sweet! And avoid being trampled
on.

Excursions were few and far between but those I
remember were: A visit to the local cinemas to see (naturally)
“Boys Town” with Spencer Tracey and Mickey Rooney, “A Tale of Two
Cities” with Ronald Colman and rather surprisingly, Flanagan and
Alan in “Underneath the Arches”. Also a visit to Bertram Mills
Circus in London. I do NOT remember much of the Circus but I do
recollect being reprimanded by a man in the audience for eating my
sandwiches with both hands! He remarked that only Tramps eat like
that!

There were lots of things that were started but did
not last long. The print room was one where we were supposed to
produce a School Magazine. A gym with a vaulting horse, etc. and a
hobbies room. For some reason these were all dropped. On Sundays
after Mass, we assembled into a long crocodile, three abreast and
marched through the town. A Sister at either end, of course.

 


Holidays

The two weeks holiday at St. Mary’s Bay Holiday Camp
was the highlight of our year. We had better food and greater
freedom. We mixed freely with other schools and had great fun down
on the beach, some of us learning to swim in the sea wearing of
course, the ubiquitous red shorts. There were great water-pistol
fights around the washrooms and we concluded the holiday with an
all-school singsong in the main Hall.

In the final holiday there I was given a half-crown
and put on a bus to visit my family in Ashford. I also had a
half-day with my sister Tina who was working in nearby
Folkestone.

 


Evacuation

So to the day when we were told to leave everything,
including my prize stamp collection and other “Crodge”, school
slang for little treasures that we had acquired. And we were
marched down to Gravesend Pier. The date was September 2, 1939. On
to the “Royal Daffodil” Steamer and we set sail for Lowestoft in
Suffolk. We were told we were being evacuated because of the threat
of War. The majority of the boys were seasick, but fortunately not
me. That night we slept on straw in a dance hall only to be awoken
at three in the morning by the Air Raid sirens. We had to put on
our gas masks and wait for the All Clear. War was declared the next
day at 11a.m.

Then we were put on coaches and taken out into the
Suffolk countryside. We all had bags containing chocolate bars, a
tin of condensed milk, etc. We arrived at the Village Hall where we
were selected by the local people. I was with a Mr. & Mrs.
Barber who had three children of their own. They were lovely people
and the food was great. Too good for my constitution after the
meagre diet of St. Mary’s, because I developed very nasty boils on
my neck. Sister Patricia, who was billeted locally, treated me with
very hot poultices so they soon cleared up. Most importantly I was
once again free to roam the countryside and I learned to ride a
bicycle. Sister Clare, also billeted with Sister Patricia, bought
me a fishing rod to fish in the village pond. As I was the only boy
capable of riding a bike, I was entrusted with a message to take to
some of the other Sisters. This entailed a journey of five miles
there and back. We started our education again in the Village
School and we also celebrated Mass there on Sundays. An idyllic
life but alas it was not to last and all too soon we were gathered
up and taken to Wells-next-the Sea.

There I was taken to “The Ostrich” guest house run by
Mr. and Mrs. Barker, who had two young children of their own, and
the event was to change my life completely. I enjoyed being by the
sea. Apart from the guest house, they also had a Carriers business
delivering parcels all over Norfolk and I was roped in to help at
weekends and holidays. It was during one of these trips that while
I was carrying a heavy package, that I slipped on a patch of ice
and badly bruised my right knee. I thought nothing of it at the
time. But on the day before I was due to make my first team debut I
was rushed to hospital for an emergency operation on my right leg.
I had developed Osteomyelitis of the femur. The treatment in those
days was to cut into the leg to drain the abscess, pack it with
paraffin gauze and put the leg in Plaster of Paris.

After a short stay at Drayton Hospital, outside
Norwich, I was unaccountably put on an Ambulance Train and taken to
a hospital in Shotley Bridge, County Durham. The train was mainly
full of soldiers returning from Dunkirk, so I had no idea why I was
on it. Nobody asked me if I wanted to go and as far as I know, the
School was not informed. I awoke the following morning to find
myself in a long Hut/Ward mainly with very elderly, and in some
cases Paraplegic patients. The Hut/Ward was one of several built on
the side of a very steep hill. My ward was near the top of the hill
of which, more later. Patients that I remember were an
eighty-year-old former boatswain of the Cromer Lifeboat, a
heavyweight Boxer, and others. The Boxer had been warned about his
diet of steak and chips but had ignored the advice and was very
ill. He was eventually taken to another hospital. The elderly
boatswain died and I was asked if I had ever seen a dead person.
They were amazed when I said no and persuaded me to have a viewing.
Not the best thing for a young boy still on crutches.

With no previous experience, I found myself
performing the services of a hairdresser for many of the elderly,
and particularly the Paraplegics. I got on very well with the Ward
Sister, Mrs. Ledger, and we did Crosswords together. I also became
friends with a boy in Consett, the nearest town. It always seemed
peculiar to me that the hospital was situated less than a mile away
from Consett, which had a major Steel Works with an open furnace,
which could be seen for miles, especially at night. The Luftwaffe
made several attempts to bomb it, with one of the bombs falling on
the golf course next to the hospital!

Where was the school while all this was going on? I
saw nobody. The SCRS knew that I was at Shotley Bridge but made no
attempt to contact me or the Authorities. This resulted in my being
wheeled into the operating theatre (in an attempt to cure me) only
to find that they had not had permission to perform the operation.
I should mention here that Penicillin which could have cured me was
reserved for the Armed Forces. But I think that they were going to
make an exception in my case. I think that this amounted to a
failure by the SCRS in their duty of care of me. The result of all
this was my being sent home to my mother who did not want me there.
I also still had an open wound on my leg which had to be dressed
twice a day and this I did until 1946.

My mother dispatched me to work in a hotel in
Folkstone in 1943 which at that time was being heavily shelled from
across the Channel. When this fell through she then sent me to work
in a friend’s restaurant in London, where I stayed until I received
my Calling up papers. Not that the government had no trouble
finding me. This proved a major turning point in my life because
having failed the medical, for obvious reasons, the examining
doctor asked if my own doctor had ever heard of Penicillin. That
resulted in my being sent to the Middlesex Hospital in London where
after a couple of operations (the problem had broken out on my
clavicle) and millions of units of Penicillin I was finally cured.
This was in 1946.

The rest as they say is history. Apart from a couple
of near misses my health has been good. I have been happily married
for over 58 years to my dear wife Gwen and we had one son Paul. My
mother eventually married a Russian ex-soldier she met in London
and settled in Maidstone, Kent. She died at the age of eighty. She
always complained that I did not visit her often enough!

As I have said before I do not regret my time at St.
Mary’s. It taught me many things such as loyalty, always to tell
the truth and discipline. Apart from three points on my Driving
License when I was 83, I have never been in trouble with the Law.
It is perhaps a sobering thought that had I not gone to St. Mary’s
and had the accident in Norfolk, I would have had to join the
forces in 1944, and therefore maybe not survived to tell the
story!

I eventually went into the Printing trade, my
father’s profession, retiring as a Director when I reached the age
of 67.

 


Background History

Here I would like to record my grateful thanks to
Teresa Downey for her help and research, which gave me an insight
into my early history….

 


Dear Antony,

I am pleased to enclose the records we hold
concerning you. I would be grateful if you could sign the attached
receipt of records and return one copy to me. I am also enclosing
an evaluation sheet, and would be pleased if you could take the
time to complete and return this in the SAE. We welcome feedback
from our service users, as this helps shape the delivery of our
services in the future.

You will see that there was contact between your
mother and this Society (then called Southwark Catholic Rescue
Society – SCRS) from 1930, when your mother made an application for
assistance in connection with Walter, Bernard and yourself. John at
this time was at St. Vincent’s Industrial School, Dartford;
Margaret was at a Convent School in France; and Freda was living at
home. Your mother was a widow. Your father’s name was given as
Walter Leslie Hayman, age 35, and a convert to Catholicism. He was
deceased. Your mother was in receipt of a widow’s pension.

The SCRS committee decided to accept her
application on behalf of Walter and Bernard, and they were
subsequently placed at St. Mary’s Gravesend on 13th September 1930. The committee decided not to
accept you into Care as you were still quite young. You therefore
remained at home with your mother and younger sister.

Your mother applied again in August 1931 and in May
1934 asking the SCRS to admit you to Gravesend. The SCRS wrote back
to her saying they were unable to help her at present.

A further request for assistance was made by your
mother in August 1935. The SCRS accepted you into their Care and
you were placed at St. Mary’s Gravesend on 11th December 1935.

I’m afraid no records of your time at St. Mary’s
were made – it just wasn’t the practice in those days. The file
records therefore became very brief after your admission to St.
Mary’s.

The school was evacuated to Great Yarmouth in
September 1939 and boys dispersed to families in Suffolk and
Norfolk. You were admitted to Norwich Hospital on May 4th 1940, and
then on to the Drayton Emergency Hospital on 22nd July 1940. It
seems there was a breakdown in communications at this time,
probably due to the enormous upheaval of the War. The SCRS clearly
thought you were still attached to the school, which by February
1941 had been transferred to Ugbrooke. We do not know the date when
you transferred from Drayton to the Emergency Hospital at Shotley
Bridge, Co. Durham, but you were clearly there by May 1941.

You were discharged to your mother at 4 West Street,
Ashford, on 11th May 1941. It seems this discharge surprised the
SCRS – there is no record on file of any discussions between the
SCRS and hospital about your discharge.

Once you have had time to go through the records and
absorb all the information I would be pleased to hear from you if
you have any further questions or would like to discuss the records
further. I look forward to reading your memoirs in due course!

Sincerely,

Teresa Downy, Team Manager, Post Adoption & Care
Service, Cabrini Children’s Society.

Dated: 31 August 2011
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Postcards

Year: 1936 – 1d postage stamp.

Addressed to the Rev. Canon Crea, 59 Westminster
Bridge Road, London, S.E.1

 


Dear Sir, I would be very pleased if you could let
me have a permit to take my brothers Tony and Bernard Hayman out on
Saturday, the seventh. Yours Obliged, J.L. Hayman. 101 Highfield
Road, Dartford, Kent. Dated: 4th November 1936.

(There is a notation on this card – “If he has had
this before, OK)

Permit requested, sent 5/11/36

 


Dear Sir, I would be very pleased if you would
kindly send me a permit to see my brothers on the schools Reunion
Day (Bernard and Tony Hayman). Thanking you and trusting that
everything will be alright. Yours obliged, John Hayman. 101
Highfield Road, Dartford, Kent.

Dated: 28/12/1936 Permission approved 30/12/36

 


 



 


WELCOME TO YOUR NEW HOME




By TERRY S. MCKENNA
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“Welcome to your New Home.” It was most probably the
first sentence I ever heard uttered and it certainly was
life-defining. After four months in hospital recovering from
whooping cough, my “new home” was St. Mary’s Catholic Children’s
Home in Gravesend, Kent. A giant step for a small frightened
Catholic boy.

On arrival to this “home” I remember the very wide
flagstone steps to the huge, imposing building at the end of a long
driveway, and being “greeted” by nuns attired in black, whose faces
you could not quite make out. Where is this place? Had I died and
were these apparitions actually the “Grim Reapers”?

‘Come on, Terence,’ a voice within the nearest black
shroud boomed.

With one swoop, I was engulfed in the shroud and
whisked inside. Life was never going to be the same again.

‘My name is Sister Josephine and I am your new
mother. Come with me and I will bathe you and give you some new
clothes.’

At this point I cried out for my mum, but of course
she couldn’t hear me. She never heard me again.

My new clothes were flannel grey short trousers, a
white shirt, a grey tank top jumper, grey socks and some
ill-fitting highly polished but worn boots, with leather laces a
mile long. Grey seemed an appropriate colour. The smell of carbolic
was powerful and ever-present – I can smell it in my mind even
today.

All the other boys were dressed the same and we
looked like a swarm of shiny-faced Mini-Me’s. The polished wooden
floors echoed to the sound of nervous stuttering feet of little
boys; yet not a sound came from these “lost souls”. No laughter, no
talking, just vacant expressions of despair! Where is this
place?

‘Right, children, follow me,’ a voice in the distance
commanded and we followed like sheep.

The gloomy carbolic smelling inside was left behind
and we were in a hard court area bathed in brightness. The whole of
this area was protected by high wire fencing. Most of the time
there would be people walking round, pointing and chatting with the
Grim Reapers. Little did we know this was the “reviewing” area for
prospective Mums and Dads; a sort of “Pick ‘n’ Mix” of kids!

Often kids would “disappear” on a Friday or Saturday
and return on Sunday afternoons. I was “returned” many times. Some
of the kids did not come back and as I was to find out eventually,
they had either been adopted or sent to Australia or Canada.

After the Second World War, Australia in particular
was left bereft of fathers to “make children” and the UK became a
source of supply with all the displaced children from the war, and
the “unwanted” from the late 1940s and ’50s. At this time it was a
huge stigma for unmarried mothers to bear children and for those
women left by the child’s father to fend for themselves. Unless
they came from a wealthy family, mothers were often forced to give
up their children. Most women were traumatised by these events and
never came to terms with what they were made to do. Nearly all of
these children were told their parents were dead. This is a
dreadful reflection of society as a whole from this time and I am
pleased attitudes have changed.

Every new friend I made seemed to leave me behind and
after a year or so I was still a lonely friendless little chap,
lost in my strange “grey” world. On most of my returns I cried.
Perhaps it was because the “magical” weekends were over too quickly
or maybe it was the return to my “grey” world.

Meal times were good. There was plenty to eat and
drink, though I was “special” because I had lots of orange juice.
Oranges were apparently good for me and my bones! There were tables
of different colours, seating eight. Mine was red. We also had lots
of thick broth with barley in the winter months to keep us warm
when we played in the hard court area. It was important that we
looked well-fed, as we played for our very existence though, of
course, none of this was known to us. Maybe this might explain my
abhorrence to “caged” animals and I never felt comfortable at the
circus or the zoo.

The nuns were never allowed to smack you, so if you
misbehaved you were sat in a tiny room (I think it was an old style
confessional box) which had very deep black velvet curtains, drawn
together. You were left in total darkness and isolation for as long
as the nun felt fit. I was a naughty boy a lot and as a result I am
still frightened of total darkness.

Although I was very young I do remember my early
education and could read and write (after a fashion) when I was
just four years old, so there must have been a good seat of
learning. When I went to “proper” school aged five, my teachers
were pleasantly surprised at my advance skills. I have to say that
the 3Rs today’s children learn is way behind the levels that in my
days were expected to attain, even with classes for fifty
children.

At my primary school (a Catholic one) discipline was
“fierce” and the teachers stood no nonsense, nor took any
“prisoners”. Friday afternoons were the day I enjoyed most. We used
to do country dancing to the radio for about an hour and then end
up with spelling. The kids used to all stand up and were given a
word to spell. If we got it right we would remain standing; if not
we sat down. I used to nearly always be one of the last to sit
down.

 


Then One Day It Happened!

A lady, a man, and a boy three years older than me,
and a priest announced that I was leaving my “grey” world for good.
The “Pick ‘n’ Mix” had finally worked for me too! As a
four-and-a-half-year-old boy I didn’t know what to do or say. The
clinical carbolic smell suddenly hit me as never before, as I was
given my worldly goods – a change of clothes. All I wanted to do
was to take my three toys with me – a large Teddy Bear, a fire
engine and a football.

The “Grim Reapers” said I couldn’t take them with me,
so I screamed the place down and they relented, and said I could
take one of them with me and made me choose. My parents must have
wondered what they had let themselves in for. Although very unhappy
I chose the football and the other toys were left behind for the
next wave of “Lost Souls”.

I never saw the “Grim Reapers” again.

Life was never going to be the same again for me.

 


 



 


EMAILS FROM THE KOKO WRITING GROUP


Editor’s Note: The following emails from a group of
writers in England, Australia and Canada have been kept in their
original form, except where this would have made them difficult to
read. This gives the reader a picture of events then and now and
how the old boys of St. Mary’s viewed their childhood memories.
Several honorary members of the London Group who were not brought
up at St. Mary’s include Ann Phyall (Buckinghamshire, England),
Caroline Whitehead (British Columbia, Canada), Mavis Heffernan
(Australia) and Christine Shrosbree (England) who are contributors
to the old boys “network”.

 


Fantasy World Of Football

Delvin. Hope you and your family and the rest of the
group are in the best of form. Your member I think new member John
(Michael) Murray brought back some very happy memories about
Dymchurch and some of the boys who were good at football. Football
was the fantasy world I lived in when I was at St. Mary’s and when
we went to camp at Dymchurch I was in another fantasy world. I used
to love the miniature railway at Dymchurch. I think I remember the
names of two of the engines: one was called Hercules and one was
called Samson.

About not ever getting fried eggs, I used to dream
about them. I remember there was a café just outside the Dymchurch
camp. It was 1956 and you could get fried egg and chips, and the
café had a jukebox. We would sit there hoping someone would put a
thruppenny bit in it. It was the first time I heard Rock &
Roll. That was the last time I went to Dymchurch. I left St. Mary’s
March 1957. What beautiful memories.

I remember Bill Kiernan the Charlton Athletic Player
came to visit St. Mary’s and he was looking for some boys to help
him clear some waste ground at a new house he had bought; it was
back-breaking work on a very hot day; taught me a lesson about hero
worshiping I never forgot. I don’t remember St. Mary’s football
team there. Myself and Alan Johnson who brilliantly got reunited
with his family last year, used to be pulled out of the class one
afternoon a week, when we were in the year below the rest of the
team.

A Mr. Rawlings who came from up north; he should have
stayed up north. (Claimed he trained Albert Quixall to play
football). He used to get one of them old leather footballs, soak
in a bucket of water and make us kick it against the wind all
afternoon. Thank God he left and Mr. Staunton came and took over. I
remember him to be a lovely man. I remember going for a trial for
area school boys’ team; Thames-side I think it was with Alan
Johnson. We had to take our kit and walk all the way there as we
had no money for bus fares. I remember we were knackered when we
arrived.

Here are some of the boys I seem to remember: Colin
Dobson I think he came from the town, had a very nice sister who
went to St. John’s. There was another boy from the town called
Casey, he had ginger hair and went on to play for Gravesend &
Northfleet. The boys from St. Mary’s I remember were Micky Lenahan,
they said he went to Arsenal. Wally Hanson, Roy Brown, Chris Kelly
he played wearing glasses – wouldn’t be allowed nowadays but he was
very good. Jock Thomson, Gordon Gauntlet.

On a Saturday afternoon when we were allowed out I
used to enjoy going to Windmill Hill from where you could look down
the high street towards the ferry and go into the under cover
market. All this I think I remember. I could be wrong. I say this
because in some of your emails I remember different. Lots I
remember the same, and some awoke memory I never knew I had. Pardon
the bad grammar I have never been very good at it. Since I have
been receiving the emails it’s been a brilliant trip down memory
lane.

Thank you very much.

Tony Ledger

 


Mr. Rawlings

Tony, Thank you for your kind words about the emails.
Your latest email has been so informative I haven’t thought about
Mr. Rawlings for years. I recall his quality hair – the colour
somewhere between bronze and what we used to call ginger which was
enhanced by Brylcream. Here is a memory for the younger members of
the group. Mr. Hawket, another teacher, who hasn’t been mentioned
recently is still alive and living with his daughter in the
Gravesend area. Surely he must be the oldest surviving teacher. I
have received a couple of letters from him and like many of his
generation his handwriting has to be admired. What a fine list of
boys names you have conjured up. Our memories are dormant until
someone like yourself revives them and they say it’s not worth
giving artificial respiration to a headless corpse.

Just as I was thinking our writings have gone as far
as they can go, you Tony and our new entrant John, have totally
reinvigorated our group with fresh memories. I have been very wary
about how things have been going. I mean we can only continue so
long as the membership show enthusiasm and there seems to be a lot
of it out there. Sure, some of us do most of the writing yet the
interested like an iceberg is mostly below the surface. I “cut and
pasted” a section of John Murray’s email on the Gravesend facebook
site and was amazed at the early response. I have had a mature lady
asking about how we were treated at St. Mary’s. Another lady
remembers, she thinks, taking John Murray into the family home and
feeding him up and again there was another enquiry asking about a
boy who may have gone to Australia in the early fifties. I was able
to look at the passenger list of the “SS New Australia” on which
some of the boys travelled to Australia but did not see the name of
the boy to whom it referred. By the way the name of the boy was
Clive Church and perhaps one of you out there may remember him.

Tony, I remember Windmill Hill. Some of us voyeurs
used to go there in the late evenings to watch the courting
couples. Because of the shady shadowy outlines we used to call them
logs. Of course we didn’t see anything and besides who ever heard
of the word voyeurism in those days?

We had four cinemas in the town: Regal, Plaza, Super
and Majestic. The week’s programme would start on a Monday and
change midweek and then again on Sunday. There was the main film
and a supporting film. Imagine the total number of films that one
could possibly see. And if that wasn’t enough one could enjoy the
monopoly advertising by Peal and Dean. We all loved the Cowboy and
Indian films in those days. Who remembers Hopalong Cassidy?

The under cover market in the town was fascinating. I
used to enjoy the spiel of the market traders and their humour. I
remember one chap pleading with the ladies to come closer to his
stall. ‘Close up. Close up, ladies,’ he would say then follow it up
with a smart arse remark like. ‘Put your dress down. I said close
up, not clothes up.’ They were so funny. ‘Don’t say you bought it,
say you stole it at these prices.’

I could go on about their chat but I haven’t the gift
to convey it as it was. Does anyone recall the little monkey in the
cage in the market? We were horrible children. We used to poke the
monkey with a stick and watch it lose its temper. The look it gave
us was a tad frightening but remember it was safely in its cage.
Kids, eh! Don’t ever let them be in charge. We had the potential to
supersede the film “Lord of the Files”.

KOKO

Delvin

 


Kid Named Dobson

Hi John and the rest of the gang.

You all seem to be talking in your emails about
someone named DOBSON? I think you may be mistaking him for an
OUTSIDE kid named DAVID DOBSON all-round athlete from St. John’s
who was brilliant at football, cricket, running, swimming and just
about everything else and was a great favourite of Copper Knob, Mr.
Rawlison or Rollinson.

I hope you are all keeping well out there. Keep
smiling and maybe the sun will shine through. John, I can’t
remember if I sent you an email of the CD I made, arranged for me
to make a couple of years ago by my son Stephen?

KOKO

Bernie Francis

 


Mr. R’s Hair

Bernie, as usual you are demonstrating your good
memory. I like your refined description of Mr. R’s hair. A fine
head of hair by any standards. I never heard of Dobson again after
I left St. M but being as you said an “outsider” kid that is
understandable. We didn’t need to get close to other kinds as we
had plenty of “brothers” at St. M to play with.

Now about the CD. We would love to obtain a copy as
you have already demonstrated that you have a fine voice even
though you were booted out of the singing class when we were
infants.

KOKO

J&J (Josie & John)

 


Frame Canvas Beds

Hello again,

Can anybody remember the two weeks summer holiday in
August each year to St. Mary’s Bay Holiday Camp at Dymchurch?

I remember climbing aboard the blue and white coaches
of AC Ltd and being ferried down to the coast.

We slept in long wooden huts which were unheated and
could be quite cold at night. We slept on very low wooden frame
canvas beds. If you were unlucky you had a bed where the canvas had
stretched so you rested on the floor. All meals were taken in a
huge shed with hundreds of other children from a variety of
schools.

There used to be a souvenir/gift shop where we could
spend our pocket money (those who had any). Playing on the beach
was fun, particularly when the tide was really far out. We had to
walk for what seemed miles to get to the water past our waist.
Remember the Jellyfish? One poor boy I
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