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‘Six of us were more than enough’
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‘TARA’. THE NAME conjures the rambling plantation house of Gone with the Wind fame, belonging to the O’Hara family. But while the O’Haras’ Tara was a vast mansion set in hundreds of acres of the American Deep South, the Tara owned by my great-grandparents, Arthur and Dorothea, was a more modest affair, a semi-detached villa on the outskirts of Tiverton, a small town in rural Devon. They moved there in 1923 with their six children, Edward, or Eddie, Beatrice, or Bee, Walter, or Wally, Peter, Harold and Ruth, after a peripatetic decade when the upheavals of the Great War had caused them to move house frequently – no easy matter with a rapidly expanding brood. The children were aged from thirteen to six when they settled in Tiverton and it was here that they would grow up, the boys’ shorts giving way to long trousers, the girls’ smocks and long plaits to slacks and bobbed hair as they prepared to set out into the world. 

From the outside, Tara seemed to be an ordinary suburban house. It was not grand but it was comfortable and spacious, with high ceilings, wide doorways and staircases. Its current owners have kept many of the original features – open a cupboard and you can see the wallpaper that would have been there in the Walkers’ day – so it is easy to step back in time and imagine the house reverberating to the noise of six children: the clatter of rugby boots, the kitchen bell ringing to summon the maid, Bonzo the terrier barking as people walked past the window or chasing Fluff, the unimaginatively named cat, then the usual sibling teasing and badinage. Cricket bats and tennis rackets leaned against the wall in the porch – sporting trophies and team photos multiplied as the children grew up. 

When Harold visited the house in the late 1990s he pointed out the cupboard in the kitchen where Arthur had hidden his secret stash of whisky, away from Dorothea’s scrutiny. Or so he thought. In fact, according to Harold, Dorothea knew about it. Nothing much got past her. 

Arthur and Dorothea named the house Tara in a nod to their first married home, a tea-planter’s bungalow on the Tara tea estate in Assam, north-eastern India, where they had lived for five gloriously happy years. Tara means ‘star’ in Hindi and the house shone in their memories, so they tried to recreate something of their lives there by naming their suburban semi after it and filling it with keepsakes from India. As in the homes of many Raj retirees, mounted animal heads snarled incongruously from floral wallpaper, tiger and panther skins carpeted the drawing room and hall, and polo trophies gleamed on the mantelpiece. 

In place of the small retinue of servants they had employed in India they had just one live-in maid, Irene, who cooked and cleaned for the family, and was allowed to use the bath once a week. Separate stairs led to her bedroom. Tara in Tiverton came with a long garden, stables and an orchard, four acres in all. A gardener, Venn, helped to tend the vegetable patch and the lawns. Arthur turned the stables into chicken sheds and sold hens, eggs and apples, which gave him a steady income, although not a large one.

‘Tivvy’, as locals called it, then and now, lay in the middle of farming country. Once a month the sheep and cows that grazed the billowing hills of north Devon were driven to market and it was there that Arthur sold his wares alongside local farmers. In the early evenings he liked to cycle to his local pub for a pint, sometimes wearing no jacket over his braces and looking much like a farmhand or labourer, to Dorothea’s intense annoyance. She had been brought up in the smartest parts of Bristol and Cheltenham and, keenly aware of social strata, she found mortifying and inexplicable her husband’s habit of donning a working man’s clothing. 

At least Arthur was a good sportsman: while in India his favoured sports had been shooting game and playing polo, in Tiverton he confined himself to tennis, which brought him into contact with the local gentry. 

Dorothea was determined to make a successful life for her family in Tiverton. She had spent the last few years moving house almost constantly. Now once more she had a home of her own, but to keep it together and maintain a middle-class lifestyle on a shoestring with six children was a delicate balancing act, even for one as resourceful and determined as Dorothea. It was she who ruled the family home. ‘She was a forceful character, a strict disciplinarian, a much sought-after organiser and ultra-efficient,’ wrote Walter of his mother, making her sound more like a military commander than a rural housewife. 

His father, by contrast, was hopelessly happy-go-lucky and easygoing. Like Mr Micawber of Charles Dickens’s David Copperfield, Arthur was an eternal optimist, always hoping that something would ‘turn up’. Even as a small boy, Walter was appalled by his father’s improvidence: he himself seldom left anything to chance. 

In 1914 when Arthur had left for the war, he had handed over the family finances to his wife and she remained in control from then on, budgeting carefully, scrupulously accounting for every penny, accepting relatives’ help if it were offered. The Walkers were not poor – they could stretch to tennis and riding lessons, private education and domestic help – but money was tight and Dorothea became exasperated if Arthur bought the children iced buns as a treat and would round on him furiously. She was not entirely puritanical. Rather daringly for the 1920s, she rode a Royal Enfield ladies’ motorcycle, travelling all over Devon to play in tennis and hockey matches, and would sometimes play cricket in the garden with her sons.

Like any mother of a large family, Dorothea was always busy. She had had to learn to cook when she came back from India and, with Irene, she churned out endless stews and puddings in Tara’s homely kitchen, summoning the children for dinner with a gong. Her brood of six nearly became eight when she became pregnant with twins in the mid-1920s. The pregnancy was a surprise and not a welcome one. Finding the money and energy for yet more children was a daunting prospect, but the twins were stillborn. Ruth, perhaps echoing her mother’s view, thought it was just as well: ‘Six of us were more than enough.’ 

Resilient as she was, there must have been times when Dorothea yearned for the Assam Tara, for the song of the nightjars and hoopoes, the sweet, honeyed scent of the frangipani flowers, the purple-blue of the jacaranda trees and the vivid pink of bougainvillaea, the picnics and polo meets, stables filled with polo ponies and syces (grooms), not to mention a cook, bearer and ayah to take care of the domestic grind. 

Unlike Arthur, who had spent some of his childhood and all his adult life thus far in Assam, Dorothea had only lived there for five years. She, too, had been born in India but when she was only four months old her father, Edward Barton Gardner, a surgeon-major in the Indian Army Medical Service, mounted his polo pony to play in what he promised his wife Catherine would be his last game. It was. He fell, breaking his neck, and Catherine had to return home to Cheltenham with Dorothea, her older sister Mabel and another baby on the way, born the following year. The widowed Catherine brought up her three daughters in Cheltenham, known as the ‘Calcutta of the Cotswolds’ for the large number of Raj retirees who settled there. The girls attended Cheltenham Ladies College, and grew into pretty, spirited young women, known as the ‘Three Beauties of Cheltenham’. A portrait of Dorothea as a young woman reveals a pink-cheeked dark-haired doll-like beauty that belies the steel-cored matron she would become. 

Like Dorothea, Arthur had also lost a parent at an early age. He was six when his mother, Maria, died from cholera in Assam, where her husband, Colonel Thomas Nicholls Walker, had been sent to fight in a war against the neighbouring Nagas. Nevertheless Arthur had fond memories of Assam and was determined to return there when he finished school in England.

He and his older brother Walter secured jobs with a tea company and set out for Upper Assam, where they were to open new plantations in what was then virgin jungle. Together they oversaw the destruction of the jungle, and all that lived in it, hacking down towering trees, ferns and sinuous creepers to make way for tea.

Tigers, roused by the devastation of their habitat, would sometimes spring from the trees surrounding the tea gardens, and planters would return home to their bungalows to find cobras curled up on their beds or in cupboards. Tea-planting was a tough, unpredictable existence. The labourers’ work was backbreaking and debilitating, but the planters at least had time to relax, with hunting, polo and convivial evenings at the club in the town of Dibrugarh.

Arthur and Walter joined the local militia, the Assam Valley Light Horse, as many planters did, until in 1900, fired by patriotic fervour, they volunteered for the Boer War and sailed for South Africa. Both were decorated for bravery, but only one brother returned to Assam. Arthur was wounded and invalided back home, but his brother was killed, defending an outpost against impossible odds. 

During his absence in South Africa, Arthur lost his job on the Doom Dooma tea estate but he soon found another post with the Tara tea company and, in 1908, must have felt secure enough to return to England on leave. If he was not actively looking for a wife, he was certainly not averse to the idea of marriage. Six foot tall, aged thirty-five, powerfully built, a champion shot, brilliant polo player and war hero, he must have been quite a catch.

He met the twenty-two-year-old Dorothea in Cheltenham and surmised that, for all her china-doll prettiness and youth, she had the constitution and mettle to cope with the often lonely life of a tea-planter’s wife. He proposed and was accepted. 

Did he warn her that she would spend much of her time on her own while he was out on the plantation all day? If he did, it did not deter her. Perhaps she was intrigued to return to the land of her birth, and too self-sufficient to worry about loneliness. In any case, she was in love. 

Their wedding took place on Tuesday, 22 September 1908, at the church of St Philip and St James, just around the corner from their house in Cheltenham, and was reported, the following Saturday, under the heading ‘Interesting local weddings’ in the Cheltenham Chronicle and the Gloucester Graphic. 

The bride, it was noted, was ‘attired in an elegant princess gown of pure white satin charmeuse, the corsage slightly draped, and finished with a lovely bertha [a decorative collar] of Honiton lace’. She was attended by five bridesmaids, including her two sisters. The paper printed an exhaustive list of gifts, with recipients’ names, which included a pair of slippers and a tray cloth, but also Dresden china tea sets, silver salvers, a silver tea caddy, a silver fish slice and fork (most suitably given by a Mrs Spratt), a silver telegram form rack, silver shoehorn and button-hook and other Edwardian home essentials, such as silver menu holders, several silver bonbon baskets, a crumb scoop, asparagus tongs, ‘d’oyleys’ (doilies, though made of cloth rather than paper), muffineers (sugar shakers), silver jugs, a silver-headed whip, a gong – useful for summoning Arthur from the tea plantation – and several brooches set with diamonds, pearls and amethysts. There were a few practical gifts too, such as a travel clock, a barometer and a case of scissors. 

How on earth did they transport all that half a world away to Upper Assam? And who carefully wrapped every glass and vase so that they would survive the journey, across oceans, along rivers, by train, cart and finally carried by coolies or mules? And how much of it remained intact by the time it reached Upper Assam? One fears for the Dresden china set.

The newlyweds did not head straight to India. First there was a honeymoon in Brighton and Paris, a bold choice for Arthur, who must have been feeling flush and confident in his future to take his bride to belle-époque Paris.

Dorothea had been a baby when she left India but her mother instructed her on the dos and don’ts of a memsahib, how to organise the kitmughar (butler), the bearer (a kind of valet for the sahib), a khansamah (cook) and a pani-wallah (water-carrier), the chowkeydars (watchmen), punkah-wallahs, mater (sweeper), syce (groom) and, most importantly, an ayah to look after any children. 

Their first baby was born not in Assam but in Cuttack, in the seaside state of Orissa (now Odisha), where Arthur’s brother Samuel was a police officer. Dorothea’s father had trained as a gynaecologist at St Thomas’s Hospital in London, which perhaps influenced her to move within reach of medical help for the birth, rather than risk being stuck in the remote reaches of Upper Assam. 

When the baby arrived, in November 1909, they named him Samuel, although he was later known by his middle name, Edward. Dorothea returned to England in time for her second child, Beatrice, to be born in Cheltenham, but she was back in Cuttack in November 1912 when Walter – Wally – named after Arthur’s beloved brother, was born. 

Even before the children could walk they were put on ponies and led about by grooms. A fine horseman, it was important to Arthur that his children rode well. Sometimes they would be allowed to watch him as he captained the Assam polo team – a photograph shows him, with a luxuriant moustache, having won the All India shield – hurtling up and down the field, mallet whirling, as his pony wheeled while Dorothea, perhaps, tried not to think of her father’s death at polo. There were holidays in Cuttack, days out at the racecourse and evenings at the club, where immaculate servants served drinks on silver trays and memsahibs fanned themselves, trying not to scratch their mosquito bites. 

In 1913 this idyllic life came to an abrupt end. Too many bouts of tropical fever, together with his Boer War wound, had weakened Arthur’s constitution and he must have been advised, or perhaps Dorothea insisted, that he should leave Assam while he still could, rather than risk joining his mother in a local cemetery. With heavy hearts, he, Dorothea and their three children, Edward, Beatrice and Walter, packed their possessions and left the Tara tea garden for ever. It must have been a subdued voyage back to Britain, not the triumphant homecoming of a wealthy nabob that Arthur had envisaged as a younger man. He had no job or home to return to with his growing family. 

Arriving in England, watching as their belongings were disgorged onto the chilly dockside, so grey and subdued in comparison to the brilliant colours and noisy whirl of India’s ports, was always a shock to an expatriate. The small Walker children had known no other home than Assam, so the cold, clammy English air and the sedate, colourless streets of Cheltenham contrasted sadly with the warm, noisy technicolour of India. 

Like many exiles of Empire, Arthur and Dorothea would have found their return a tough transition. They had left behind their home, the ayah who had been a second mother to their children, their other servants, their ponies and pets, their status and security. Their future was uncertain. At first they stayed with Dorothea’s mother, Catherine, in Cheltenham, where a fourth child, Peter, was born in February 1914. 

It was a very difficult birth, and when Peter finally emerged, he was weak and in distress, with part of his bowel protruding from his body, and he seemed unlikely to live. Dorothea later admitted, ‘I didn’t want to look at him because they thought he was going to die.’ But Arthur, summoned to inspect his fragile son, said this was ‘nonsense’. He is supposed to have poured a teaspoon of brandy down the baby’s throat, which apparently revived him. It seemed as if the odds were stacked against Peter right from the start, yet then, as later, he clung tenaciously to life. A medical procedure restored his bowels to their correct position.

Six months after Peter’s birth, Britain declared war on Germany. Arthur answered the call to arms once more, with three of his brothers, and was given a temporary commission as a lieutenant with the Oxfordshire and Buckinghamshire Light Infantry. In 1915 he was in Ypres, at the so-called ‘Hellfire Corner’: it was horribly exposed to German guns, and was reputedly ‘the most dangerous corner on Earth’. While he was there Arthur fell seriously ill and was invalided home for major surgery. 

Apart from a brief return to Ypres, Arthur spent the rest of the war on the home front, recruiting and supervising units of the Labour Corps. Dorothea and the children moved around the country, joining him when they could and otherwise living with her mother in Cheltenham. 

Arthur had been brought up a Catholic and was one of nine children from his father’s second marriage: his father, Lieutenant Colonel Thomas Nicholls Walker, sired more children with his third and fourth wives. Although Arthur was not quite as prolific as his father, he was keen to have a large family and didn’t worry too much about how he would support them all. In January 1917 Dorothea gave birth to a fifth child, Arthur Harold, known as Harold, in Cheltenham. 

Shortly afterwards, Arthur was posted to Devonport and must have taken to Devon’s billowing green hills and narrow roads between high hedges – perhaps the lush green countryside recalled Assam – for he summoned Dorothea and the children to join him. It was there that Ruth was born in January 1919.

Dorothea and Arthur knew how fortunate they were: so many families were now fatherless and one of Arthur’s brothers was in an ‘institute for incurables’ with shell-shock. But Arthur had survived and with ‘the war to end all wars’ over, they could put down roots and look forward to their sons and daughters growing up in more peaceful times. 

First they needed a home to call their own. Arthur had small war and disability pensions and a new job with the Imperial War Graves Commission, but they did not bring in the kind of money that would enable him to educate six children privately, and to do otherwise was out of the question for a family such as theirs. 

Then they discovered that Blundell’s, one of the oldest public schools in the country, offered greatly reduced fees to boys whose parents lived in its local town of Tiverton. With Edward now at public-school age, this was incentive enough for Dorothea and Arthur to buy a house in the pretty market town. 

Relieved that her sons’ education was assured, Dorothea was determined not to let the family’s genteel poverty affect the morale of the household. Her children remembered family life as cheerful, presided over by the genial ‘Pops’, as his family called Arthur, the house a whirlwind of children coming and going. His chickens and apples were a far cry from the acres of tea and his role as ‘sahib’ of a large plantation, with a workforce of several hundred, but he seemed content to have swapped whisky sodas at the club for a pint at the pub. 

In some ways, he and Dorothea were an unlikely match, she the forceful, disciplined and somewhat snobbish matriarch, he the easygoing Everyman, but they complemented each other: she provided the firm cornerstone for family life, while he was the originator of jokes and treats. 

Tara might have been a modest home compared with its Assam namesake, but it was a happy, settled household. It was from there that the children would venture forth to the far reaches of the Empire, just as the sun was beginning to set on it. 

Before they went to Blundell’s, Edward, Walter, Peter and Harold attended a preparatory school. Dorothea and Arthur picked St Petroc’s in Bude, Cornwall, which offered plenty of sport and blustery seaside walks as well as academic preparation for public school. 

While Edward adapted readily to boarding-school life Walter, normally the most conscientious of the brothers, rebelled. His school reports made depressing reading for his parents. Perhaps he was homesick but, if so, his unhappiness manifested itself in precocious misogyny: he simply refused to be taught by women. 

Even from the distance of a century his stance is bizarre in one so young and at odds with other aspects of his character, such as his admiration for his strong, capable mother, with whom he had far more in common than his casual, improvident father. Whatever the reason, St Petroc’s were not prepared to put up with Walter’s behaviour and told his parents to find another school for him. Instead he was sent as a day boy to a prep school in Exeter, to which Peter followed him, catching the early train from Tiverton each morning. 

It was a strict regime: ‘stupid’ mistakes were rewarded with a sharp clout on the back of the head by the headmaster, the Reverend Mr Bird, a fitness fanatic, who expected the boys to excel in football and cricket. Walter was not free of female teachers: his Latin teacher was ‘a witch of a woman … ugly as sin’, although she was, he conceded, a good teacher, who punished those who forgot their verbs by rapping their knuckles with the sharp edge of a ruler. 

With the boys taken care of, Dorothea was faced with the problem of the girls’ education. There was no equivalent of Blundell’s and Dorothea’s alma mater, Cheltenham Ladies College, was expensive and thus out of the question. At first, Bee went to school locally, but then Arthur’s sister, Blanche, stepped in and paid for her and later Ruth to attend Thornton College, a convent in Buckinghamshire. 

Dorothea was anxious: she had ensured that the children were brought up in the Church of England, not as Roman Catholics like Arthur. She worried that the nuns might try to convert her daughters and made the long journey up to Buckinghamshire regularly on her motorbike, a three-hundred-mile round trip, to see Ruth and assure herself that she was indeed attending Anglican services. 

From the age of six Ruth had to take the train from Exeter to Waterloo, where she was met by a nun who took her across London and put her on a train out to Bletchley station, a few miles from the school. The journey must have been daunting enough but it was made more so by Peter, a keen practical joker, who warned Ruth to stay away from women wearing stockings as they were known to kidnap young girls and sell them as slaves. Poor Ruth took him seriously and looked with suspicion on all females in stockings, which was most of them. She was happy at Thornton College, though. She played netball and plenty of tennis, her favourite sport, and made friends easily. 

When she came back to Tara for the school holidays, as the youngest of six she was alternately everyone’s pet and the butt of their jokes and pranks. Mostly she could hold her own, but there were times when her brothers clearly overstepped the boundary between teasing and bullying. In her late eighties she was given ‘A Grandparents’ Book’ in which to make a record of her life for her children and grandchildren, with formulaic but occasionally revealing questions and with spaces for her to write the answers. One question read, ‘What do you particularly remember about your brothers and sisters from your childhood?’ Her answer: ‘Boys bullying me.’ Walter was the best behaved, Harold the one she fought with most, Peter the naughtiest – and also her favourite. Everyone adored Peter. Despite their fights, she and Harold were closest in age and played doctors and nurses together, which turned out to be highly prescient. 

When the boys left prep school they went to Blundell’s, less than a mile’s walk through the fields from Tara. Like most public schools, it had a strong military ethos, with an Officer Training Corps (OTC) and an ‘army class’ that prepared boys for entrance to the Royal Military College, Sandhurst. 

With the branches of the Walker family tree filled with naval captains and army colonels who had gone east, it was a fair bet that at least some of Arthur’s sons would serve abroad. Thomas Nicholls Walker, Arthur’s father, had had an illustrious military career. He had fought through the Indian Mutiny in 1857-81 commanding the ‘Forlorn Hope’ at the Siege of Delhi, and was commended for his outstanding bravery. He went on to command the 44th Bengal Native Infantry, which became the 8th Gurkhas, and wrote a book about his military exploits recalling how, while breakfasting with a fellow officer during the siege of Delhi, they had spotted some enemy approaching. Taking up a rifle, his friend casually picked off four men. Then, Thomas wrote, ‘He let me have some shot, and I accounted for three more.’

It sounds callous, as if he were shooting partridges, rather than men. He portrayed his experiences of war as a Boys’ Own adventure tale, skimming over the brutal and bloody reality. It inspired his grandsons, Edward and Walter, who, by the time they reached Blundell’s in the mid-1920s, were already dreaming of military glory. 

At Blundell’s, as at other schools, discipline was maintained by corporal punishment, and monitors (prefects), like Walter, were entitled to punish junior boys with the cane, which meant that occasionally he caned his younger brothers, Peter and Harold. 

In one of Edward’s school reports his headmaster wrote, ‘I regret that he did not carry out his duties as monitor last term as well as I could have wished.’ Edward was a genial, easygoing boy, much in his father’s mould, which made him popular but perhaps reluctant to enforce discipline. Walter, by contrast, was quite prepared to make himself unpopular if it meant righting what he saw as a wrong. 

Noting that day boys were treated as lesser beings by the boarders, who ribbed and sometimes bullied them, Walter took it upon himself as head of the school’s day boys to sort out the school bullies in the old-fashioned way: with his fists.

Arthur had been keen that all the boys should be able to ‘look after themselves’. To this end, he taught them all to box and coached them in the garden at Tara. Walter and later Harold proved determined pugilists and were soon winning school boxing competitions. Walter even enlisted a coach, a retired army sergeant, who kept up his training in the holidays and taught him to attack the moment the bell sounded and knock out his opponent in the first round. 

The skills he learned in the boxing ring were now applied outside it. Any boarder who had the temerity to insult him, trip him up or ruffle his hair received ‘a straight left to the nose or an uppercut to the jaw’. He despised the bullies, but he was not impressed by his fellow day boys, finding them a ‘motley bunch of idle, unpatriotic, unkempt and “couldn’t care less” type of youths. I decided to straighten them out …’ 

He set about his self-appointed task with ruthless energy. He ordered them not to let the boarders treat them with contempt or call them ‘day bugs’, and drove them hard to ensure that when they turned out on parade – every day boy was a member of the school’s OTC – their drill was as immaculate as their uniform and shining boots. 

The day boys’ morale improved but Walter had, as he later admitted, overstepped the mark. The headmaster, Alexander Ross Wallace, a stern but enlightened man, summoned him to his study and explained the difference between driving and leading, later writing in Walter’s report that he ‘must not allow his zeal to outrun discretion’.

He did, however, prophesy that this keen young man, a ‘tiger’ on the rugby field and in the boxing ring, was a natural fit for the army and would go far: ‘I regard him as in every way one of the most promising boys I have met and I foresee myself a very distinguished military career in front of him,’ he wrote to Arthur. Wallace was a muscular Christian – he had been an Indian Army cavalry officer and civil servant and was later ordained – who ran his school much like a regiment. According to Walter, he was ‘stern, strict, demanding the highest standards, yet approachable, a good sportsman who knew the name and character of every boy in the school’. 

Walter admired him hugely – they stayed in touch until Wallace’s death, fifty years later – and clearly drew inspiration from his example when he came to lead his own regiment. Just as Waterloo was, apocryphally, won on the playing fields of Eton, Walter’s corner of the Second World War was shaped by his time at Blundell’s. When he left the school, the parents of the day boys he had so ruthlessly whipped into shape clubbed together to give him a silver cigarette case inscribed: ‘I have earned you more friends than enemies.’ 

In the holidays, Ruth came home from Buckinghamshire and reunited with her brothers, swapping the confines of the convent for the boisterous, masculine environment of Tara, joining them in the treehouse that they called ‘The Nest.’ In summer, the boys played in cricket matches and tennis tournaments, and Ruth played tennis, too, while in the winter she and Walter hired ponies and went hunting with the Tiverton Foxhounds.

For Ruth, life with four brothers was never dull, but it had its challenges. Walter, seven years older than her, imported the school fagging system – younger boys had to run errands for older ones – into his home. Ruth became his fag-cum-valet: not only did she have to put toothpaste on his brush for him, but he ordered her to warm the loo seat in their outdoor privy before he would deign to use it. 

If Dorothea was aware of it, she seldom intervened. But Ruth had one knight in shining armour – or, at least, in Blundell’s uniform – who came to her rescue. John Fisher lived across town in a large house called the Mazry, with his widowed mother and sisters. He was the same age as Bee and was also a Blundell’s day boy. Walter, two school years below him, was his fag. John was embraced by the Tara clan and was often to be found playing cricket or boxing in the garden with the brothers. Arthur treated him as a fifth son, perhaps recognising in John a kindred spirit: a good-natured, charming joker, with a gift for inspiring friendship and loyalty. 

As Ruth recalled, ‘He used to look after me from my four tormenting brothers, who used to tease me all the time and do terrible things to me.’ This included locking her in cupboards and using her as a goalpost – the other was a tree – in their games of rugby and football. Once when her brothers were playing cowboys and Indians, they tied her to a tree and fired arrows at her. They had at least taken the precaution of placing rubber bungs on the tips to blunt them, but one arrow still cut her knee. 

Seeing the blood stream down her leg and imagining their mother’s reaction when she heard that they had been using their little sister for target practice, the boys panicked: ‘We’ll cut your throat if you tell Mother and Pop.’ Harold offered her sweets as a bribe. She duly kept silent, but was savvy enough to use the incident to her advantage. For a time she gained influence by merely pointing to the scar on her knee, at which the brothers would hastily comply with whatever she demanded. She was duly promoted from goalpost to participant in the games. Harold gave her one of his precious sweets and the others became protective, showing concern if she fell over when playing.

The special treatment waned as the wound healed, but even so she still opted to play with her brothers rather than with girls of her own age, preferring the risks of being shot or sidelined when they held peeing contests to the more genteel activities then preferred by girls. 

As the Tara clan grew up, the family photograph albums record trips to the beach, to Woolacombe and Bude, with groups of friends, athletic young men and long-legged girls in knitted bathing costumes and sunglasses, sometimes with Dorothea in dress, stockings and hat, seated on a deckchair in the background. Some of the young men in the photographs would not survive long into the next decade – the war took a heavy toll on Blundell’s boys – but for now the skies above the beach were free of war clouds. 

Ruth observed her siblings as they grew up and left Tara, returning home periodically on leave. She saw little of Edward, who was ten years older and, by 1928 when Ruth was nine, had already left home. Bee, the next eldest, remained at Tara for some years after leaving school, so Ruth had some companionship in the holidays although the sisters’ relationship was often prickly. Bee, slender, pretty and much admired by her brothers’ Blundell’s friends, was infuriated when a tactless aunt declared, in her hearing, that Ruth would end up being prettier than her. ‘From then on, she had the knives out for me,’ said Ruth. 

Despite such minor tensions, life rambled on happily as the twenties gave way to the thirties. Arthur would potter into town to place a sly bet on the horses or slip into a pub for a quiet pint, or cycle to Blundell’s to watch his sons play cricket or rugby. He was an attentive, loving father, and both Peter and Harold told their families that they were his favourite son, suggesting that Arthur was skilled at making each child feel as though they were the centre of his world.

In spite of his disabilities Arthur remained a keen tennis player and played regularly with Sir John Amory, who lived at Knightshayes Court, a grand Victorian mansion overlooking the town and its lace factory, Heathcoat’s, founded by the baronet’s grandfather in 1916. The thriving industry protected Tiverton from the worst ravages of the depression that began in 1929. Demand for lace curtains increased as housing became more densely packed together in towns and people yearned for privacy from their neighbours and passersby. 

Tiverton’s population grew steadily and there were moves to improve the water and electricity supplies, plans for a new school, a new market and a new abattoir. It was an energetic, self-reliant town, run by a benevolent, liberal squirearchy, headed by the Heathcoat-Amory family, who provided housing and a pension scheme for the factory workers, while the local hospital was funded almost entirely by charitable donations. The National Health Service was still a long way off but Tivertonians were encouraged to join a local health-insurance scheme to which the better-off paid more than the low-waged. 

Numerous committees and voluntary bodies kept the town running smoothly. Dorothea deployed her brisk efficiency as chair of the Mothers’ Union, as well as organising tennis and hockey clubs for which she played. She was, according to Walter, a ‘first-class’ sportswoman, highly competitive and energetic. Her children would inherit her driven, ambitious nature in varying degrees, offset by Arthur’s easy charm. 

Beyond Tiverton, life in the surrounding countryside was hard. Prices for livestock and crops, which had been protected during the Great War, plummeted as Britain once again became more reliant on cheaper, imported food. In some areas, crops were left to rot in the fields as it was not economically viable to harvest them. Rural wages declined, and many young people chose to double their earnings by taking factory jobs instead of adopting the tough, impoverished existence of a farm worker. 

With Arthur’s eggs and fruit fetching lower prices at the market, money was tighter than ever at Tara, and Dorothea worried constantly about how she would keep the household going. Meanwhile the world into which her elder children were about to embark was changing. 

In 1932 Sir Oswald Mosley formed the British Union of Fascists, exploiting the economic malaise and growing unemployment that followed the Wall Street Crash of 1929 with promises to help the working man, to fight against Communism and to uphold the British Empire. In Europe, the leader of the Italian Fascist party, Benito Mussolini, had become Il Duce, the country’s all-powerful dictator, while on the far side of the world an extremist nationalist movement had taken hold in Japan. The peace that had prevailed for the past decade was looking shaky. 

Notwithstanding the political ripples, the late twenties and early thirties were peaceful years for the Walkers, seen through the prism of the photo albums. There is Pop relaxing in his deckchair in the garden, the boys boxing with Venn, Dorothea and her daughters dressed up for a shopping trip to Exeter.

In a few years’ time, war would take its toll on the family but, for the moment, they were still climbing life’s ladders. 


2

‘The toast of the colony’
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IT WAS INEVITABLE that at least some of the Walker siblings would head east. It was in their blood. Long before their grandfather had fought in the Indian Mutiny of 1857, their ancestors had captained merchant ships trading between England and the east, skirmishing with French battleships and pushing the boundaries of Britain’s growing empire. 

By the late 1920s, the empire was no longer expanding and there were burgeoning independence movements in India and Burma, but a career in the military was still an attractive prospect for a young man. Whatever the future held, the armed forces would still need officers and men to defend Britain and her borders wherever they were drawn. 

Having grown up on the tales of his grandfather’s military adventures, Edward decided to follow in his footsteps by joining his old regiment, the 8th Gurkhas. The Gurkhas, from Nepal, had been part of the Indian Army since 1815, famed for their loyalty and incredible courage in battle. The Great War cemented their reputation: they won almost two thousand gallantry awards, including three Victoria Crosses. To command such renowned warriors would be a privilege indeed. And a career in the Indian rather than the British Army had many advantages: there would be postings all around India and perhaps to Burma, Hong Kong and Malaya, a far more exciting prospect for an adventurous and ambitious young man than a dreary round of exercises on Salisbury Plain with the odd stint abroad.

There was also the chance of action in the ongoing war on India’s North-west Frontier against Pathan tribesmen, and a financial consideration: while British Army officers required a healthy private income to maintain themselves in the expected style, their Indian Army equivalents could manage it on their pay alone.

In November 1927 Edward sat an exam for the Royal Military Academy, Sandhurst, where young men fresh from public school, and a handful from grammar schools, spent fifteen months being drilled, lectured, screamed at and insulted, marching and riding, boxing and bicycling. If they survived the gruelling regime, and not all did, they would ‘pass out’ from Sandhurst as second lieutenants and join a regiment. 

Before the exam, Edward had to fill in a ‘form of particulars’ stating his name, date and place of birth and, now utterly incongruous, ‘whether of pure European descent’, to which he wrote a confident ‘Yes.’ In the early days of the British in India it was not uncommon for British officers and civil servants to marry Indian women and while not quite encouraged, it was at least tolerated. The Indian Mutiny, though, had changed everything, hardening attitudes towards race, and by the early twentieth century admitting to a mixed-race grandmother could jeopardise your chances of being accepted as a prospective officer cadet. 

Edward was reasonably academic but had a tendency to fall apart in exams, as his school reports noted. However, he passed the Sandhurst entrance exam and arrived there as an officer cadet for the summer term of 1928. Somehow, Arthur and Dorothea had managed to scrape together the fees of £300 – the equivalent of £18,000 today – more than twice the average annual wage of a skilled tradesman. But Dorothea was adamant that they could not afford to send any more boys to Sandhurst. Their next son would have to go into trade and earn his own money. 

At Sandhurst, Edward overlapped with the actor David Niven, who arrived there a term later and recalled his early days as an officer cadet as ‘sheer, undiluted hell’, a relentless round of drills and punishments. The first ten weeks of the eighteen-month course were the most gruelling and interminable as cadets were not allowed out of the Sandhurst grounds. ‘For the ten weeks on the square, we never stopped running, saluting, marching, drilling, climbing ropes, riding unmanageable chargers and polishing and burnishing everything in sight … boots, belts, chinstraps, buttons, bayonets and above all our rifles … “the soldier’s best friend, mind”,’ ’ Niven recalled in his memoir, The Moon’s a Balloon.

Aside from lectures, drills and riding, much of the cadets’ time was taken up with looking after their kit. They had to be immaculate at all times. The smallest speck of dandruff must not defile your collar, the brass buttons on your uniform and the buckles on your belt must be gleaming, your collar stiff with starch, your bedsheet straightened to the smoothness of marble. You had to wear a flat cap – known as a ‘Gor Blimey’ – at all times, even inside, except at meals and in bed. Cadets used bicycles to get around Sandhurst’s extensive grounds but even that involved drill: you could not simply get on your bicycle but had to wait for the command ‘Mount!’ then swing one leg over and ride with a ramrod back, in tight formation, wheel to wheel. 

Looking after the leather elements of their kit was a time-consuming task. Their boots and leather Sam Browne – the leather belt with an additional strap over the shoulder – did not only have to gleam but had to have a ‘surface’, meaning a very deep polish, so shiny that it gleamed with a light of its own. Until their leather was deemed to pass the eagle eye of the under officer, cadets were not allowed to leave the Sandhurst grounds, even at weekends. No cadet, however diligent, however furiously they spat, polished and burnished, ever had his leather passed for the first two months at least. Until then, every weekend was spent waxing, buffing and shining. It was a big moment when your leather was finally passed and you were free to go out on Saturdays and Sundays. The well-heeled cadets would head off to the races, or to London’s West End to go dancing with girlfriends or, in Niven’s case, for amorous adventures with a good-time girl named Nessie, the archetypal tart with a heart of gold. Edward remembered him as being ‘very naughty’. Within a few years, Niven would leave the army for Hollywood, and Ruth would cycle into Tiverton to watch him on the screen at the Tivoli cinema. She had, she admitted, rather a crush on him. 

Edward, like Niven, had an eye for the girls, but he did not have the funds from Dorothea and Arthur that would enable him to go cavorting in the West End. Nonetheless, he made friends easily and, although he was not marked out as a future star, he did well enough at Sandhurst. In his reports his company commander, Hugh Carlton Cumberbatch – a distant relative of the actor Benedict Cumberbatch – commented that Edward ‘tries and works hard’ and showed ‘promise’. 

The final hurdle was now to be accepted by the 1/8th Gurkhas. That his grandfather had been an illustrious former colonel of the regiment would certainly help his cause. However, his luck was out. 

In the First World War, tall British officers, who stood sometimes more than a foot above their diminutive Nepalese soldiers, had been easily picked off by enemy snipers. To avoid this in future, an upper height limit of five foot ten was established for officers. Edward was the tallest of the Walker brothers at six foot one, a full three inches too tall, but he hoped this might be overlooked, given his strong family connection, and enlisted the help of several senior officers to plead his cause. Alas, it was in vain. His case went all the way to the commander-in-chief of the Indian Army, but the answer came back that ‘The chief is very particular about the height rule in Gurkha battalions.’ Edward had to find another battalion and settled for the 1/8th Punjab Regiment. He sailed for India in the autumn of 1929, the first of the Tara chicks to fly the coop. 

Dorothea had been adamant that, with Edward going into the military, her second son, Walter, must go into trade and make some money. A relative worked for Imperial Tobacco and arranged for him to spend a day touring their cigarette factory in Bristol. Talking later of how his military career had begun, Walter told his interviewer Charles Allen about the visit: ‘I saw the sort of job I’d have to do for the first two years, looking at cigarettes coming out of machines and so on, and I came back to my mother and I said, “This is not for me. I want to follow my grandfather and my elder brother into the army.”’

Dorothea knew when she was beaten and, eventually, conceded defeat. ‘Thank God for that,’ was the response of Alexander Wallace, Walter’s headmaster, echoing Walter. Wallace was in no doubt that the boy was made for the military, not for Civvy Street, and gave him a glowing report for his Sandhurst application. Walter passed the exam and sailed through the interview, awarded four hundred marks out of a possible four hundred.

Even before he arrived at Sandhurst he applied to join 1/8th Gurkhas. At five foot ten he was at the limit of the acceptable height, but there was only one vacancy for a new officer in the year that he would be eligible to join so competition would be stiff. Arthur swung into action and invited one of the regiment’s senior officers to Devon to meet Walter for a round of golf, while another interviewed him more formally and pronounced himself impressed with the boy’s character and ability, adding, ‘It was nice to see that this young officer had clean fingernails.’ I wonder how often the hopes of other candidates were dashed by grubby ones.

Somehow, Arthur and Dorothea raised the money to send another son to Sandhurst, perhaps with the help of a generous relative. When Walter arrived there in August 1931 he was looking forward to learning military tactics and crafts, such as map-reading or how to lay an ambush, and honing his marksmanship, already practised in the OTC at Blundell’s. But he was amazed to discover that almost none of his time at Sandhurst would be spent acquiring military skills. True, there were occasional lessons on tactics but, to Walter’s frustration, these were the failed tactics of the last war: the emphasis was on discipline, attrition and trenches as it was assumed that any future European war would be similarly static. It seemed that few lessons had been learned from the terrible waste of life on the Flanders battlefield. 

John St John Baxter, who arrived at Sandhurst in the same intake as Walter and was to become a lifelong friend, was equally dumbfounded by the distinctly unmilitary nature of the course. Much later, he, too, was interviewed by the Imperial War Museum and said, ‘I never fired a single weapon all the time I was at Sandhurst.’ Baxter described how many cadets, including himself, saw the army as a means to an end: they wanted to do their job well, but they were keen to enjoy themselves at the same time. ‘Whereas I think Walter Walker was rather the other way round – any sort of social life was unfortunate and just had to be. He was purely interested in anything to do with the army and training and so on.’ So while other cadets slid off to the pub or to London for weekends, Walter spent almost all his spare time reading up on military tactics and sparring with the army’s chief boxing instructor, ‘Dusty’ Miller. 

Despite his dedication, even Walter got into trouble sometimes. He polished his leather for hours before the first inspection, only for his platoon commander to pronounce his boots ‘bloody shit’ and throw them out of the window onto the gravel below where they became pitted with holes. One Sunday, the elderly Duke of Connaught inspected the cadets on parade. Walter had taken the precaution of having his hair cut at the back and sides with electric clippers, so short that the white skin showed through. He was dumbfounded when the duke halted behind him and bellowed, ‘Why has this gentleman cadet got long hair?’ 

It turned out that the sharp-eyed duke had spotted one single, tiny strand that the barber had missed, protruding below the bottom rim of his cap. For this heinous crime Walter was punished all the following weekend by being subjected to an endless round of drills and inspection, marching fast round and round the lake doing ‘arms drill’ on a hot summer’s day. 

At least he was never put on ‘puttee parade’, a barbaric punishment in which the victim was forced to run along the corridors, carrying a pack of sand on his back, while his fellow cadets lashed him with leather belts. It was only stopped when a cadet burst his appendix wound as he was being flogged. 

It was not the brutality of the Sandhurst regime that annoyed Walter, but its futility. Despite the advent of tanks in the Great War, at Sandhurst cavalry still meant horses and the cadets spent endless hours in the saddle, a struggle for those who had not ridden before, if not for Walter, who hunted regularly. He clearly impressed his instructors as he was promoted to senior sergeant of his company. 

At the end of 1932 he passed out of Sandhurst and readied himself to leave for India, the land of his birth. There was one last Christmas at Tara, although much of his time was spent preparing for departure, purchasing such essentials as ‘1 pillow, hospital pattern, hair, small’ and ‘1 chair, officer’s camp’, a compass, binoculars and a revolver. New officers were also advised on what kind of ‘mufti’ – civilian clothing – was acceptable, reminded not to wear spurs or swords on board ship and to wait until they reached India to buy the mandatory sun helmet, although these had to be of the right sort. The wrong kind of pith helmet meant social death. Uniform had to be made to measure at Flights, the military outfitters, at great expense, forcing Dorothea to make further economies at home. 

In January, before Walter departed for India and Ruth for boarding school, the Walkers gathered for a family photograph on the steps of Tara. Even Edward was there, on leave from India. Peter, too, would be heading abroad soon, leaving only the two girls and Harold at home. 

Walter left Southampton on 8 February 1933 on the troopship Somersetshire for the six-week voyage to Karachi. All Indian Army officers had to spend one year with a British regiment posted in India before they joined an Indian Army regiment. Edward had chosen the King’s Royal Rifle Corps but Walter opted for the Sherwood Foresters since his Uncle Sammy had served with them in the Great War. Moreover they were based at Multan in the north-west of India where Edward was now stationed with 1/8th Punjabs. 

Other than family connections there was little to recommend Multan. It was famed for its dust, beggars and 120-degree heat. The 8th Punjabs’ newsletter, with acid sarcasm, called it ‘the glorious Riviera of the Western Punjab’, and described how ‘the early sun, the dust-laden air, the wonderful evening scene and the howling of the pies [stray dogs] all keep us here’.

Dorothea and Arthur had passed on the practical advice acquired from their own years in India, telling Walter, as they had warned Edward, of the furnace-like heat that would engulf him as soon as he disembarked from the ship, and of the ingenuity of the railway thieves, who would slip soundlessly through unlocked train windows and rob sleeping passengers.

But nothing could really prepare the newcomer. First, there was the tumult of the quayside at Karachi, teeming with labourers, who yelled and waved, touting for business as porters, spindly limbs belying extraordinary strength as they hoisted huge metal trunks onto their backs, while sweating policemen strove to keep order with whistles and the occasional thwack of a lathi – a heavy bamboo stick.

Walter, with John St John Baxter and two others also heading for Multan, found a carriage and settled down for the two-day-long journey north. In the restaurant car they met a jovial Englishman and his wife, who were also making for Multan, where he was the manager of Grindlays Bank. This friendly couple gave the young men a crash course in the dos and don’ts of living in India, and Walter looked forward to seeing more of them in Multan. 

But it was not to be. So rigid was the social hierarchy and brutal snobbery to which the Raj clung, even in its dying days, that when Walter and his three companions arrived at the Sherwood Foresters’ mess they were given a pile of calling cards and lectured by a senior subaltern on who to call upon, and in which order. Senior civil servants, clergy, doctors and police were all socially acceptable to officers of the Sherwood Foresters. The bank manager, being ‘in trade’, was not, and Walter was roundly rebuked for giving his card to a mere ‘box-wallah’. Worse, his new pith helmet was deemed a size too large. 

It was hardly an auspicious start. There was, however, compensation. Each young officer was expected to employ a bearer, in Walter’s case a kindly old Punjabi who not only took off his boots and unwound his puttees but squeezed his toothpaste onto the brush for him and held out his pyjamas at knee height. In the morning, he brought tea, hot water for shaving, Walter’s uniform pressed and his boots polished. Within the space of weeks, they had gone from Sandhurst slaves to living like royalty. 

The deficiencies in their Sandhurst training soon became sorely apparent. They had almost no experience of firing a rifle or light machine-gun, or throwing a grenade, and found to their embarrassment that they were expected to teach these skills to the soldiers in their platoon, tough, experienced men recruited from the minefields of Nottinghamshire and Derbyshire, some with thirty years’ service. It was embarrassing at best, dangerous at worst: Walter and Baxter had to study the weapons manual. ‘The two of us looking at our books, and saying, “Well, it looks as though you hold it this way,” you see,’ Baxter remembered. Determined to learn the military tactics that Sandhurst had failed to impart, Walter spent his days, and often his nights, map-reading, navigating and weapons training.

Another challenge was keeping the troops entertained, a euphemism for keeping them away from women and keeping down the rate of venereal disease (VD). There were concert parties, plays, games of tennis and hockey – rugby was impossible because the heat baked the ground as hard as concrete.

Although he was joining the Gurkhas, who spoke Gurkhali, Walter had also to learn Urdu since this was the official language of the Indian Army. He was determined to do better than his brother Edward, who had failed his Urdu exam several times. To this end, Walter spent his evenings with a munshi – teacher – even getting up at 2 a.m. for lessons before the 5 a.m. parade. 

John St John Baxter’s father was the commanding officer of 1/8th Punjabs and lived with his wife in married quarters in Multan. Opting for home comforts over the formality of the mess, Baxter moved in with his parents, and when he invited Walter to join him there, he gratefully accepted. One night in the Baxters’ bungalow, Walter was studying late again for his Urdu exam when Baxter junior entered his room and froze in the doorway. ‘There is a large cobra behind your
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chance to win carly limited editions, or simply browse
our expert readers’selection of the very best books,
we think you'll find what you're looking for.

And if you don't, that’s the place to tell us what’s missing.
We love what we do, and we'd love you to be a part of it.

www.hodder.co.uk

& @rodderboo
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