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PREFACE

When Laurie Lee’s “Cider With Rosie” was published in 1959, my father bought two copies: one for himself and one for his eldest sister. It was an important literary work by one of Britain’s leading poets, but also for both of them (born and brought up in the Stroud Valleys in the early 20th Century) a description of locations and even characters whom they actually recalled. Their nostalgia for a world which had slipped away, or at least altered much, was almost palpable as they discussed the book in our family home! Into relief were thrown the dramatic changes due to the Depression and World War II, but also the more subtle, insidious, yet far-reaching erosion of a way of life due to the arrival of the motor car and other technological advances, such as the refrigerator and what my parents regarded at first as a social evil: the tv.

Sixty-three years on, perspective has again shifted. The worlds of the Lee family in Slad and of my own around 1960 at Rodborough, only a few miles distant, appear to have had so much more in common than my father and aunt would ever have credited, and both periods now seem rather alien.

This memoir is no “Cider With Rosie”. It is instead a simple attempt to portray life for a young child in that alien world, which was post-War, but pre-Permissive Society; where old attitudes and superstitions persisted, and where (certainly among older folk) there was still a strong local dialect rooted in the language of the Saxons: 

“th’ bist” – modern English “you are”[1],

“th’ bis’n’t” / “the bis’n a” (before a verb) – modern English “you are not”[2] . 

Culturally, the Stroud Valleys still do have a distinct personality, not belonging to the Cotswold plateau or the Severn Valley, but it is one that has evolved a long way from that of the 1960s, let alone the 1920s, and the dialect has waned.

In each period, the geography has, of course, played a role. Five valleys radiate out from Stroud itself: those of Chalford, Nailsworth, Slad, Painswick and Ruscombe, and all are enclosed by fairly high Cotswold Hills, except to the West where the valley around Stonehouse broadens out to merge with that of the Severn itself. There must always have been a tendency for the area to turn in on itself and become its own little world: more difficult to sustain in the globally-aware digitised 2020s; much easier in my youth, when a trip to Gloucester was a major event, when we as a family usually went away for an annual holiday, but few of the people we knew ever went abroad.

If I felt central to that world, it was of course the delusion of childhood that everything revolves around oneself, but that fancy was fed by the fact we lived near the top of Rodborough Hill, which dominates the town and both the Chalford and Nailsworth Valleys, and from which the other three valleys can be seen in the distance. That old delusion maybe persists in persuading me that I may now dare take on the role of portraying the area at that time.

In my eighth decade, though, I have other excuses, not least the desire to record those whom I loved and their way of behaving and speaking, and their earthy sense of humour. For soon none will be left who recall them at all. My relatives (now almost all dead) and a few friends who have remained dear to me are named in the text. Ironically, due to the current culture and law relating to privacy, the many other individuals whom I well recall and to whom I refer are for the most part cloaked in aliases, since I have no way of contacting them and securing their approval of my words. This is true of most of the children with whom I was at school, though I trust that in no way this undermines the picture of education itself in the late 50s and early 60s, which it has been one of my main objectives to describe.

Education in fact provides the climax of this memoir – in so far as a memoir can ever have a climax. My family’s move from Rodborough to Gloucester in 1963 highlighted the considerable differences between schooling in the Stroud Valleys and that in the nearby city. Adjusting from one to the other was for me quite a painful experience, though one from which my life has benefitted ever since. In retrospect, education and my experience of it encapsulated how much nearer Stroud in the 60s was to Stroud in the 20s, whereas Gloucester had at least a more modern feel.

Martin White

CHAPTER 1

Just below the Common on the left as you descend Rodborough Hill is a row of eighteenth-century stone cottages.  They are not built parallel to the road, nor do they match its downward slope, but veer off at an angle towards the south-west, all more or less at the same elevation. They occupy a small spur, with commanding views over the Nailsworth and Chalford Valleys, and over Stroud itself. It was here that I spent most of the first ten years of my life between 1955 and 1963.

Four of the cottages (Nos 1-4 Rock Cottages) form a terrace, and then a fifth (Rock View) is detached and set much further back. My family, the Whites, lived at No 4, which was at the end of the terrace. Where the rear of our house overlapped with the front portion of “Rock View” there was a narrow passageway, open to the sky. Every south-west gale would funnel from the Severn Estuary, up along the narrowing Stroud Valleys, until it reached maximum force passing through that passage – or so it seemed!

No 1 Rock Cottages fronted directly on to the road with its own gate, had its own garden at the back, and was walled off from the rest of the terrace. Ernie Cook and his wife lived there, and because they were so “walled off” and self-contained, we had little to do with them. The other properties, however, shared a common access, and so to a greater or less extent their occupants shared in each others’ lives. The actual access from the street was by means of a stone step up from the pavement and through a gap in iron railings. A broad pathway then ran in front of Nos 2 and 3 over compacted gravel to a black metal gate set between two low grey brick walls, which led to our own house.  My parents were always keen this gate should be kept closed, especially after my sister was born.

“Please close the gate. Toddler on the loose,” my father inscribed on a small hardboard sign, which he attached once she was mobile. 

The pathway then skirted the front of our house, passing our two small and sunless “lawns” on the right, then turned left between my mother’s beds of wallflowers, before arriving at Rock View, which had in front of it a large paved area with a large metal flower pot in its middle. (This concealed the shaft of an old well.) Rock View, which was owned by the Heaven family, was in many ways the most desirable of the residences: it was detached; it was furthest from the road – an advantage in a time when none of the families had a car to park; it had that rather attractive paved area; and in front of that, only a few yards from the house itself, was its sizeable vegetable patch. 

By comparison, the arrangement of garden land for the other cottages was bizarre.  The old lady at No 2 (Margey Bates) was fortunate. She had a garden which ran along the backs of her cottage, No 3 (owned by the Gardiners) and No 4. It was separated from each of those houses by a meandering paved pathway. 

Nos 3 and 4 were, however, much less fortunate, being entirely divorced from their own gardens. If you had been able to fly over the line of cottages, you would have seen those gardens, not in any way adjacent to their respective cottages, but on the far side of Rock View. Access to them added another level of complication. Whereas the most direct route would have been across the paved area in front of Rock View, that was Mrs Heaven’s exclusive paved area, and, for the adults at least, it was wise to respect Mrs Heaven’s property rights! Instead, we (the Whites) had to follow a narrow buddleia-bedecked pathway which passed down the far side of Heavens’ garden between it and the back of the top storey of another house which was itself constructed further down the hill! This belonged to a Scottish lady known as “Mrs Mack”, though whether her name really was “Mrs Mack”, or whether it was “Mrs Mac-something else” it never occurred to me to ask.

The owners of Rock View, Stella and Tom Heaven, were in late middle age. Tom still worked at a factory, but seemed to spend the rest of his time at home - in Summer either tending the garden, or sitting outside his back door, reading the paper, or simply ruminating. Sometimes he would impart to us the gist of his thoughts, which could be along the lines of: “An’t there been a lotta changes since I were a boy?” or “I d’ sit ‘ere watchin’ the sun. ’Ee d’ rise over there and ‘ee d’ set over there.”

He told my parents on several occasions that as a young man he had gone by bus to Cirencester, but hadn’t known anyone, so he’d come straight back! His wife, Stella, was more adventurous. She would at least go to Gloucester or maybe even Cheltenham on a shopping expedition, but, that said, neither of them ever took a holiday.

Stella and Tom had had four children: three daughters and then a son. The eldest was already married and had a daughter. Another daughter married and moved away whilst we lived next door, and their one son, who played a trumpet – very loudly – made a career with Woolworths and went to l live in East Anglia as soon as he could. The Heavens had not yet, however, managed to divest themselves of the rest of their family. Their middle daughter, Jean, had moved away, but had been widowed as the result of a motor-bike accident, and had had to return to her parents’ home with her two small children, Roger (fair and gangling) and Brenda (dark haired and dimpled). This arrangement subsisted for the full eight and a half years we were their neighbours, and for several years afterwards, and Roger and Brenda became my main friends and playmates.  

Whilst, as an infant, I was oblivious to any such under-currents, it was clear to my parents that the presence of Roger and Brenda in the household was something which sometimes caused friction with Tom and Stella. This made it the more embarrassing that Stella rather took to me and seemed to think that I, or at least the things I came out with, were wonderful.  I would go round and lecture her on whatever was interesting me at the time, and she would indulge me and report back to my mother later. She handled it well when one day in 1959, when I was six, I went round and demanded to know if she had voted for Mr MacMillan (as my parents had done). 

“Not this time, Martin. Not this time!” she said. Despite my nascent political fervour, I accepted this with good grace.

The Gardiners at No 3 – Edie and Ernie – were a more elderly couple. They had no children of their own, and once my sister was old enough to totter round to their cottage, they came to dote on her. She christened them “Gargher” to start with, but that evolved into “the Gardies”: a name we all used after a while. They were a strange contrast: she had a pale complexion and always wore a hairnet, could be rather stern, had strong opinions, and went to church; he was far more relaxed and fun-loving, eyes twinkling with amusement in a sun-bronzed face. They would argue with each other, but she always won with a definitive: “You be wrong, Ern!”

As my sister became more and more the darling of No 3, and perhaps in reaction, I traded on my entrée at Rock View and was encouraged to do so by Stella.  Yet even without this unspoken competition for our childish affections, there seemed always to have been a certain antipathy between the Heavens and the Gardies, which was rooted in the past - way beyond our ken and not to be enquired into – but exacerbated by the Gardiners’ habit of short-cutting across Mrs Heaven’s frontage and not using the buddleia-bedecked pathway behind Mrs Mack’s! Sensitive to this situation, my parents performed a balancing act, keeping on good terms with both families throughout the time we were, by reason of geography, the buffer between them. My parents were friendly, but respectful to both, always calling them “Mr and Mrs Gardiner” and “Mr and Mrs Heaven”, at least to their faces, whilst the neighbours themselves (with the advantage of years) used my parents’ Christian names (Jack and Phyl.) Edie signed my sister’s baby card “E and E Gardiner”, as became her status.

The final resident of the terrace (at No 2) was Margey Bates: a very old lady, if not a witch. She wore thick black skirts right down to the ground, with a white embroidered bodice above. She walked with crutches, since she had a withered leg, which may have dictated the length of her skirts, though they were also simply the clothes she had been wearing since the Victorian era. We rarely spoke to Margey, because she kept herself to herself, but if she did engage you in conversation, it was a frustrating experience, because you only ever heard half of what she wanted to say. Her breathing was very bad, and if she ran out of breath in the middle of a sentence, she would just keep mouthing away noiselessly till she had reached a full stop or filled her lungs again. She used quaint dialect words too. To her, ants were “emmets”. Only once did I ever go into her cottage, when I was taken in by Ernie Gardiner, who used to keep an eye on her and help around her garden. I was shown into a dank old kitchen, where there was an ancient metal oven, into which I was told that boys would be put when they were naughty. This did not encourage me to return, especially once I became familiar with the story of Hansel and Gretel.  Margey had a niece called Ivy, who was her only visitor. She was forever talking, and certainly made up for her aunt. My mother would say she had “a real clack on her”. My father referred to her as “Poison Ivy”.

Apart from the human residents of Rock Cottages there were two cats: Tibby Heaven, a mottled grey tabby, and our own Stumpy. Wishing to dissuade mice and worse after we had arrived at Rodborough, my father was persuaded by one of his workmates to take a “male Manx kitten”. Stumpy turned out to be neither male, nor Manx, though she was a tiny black kitten whose tail had been docked, leaving a circular stump. She spent the first night asleep in my dad’s slipper. Thereafter she had a rather hard life with us. My mother professed not to like cats, and tended to blame Stumpy for anything which went wrong, whether it was the state of the floor or a smell in the pantry. She said she resented the cost of the cat food, and she certainly resented the health hazard which Stumpy posed, for from time to time Stumpy would be afflicted with tape worms, egg-bearing segments of which would drop out of her rear end. Rarely, if ever, was she taken to the vets, it being much more affordable to treat her with patent medicines bought over the counter at the chemists’. For my own part, as a very young child, I was also less than kind to her. I would trap her behind an armchair and then sit in the chair forcing it back against the wall. When my parents asked me why I behaved like that, I replied: “’Cos I got to!” 

On one occasion, Stumpy came home with her fur soaked through. My parents suspected somebody in the terrace had poured a bucket of water over her, though nothing was said. We then learned that Margey Bates was on the warpath (a curious image, given her limp), because a cat had stolen her fish from the bucket of water where she endeavoured to keep it fresh for her tea. For some reason, Tibby Heaven became the prime suspect and was duly punished. Again, nothing was said. Only then did it occur to us that Stumpy’s drenching must have been the result of upsetting the bucket whilst making her get-away!

The Gardies themselves had no pet. (Why would they need one, when they had my sister!) But I recall their indulgent attitude to cats whom we wished to discipline, and indeed to any creature which had the misfortune to cross our path: “Let ‘n bide. ‘ee don’ mean no ’arm. Let ‘n bide!”

When we had been resident at Rock Cottages for a few years, the mature hedge opposite our cottages was ripped out and the field behind developed for three further houses: a tall grey house, which was purchased by the Chudleighs; a bungalow which was purchased by Mr Short, who promptly died, leaving a widow; and another bungalow behind hers, the name of whose owners was Peacey. I hardly ever spoke to Mrs Short, who seemed to spend her whole life doing the washing up at her kitchen window. The Chudleighs, however, we did get to know, especially once they had a little boy called Nicky, with whom my sister, Ros, and I would occasionally be allowed to play, until his mother decided that I was too rough!

Until I went to school, my world was really defined by my immediate family, the wider family whom I will describe later, and by the Rock Cottage neighbours. The only other individuals who impinged on that world were tradesmen who called with deliveries: Vernon the breadman, the coal man, the milkman, the little chap who sold vegetables from a van, the Corona man, the doctor, and a very few shopkeepers. (My mother would shop most days, but usually only at the Co-op, quite a way down Rodborough Hill, and at the post office store, which was at the crossroads a little below our cottages at “the Pike” and opposite the Prince Albert pub.) A trip into Stroud for a bigger shop was more of an event., which probably occurred no more than once a week.

CHAPTER  2

We moved to Rock Cottages in 1955 when I was two. Of my life before then, I have only the vaguest impressions. Once these may have been actual memories, but they now seem no more than memories of memories, or of black and white photographs of things I once knew.

In recollection, I am angry and distressed, because my parents have built some sort of barrier to stop me entering their tiny kitchen. (It is in the top floor flat they occupied at the White family home at 25 Lansdown in Stroud itself.) They seem amused that I am angry. I hate them. 

In another, some friends of my parents, the Packfords, have come to visit. Their son, Andrew, and I play with the wooden casing for my mother’s sewing machine. He chatters away, since he is older.

“Martin, why don’t you talk like Andrew,” they chide. I know I could, but I won’t.

In a third vignette, we are having a meal at our bed and breakfast in Weston-super- Mare. It is my first ever holiday. The radio is on, and they are talking about shooting rabbits. At eighteen months old, why does my father try to explain myxomatosis to me?

Real photographic images do provide a route back into those years, both before and whilst we lived at Rodborough, but in fact there are so few:  just two family albums for the years 1955-1962, bound in thick blue covers and in the landscape format standard in those days. It seems my parents would only take one or two films of perhaps 12 exposures each on their Box Brownie for each twelve-month period. There is also a smaller album – “a baby album” - with a grey cover, which is devoted to pictures of me. Most striking are the pictures of my christening, of which, of course, I have no recollection at all. There are flags and buntings flying, but they are not for me. They are for the Queen, who is about to be crowned.

Despite the general paucity of photographs, I have far more memories of the early years at Rodborough: memories which feel as though they lodge in my own bones, rather than mere glimpses of someone else’s life projected upon a screen. My sister’s birth, when I am four, stands out. My mother is ironing. Several times she bends forward, clutching her belly. She hurries me down to the phone box at the Pike, where I stand outside as she makes a call. 

Then my mother is no longer present, but my father has come home from work, which is most unusual. The district nurse arrives, which is usual, but I tell her: “You’re too late. She’s gone!” 

My father then takes me down to the post office shop in order to buy something for my dinner: Tom Thumb is on the tin, and I am deposited with Mrs Heaven, who will warm it up for me.

Some days later my father takes me to my grandparents’ house in Horns Road, whilst he visits the nearby maternity hospital. When he returns, it is my grandmother’s turn to scuttle along to see the new baby, but later, as my father and I walk down to the bus, Gran is standing outside the hospital wearing her “woe is me” face. They wouldn’t let her in – only husbands are allowed to visit.

Finally, my sister is brought home to Rock Cottages, her carrycot is placed on the table and my parents ask me what I think of her. I am disappointed: I had been promised someone to play with, which, it is clear, she is not. Her name is Rosalind, but for a time I refer to her as “the Ros”.

My sister was born in 1957: the year that I was first aware of the year as having a number. It was the year when I said to my mother, as she cleaned the rather attractive red-brick fireplace in the living room at 4 Rock Cottages: Just think, mummy, you’ve had me now for FOUR years!” 

It was also the year when later I went to school for the first time. 

Rodborough Infants’ School was a long low building, which appeared to be built out of corrugated iron, though it was warm enough inside, each of its two classrooms having a cylindrical black charcoal burner, which the two teachers had to keep going in Winter.  The school was located just over halfway down Rodborough Hill, behind a thick row of trees and hedges, and was adjacent to a Secondary Modern School. It was so close, in fact, that we infants to access our toilets we had to cross the teenagers’ playground, though we rarely encountered them, because their playtimes and ours were different. Our own playground was a rectangular tarmacked area in front of our school, but at a slightly higher level, which meant that railings were necessary between the yard and the school buildings.

The day my mother took me down to be enrolled at the infants’ school, I clung to her skirts as she wove her way among the desks in Miss Scott’s classroom, before passing through a cloakroom reeking of carbolic, and on into a classroom for younger children over which Miss Bowering presided. In no time (is it a matter of minutes, days or weeks?) I am actually seated there as a pupil – the most junior on a table of six, being told by a rather motherly five-year-old called Mary that I must now learn my ABCs. 

Miss Bowering remained my teacher for my full three years at the school. She was a small dumpy woman with glasses and dark hair, who seemed to know all there was to know about the natural world, and, in fact, spent so much time taking us on nature walks, that my parents worried I would never learn the basics of reading, writing, and arithmetic. In fairness, Miss Bowering and her teaching methods were not entirely to blame, for, if urged to do something in which I was not immediately interested, I would trot out my favourite mantra: “I’m not old enough to do that!”

I applied this to everything from my five times table to tying my shoelaces. In the end my parents took matters into their own hands and coached me to read “Janet and John” books at home in the evenings!

I had little to do with Miss Scott. She was elderly, emaciated and (as I now realise) unwell. She shuffled and her hands shook, so that, if she came to see Miss Bowering, you had good warning, because the handle of the classroom door would start to rattle under her grip before she made any entry into the room. 

As far as the other pupils were concerned, a succession of little girls became my “girlfriend”, one of whom, Sandra Frost, I kissed under the pine tree near the road, and another of whom, Susan Robbins, cut me to the quick when she said she no longer wanted to be my girlfriend or to play with me, because I was too rough! (That charge again!) Yet another, Lynn Gillingham, annoyed me by leaving the school when her parents moved to Gosport!

I found it more difficult to make friends with the little boys. (Indeed, I bemoaned to my Aunty Dorothy that I thought I would never be friends with one Harold Harris!) The other boys seemed obsessed with tv programmes, especially “Whirly Birds”, which involved helicopters, and with “Steering” Moss who apparently was a racing driver. The boys would run around the playground making car and helicopter noises or, if the game involved “the Germans”, the sound of machine-guns. We had neither a tv at 4 Rock Cottages, nor a car, and certainly not a racing car. However, these and other memories of the infant school seem cloaked in an antediluvian glow of well-being, rather than the more Spartan gloom of my next school. 

There were, nevertheless, humiliations to be borne.  On one occasion, Nicky Lear stole my plasticene, and so I chased him round the desks to get it back, only to be blamed for the incident and made to stand red-faced, ears burning, by the teacher’s desk with my back to the classroom. Then there was the occasion when I had to own up that it was me who had put soiled toilet paper, not down the toilet pan, but in the space behind the privy; and it was, of course, me who then had to go and clean it up! Finally, there was that February day when, after a week or so’s absence from school due to illness, it was time for me to return, although that very day (18th) was my mother’s birthday! I went down the hill to school with great reluctance and very bad grace, and claimed to be poorly as soon as the class convened for singing. When I was allowed to go and stand in the carbolic cool of the cloakroom, out of the teacher’s gaze, I immediately ran all the way back up the hill to see my mother’s birthday cards. Before long Miss Bowering arrived, panting and complaining. As she spoke to my mother in our living room, I threw a slipper at her head!  I was, nevertheless, allowed to stay home that morning, and, indeed, to go for a walk on the Common with Ernie Gardiner and my sister, who was in a pushchair; but when I returned to school that afternoon Miss Bowering made it very clear that such behaviour should never be repeated!

Two official photographs of pupils at Rodborough Infants’ School, which I still retain, are slightly mysterious. One shows thirty children gathered round Father Christmas. (The inimical Harold Harris is smiling like a little angel at his elbow, whereas I am present only as a right ear protruding from behind the motherly Mary.) The other photograph shows thirty-five children in more formal rows between Miss Bowering in the top right-hand corner and Miss Scott in the top left. Many of the children I still recognise, to some I can put a Christian name, and to a few a surname as well. What is unclear is whether the photographs were intended to be of the whole school (or at least all of those who were present on the day the photographer called.) Certainly, there are children from the year above me (Brenda is included on both occasions), but there are also others whom I remember, but who are missing. Maybe the school really was so small that only thirty to forty children were pupils at one time, or maybe the school was divided roughly in two for the purpose of taking photographs.

Two other photographs of maybe a year later are of a Christmas party, one again featuring Father Christmas. In both I stand out as the one boy wearing dark clothes (blazer and short grey trousers) whilst everyone else is more casually dressed.  I am also next to a girl called Wendy in both photographs. She was clearly my girlfriend for the time being.

The most important event in the infant school year was the Christmas concert and nativity play. I must have been involved in three, unless I was away ill one year. Whatever the case, I have recollections of only two. The first must have been at the end of my initial term, when I had to tell the Virgin Mary that I was a donkey and that I would give her a ride on my back. Of the other occasion, I remember little or nothing of the nativity play itself or of any other entertainments, but only the long slow climb up Rodborough Hill afterwards with my mother. I had what my mother always termed “neuralgia” in the face, and we had agreed that I was “sickening for something”. Therefore, I felt fully justified in being whiney and tearful – even more so when we encountered a couple of dogs who were fighting. Whether from illness or fright, I managed to fall over in the gutter at the sight of them, only for them to continue their hostilities over my prostrate body till my mother managed to rescue me. 

Apart from the nativity play, there were end-of-term tea parties run by Miss Bowering, which were typified by cakes and blancmanges of a far more bilious hue and sugariness than I had ever encountered at home; and every Friday afternoon in term time our sugar intake would also be topped up (just in time for a boisterous weekend) by the distribution to each child of five sweets from the voluminous handbag of an ancient and spindly spinster called Miss James, who lived in a Virginia creeper-clad Edwardian mansion on the corner of Queens Road and Coronation Road near our local bus stop. She was something of a patron of the school, ever-present at concerts and teas in thick blue coat and ankle-length skirts topped with a blue hat, which seemed to be made from plasticated straw and to be too far big for her.

When I first attended Rodborough Infants’ School, my mother walked me there and back in the morning, at lunchtime, and after school. She could only do so if my sister was first lodged with the Gardies, which may well have accounted for how she became so very much a part of their household. Before too long, however, an older girl called June, who attended the secondary school and who lived in one of the lanes to the right of the Common as you ascended the hill above us, suggested to my mother that she could take charge of me each time the journey was made.  I submitted to this change in my routine, though on occasions I complained that June walked too quickly for me to keep up, and so my mother had to have a little word with her every so often. Later there was a rather ugly incident when on a non-school day June called to take me up on to the Common with Ros in a pushchair. I do not think it was planned (certainly not by June), but on our walk we encountered some older girls who lived in the Spillmans, and we all sat around one of the public benches which were provided on the Common. One of the girls was smoking and out of pure devilment wanted to see what would happen if she stubbed out a cigarette on my sister’s hand. When we returned home, my mother found little burns on Ros’ palms and, when I explained what had happened, this must have put an end to all association with older children, for I do not remember June after that. In the latter part of my time at the Infants’ School I generally made the trip from The Butts to school and back again on my own, or with other infants with whom I was friendly. (Did I really tell Carole Powell all about my bed-wetting on one such occasion?) 

I remained at Rodborough Infants’ School until the Summer of 1960 when, at the age of seven and a half, I was due to progress to a junior school. There was a choice: between Church Street Boys’, near the parish church of St Lawrence in Stroud, and a much smaller school at Kingscourt, a village quite close to Rodborough, just down from the southern flank of the Common. My mother vacillated. At first it was bound to be Church Street, because it had some sort of reputation, was attended by most boys in the area, and had been attended by her own brother, my Uncle Maurice. But it was nearly half an hour’s walk from where we lived, part of the route being along the busy Bath Road and across several zebra crossings. So, when the mother of two of my friends, Paul and Geraldine Woolley, put the case for Kingscourt, with its rural setting and the irresistible attraction of her own children’s presence there, my mother wavered and then re-registered me as a prospective pupil, only to start wavering again at the thought of the narrow wooded lane to Kingscourt, especially on dark Winter mornings, when strange men could be about.  (There was clearly a distinction between strange men on the way to Kingscourt and any I might encounter going up and down Rodborough Hill!) In the end, after I was dragged along to a conference at Castle Street School in Stroud with Miss Caerleon, who seemed to be the senior headmistress for all infant schools in the immediate area, my mother chose the risk of traffic accidents over child abduction, and I was re-enrolled at Church Street from the following September.

CHAPTER 3

My parents were rather shy people. My father was quietly spoken, gentle and polite in his manner, though, if things went wrong, he tended to panic and exclaim: “Stone the crows!” He was given to self-denial, always taking the smallest helping of any cake or delicacy offered: he would always “make do”. Consistent with this, my father had low self-esteem and was self-deprecating. Years later he would say to me: “Well, at least I made a success of my marriage and my family.”

As if everything else in his life had been a failure!

My mother was a more decisive individual, and quite assertive within the immediate family. If she was with people she didn’t know well, she would cover her feelings of inadequacy with a laughing breezy (slightly frenzied) exterior, whereas with those she did not know at all, she would be almost mute.

If I try to remember gestures which expressed something of their personalities, I see my father tugging his nose and slapping his thigh in embarrassed amusement – enjoying the moment, but unsure how to express it. I see my mother clasping her hands together, maybe rubbing them in a determined manner, maybe muttering conversations she was about to have: oblivious to what surrounded her. If she was reading the newspaper, you had to really shout to gain her attention.

If I think about the things they used to say, there were set expressions and phrases of which they were particularly fond. My mother was forever referring to “mother-of-pearl skies”, my father to “switchback roads”. Female singers were so often described as “a chicken peeing in an empty biscuit tin” – a phrase they had picked up from heaven knows what 50s radio comedy sketch. In later years, my father latched on to a description he always applied to Harold Wilson, which
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