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UNDER THE OLD RAILWAY CLOCK

Reminiscences of a time, a place, and a very dear
brother, William Marshall
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 Prologue
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In 1933 at a summer holiday camp in Dymchurch, Kent,
destiny deemed a ten-year-old boy and an eight-year-old girl would
meet under the most bizarre circumstances.

The camp was the year’s high point for children from
the County’s Catholic Church-run orphanages. After eating breakfast
in the camp’s large canteen, the impetuous young St. Anne’s girl
quietly slipped away from the other children, and from the camp’s
leaders, and went down to the beach, an area permitted only when
requested, and out of bounds until such time. Watching and
listening to the gentle waves of the incoming tide touching the
shoreline, Caroline breathed in the salty ozone. Having had her
fill of a relatively short taste of freedom, she clambered over the
concrete sea wall and headed towards the playing fields. Casually
strolling in the direction of the camp, she was alerted by a swish
from above, as a football appeared from the sky and landed at her
feet. She bent down to pick it up when a boy from St. Mary’s about
two years her senior approached and gruffly proclaimed, ‘That’s
mine.’

The child was nonplussed. She picked up the ball and
handed it to him. Without a word of thanks, he walked away toward
the closest pitch. Deep in thought, the girl looked up and suddenly
saw a camp leader rush toward her. Gripping Caroline by the arm,
the leader called to the boy by name to come back. William stood at
a distance and despite encouragement to move forward, he remained
motionless.

What the camp leader was to divulge to the children,
would change their lives forever. Pointing one finger at the girl,
then at the boy, she said simply, ‘You two are brother and
sister.’

This bizarre isolated meeting in their childhood
years would develop, in time to come, into a tight-knit
relationship.

 


 


Where does one begin to put in words the character of
a man, unique in his own style? Full of cheeky humour, my brother
William Marshall often aggravated the spouses of the ladies who
stopped to chat in Asda supermarket at Waterlooville with his
suggestive remark, ‘Meet me under the old railway clock, seven
sharp.’ I am sure he fancied himself back on ship as Petty Officer
giving commands to seafaring ratings.

A proficient engineer and clock repairer, William’s
mathematical brain was reliable as a timepiece’s pendulum when
dealing with monetary problems. When calculating sums of money he
was able to spot an error within a fraction of a penny. And he was
always certain about the best odds for a bet – on a match or in
life.

Apart from the difference in character of my two
brothers – William gregarious, Rowland charismatic – they were one
of a kind; both were caring and overly-generous when it came to
family. William’s marriage to Violet for 44 years was happy. To his
children, he was a generous, loving father.

During the early years of his life, by a twist of
fate, he briefly met a slender eight-year-old girl who unbeknown to
him until that time, was one of his sisters. It was not until two
of his three sisters attended a school reunion in the County of
Kent, did that boy and girl chance to meet again, all of us now in
our teen years.

A relationship, uncommonly strong between some
siblings, developed throughout our lives with memories that often
caused me to reflect that had this childhood incident not happened,
brother and sister would have gone through life not even knowing
the other existed and lived within reachable boundaries of each
other. For we were all wards of the orphanages, left as infants
without contact by our mother, knowing only as much of our origins
– and any possible relatives – as the Sisters wished to reveal.

Throughout his 26 years service in His Majesty’s
Royal Navy, William develop a camaraderie with his fellow men with
a carefree abandon, albeit, keeping his toes strictly on the line
of protocol. In his quick action in dealing with a fire that
started in the engine room, he not only saved the life of his
captain, but also the ship and its entire crew. For his bravery, he
was awarded a medal.

William was a man whose heart was larger than
himself, someone who left his indelible mark on the world. No doubt
those ladies at Asda, whom he suggested, ‘Meet me under the old
railway clock, seven sharp,’ miss him too.

 


 



 A Loveable Character
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My brother William was born in Lambeth, North London,
England, as the fourth child of Caroline Elizabeth Marshall. From
the day we knew of each other and thereafter, our respect and love
for one another grew stronger as the years progressed.

Of the genes he inherited from our mother, I wondered
if the humorous part of his character stemmed from there. But, in
essence, I rather fancy this trait came from the male side of the
family. Among other hereditary qualities, Mother was apparently a
gregarious lady of fashionable flair, difficult to contest. Quite
impressed with her aunt’s personality, my first cousin conveyed to
me that Mother was a person of extreme generosity. Yet this was
also a woman who callously cast away her own infant children to
orphanages. Only the surface of Mother’s character has been
“scratched” from family research due to the fact she was unknown to
her own children until she passed on in 1952.

The characteristics of who we siblings were, or who
we are, continues to haunt the writer as the many versions of this
woman’s history still remain a mystery. I am consciously aware that
the particles of dust of the deceased are silenced, forever.

A swaggering, charismatic man who loved to “bowl”
over the ladies at every opportunistic moment, it never dawned on
William to care that his style of approach to the opposite sex
could please or displease them, as he charmed with endearments. Be
it at the supermarket or in town, with a wink, his suggestive
remark, ‘See you tonight under the old railway clock at seven,’ was
a never-ending joke among the town people, particularly for his
gambling cronies who knew him of old.

The antiquated clock to which he referred hung on the
outside wall of the Portsmouth railway station and became a place
where lovers met in silent tryst. At the appointed hour of seven,
and at all other hours of day and night, it boomed the time and was
heard for miles beyond the bustling naval town.

When the ladies curiously looked at him to wonder if
his invitation was sincere, William returned their gaze as if to
say, ‘Well, are we on or not?’

Invariably, the lady or ladies in question “clicked”
on to his amorous suggestions, knowing full well he was all talk
and no action.

Often within hearing distance where William stood
chatting, full of vim and vigour, to their wives, some of the
grumpy old men stopped in their tracks to listen.

‘What can you expect of him?’ they moaned to one
another.

‘Typical Navy, blasting off like cannons in
mid-ocean. It’s nothing but hot air,’ one called out, his voice
reverberating throughout the store.

‘A piece in every port,’ snorted an old fellow,
showing off his mouthful of large nicotine teeth and determined to
get in his bit.

None took kindly to William and his innocent
bantering; perhaps they were feeling threatened when he laughed and
joked with their spouses or girlfriends as they stood in the aisles
of the supermarket enjoying the latest neighbourhood gossip. Though
fully aware of the disapproving glares and comments from their
menfolk, William was not to be put off. He cajoled all the more,
all the merrier.

His life philosophy: ‘If you can’t have a little fun
in life, you might as well curl your toes up with a final
Amen.’

The bantering went on throughout William’s life, more
so as he aged. Even with his limited energy due to on-going health
problems he was determined to enjoy whatever years he had left.
Over the decades, his invitations to ladies for marriage, gambling
on the horses or meetings under the old railway clock at Portsmouth
Station became progressively more bold, knowing he had little to
lose. Any suggestion of stopping the wheels from turning would
cause him to throw back his head and emit a loud belly laugh. As I
listened to his lifestyle credo, I knew it was not on his agenda to
stop and “give over”. The idea would be unimaginable. He would deem
it as unlikely as someone taking the liberty of removing a
cigarette from his mouth – his life and soul survival.

 


 



 Back to the Beginning
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It was at the age of eight I met that ten-year-old
boy with black hair, dark brown eyes and a grin on his face that
stretched right across, in the playing fields at a holiday camp at
Dymchurch, Kent.

My light brown curly hair, cut short to the tip of my
ears, grew into soft rolls. Using sharp scissors, the person in
charge of the girl’s grooming cut off my hair in a style known as
the “pudding basin”. This procedure, to avoid long hair
accommodating unseen “guests” on a child’s head, was applied to all
the girls at my school. As I listened to the scissors chop, chop
and saw rolls of curls drop in a cluster to the floor, tears ran
down my face. Pride, being a mortal sin, was considered the
ultimate downfall of a girl who broke the laws of the Catholic
church. I questioned my conscience, ‘Did I really commit a mortal
sin for wanting long curly hair?’ After all, I was but a child.

Looking smartly dressed in grey shorts and a white
shirt, his hair brushed off his forehead, the boy studied my face
with his dark brown eyes. I was afraid to look at him, so remained
dumb, thinking, ‘What does he want with me? Who is he?’

I averted my eyes from his face. I wanted to run
along the sandy beach and feel the soft white sand crunch between
my bare toes. To sniff the ozone coming off the ocean, and breathe
in deeply the salty sea air. But the magic of the moment held me
spellbound. Why was I wasting Nature’s time on a sunny afternoon,
standing mute in front of a young boy I didn’t know? I wanted to
watch the sun’s rays glisten over the white foam above the waves,
as they rose and fell in rhythmic motion to flow gently at the
water’s edge.

Suddenly, a motion caught the boy’s eye. He
recognized a woman of medium height, slim, in her mid-forties, as
his camp leader, rushing towards him. Her arms were held high,
waving frantically. I was about to run away, when the woman’s voice
demanded my attention.

‘Stop!’ was the command.

I held my feet to the ground, as though stuck in
concrete.

Grabbing me by the arm, the woman led me to where the
boy stood, looking expressionless.

Pointing from one to the other, she gasped out her
words, ‘You two are brother and sister.’

I struggled to free my arm from her hold, but the
more I struggled the tighter she held on, as my face took on a
bright red.

Thinking she had succeeded in getting the message
across, the woman slowly let go of me. I fled the scene. Horrified
and confused with what I had heard, I vowed never to see
that boy again, and resolved to put the memory out of my
mind.

 


 


The beautiful Dymchurch resort had sandy beaches
stretching for miles along the shoreline. As the evening sun
disappeared beneath the horizon, the lush green fields where
hundreds of Romney Marsh sheep roamed freely, were silhouetted in
beams of orange and red, casting a glow over the marshes that
radiated for miles. Many children who came from different
orphanages within the County went to the camp, and for two weeks
enjoyed a comparatively unrestricted lifestyle. Most were of the
opinion they were orphans. However, in years to come, this
misinterpretation of a secret birthright was to rear its head in
many forms.

After saying my morning prayers and eating a hearty
breakfast in the large canteen, with a sense of pure joy, I slipped
away from the “family” group to take a daily walk along the wide
sandy shore. This freedom of movement on the beach or in the
playing fields was permitted provided you let someone of authority
know where you were going. And for how long a period. This
sometimes caused children to overlap their time of freedom, when
minds wandered within Nature’s boundaries and the minutes didn’t
count. When this happened on a few occasions, my contrition to say
a few more Hail Mary’s did not disconcert me. On the contrary,
young as I was, I felt exonerated.

The sheer ecstasy of being alone, to dwell
absent-mindlessly without the distraction of man or beast, was
Heavenly. The beauty of the landscape surrounding the holiday camp,
I reasoned, was God’s creation.

With the exhilaration of youthful energy, I jumped
over the sea breakwall posts that jutted out from the top of the
sandy beach to a hundred or more feet out to the ocean floor. When
no one was in sight, my legs straddled these breakers from the tip
of the sandy shoreline to the edge of the water. With every jump,
my arms in the air, I laughed as though never wanting to stop!

Strong winds gusted off the Atlantic Ocean caused
incoming tides to splash over the top of the concrete breakwater
that extended for miles at the top of the beach, leaving salty
puddles in its wake, forcing holidaymakers to walk along its narrow
ledge and jump over them.

I looked skyward at the noise of the gulls, and
watched as their wings dipped and dived over the crest of the
waves, with precise aeronautical skill. The gulls, and other
migratory birds, feed well on mackerel and herrings, abundant in
these waters.

Between the months of April and September fishermen
from the nearby villages of Lydd and Greatstone used a form of
trapnet fishing, once common around the estuaries and sandy shores
of the British Isles, and known as kettlenet fishing in the early
1890s to the late 1920s. Wooden poles, 16 feet long, were dug 3
feet into the sand, using special spades and forks. The idea being
that two men, facing each other and digging together, could
excavate wet, caving sand quickly, to dig a narrow deep hole to
hold the pole which had its end bound with strips of rope or
sacking, helping to hold the pole steady and upright once it was
inserted into the prepared hole and sand trodden firmly around
it.

Once the poles were held in place, the fishermen
could hang the nets. When the tide came in, shoals of fish met this
barrier of nets and instinctively they turned for deeper water and
travelled along the range of net, straight into the kettle or bythe
net, as it was called, becoming trapped.

Mackerel was the main catch of the kettlenets, but
other species of fish were caught. A Thresher shark once caught in
a net did not come as a surprise to the fishermen, knowing they
were seen occasionally in these waters.

Hearing the sound of children’s laughter coming from
the fields, my innermost conscience warned me I had not obtained
the permission of a staff member to leave the “family”. I left the
sandy beach, scrambled over the concrete wall with the agility of a
cheetah chasing its prey, and headed in the opposite direction to
where voices were heard, praying I would not be seen.

Of a quiet evening, on the incoming tide, I listened
to the gentle splash of the waves as they touched the shoreline.
Some of my friends and I sat on the concrete seawall and lingered
after dusk, hoping to catch a glimpse of the black porpoises that
swam in sequence to the fall of the waves. The noisy gulls, perhaps
too exhausted from the day’s squawking, settled down in their
habitat and were not seen or heard of until the early hours next
morning.

Children from different schools shared the large
canteen for meals. At the end of the day, we played ball in the
wide open fields. Evening concerts were held in the large community
hall where the children sang hymns and songs in front of the seated
clergy and the staff.

A slight breeze off the ocean caused the branches of
the birch trees standing tall in the fields to sway gently, as the
sun glistened on their silvery bark. My imagination, forever
running wild, held my vision of little girls dancing to the music
of the minuet. I strolled across the open fields and held my breath
as I listened to the sound of a swish that caused me to look up
then crouch down on the grass, as a football landed near my feet.
In utter amazement, I picked up the football and cast my eyes round
the field to see where it came from. In the distance a young boy
wearing grey shorts and a white shirt walked with great strides
toward me. I could not believe my eyes. That boy again!

Staring at him, I handed back the ball. As he turned
to walk away I muttered, ‘What a rude boy.’ He didn’t even say
‘thank you.’

I then ran and ran across the playing fields, jumped
the concrete steps leading down to the sandy shore, without as much
as a look back!

That second encounter between a young girl and a boy
during the hot summer month of July, little were they to realize
the events yet to unfold when, years later, the girl began her
lifelong researching the family’s history and the boy also began
searching for his roots.

 


 


Every year a social dance was held in the large
school hall mid-July, for “old” girls and boys from the Kent area.
My sister Elizabeth and I attended these functions in the hope of
meeting up with past friends. On this particular occasion we
arrived at the hall early, to the chatter of people inside.
Entering through the school door we spotted a couple of our friends
laughing to each other, as though their heads might drop off. We
walked up to the chairs in which they sat – ‘What’s the joke?’ we
asked.

‘Oh, it’s her sex drive that sets her off,’ said our
friend Madeline, who still sported childhood freckles on her face,
and was full of undulated mirth.

Although I was dying to hear the details, ‘Let’s
leave it at that, shall we?’ I suggested. ‘We’re in the presence of
the holier than thou.’

Before there was sufficient time to catch up with our
news, the door of the school hall suddenly swung open, causing a
draft of air to waft in the room. In walked a stranger. No one took
the slightest notice of him. A slim, young man with black hair
slicked well back over his forehead, and dark brown eyes, looked
around the room before he swaggered nonchalantly across the floor,
as though directed by some terrestrial light, and came to where
Elizabeth and I sat.

After asking me if I would like to dance, ‘Perhaps
next time,’ I said, with an uninterested look on my face.

Without further ado he took hold of Elizabeth’s arm,
saying, ‘Come on, then, let’s dance.’

She was flabbergasted! The look of surprise on the
rest of our faces was enough to strike one dead. Elizabeth’s
countenance was one of horror! Dancing was not one of her fortes.
She preferred to tuck her nose in a book: find a peaceful spot to
sit in a corner of a large library, oblivious to the noise around
her, and read to her heart’s content. Her knowledge on many
subjects became a topic of interest to family and friends who hoped
one day, she might become an English teacher.

A young girl in her teens stood by a long table,
busily taking charge of an old Victorian gramophone. As each record
finished playing, with careful hands, she took it off the turning
wheel and replaced it with another. Peering down to see it was
safely in place, with her right hand she lifted the head holding a
pointed needle and gently laid it on the record.

I watched with interest as my sister and the stranger
danced to the tune of a waltz. Each time they glided past to where
I sat with my friends, a smirk appeared on his face as he stared at
me. At first I found this amusing but after several attempts to
catch my eye, I decided enough was enough and decided not give him
the satisfaction of knowing the game he was playing.

When the dance finished Elizabeth introduced the
stranger to me saying, ‘His name is William.’

Nodding my head, ‘Not from this area, are you?’ I
queried.

‘No, but I was brought up in another part of
Kent.’

His eyes continued to study my face, as though
searching a past recognition. Seeing the conversation went no
further, he muttered something that sounded like, ‘See you.’

We watched as he sauntered over to a girl seated
alone, and asked her to dance.

‘What do you make of that?’ piped up one of our
friends. ‘And why did he keep looking at you, Caroline, with his
dark brown eyes?’

‘Can’t imagine,’ I briskly replied, in all
innocence.

I wanted to drop the subject. Yet something niggled
at the back of my mind and caused me to ponder: where, when,
why?

Had we met during our school days? I shrugged off the
thought. It must have been a dream.

The music suddenly stopped playing. One of the
organizers held up her right arm and announced in a clear voice,
‘Everyone is welcome to refreshments on the white-clothed table, at
the top of the hall.’

We four friends strolled leisurely to the table where
mounds of food stood on large china dishes, and piled our plates
with a selection of sandwiches and small cakes, daring not to
commit a mortal sin by wasting any of it. I was about to bite into
a sandwich, when my sister nudged my elbow.

‘Look, there’s a huge iced chocolate cake in the
centre of the table,’ she bubbled. With her sweet tooth, I knew it
wouldn’t take her long to tuck into a large slice of it.

 


 




Discharged Out into the World
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William Marshall had been raised at St. Mary’s
Orphanage in Gravesend, Kent. Upon reaching 16 years of age, the
lads were typically placed on church-run farms as labourers, or
shipped off to Canada or Australia to be indentured workers on
farms and homesteads. In 1940, discharged from St. Mary’s,
16-year-old William began his working life on a training farm at
Bletchingly, Surrey. He found the work exceedingly boring, with no
change from the rigid school discipline to life on the farm. His
job was classified War Work. Any thoughts of escaping were
tantamount to military leave without absence. The results of such
actions, unthinkable! There could be no escaping. After two years
working on the farm and having given what he thought his best
endeavour to help in the war effort, each day he became more
restless. He realized he did not want to be a farmer. He wasn’t cut
out to be one.

He rose early to bitterly cold winter mornings.
Overnight frosts glistened on the barns and in the fields beyond,
caused him to shiver and pull his jacket tighter round his thin
body to keep warm. Each winter day seemed colder than the one
before, and caused him to become more depressed. He simply hated
this time of the year and saw not the beauty of the landscape, but
the beast in it! To an artist, it would be paradise to perfect on
canvas the silent countryside in its pristine white cloak, as
icicles hanging on branches of the trees sparkled, enticingly, like
crystal chandeliers.
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Low temperatures kept the farm animals warming
themselves inside the barns. Seemingly bored with not being able to
stretch and graze outdoors, the cows made low bellowing sounds all
hours of the day. Only the cats that prowled in and out of the
property were oblivious to climatic conditions, with a liberty
masking their faces.

William sat outside brooding on a bench as he looked
at the landscape with a blank mind, occasionally being distracted
when a hare twitching its nose, leaped and bounded inches away from
him as though to tease: ‘Try and catch me.’

In his troubled state of mind he was not about to
fall flat on his face, trying to catch a silly hare. ‘Either go
back to your hole, or be caught and left hanging upside down
outside a butcher’s shop until you rot.’

His train of thought was suddenly distracted by the
sound of horses’ hooves crunching on the gravel path coming closer
to him. Holding the reins in his hands, Jim, a lanky lad with a
weather-beaten face and a mop of red hair, stopped the Clydesdale
horse and cart in front of William.

‘Come on then, time to work,’ said Jim rubbing his
cold hands. ‘We’ve to haul hay in the cow’s byres. Also collect
eggs from the chicken coops.’

William looked at Jim, thinking wild horses would not
drag him off the bench. But within seconds he took a running jump
at the cart in an effort to get on, barely avoiding slipping on the
ice as Jim held out his hand and pulled him on the wooden plank, to
sit beside him. Offering him the reins and seeing the worried look
on his friend’s face, Jim laughed. ‘Don’t worry about guiding Old
Ned. He knows the route inside and outside the farm,
blindfold.’

Gingerly taking the reins from his friend, William
held them between his closed knees and settled back on the hard
seat, as Old Ned trotted at a leisurely pace toward the
hayloft.

The next morning’s early routine caused the riser to
sniff the cold air, and collect his thoughts of the day’s work
ahead. William’s future continued uppermost in his mind and he knew
until the right path opened up it would dwell on him, like a
festering boil. Animals were of no interest to him. He considered
pigs dirty, snorting creatures who slopped about in mud. However,
he gave second thought to the animal, considered it a necessary
evil to provide food for the people, during this time of
rationing.

Looking forlorn, his eyes travelling far beyond the
meadows laced with overnight frost, when a familiar voice alerted
his senses and caused him to sit upright on the outside bench. It
was Jack, the local policeman, who stopped by with a mind of a good
hot, strong cup of sweet tea and a chunk








































tmp_0bf2beb4174c195871107aad997f2f0f_ISc1mB_html_43470607.gif





tmp_0bf2beb4174c195871107aad997f2f0f_ISc1mB_html_m24d8f5f6.png
e, with friends at Bletchingly Farm, Surrey 1940.
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