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Prologue

The atmosphere was laced with joy and laughter. Janet was telling her jokes, glasses were clicking, and there was great merriment around the table. Then came the usual pause and I told a story from my life, prompted by one of Janet’s jokes. Afterwards, there was a hush and then laughter. Ted, an electrician, not the one who comes in and changes your light bulbs but an electrician who wires up super yachts, from radar to mapping the sea bottom, from direction finding to personal defence, asked, “Gordon, do you have any more stories like that?”

I said, “Hundreds of them.”

“Well,” he said, “write the bloody things down. You are so interesting.”

Janet has just died and a light has gone out, but I remember what Ted said to me, so I am going to attempt to write some of my stories down. Some are very interesting and some not so, but I can’t tell which are which. Also, forgive me for I am not a writer. I also had to change some of the names. I found the stories ran into each other, so this has become more of a narrative.

So, where do I begin? You will say ‘at the beginning’. I don’t have much to say about that, but when I was two, my mum went into Lewisham Hospital to have my sister, Sylvia. I was left with my gran who lived nearby in Catford. That was Catford Gran. I, of course, was in my pram and one day, I awoke and saw all these strange faces staring down at me and making the oddest noises. To put it politely, I was a little confused and alarmed.





Nineteenth Century

I should perhaps tell you a little of my background. It concerns two families. One in the North of England called Samuel Pearson, who was a civil engineer and constructor. He died, leaving his company to Weetman Dickinson Pearson, his son, who was ambitious and started several major projects, He decided to go to London, where he met with another branch of the family, George Pearson Pryor who also had a large construction company. Pryor had contracts with the Church of England and was a friend of the Archbishop of Canterbury. They built churches and most of the Eastend of London, down to Southend, where there is, to this day, a memorial plaque on the sea front, commemorating his efforts.

They formed a partnership, called Pearson Pryor. George Pearson Pryor lived in a large mansion, which he had built close to his cousin, Charles Maynard, who lived in Easton Lodge Essex. When he died, he left that mansion to his daughter, Francis Evelyn Maynard, who married Guy Greville and became the wife of the Earl of Warwick. She was known for the song written about her, ‘Daisy, Daisy, give me your answer do’. She had a nine-year affair with the Prince of Wales, later King Edward, the seventh. They were all close friends and spent Christmases at Sandringham with Edward.

There was also another cousin, Fish Mart (funny name), who was the world ice speed skating champion and taught King Edward how to skate. I actually have his skates. George Pearson Pryor then married Ann Raby from Northampton and they had George Raby Pryor, my great grandfather. Their grandson, George Raby Hugh Pryor, born in 1906, my dad, was also first cousin to Daisy and the Earl of Warwick. Turning to business, the new group constructed the Blackwall Tunnel under the River Thames. It was built using some 70% immigrant labour. It was opened by the Prince of Wales.

They then expanded the construction industry in England and America, building a tunnel under the River Hudson. It was after the birth of my father, her grandson, that Ann Raby involved herself in the company. I can’t tell you what happened because no one would talk to me about it, so whether it was business or matrimonial, I can’t say. Sorry if this is beginning to read like the script of a Boons and Mills novel. What I can tell you is that my aunt, her granddaughter, said Ann Raby was an absolute bitch and my gran said that dad was not going into the building trade with them. She would rather he lose his arm than go into that trade.

I must tell you about my dad. He was a great pianist and had a group called Bob Pryor and the Rhythm Boys, which played at the Cumberland Hotel and the Carlton Club, which was frequented by his cousin, Daisy. This was in London before the Second World War started and it was patronised by royalty and the elite. His mother worked in the band mainly with announcements. One day, Pearson said to him, “Since your mother does not want you in the building trade, anymore why not come into publishing. We have just bought Penguin books and you can start there. You can start at the bottom and work your way up.”

My dad agreed and one day, while listening to instructions with his hand on the table, he did not realise it was on a guillotine, which malfunctioned and fell, cutting three of his fingers off. He could no longer play in the band, which subsequently folded. The Earl of Warwick, Charles Guy Greville, who was with him most of the time, left and went to Hollywood, where he starred in several films with Errol Flynn and became known as the Duke of Hollywood. While my dad was recuperating, my mother had me in my gran’s house, one of a string of seven houses that she owned. My gran then looked after me.

It alerts me to the fact that ‘you should be careful what you wish for’. My dad received handsome compensation for his accident and bought himself a new house that had recently been built in Forest Hill, South-East London.

What had happened, my gran had gone shopping to the local greengrocer and had forgotten me, so I was left outside the shop. She did remember after about half an hour later and then one of the faces was a face that I recognised, my gran, rather distressed. She wheeled me to her house. While my mum was in hospital having my sister, I contracted diphtheria, probably from those faces staring down at me. I was in the same hospital as mum, Lewisham Hospital, but we could not see each other. I often think of how distressed my mum must have felt. I eventually recovered from this illness and my sister Sylvia was born.

Later when I was back in our new home, my own house, my mum put me in the garden in the pram. I was scared all the faces would appear again, so I started to rock the pram, eventually tipping it over. This was great as I was able to escape and crawled out. While making my way happily down the garden to look at the fish, I became conscious of screams. This was my mum scared I was going to fall into the fishpond. Even at that age, I was not that daft.

At about this age, I remember so distinctly the black smoke and fire as the Crystal Palace burnt down. My mum had pushed me up to Blythe Hill Playing fields, which had a good view over all London, and we could see a short distance away near Sydenham the flames and smoke. It was a cast iron and plate glass structure originally built in Hyde Park for the Great Exhibition of 1851. It was three times the size of St Paul’s Cathedral. To this day, I still remember the black smoke.

There is little more to relate as a kid. My sister growing up had long blond hair which she kept in two pleats down her back. I loved creeping up behind her and yanking on the pleats, causing her to scream. Then she would turn and kick me.

Oh yes, when I was five, my dad called us in to the lounge to listen to the radio. It was 3 September 1939, in the morning, 11.00 am. It was to listen to the Prime Minister Neville Chamberlin tell us that England had declared war on Germany because it would not withdraw its troops from Poland. This did not mean much to us kids because life went on the same. My mum kept going out shopping and our larder was full to overflowing. In fact, there was a nice block of jelly there, so I took a bite out of the corner. My mum then went berserk, accusing me of eating it. She said if I hadn’t done it, then we had mice and all the food she had bought would be wasted. To save her stress, I confessed it was me. She gave me the savaged block of jelly to finish.

The only other thing I remember was being called into the garden by my dad and in the sky, there was an aerial battle going on between the Luftwaffe and our English guys. It was fascinating. In the meantime, back in parliament, Neville Chamberlin was out as prime minister and there was a call for Winston Churchill to take over, although there was some opposition. Admiral of the Fleet Sir Roger Keyes marched into parliament in full dress uniform and demanded that Churchill should be the prime minister. It had a dramatic effect on the whole house, that someone with the stature of Nelson should do this. Keyes was the last of the great British admirals; later to become Lord Keyes of Zeebrugge and Kent.

Keyes also had another dramatic part to play in the war. On instructions from Churchill, he persuaded King Leopold III of Belgium to surrender to the Nazis. Most people never knew this and called the Belgians cowards for surrendering. However, it was one of Churchill’s cunning plans to effectively delay the invasion of England, as Adolf had to send thousands of troops into Belgium to administer it. He also had to create a division of Waffen SS from the Belgium community, and then there were plenty of Jews to be taken care of. How do I know this? Lord Roger Keyes, his grandson, is a friend of mine.





The War Years

The war was now well under way. Hitler was bombing the docks and the factories that manufactured aircraft and weaponry. He did not bomb civilian homes. Mr Putin take note. Then, one night, a German bomber on its way home to Germany, and not having dropped his bombs as ordered, decided to jettison them over Essex and they fell on a house. This was a godsend for Churchill. He screamed, “They are bombing our population, so I shall do the same,” and produced another cunning plan. He sent a wave of British bombers to Germany, all he could muster, and bombed their towns. This put Hitler into a rage and he demanded the bombing of London and Coventry, a blitzkrieg.

The docks and factories then escaped and could continue their vital production of munitions. Living in South-East London, I saw much of the bombing, the aircrafts overhead, the search lights, barrage balloons, and the ack-ack guns. They had these on the backs of lorries and they were mobile. One night, they were outside our house. The noise was deafening. There was one great thing for us kids. After the raids, we would rush out into the street looking for shrapnel. The best piece I found was shiny brass with calibrations on it. It was the envy of all the kids, such as Roy Warner, John Perrier, Ron Slater, and Johnny Upton.

It was a dangerous game as pieces of shrapnel were falling while as we were collecting. My mum made me wear dad’s air raid wardens’ tin hat. I did one day find something very interesting; it was an unexploded incendiary bomb. Proudly, I took it home to show my dad. When he saw me standing there with it in my arms, he looked as though he was going to pass out. He said, “Take it into the front garden and lay it on the grass very gently. Then come indoors and stay indoors.” Rather disappointedly, I did as I was told. He got on his bike and pedalled away furiously. Later, men came, placed the bomb in a container, and took it away.

As kids, these were exciting times. On my way home from school, Rathbone Road School, one lunchtime, I was quietly walking along Vancouver Road, almost opposite St Georges Church, when I noticed a fighter plane in the air, low down and coming straight towards me. I dived onto the ground as the clatter of machine gun fire opened up. Then, it was gone. I stood up and saw the fence I had laid beside was covered in a line of holes. When I showed my mum as she accompanied my sister and I back to school, I thought she was going to pass out.

Apparently, the pilot must have suffered a personal tragedy because after shooting at me, he had shot up my cousin, Joan’s, school, Plassey Road School, again in Catford, as the children were coming into the playground for lunch, killing dozens of them. Joan was lucky’ she had forgotten her coat, went back for it, and missed the shooting. He was shot down on the coast. Just a young deranged lad.

The bombing occurred mainly at night. We had a cellar in our house. It was mainly used as a coal cellar, but my dad shovelled all the coal to the front where it came into the house through a hole in the ceiling. The cellar was under the stairs and my dad placed two pieces of wood on the stairs. These had come off the snooker table, that they protected. He said if a bomb came through the roof, it would hit the wood and slide out through the front door. I believed him at that time. We had a table, chairs, a camp bed for me, and a bed for Sylvia under an arch.

My mum, dad, and gran, that is Forest Hill gran who lived with us, all had chairs. Normally, we all played cards; 21 it was called. I also played until it was time for me to go to bed. I remember at around midnight each night, they all were looking at their watches. Then came the sound of tinkle, tinkle. Sylvia wet the bed. She did this every night at about midnight. Everyone laughed. She did not think it was funny but it was a great distraction from the mayhem outside.

Then, one night, there was a tremendous thump and crash, the row of houses two down from us had been hit and destroyed. That was enough for my mum. We had to get away. She called my dad’s sister who lived in Harpenden, Hertfordshire. It was arranged for us to go and stay with her.





Evacuation

In his play Under Milk Wood, a play that I later co-produced at the Mayfair Theatre in London’s West End, Dylan talks of a Bible Black Night. When we stepped off the train with all our luggage at Harpenden Station, I realise now what he meant. Never in my life have I seen such black, and I am a person who can normally see in the dark. I remember it to this day. There were people everywhere, all wondering where to go. I don’t know how we did it, but eventually, we found ourselves outside the station where Uncle Ted was waiting with his car. After what seemed an eternity, we arrived at his farm in Holly Lane.

Later, I was to discover the origin of the name. The lane was bordered on either side with holly trees, which bent over and met in the middle forming an arch. It was magnificent in winter with the dark green leaves and thousands of bright red berries.

There was a slight problem with the accommodation as Albert, Ted’s brother, had shown up and was occupying a bedroom. This was only going to be for a couple of days. That night, I shared a bed with Cousin Carol and my gran (Forest Hill gran). Carol had joined us because her father had just been killed in an air raid by St Paul’s Cathedral. Harry was my mum’s brother and that night, she saw him standing at the bedroom door looking at us all. The next day, a policeman came walking down the drive. We went to meet him and my mum said that it was about Harry to him. He replied, “How did you know?” She didn’t tell him.

The next day was Saturday and about 6 pm, we were all in the farm yard laughing and the men were drinking. Uncle Ted was there with his shotgun under his arm. I was six at the time. A pigeon flew over and landed in a tree on the other side of the road some fifty yards away. I said to Ted, “There’s an easy shot for you.”

He replied, “You think it’s easy,” and put the gun in my hands. I had never fired a gun before. “Here, you shoot it.” I put the gun to my shoulder, pointed, and pressed the trigger. There was an enormous bang and I was blown over backwards, much to everyone’s amusement. I got up and handed the 12 bore back to Uncle Ted, who was writhing in laughter.

Albert said, “Gordon, you got it,” and ran off. He came back with the dead pigeon in his hands. Now, here is the very sad part of this story because it was a carrier pigeon and had a message tied around its leg. Uncle Ted took the bird, jumped into his car, reported the incident, and gave the message to the police.

Uncle Ted was an independent character, formerly a motorcycling speedway ace until he broke his leg. The one thing he hated was the hunt. Yes, even in wartime, the hunt still existed. One day, they came to him and asked if they could hunt over his land. He refused, and on the day of the hunt, he was stationed outside with the shotgun in his hands. The hunt came to his fences and seeing him, turned and galloped off in another direction.

I helped him a lot and my favourite thing was to pull a carrot from the ground and eat it. Such a wonderful taste. Uncle Ted grew Christmas trees on his land and at Christmas time, we would make wreathes and other Christmas decorations. It was fascinating work, which as a kid, I enjoyed doing. Then, of course, there was all the holly which we would cut and incorporate in the decorations. During Christmas, he was very popular and people came from all over Harpenden to buy from him.

I awoke one morning and it was pouring with rain. There was a lot of sunshine also and a rainbow. The rainbow ended on a hill at the bottom of Ted’s land. He said, “Gordon, go to the end of the rainbow and you will find a pot of gold.” I charged across the land and came to the rainbow’s end. I stood there with colours and rain all around me, but alas, there was no pot of gold. Another one of Uncle Ted’s tricks.

Years later, in a lecture at the Royal Geographic Society, I stood up and recounted this story, among much sniggering. The lecturer asked if I was on the side of a hill. When I told him yes, he said he had had the same experience; the sniggering stopped. This, he said, was the only time one can stand at the rainbow’s end. He also confirmed that there was no pot of gold.

There was one other thing. Ted had lots of chickens and, one day, a baby chick died. I took it in my hands, placed it on a doorstop in the sun, and prayed that it may come alive. I then went off to play. When I returned, the chick was up and running about. I was so happy, but I do sometimes wonder whether it was divine intervention or Uncle Ted had replaced it with another chick.

The accommodation at the farm was becoming quite cramped, and my aunty, Phyllis, spoke to a neighbour who said we could move into the lodge on her land. She was Miss Paul, Director of Harrods in London. She lived in a lovely house built entirely of cedar wood from Lebanon, called naturally Cedar House. It stood in some twenty acres of land and orchards. The lodge was also a wooden house with a thatched roof. It had two bedrooms, a kitchen, a toilet, and a lounge, with a covered patio in front. We moved into the lodge. This was heaven for my mum, sister, and me.

My dad spent the week in London as an air raid warden, cycling up from London on the weekends and arriving Friday night to be with us. It was also great for my gran (Forest Hill gran) as she was offered a job in the big house as a live-in housemaid. The previous housemaid had died (actually she committed suicide). There was a long drive from the road to the properties and all of the lawn in front was covered in special trees that Miss Paul had collected from all over the world during her business travels. Everything in her house had been supplied by Harrods. It was luxury.

I was shown how to sit on the lawn mower and drive it to cut the grass and this was one of my duties as a six-year-old. The other was, every Friday, I had to man the water pump, a motorised affair, and make sure the water tanks in the properties were full. Miss Paul was strange in one way. She allowed me to play her piano, another luxury item from Harrods. I could not play but I made up music in my head and she would sit and listen. She would not allow my dad to play it and he was a musician. As I have said, he had a band called Bob Pryor and the Rhythm Boys.

Hitler and the German High Command had decided that they were going to launch a Blitzkrieg on London and other UK cities as a prelude for ‘Operation Sealion’, the invasion and occupation of England. They made seventy-one separate raids, dropping eighteen thousand tons of high explosive bombs during the period 1940 to 1941. A victory for the Luftwaffe would have exposed Britain to invasion and occupation but Hitler had not reckoned with the RAF, who went on to win the Battle of Britain, not only with the superior fighter planes, the Hawker Hurricane and the Spitfire, but also with the coordination of the ground staff.

The Germans did not know about Chain Home radar system, so they did not attack it and their in-flights were spotted early on. Then with the coordination of the ARP wardens (my dad was one), the home guard, and other units, the direction of the flights was plotted and the fighter planes scrambled in the appropriate area. The Germans lost six hundred bombers in their raids, while the British lost less than half that number of planes. Accepting that the British were not going to surrender, Hitler changed his attack to Russia and the Blitz on London stopped.

There was a lull in the bombing and mum said she wanted to go home. Well, we were now back home in Forest Hill. We had quite a large house with a lounge, a snooker room, a dining room, a kitchen, and upstairs were three bedrooms, plus one very large room which my dad turned into a bed-sit, where my gran lived, (Forest Hill gran). We had two bathrooms. There was a medium-sized garden with some fruit trees, a lawn, and fish pond. The first thing I did after getting home was to rush into the garden. I was shocked to see how overgrown it had become. I checked the fishpond and was amazed to see that the fish were still alive.

Once re-established in our home, I went out to seek my old friends. I found them in the bombed buildings further down the street. They welcomed me back and I rejoined the gang. The bombed buildings had an inspector to keep people away and we had a lot of fun with him. We would run into a house, go upstairs, out of a window across a scaffold board high up, into the next house, then throw the scaffold board down so he could not follow. It was rather dangerous as the windows were high up. In the next house, we would go through the fireplaces which we had opened up, then pulling the fireplace shut behind us, we were in yet another house, and the inspector had no idea where we were.

We did build a small igloo-type house in the garden out of the bricks that were lying around. We had a fire in the middle and sat around smoking woodbine cigarettes. Johnny Upton looked the eldest and he would go into the shop and get a packet of six for sixpence. We all contributed our pennies towards this. There is not much more to relate during this time. One morning, we were listening to the news on the BBC, that was the only station we had in those days. It reported that there was a strange explosion in Grove Road, Tower Hamlets, and there had been no bombing raids that night.

I remember dad going mad. He said thanks to the BBC, they have told Hitler his secret weapon was on target. The secret weapon was the flying bomb. The plane’s engine which made a weird noise would cut out and the bomb in silence dived to the ground and blew up. That night, it killed six people. Following this, Hitler launched thousands of flying bombs from bases in France and Holland. My mum said that’s it, back to the country. So, off we all went.

This time, it was to Cedar House and the lodge. It was all very pleasant. We had six air bases around us and as kids, we watched the flights take off. In the evening, we often went for a walk with mum, usually along Common Lane, and she would say hello to a man in a house there. He was often in his garden and would give mum roses. His name was Geoff. My sister and I often played on the lawn in front of the lodge. One day, we were having great fun out on the grass when, suddenly, we stopped and looked. Coming over the hedges towards us at great speed was an aeroplane without propellers, making a screaming noise. It passed over us and then turned upwards into the sky, going straight up.

We ran to mum who had heard the noise and was watching from the lodge. It was an absolute mystery. She said, “Well, we can go and ask Geoff if he knows what it was.” So, after our tea, and listening to Dick Barton, we walked around to his house. He was in the garden and couldn’t stop laughing when he saw us.

He said, among his guffaws, “You should have seen your faces!”

Mum said, “Was that you?”

“Yes, I was testing a jet plane. It doesn’t have propellers like your normal plane, and it is much more manoeuvrable. I thought you would like to see it and when I saw you playing, I flew over. I saw your faces when you saw the plane. It was such a laugh,” said Geoffrey. He was Geoffrey De Havilland, the test pilot for De Havillands. Well, mum got an extra nice bunch of roses that night for our concern. I asked him if this was a new type of plane. He said it was not that new, they had them from 1939 but needed to make many adjustments to get them battle worthy. We went back feeling content that we knew what it was we had seen.

At the end of Miss Paul’s land was a thick hedge and in it was a fairy dell. A nice hole or natural depression, about five feet deep. It was a great hiding place, but we could still hear the dinner bell from there. My sister and I played in there on many occasions. We never saw any fairies.

Next door to the lodge was a farm house owned by the Dances. The Dances were some relation to us but I never knew what. There was a mum and three daughters, and we had some fun times with them. Mrs Dance was also a character, she always travelled first class and when she went from Harpenden to the north, there was no first-class carriage on the train, so when it stopped at Crewe, she demanded a first-class carriage be attached. The train was held up for an hour while the rail company brought a first-class carriage and attached it, so she, the only person, could sit in it. I can’t imagine that happening today.

They sold up almost as soon as we arrived and moved north. The farm was purchased by the Gorings. This was more interesting for me, as the Dance girls only wanted to play nurses and doctors and I had no interest in what they wanted to show me. Their dad was a colonel or something in the home guard. His son, Roy, about my age and well spoiled, was a good sport. He had a.22 rifle and got ammunition and whatever he wanted from the home guard. He would come around and give me half a dozen thunder flashes. These were about the size and shape of a Worcestershire sauce bottle. They were manufactured for the home guard and were to represent hand grenades. They were quite powerful.

You set them off by striking the top across a match box, then you had five seconds, and then bang. I put one in a dustbin once, put the lid on, and it blew the dustbin apart. He also had plenty of bangers. These were like the crackers out of a Christmas cracker but larger; there were five tied together with string. The objective was to tie the crackers to the end of the rifle, hold the string in hand, then when pulled, the cracker went off with the same noise as a rifle shot.

On a more serious side, I went to the village school at Kimpton. This meant walking some two miles across the fields to school. In inclement weather, I had to walk around the roads because the fields were too muddy. The walk across the fields was interesting there were many fascinating plants and fruits. The headmaster was a good sport and played goalkeeper for Northampton. I don’t really remember too much about the school, except I was once bitten by a white dog, a German shepherd. Ever since that day, only white dogs have ever bitten me.

The headmaster once called me out and said, “Gordon lives the furthest from school and he is always here first. How is it you children who live across the road are always late?” They did teach us to sing two songs in German, God knows why. Roy Goring went to the posh school in Harpenden, St Georges School. They didn’t teach him German songs. On the way home from school, I do remember the tree with sloes. They are the small bluish black fruit of the blackthorn. For centuries, they were used to make Sloe Gin. I always dared myself to eat one. They had a very sharp taste and made you feel dry. So when I came to the orchards which I walked through, I would pick a sweet apple.

Talking of eating, across the road from the school was a bakers and I would often go in and ask if they had any spare, usually they gave me a loaf of bread. I would eat this on the way home before eating the sloes.

We spent a lot of time in Roy’s garden where we had built a rifle range. We always had more than enough ammunition. The strange thing was, he just could not hit the bull, no matter how much he tried. One day, he was cursing because he had missed again when a starling flew over and landed on the roof of his house, about hundred metres away. He lifted the rifle and shot it. This made him even more angry as he said, “If I can make a shot like that, why can I not hit the bull?” One day, we did do something naughty. The home guard had supplied Roy with smoke canisters. The wind was blowing downhill into the valley where the village of Kimpton lay.

We set off the smoke canisters and when the village was in a complete fog, we rode our bikes in with crackers tied to the front wheel hubs, and as soon as we could just see someone, we pulled them, so it was like two rifles opening fire on people. We thought it was so funny, but now I think about it and realise it was daft.

There is not much more to tell of the war, except in the holidays, one day, a lorry arrived and twelve Italian prisoners jumped out. The English sergeant said, “Here are some workers for you.” I told him I only wanted six, so he put six back. This was great because I gave them all the jobs I had to do. They were very nice; my mum would make them cups of tea and they taught me Italian. They came from the POW camp in Pig Farm Lane on the way to Harpenden. I would climb up into my treehouse, which I had made in the large cherry tree at the entrance to the property, and I could watch them all from there. The cherries were absolutely delicious. The Italians loved them too. They were deep black cherries.

The Italians had a problem with getting matches for their cigarettes, so I made them lighters from empty.303 rifle ammunition. They were delighted with these. One day, the lorry arrived and Germans got out. In no uncertain terms, I said I did not want any Germans on the property, so the sergeant put them back and drove away. Apparently, the Italians had been moved to another POW camp miles away. There was only one good thing about the Germans and that was there uniform, designed by Hugo Bosch. The British uniform was designed by a woman, and that’s why it was crap.

We did not really have a problem with food. We had a large orchard with apples and pears and plums; there was one apple tree with apples the size of plates. Some days, I would take one to school to eat in front of the kids. We had a large cottage garden, in which I had the Italians working. They didn’t mind because I gave them lettuce, radishes, carrots, and other food that we grew there. I didn’t let them cut the grass because I liked driving the cutter. The grocer came around once a week in a little van and we had to order for the following week according to our ration books. He did supply chocolates. We normally had things like bacon, meat, bread, milk, butter, jam, and tinned food like corned beef.

My mum ordered this and I supplied the game, like rabbits, hares, pheasants, and partridges. I was a bit shy about shooting pigeons. We ate quite well. Rabbit pie was great, and so was the pheasant stew. I had traps set around to catch the game but my mum said they were cruel, though she didn’t mind the snares. If only she knew I had two real man traps. I thought if the German paratroopers landed, they would hide up in a secret place and prepare to invade, so I set these traps up there. Vicious implements, straight from Tudor times.

This is true. I heard gunfire and saw a plane going down along with a parachutist was floating down to our field. He landed, took off his parachute, and made his way to the first cover, where the trap was set. I shouted, “No! No!” However, he kept on running, so I shouted in German, “Nein! Nein!” He turned, pulled his pistol out, and took a shot at me. I dived to the ground and thought, Well, blow him, let him go into the trap. You could have heard the bang and the scream for miles. I ran back to Cedar House and told my gran I needed the phone.

She said, “You can’t use that, Gordon.” I said I need the police immediately. So she relented and dialled 999 for me.

They answered and said, “Police, how can we help?”

I said, “I have just caught a German Paratrooper in one of my man traps and he is injured. You must come and bring an ambulance.”

He said, “Alright, where are you?” I gave him the address and he said he would arrive in about half an hour.

I said, “Make it quicker or he may be dead.” The ambulance arrived in twenty-five minutes. I jumped on the running board and directed it across the field. I said, “Sound your siren, so he knows it is help that is coming.” They found him unconscious, with the steel trap biting into his upper legs. I showed the police who had followed the ambulance how to open the trap.

The police said, “Well, you caught your paratrooper but this trap is illegal and has been for centuries. We have to take it away.” So, the excitement was over and they all drove away. They did not even stop for the tea my mother offered them. I never told them I had another man trap.

For the potato harvest, my mum and Sylvia would go to the fields to pick up the potatoes and throw them onto the truck. I went once to watch them. The field was full of the women from all around the neighbourhood, all bent over picking up potatoes and chatting. I thought they just looked and sounded like a field of crows, cawing away. You can’t beat a cooked potato just picked from the ground. They are delicious.

One morning, mum called me into the kitchen and told me to look at the sunrise. Then, suddenly, I saw a streak of light going from the ground to the sky in front of the sun. Mum asked me to guess what it was. I couldn’t. She then told me it was Hitlers’ next secret weapon, the V2 Rocket bomb. The bomb was a rocket that soared into the sky and when out of fuel, it stopped, turned, and fell on a pre-programmed site—London. Hitler was not enchanted with the V2 bombs, which he had since the beginning of the war. They were inaccurate, unreliable, and very expensive. As the war drew to a close, Van Braun had perfected them and persuaded Hitler to use them.

It was Hitler’s vengeance weapon. It was the world’s first long-range guided ballistic missile. The British had succeeded in dealing with the V1 bombers, by placing barrage balloons in their path and those that missed the balloons, they were shot down by fighter aircraft. There was no defence against the V2 rockets. Hitler was furious at the continuing bombing of his cities, which was the allies’ revenge for the rockets; we started sending thousand bomber raids every night. In all, Hitler fired fifteen hundred V2 rockets at London on average of sixty a week, killing seventy-five hundred people. The rocket carried a thousand kilograms of Amatol, which exploded on impact and killed up to fifty people.

Like the ack-ack guns, they were mobile and could be launched from almost anywhere. So, I am not sure how my mum was correct in her supposition. How did she know what it was?

Hitler was right to be furious at the bombing of Dresden. This was a town of little importance and only manufactured pottery; it was renowned for its rich artistic and architectural treasures. It was of no strategic importance to the war whatsoever. I believe it was an experimental idea in the minds of the allied Bomber Command. The attack lasted three days and eight hundred planes dropped twenty-seven hundred tons of explosives and incendiaries. They dropped big bombs first to blow off the roofs of houses and then rained down incendiary bombs. The roads were turned into burning tar by the heat and twenty-five thousand people were killed. People ran out into the roads and got stuck on the tar and burned to death. This should have been listed as a war crime.

It was shortly after this, on 7 May 1945, that Germany surrendered. General Alfred Jodl, Chief of Operations Staff, signed the unconditional surrender to General Eisenhower. At first, he only wanted to surrender on the Western Front, but Eisenhower would not accept this, and then Grand Admiral Donitz, Head of State, succeeding Hitler, ordered him to sign. Doenitz was escorted by Lt Colonel Leonard Berney who was the governor of the Province of Schleswig-Holstein. He was de facto his jailer as Donitz was allowed to live in his mansion, with servants, but had to respect he was a prisoner of war, which given the gentleman he was, he did.

Leonard was given the post of governor due to his work in liberating the Bergen Belsen prisoner of war camp, which had become a concentration camp, holding more than sixty thousand people in various states of ill health and dying from typhus, starvation, and dysentery. There was also a louse infection. He had to take a battalion of English soldiers through enemy lines and enter the camp. Inside, he found the German guards and soldiers all sitting on the grass drinking beer, smoking, and taking the piss out of the British soldiers. The SS were in the offices destroying all the papers and documents. There were dead people everywhere; they would walk along and drop dead.

Berney found immediate work for the Germans, which took the smiles off their faces. They had to pick up the dead and throw them into the burial pits. They had no protective clothing and many of them also became ill and died. There was no water in the camp, so he had to pipe water from the nearest village to the camp. There was no food, so he brought in English rations, which immediately made the inmates that ate very sick and some died too. This is not how the English food got its reputation! The inmates had been on a diet of rice. He had to find where this rice came from and organise an airlift. All were behind enemy lines.

He commandeered the SS barracks and turned it into a hospital. He organised villagers to donate bedding and clothing. He then had to deal with the inmates. Those who appeared likely to die were marked with a red splash of paint on the forehead, the fitter were left unmarked. This had to be done without sense or pity. Otherwise, many more would have died. As each hut was marked, the medics came in and took the unmarked inmates to the hospital and left the rest. The work had to be organised mechanically or many more would have died. Forklift trucks had to be found and organised to pick up the dead and bury them.

When the hut was cleared, it was burnt by flame-throwing Bren gun carriers and by Churchill Tanks. It was the worst job he had ever done in his life. Leonard told me that no one could have been prepared for what they saw when they entered the camp. At the time he was twenty-five, not much older than me. In all, over fifty thousand people died in that camp, and fourteen thousand after it was liberated. He could not describe to me the horror he had found.

My dad bought me a small tent and I set it up in the pouring rain in a corner of the lawn. I slept in the tent listening to the rain. It was waterproof. The next morning was fine and I got up and dismantled the tent. To my horror, I discovered I had pitched it on a hornet’s nest. I managed to clear the tent away without getting stung. I then had to get rid of the hornets. I had a supply of sulphur, which I then poured into their nest and set fire to it. The hornets came flying out enraged, so I jumped on my bike and pedalled away as fast as possible with a swarm of them around my head. Eventually, I was clear and saw a river in the distance.

So, I decided to go fishing as my rod was strapped to my bike. I thought if I gave the hornets time, they would go away. Eventually, I got bored and decided to go back. What a disaster! The whole lawn had caught fire and all Miss Paul’s trees had burnt down. I did not know what to do. My mum said, “You must go to the gate, wait for Miss Paul who is coming home tonight, and explain what happened.” I did so in fear and trepidation. She could not have been kinder.

She said, “Gordon, the grass will grow again and so will the trees, they will grow stronger. So, please, don’t worry.”

Well, that’s it, except for the VE day party at Roy’s house. We all worked for days on that and made the biggest bonfire I have ever made in my life. Around the far hedges of the field, some half a mile away, we planted land mines (supplied by the home guard). On the fence poles around the garden, we tied thunder flashes, about fifty in all, and Roy and I were armed with flare pistols. We left the parents with the fireworks, the rockets, Roman candles, and sparklers; I guess they thought they were too dangerous for us kids. The people started arriving at 8.00 pm.

They were neighbours, family, and friends, drinks were served and there was plenty. We lit the fire and watched it burn up. It was huge and hot. Then as night fell, Roy and I ran round the garden fence striking the thunder flashes with our matchboxes. What a noise they made as they went off. It sounded like a war zone. Then, the fireworks started and it was such fun. It was about 11 pm when the fire was dying down that we decided to ignite the land mines, six of them. So, Roy and I went around depressing the plungers, hearing the bangs, and seeing huge chunks of land flying into the air. We then all sat around the fire with mugs of cocoa and singing songs until late into the night. Yes, it was a night I shall always remember.

It was soon after that, we returned to our home in Forest Hill. The first thing I did was to look into the fish pond. Yes, although the water was rather muddy, the fish were still alive.





School Days

Well, it was back to Rathfern Road for Sylvia and me. Not much for me to do as I had passed my exams at Kimpton School with flying colours and got some government award. My mum was working her socks off to get me into Dulwich College, which she achieved (God bless her). Then, my entry was cancelled and I was transferred to Haberdashers Askes School. My mum swears it was because they had another paying entry at Dulwich. However, Askes had a far better success rate for the two universities. So, that was my destiny.

Like all schools, Rathfern Road had a bully, and while waiting for the term to end, he decided to pick on me. He accosted me and demanded my dinner money and my snack. I said no and faced him. He went to swing at me and I punched him in the nose, causing it to bleed. He came swinging at me like a novice all-rounder. He caught me a couple of times but I picked some nice blows and he collapsed to the ground. By this time, there was a large crowd around us chanting ‘Fight! Fight!’.

I was lucky because my friend, Johnny Upton, was the champion boxer of South London and we had trained with him. This bully got up again, so I put him down with an uppercut to the chin. The teacher arrived and stopped the fight. He marched us off to the head. This one was not such a sport as in Kimpton and he gave us a long lecture on bad behaviour then sent us off. When I got to the door, he called me back and said, “Pryor, he got what he deserved. Thank you.” Guess he was not so bad.

My dad had a car now from the ARP. It was rather large but painted grey. He used to take us out for rides on a Sunday after lunch. This was a novelty for us, my sister and I, and by now we had a baby brother, Bernard. We went to places such as Virginia Water, a large artificial lake built in the eighteenth century near Wentworth. I remember it because it was so lovely. We also went to Keston Ponds, near Hayes Common, which were good for fishing. Julius Caesar rested here on his conquest of Britain, and there is a well named after him.

One day during the holidays, my dad said, “I am going to take you somewhere to meet some cousins that you have.” I asked where and he said it was in Essex. We eventually got to the house, which was large and in a lovely garden. It had a crest over the door. I asked what it was and he said that I would have to ask the cousins. From memory, there were three of them, all men. They said the house was originally Easton Lodge but was destroyed. The present house was built out from a wing of the old house and had been primarily used as servants’ quarters. It was the home of Daisy (give me your answer do), Countess Warwick. They told me I was first cousin to the earl. One of the gents was the Earl of Warwick.

The crest was the family crest and I was told to have it over the entrance to any house where I lived. They explained that this house was the house of Daisy and she inherited it from her father, Charles Maynard. During the war, she allowed part of the garden to be used by Bomber Command, where the flying fortresses took off for the bombing raids on Germany. After the war, this part of her garden became Stanstead Airport. When Daisy was a socialite at the court of Queen Victoria, and was having an affair with the Prince of Wales, who later became King Edward, the seventh, Victoria became very annoyed with her and banned her from the court.

The next day, Victoria found she had no court, it had all moved down to Easton house in Essex, including Prince Edward. I have never had the crest over the front door, or any door, but I have on occasion used the family headed notepaper for official letters.

My school days consisted of school and the Boys Brigade which was in the church, St James Church at the corner of our road, and family life. I was not very keen on school. The first day, my dad took me by tram to the bottom of Pepys Road, named after Samuel Pepys of course, and we walked up the hill to the school, Haberdashers Askes School which was at the top of the hill. As we walked up, we met a gentleman called Mr Pearce, who was actually a master at the school. He was a bluff Yorkshireman and told us about the school. Apparently, the first Mr Aske was a nobleman in the court of Henry the Eighth, the Aske that founded the school was the Master of the Haberdashers Company.

As one of the new boys, we were ridiculed by the older lads in the school, and we were allotted our places in classes, or forms as they were called. I was in 1 Reserve, and to this day, I still don’t know what that means. Our form was at the top of an old tower and I was very miserable, staring out of the window, when in the distance I saw a train. I had become a train spotter at that time. It was the Golden Arrow on its way to Paris. I was delighted and excited because I had never seen it before, so then school became a bit more interesting, but not as much as living in the country shooting game.

I liked Maths, English and History but found the rest a bit boring. I liked Maths because our tutor was Mr Pearce, who had escorted me to school on the first day. We were also allotted houses. My house was Field’s House, named after the master who taught us history. Once a week, we had to go to our house meetings which included boys from all the forms. I soon learnt that there were competitions between the houses in all sorts such as rugby, cricket, and swimming.

It was at this time, me and my old friends joined the Boys Brigade, which was the first uniformed youth movement in the world. It was formed by Sir William Alexander Smith in Glasgow in 1883 and then grew into a worldwide movement. We were the 84th Company of Boys Brigade. There were some ninety of us in this company. This also was very competitive with badges awarded for many things, with the ultimate badge being the King’s badge. This was later to become the Duke of Edinburgh’s award. It was a pseudo-military organisation with drill and parades, and religious overtones, especially on a Sunday morning when we would have a Bible Class, and the regular church parade with marching around the street with brass bands playing.

I could not swim. One day at school, we were taken to the local swimming bath in Deptford, told to change and get in the water. I was terrified and screamed and flung my arms around the teacher, again it was Mr Pearce. So, I was sat on the side to watch. That summer, the summer of 1947, I went on my first camp with the Boys Brigade; it was to West Bay in Dorset. I was persuaded to go into the sea with a friend and we walked till the water was up to our chests. Those of you who know this beach will know the water goes down deep very quickly. We saw two teenage girls on the beach with towels around their necks.

We went closer for a better look. They took their towels off revealing their breasts. This was the first time I had seen large breasts and I was shocked. At that moment, a big wave hit us from behind and I found myself swimming. When the wave subsided, I yelled out I can swim. The girls laughed and we got out of the water and joined them. They suggested we went for a walk on the cliffs, which we did, and they sat down in a secluded spot, then proceeded to show us more of their wonderful bodies. This was the first time I had ever seen a girl without clothes on.

Needless to say, we were very late back to camp and had to explain we had got lost. As a punishment, we had to go without our meal and wash all the dirty football shirts. I wish I could remember their names, but all I can remember is that the one I liked was the coastguard’s daughter. What a memorable first camp.

Back at school, we were told we should learn a musical instrument. I wanted to learn the piano because, as I have said, my dad had a band called Bob Pryor and the Rhythm Boys. They played at the Cumberland Hotel in London and he played piano. He refused to teach me and the school gave me a viola to play. The headmaster, Mr Goddard, we called him Ned, wanted to teach me to play it, but I was not very good and I requested to play a violin. Old Ned gave up on me. I persevered and eventually became leader of the school orchestra, but that’s another story.

In the Boys Brigade, we had athletics every Tuesday evening. For this badge, we had to achieve all the times and distances that were set down in a book. These were set out in three stages according to our age. It was the same for swimming, which was on Saturday morning. The athletics track was by Lady Well Park, next to the dog track in Catford. I accomplished the first stage easily, so each Tuesday, I was practicing the second stage. I was very lucky because also training there was Sydney Wooderson, who was actually the first man to break the four-minute mile, but it was not acknowledged because there was a fault in the official timing. His advice to me was invaluable.

I settled down to the hundred-yard as being my race and I became quite good at it, but I also loved javelin and discus. I was fourteen at the time, and I got a call in July. I was asked to take part in the relay of the Olympic torch. It was due to come past our church and two of us boys were required. There were five in the run, the flame bearer in the centre, and four of us on the corners. We had to run from our church, taking over from the previous team, and run to Forest Hill where the next team took over from us. I was front left and the baton was taken over by Ivan Britton, son of the BB Officer. There were three other boys from a different company.

It was exciting, especially seeing the crowds all along the roads, but we did not notice how tiring it was. Of course, all of our street turned out to give us a cheer. The school was very pleased as it had arranged a trip to Wembley to see the games. They could not get us into the opening ceremony performed by King George, the sixth, but we went on 30 July. The school holidays followed. What was strange to me was that the running track was black, not pink like my running track. Apparently, they got cinders from Leicester to make the track.

My dad had a holiday that summer and decided to take us to Cumberland where our Uncle Ted, with whom we stayed for a while in the war, had moved. Although it was a big car, there were three kids now and we took up all the back and then there were all the things we were taking with us. We stopped for lunch on the way up there but it seemed to take forever and we arrived in the Lake District at night. My dad was hopelessly lost but we came upon a call box and he phoned Uncle Ted, who gave him directions. We followed these until my mum cried out that we were in the middle of a field. I told my dad a cow was looking in the window. He kept on and we came up to a gate.

We went through that and in the distance saw a light. We followed this light across the fields until we were at a farmhouse. As we arrived, the door opened and Uncle Ted came out. It was pitch dark and we unpacked, had a meal that Aunty Phyllis had made us, and went to bed with candles. The next morning, I was so surprised when I looked out of the window and across was a huge lake. It was Ennerdale, a lake with a forest buried in it. Not many people know this but there is only one lake in the Lake District. That is Lake Bassenthwaite.

At breakfast, I noticed that Ted still had his shotgun, which stood in the corner of the room. We had a laugh about old memories. He said there was not so much to shoot in this part of the Lake District but there were still a few rabbits.

Most of the holiday was taken up with touring the lakes. I think we saw all of them and a few tarns in the fells. We had a boat ride on Windemere and saw the house of Beatrice Potter, but no rabbits. It was my first sight of Wast Water that completely took my breath away, I had never seen such beauty. I did a painting of it, which later won first prize in the school art competition. The screes come down from Sca Fell straight into the water, which is the deepest lake in England at two hundred fifty-eight feet deep. The other side looks so close, you feel you could touch it, but it is in fact almost a mile across.

One summer, a poor German girl had walked down from Sca Fell, the highest point in England. She got to the lake and was so hot, she thought she would swim to the other side. Fortunately, there were some tourists watching her and they dragged her exhausted from the water; she almost died. She had no idea how far it was to cross and the deep water was freezing, away from the shore. Not much fish in the lake but I did catch some eels and almost a German tourist. What was interesting was the pub at the end of the lake. It was here that Hillory and other mountaineers practiced for Everest. They climbed around the ceiling of the pub inside as a warm up. There is also an interesting church there. It is the smallest church in England, so I was told.

The holiday was over and on the way back home from the lakes, we were hit by an overtaking car. We got scratched all down the side but fortunately, no serious damage. Of course, in those days, there were no motorways and we had to stay on the old Roman Road, the A1, Watling Street.

Well, it was back to school and we were introduced to the playing fields. They were huge and we shared them with the Aske’s girls school which was nearby. We all got changed into our rugby gear and were introduced to the game. I found it so boring as we kept having scrums. I think the master’s favourite words were ‘scrum down’. I was put into the scrum, second row, and it hurt my ears. I did not like it. I wanted to be on the wing where I could use my speed. One day, I crept out onto the wing and the ball was thrown to me. I grabbed it and took off, there was no one who could catch me, and I scored a try. The games master said, “I think we better play you on the wing.”

I kept my mouth shut because I wanted to yell, ‘I’ve been trying to tell you that all the time, you stupid bastard’. In the afternoon, the girls came down to play. Their
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