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About the Book

‘Suddenly my hair was
grabbed and my head jerked
back. I saw a hand remove
the heavy, metal lid from the
dirty-linen bin and I was
dropped onto the pile of
urine-soaked sheets below...’

Sue Martin was not three years old when she began life at her first
children’s home: a home that could at best be described as cold and
regimented; at worst, torturous and terrifying. When her mother
abandoned her to the protection of its matrons, Sue was soon to discover
that behind the doors of this reputedly kind-hearted institution lay a
world steeped in lies, cover-ups, victimisation and abuse. At its heart was
Boagey, a woman whose bullying was targeted at Sue. Boagey’s attacks
quickly progressed from the gratuitous punishment of an innocent child
to sordid sexual advances. 

Sue’s true story is one of physical, mental and emotional torture of the
most appalling kind. But it is also a story full of joy, humour and many
victories – small and large – against her abusers.

Utterly compelling and shockingly revelatory, No Way Home will astound,
move and inspire. 


About the Author

Since leaving the homes, Sue has had a number of different jobs including working in retail, on a farm and in childcare before settling on the catering industry. Sue ran a Bed and Breakfast and then set up and ran a successful restaurant in Cornwall.


NO WAY
HOME

The terrifying story of life in a children’s home. . .
and a little girl’s struggle to survive

SUE MARTIN
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For my daughter Chrissie and granddaughter Robyn


Preface

I wish to make it absolutely clear to readers that this is a story of what I suffered in what was then called ‘Dr Barnardo’s Homes’ from 1944–1957. The perpetrators of the horrors I write about must be long dead and, with them, the sort of behaviour I experienced. That said, even though there were appalling Homes, there were also wonderful places run by caring, lovely people, dedicated to the welfare of the children in their charge. It was my misfortune to spend most of my time in the former and all too little time in the latter; just long enough to discover the positive experience that I was to miss out on.

Barnardo’s, as it is now called, closed the last of its Homes over twenty years ago. I am glad to say that Barnardo’s is, today, a very different organisation from the one I experienced all that time ago.


Prologue

My very first memory is of me, a tiny girl, standing between the knees of a man. He was wearing thick dark trousers, which felt rough against my skin; so it wasn’t an entirely comfortable place to be, but I do remember feeling blissfully safe and secure. We were in a kitchen; there was a black range, a door so laden with coats on hooks that they seemed to defy gravity, and in front of me was a window. In the middle of the room a woman worked at a table; my fascination centred on the drawer she occasionally opened. The open and shut movement changed the underside of the table completely, showing bits not previously visible.

Throughout a frequently sad childhood, I comforted myself with this treasured picture, yet for years I reflected on the reality of the scene. Was I really standing by my dad before he died? Was the woman my mother, who abandoned five of us to our fate in care – so shamelessly soon after the early death of our father? Was it an enduring memory of a warm, happy family life or the dream of an imaginative little girl who wished so much that it was real? Placed in Dr Barnardo’s Homes at two and a half years old, without even the comfort of a doll or teddy bear at bedtime, this picture had been mine to hold on to.

When I left the Homes in 1957, fourteen years later, I described this memory to my maternal grandmother; I even drew a sketch for her. She said that it was indeed my father. In her estimation, I must have been between 18 months and two years old, and everything I told her about this scene was exactly right. The range was lit only during the winter months; by the following summer my dad had died and we left that house. However sad the circumstances it was a thrill to know my memory had been a reality.

Our personality is largely formed in infancy and a little beyond, by the extremes we see and hear; the gloriously happy and the heartbreakingly sad. We remain unaffected by the mundane and the mediocre – the everyday experiences. War-torn countries and disaster areas produce traumatised children because of these extremes; horrific events mean they cannot properly develop or control their emotions. With insufficient kindness to create a balance, these children struggle and flounder, their personal horrors lasting a lifetime.

My time in Barnardo’s was deeply traumatic, most especially in my formative years. Lesbian paedophilia is rarely discussed; however, my personal experience of shocking assaults carried out by certain of the all-female care staff, accounts for its existence. Aside from this horrific exploitation of power, too many of the staff frequently resorted to wanton bullying and gratuitous punishment in their desire for controlled discipline. Although impossible to ignore, I tried hard to develop a strong mind and body to cope with this misery. I decided when very young to make it a battle; my survival instinct took over, the staff became my enemies; I would not allow myself to be beaten down. Once they realised that I would not play by their rules, they sank to even greater depths of degradation and humiliation. Sometimes this proved to be a challenge almost beyond my own endurance; so I struggled harder and tried to remain undaunted. Determined to beat them, and, when older, driven by the utter misery of some of the other children treated similarly, I used my natural physical and mental strength to my advantage; the rest was sheer guile. Although my childhood journey was fraught with fear and pain, I faced it with fortitude and hope. That hope and the strong determination never to give in – that was the success of my childhood. No Way Home is my account of that journey.


~ 1 ~

It has been many years since I left Dr Barnardo’s Homes, but the first memories have not been dimmed. I was almost three years old and had just been placed in a cot; it must have been bedtime. Barnardo’s seemed to have children leave and arrive in new Homes in the evening time. Perhaps I had travelled throughout the day and now awaited the next unknown in this completely strange environment.

My father had died at only 32 years old, of tuberculosis. This was my first night in the Homes away from my young widowed mother, and my five brothers and sisters.

Feeling tiny in this massive high-ceilinged room, I looked around. To my left was a large window; by sitting up at full stretch I could see outside. The sky was still a rich deep blue with soft fluffy clouds barely moving across my line of vision; silhouetted against this backdrop I could just see the tops of the tall trees. Turning away and feeling completely bewildered about where I was, I looked into the room; there were many more cots like mine lined up along the walls with other children lying in them.

In the far right corner were three or four women wearing identical green dresses with white aprons and caps. They were deep in conversation and did not seem to be aware of me sitting up. I stared at them hard, hoping one would look towards me, but no one did. For some reason I was too scared to call out and disturb them.

Behind me in the other corner was a huge door which was closed, and that really worried me. I wanted very much for it to be open.

The unfamiliar surroundings and aloofness of the chattering women was becoming too much to bear; I was feeling isolated, alone and completely insignificant, and suddenly rather afraid. Sitting up hugging my knees, I turned again to the window and saw the open space; oh, I desperately wanted to be out there! The more I gazed at those treetops the stronger my longing became.

I felt an overwhelming sadness, but with nobody there to take away the loneliness, I laid my head down to rest on top of my knees and I began to cry, at first almost silently, but then, as real misery overtook me, with big sad gulping sobs. The crying seemed somehow comforting and was helping, so I continued.

I had not heard a sound, but suddenly and forcefully my hair was grabbed from behind and my head was jerked back; it was one of the women from the corner. Her red face was ugly with anger and literally just inches from mine; her equally ugly distorted mouth began shouting at me. The smell of hot breath and the feeling of her spittle on my skin was really scaring me.

With this unexpected and dreadful change in the woman, my crying reached a loud crescendo; she lifted me roughly from my cot and thrust me just as roughly beneath her arm. Wide-eyed in fear, I remember the green and white linoleum of the floor flashing below me as she marched me head down through the nursery. Put upright, I saw a hand remove the heavy metal lid from the dirty-linen bin; I was dropped unceremoniously on to the pile of urine-wet sheets within, and deep below. The woman’s head appeared above me; she shouted loudly again, then all was black as she slammed down the lid.

I was terrified. My ears were ringing from the banging of the lid and my cheeks were on fire with burning from the tears. It was becoming more and more difficult to breathe with my sobbing and the ammonia stench from the sheets. Filled with a terrifying apprehension I waited for something else to happen . . . something even worse? The blackness within and the outside silence were frightening and the continuing apprehension was exhausting me. Eventually, I must have quietened down to their satisfaction – I may even have dropped off to sleep. I don’t remember being returned to my cot, or how long I remained in that stinking disgusting place, but in my state of fear and desperate sadness it seemed for ever

My cruel initiation was over.

Children learn very quickly to avoid further pain and suffering; in my case ‘don’t ever cry again’ was the first lesson I learnt in the Homes. I would learn many more in the years to come.

*

The next thing Barnardo’s did was take away my name, literally overnight. I was called Pauline but there were already two other kids with the same name, so they made me use my middle name, Susan.

Ordered regimentation is the only way to maintain discipline in any large institution, be it the Forces, Hospital or School, and that was how life was in Dr Barnardo’s Homes, but they went much further with a desire for total control of the children in their care. In their bland Victorian ‘seen and not heard’ world, we were all just ‘the kids’; there was no encouragement toward individuality, we were just lumped together as nobodies. Anyone, adults and children alike, who did not live in the Homes, was simply known as ‘Outsiders’. The un-named carers we referred to as ‘Staff’, as in the army when the senior officers are called ‘Sarge’ or ‘Sir’. (The alarm warning, ‘Staff’s coming!’, was a term often heard to alert others to a possible threatening encounter.) This anonymity ensured their desired uniformity; that was how it was – a clinical, distant, institutional way of life. With no outward signs of warmth or affection and little or no provision made towards our personal development, our lives were a rather empty, lonely affair.

Daily life was order in the extreme; everything was done by the Rule Book. . . and the clock. The routine was the same in all of the many Homes throughout the country; everyone up by 6.30am, washed, dressed and downstairs so that breakfast could be served by 7.20a.m. After breakfast, a meagre meal of porridge, bread and butter and a cup of tea, we all had certain jobs to do. The intensity and importance of these tasks varied. As we got older, they increased and had to be carried out before we left for school. Once free of the cot I clearly remember making my own bed when I was small enough to reach the level of the bedstead, and could see right under the mattress!

The first chores for toddlers were to clean under the dining tables and dust the chair legs, the sort of thing we could manage with ease at the tiny height we were. We also dusted the ornate carved banisters; anything less than perfection after inspection meant we had to start from the top and do them all over again. That was very boring and interfered with our play time! And at the other end of this scale, as older children, all the cleaning of the Home, including a very thorough weekly spring clean, was our responsibility; this too had always to be done to absolute perfection, or else.

Meal times were strictly to time; we were summoned to table by a bell or gong. What we ate and drank, the enforced rest after lunch, permission to go out to play, what clothes could be worn – all these were orders, never a choice. At the end of the day bed time was the final ruling, strictly adhered to without compromise; the youngest were upstairs at 6.00pm; the latest – up to and including those aged sixteen years old – was 7.30pm.

There were very strict rules about where we could go within the building and the gardens. Every one of these conditions and orders was obeyed religiously; the fear of inevitable punishment was simply too great to do otherwise.

Every day continued in exactly the same grindingly oppressive routine, smoothly, with no breaks to upset proceedings – or the staff. Because of this, my personal institutionalisation was swift and simple, until Michael came along.

I had not been in this awful place for very long but his arrival changed everything. It was as if the sun shone again for me; he brought me genuine joy. His new illuminating presence gave me a sense of reality, warm friendship and fun.

Michael and I very quickly became best friends. With the regime, the numerous petty rules, the constant fear of being shut up again in a bin, I had in the short space of time before Michael’s arrival been totally withdrawn from the throng of kids. Staff always appeared to be shouting and cross; I was too absorbed in trying to work out why rather than suffer any more of their dreadful punishment.

Michael was a mixed-race boy with beautiful coffee-coloured skin and a mop of black, curly hair. It was soft to the touch yet it looked so wiry. His eyes were jet black and sparkled when he smiled, and disappeared completely when he screwed up his face to laugh, which he did frequently. His teeth seemed whiter than anybody else’s and his long eyelashes looked like baby spiders that lay on his chubby cheeks.

We were the same age and size and just clicked from the start. When he arrived, we were both about three years old; we could make each other laugh with ease and I suddenly had an opportunity to play in relaxed freedom. I remember no other kid at the time at all; they were unimportant, I had Michael.

Each day we met on the dormitory landing; went downstairs holding hands, into the dining room, and sat next to each other at the table. Talking during a meal was strictly forbidden; instead, we would often just look at each other and grin in a comforting, reassuring way. As soon as the meal was over, we carried out our chores of clearing the table and sweeping any crumbs from the floor as quickly as we could. After a staff inspection we were gone into the playground, into a world of absolute bliss that was all our own. We did everything together.

We even shared the routine of the ‘Potty Line’ in the early days!

In many ways, the Barnardo regime was unbelievably Victorian, demonstrated by their obsession with bowels! Daily after breakfast, potties were placed on the floor of the nursery, in a long line down the middle. We had to face opposite ways alternately in the row; I never understood that, and never found out why. We were expected to ‘go’, and if this had not occurred in the given time there was a smack awaiting. Very harsh, but illustrated perfectly their desire for total control over us tots.

‘Babies’ Castle’ was the name of the Home, a splendid building with grounds and gardens surrounding the vast ivy-clad walls. It was a mansion in the real sense of the word; small castellated turrets on the roof, great sash windows and an impressive heavy solid oak door allowing access to the equally beautiful interior. Huge entrance gates safely secured us but the areas into which we were allowed were very limited indeed; quite simply the dormitory in which we slept and the room where we ate and played, these were our boundaries.

At the back of the Home was a playground; an enclosed area reached from the dining-cum-playroom through French windows. With plenty to do, we had our happiest times out there. It was our only chance of the freedom to do what we wanted and let off steam; we all loved it. It had a sandpit, proper swings and an enormous weathered log that became for us a pretend boat – or train – or even a rickety bridge. Michael fell off this one day and I was fascinated to see that the skin of his graze showed as pink as my skin underneath; I imagine by the time we finished examining and analysing this discovery it probably didn’t hurt any more!

Goodness knows what kids chatter about all day but we never stopped. The earlier days I spent in an almost mute nervousness were gone; now I was really at ease and found my voice. Michael’s favourite expression was ‘Cor!’ – used when quietly intrigued or in excited expectancy, it was always said with enormous enthusiasm in his husky voice. The first time I heard it was outside, in the small shrub area beyond the playground.

We had found a hefty-sized stone and between us managed to flip it over. We sat down on our haunches to inspect this discovery. . . it was alive and crawling with all sorts of very red thin worms, those leather jackets that curl in a ball, and so on. It was utterly disgusting, and as I let out a very girly-type ‘Urgh’, he simultaneously said with loud excitement, ‘Cor!’ He pushed and poked at the various wildlife lurking in the wet slimy mud while repeating this expletive with varying degrees of interest and enthusiasm. It was only because I loved to be with him so much that I put up with this revolting sight!

I have referred to the strict, extremely harsh discipline surrounding all our day, but meal times were especially Victorian: absolute silence was the basic rule. Additionally, if tea was slurped or cutlery accidentally dropped, that was it: end of meal. Regardless of age, we were forced to leave the table and endure the misery of no (or not enough) food – with further punishment of cleaning or similar, designed to interfere with precious play time.

Beyond all the petty instances that occurred, one frightening breakfast time stands alone.

Some months after I had first met Michael a new girl had arrived, about four years old like us; however, we had already nearly eighteen months’ experience of the rules . . . and the irrational behaviour of the staff. Placed opposite the two of us, our jaws dropped at the same time as we heard her say very loudly, ‘I don’t like porridge.’

We shared a look of sheer horror, and then quickly returned an exaggerated gaze to our own dishes. Firstly I was extremely puzzled: what did she mean, she didn’t like it? I most certainly didn’t like the staff, I didn’t like being kept inside when it rained, I didn’t like being shouted at and smacked, but this was just food! As far as I was concerned you just sat at the table, shovelled the food down, drank your tea and left the table. I really had no idea what this girl meant.

Suddenly everything changed up a level.

Staff had been trying to cajole and encourage her but had clearly had enough; the ensuing bedlam made us again glance up. To our amazement, she and her colleague had this new kid in a headlock; they were trying to force the food into her squirming mouth, but were being unbelievably and cruelly forceful. Thrashing her head from side to side in an attempt to escape, we could hear the spoon clashing against her teeth; she was making horrible gurgling sounds in her attempt not to swallow. They held her mouth closed in a vice-like grip; she was choking and this made her cough, and the porridge all sprayed out of her nose: it went everywhere! It looked revolting to us and was clearly very painful for her, as she seemed to be gasping for breath.

At this, completely out of patience, Staff threw the spoon clattering on to the table. This poor girl’s bright red face was covered in sweat; her hair was sticking to her forehead and her eyes were staring out in sheer terror. Now shaking and out of control she put back her head and, still gurgling on the porridge, tried to scream as Staff tightly grabbed one of her arms and hauled her upwards and out of her chair. Still held aloft by one arm, thrust forward at Staff’s waist level, she was removed from the room like a puppy that had pee’d on the carpet. Her cruel initiation was over.

Some of the younger ones began to cry; Michael and I turned slowly and just looked at one another in fear of what they were doing to her now. He barely opened his lips but breathed out almost silently, ‘Cor!’ That made me laugh a little bit inside, and took a lot of the angst out of the situation. The remaining staff did not notice, so we didn’t get into trouble.

We were frequently told to ‘pipe down’, even when drawing and doing jigsaw puzzles together on the wet days when we were not allowed out to play. In fact, as long as we were doing things together, it didn’t really matter what we did.

Most afternoons the staff took us out for a long walk; Michael and I remained as ever stuck like glue. To keep us together we walked in a long ‘crocodile’; we loved this time of being away from the awful restrictions of the Home and the warm comfort and sheer pleasure of holding hands, laughing and chattering all the way. Michael and I shared a mutual deep feeling and understanding of one another; we cried a little, laughed a lot, our life was a blissful state of childish happiness. We spent hours in almost complete oblivion of our austere surrounding and lifestyle; he was the first and only person I greeted in the morning and the only one to whom I wished goodnight.

We spent a year or so in this magical happy state – same routine from day to day, week to week – until one morning I went on to the landing in the normal way; Michael wasn’t there!

This had never happened before: I lingered until barked at to go downstairs but he wasn’t there either. I could feel an awful state of breathless panic; strictly against the rules and the risk of punishment, I darted back upstairs. Still no Michael – he was nowhere to be seen. I was now really scared and anxious and went to the dining room as the bell rang. His chair was empty, it looked dreadful.

I approached a member of staff and nervously asked where he was; with a harsh voice and an even sterner look, she shouted, ‘Take your place at the table immediately. If you must know he has gone away and you won’t see him again.’

I stood there, stunned.

My mind went funny. I wanted to get out of there, and ran to the open French windows. ‘You come back here and sit down now,’ she shouted, but I wasn’t listening. I ran across the playground to the ‘pavilion’, an open-fronted construction with a bench seat, rather like a bus shelter. I clambered up on to the seat, and with head down, my hands by my sides, I banged my back against the wall, rhythmically and constantly and comfortingly. Staff came out once, but she went back in without saying a word.

I felt desperate. I had been there for some time, hurting more and more inside and fighting hard against the tears trying to come. I just kept thinking, Is he all right? What will I do? Where has he gone? What did she mean . . . never see him again? It was impossible for my young mind to take that in. A terrifying thought occurred to me in addition. He had been there at bedtime – where was he now?

Slowly my mind adjusted and I felt an incredible change in my understanding and awareness of myself and the situation I was in. A mist of some sort had filled my head at the shock of how, and what, she had said, so callously and with sadistic pleasure. Now that mist was slowly clearing; as it did I realised there had always been another mist, but that too was clearing. I stopped banging and looked across the playground to the French windows, I studied what I now saw with new clear vision.

The other kids were all there as before, just the same, but they were how I used to be – compliant zombies – but not any more. The staff too were the same, but now I felt a deep and growing hatred for them. They had taken Michael away. I was desperately fighting back the need to cry with this dreadful loss, but I knew that was what Staff expected – instead of releasing tears, I became angry.

I had grown up there and then and made two resolutions.

Never make another friend.

Never do anything you are told.

I maintained them both whenever possible; my battle had begun, I was four years old.

*

After Michael left, I didn’t play as much; I would sit in the warm sunshine in the pavilion just swinging my legs for ages. I preferred being on my own. I loved to watch people, and try to work out what made them say and do the things they did.

In the playground, although allowed to play freely and do the things kids enjoy, I felt forever on my guard, always wary, always observing. There was a new feeling of vulnerability without the support of Michael; I believe this was the reason Barnardo’s separated brothers and sisters: as a single unit they could manage their total control so much more easily.

I was always using my newly discovered mind, becoming daily more ‘aware’ of its capacity. I loved to think things about staff, like ‘haven’t you got a big nose’, and relished the fact they had no idea of what I was thinking. I really enjoyed the silence of thought.

The way they told me about Michael leaving had been harsh and had a dreadful effect on my emotions. Was it simply in itself, or because it was a reminder and repeat of another recent rejection by my family? Surely, that was the pain; maybe Michael had taken the place of a brother for me. I only knew there was an enormous emptiness again in my life, and the anxiety and longing for him continued for a very long time.

The promise not to have another best friend was an easy resolution to uphold. I soon realised I couldn’t relate to the other kids much anyway; this was where I felt the worst of the emptiness – they were there, that was all. Sometimes I found them to be unbelievably stupid in their ignorance or rejection of the strict rules. Michael and I had soon realised that many of these were in place not only for the necessary smooth running of the Home but also for us to learn a little about self-discipline. Most important of all though was to avoid the punishment involved in failing to carry them out; there were subtleties and craft in being a thorn in the side of the staff, but not many of the other kids seemed bothered to work this out.

I constantly watched the staff. These women, all single, were supposed to be caring, but I soon realised that most of them didn’t care. From watching them, something became very clear to me; when they shouted, they did one of two things. From their eyes, and facial expressions, I could see genuine anger, which was scary stuff, like with me in my cot and the new kid and the breakfast. However, there was a second expression. Sometimes in the playground, one of the bigger kids (there was always one bully) would snatch a ball from you, or trip you up on purpose, then sneer as you fell. The staff could also have this look on their faces, one of sneering triumph, like when I was told about Michael – the one that portrayed the bully. It was a shock to learn that grown-ups could be bullies, too.

I thought of it as a war; I had learnt which the real enemy among the staff were, those I hated the most. I had already learnt to frustrate and annoy the staff to win my little battles. I quickly realised there were limits to my bad behaviour though; I never ever said ‘no’.

This tiny word was complete aggravation to the staff and I could not believe the regularity with which some of the other kids used it. The staff’s reaction was immediate, harsh and predictable, so why did some kids continue to say it? This same group missed the meal bell and could be in trouble all day; perhaps their minds were devoid of calculation with everything around them so ordered. I never really worked them out. The word ‘no’ simply upset the ordered regime and staff hated that. They were in authority – and saying ‘no’ simply allowed these women to vent their frustration, with a ‘cross’ attack, or a ‘bullying’ attack. In practical terms, there was not much difference really, they both hurt.

To get the better of them I decided subtlety was the best approach – get them mad with frustration, then back off before going too far. It took split-second timing, and didn’t always work out, but more little skirmishes were won than lost.

Walking away when requested to return indoors worked a treat. ‘Come on, Susan – in you come,’ moved on to, ‘Susan, you heard, in.’ Then, ‘Now, Susan – come in now.’ Eventually it reached its full crescendo, ‘Susan Davis, get in here now!’ I would then turn around, with a ‘what me?’ expression of mild surprise on my face. The timing had to be spot-on to get them hopping mad but not come after you, or the inevitable smack would follow a very unceremonious hauling across the playground; I hated being smacked but they loved it and were always so vicious.

You couldn’t perform this routine every time – that was the key; if you did, they would just haul you straight in and smack you anyway. Doing it to a different staff member each time was also essential; their personal anger levels varied amazingly, and I soon learnt how far you could go with each of them. With some guile and even more luck, the outcome was always the same; they got mad because their petty system was interrupted, and that was my intention.

For instance, nobody could take as long to do up coat buttons and shoes as I occasionally chose to do. Everyone else ready for the walk, there would be much tutting and calls to ‘come on’ until just the right tone had been reached, then magic! I was ready.

I mixed this with being so dextrous another day that I was the first one ready. Out through the open front door, on to the drive, before they could say ‘Jack Robinson’. Nobody was allowed to leave the building on their own, so I was followed by staff who had to catch me and bring me back. The other kids, eager to see what would happen, rushed their own proceedings, but it would dissolve into a non-crisis, as we met on the doorstep.

Dawdling along behind always made them angry, but being in a public place there was no punishment because they wouldn’t let down their public face under any circumstance. I would sometimes run on ahead, which had them screaming like banshees for me to stop.

There was an old granite horse trough a couple of hundred yards down the pavement from the Home. One day I rushed on ahead, and because there was no one in close pursuit I jumped up on to the plinth. The green stuff on the surface was algae, and I soon found out was very, very slippery – I fell in.

I was absolutely amazed, it happened so quickly! The staff caught up, and heaved me out by the back of my collar. I had not gone right under, but I was drenched. Staff wasn’t all that dry either by the time she got me back on to the pavement, and was she livid! Half the kids viewed this in silent disbelief; the others were laughing their heads off. Michael would most definitely have laughed, but I wouldn’t have been so naughty if he had still been there.

My coat was blue, thick wool, and by now, the water was draining off at such a rate I was creating my very own puddle – and I was freezing. The algae was stuck to the fibres and hung in fronds, and I didn’t smell all that healthy.

I can safely say I messed up that particular walk, and had accidentally managed to reach a level of madness by the staff that had never before been witnessed. Once we got back, for punishment I had to have a cold bath; was sent to bed straight after tea and missed a playtime, but I didn’t get a smack so I considered that a small price to pay.

There was one situation when it never paid to be deaf, dawdling, or under any other circumstances late, and that was for a meal. For punishment they sent you away to do extra work, or straight to bed, depending on the time of day; to skip any food was a very bad idea altogether. I was never exactly hungry after a meal, but never full either; no food at all was purgatory. When the bell went I was there, but I was constantly amazed at the stupidity of some of the other kids who failed to grasp this simple – but cruel – fact. It happened all the time.

From the outset there was little pleasure in my life at ‘Babies’ Castle’, and once I had lost Michael I withdrew; I became more inward-looking in order to survive an existence that was already proving to be quite an ordeal. My naughty behaviour was intentional, it enabled me to win my little battles against the staff and their cruel attitude and unnecessary punishments. They never attempted to show warmth or give comfort; perhaps if they had, we would have all responded very differently. I most certainly would. To have experienced my first night there, so cruelly treated when I was clearly desperate for someone to cuddle and make things right, no wonder I made them my enemy and continued my battles. The worst thing of all was when they told me – so heartlessly – that my best friend had gone and I would never see him again. I felt immediately they had set themselves against me, so I would, and did, fight them. It seems fair enough to me now, and certainly did then. If they had told me why or where he had gone, my war would have been less, and so would the accompanying hatred that drove me.

I stuck to the rules rather than face their anger and punishment; however, I was not prepared to be a zombie or a wimp just to fit into their scheme of things. Plenty of the kids were already beaten – or certainly seemed to be – but I had discovered how to use my mind and I loved the privacy and power it gave me. There were any number of ways they could and did control my life, but there were things they wouldn’t know or couldn’t control; I was determined to keep it that way.

I was nearly five years old when I was sent to the next Home, St Christopher’s in Tunbridge Wells.


~ 2 ~

I thought Babies’ Castle was big, but St Christopher’s was a huge place on the outskirts of Royal Tunbridge Wells. With a main hall, an assortment of cottages, a laundry of commercial proportions and a medical hall known as ‘Liberty’, my new home was set in the most beautiful wooded surroundings. Once a magnificent old house, the building was now in its old age, and occupied by a horde of screaming children!

The sheer open space and places to play after the confines of Babies’ Castle were staggering to begin with; we could, and did, roam the grounds at will and in complete safety. I expect there were ‘out of bounds’ areas but I do not remember them. The freedom I had so relished in the previous Home’s playground, I now enjoyed on an enormous scale by comparison. The familiar routine and ordered regimentation existed indoors but even there the atmosphere was much more friendly and relaxed. From my first day I played with, and actually enjoyed, the company of my new peers. The awful withdrawn and guarded feelings after Michael left had now gone; I became a free-spirited, happy child again.

I lived with about a dozen other girls and boys of varying ages in one of the cottages within the grounds; there were other cottages of a similar size accommodating the rest of the kids. Huge buildings housed the trainee nannies. After their training, many went to work for important people all over the world as well as for the Homes. They shared their accommodation with the staff required for caring for us kids and for the running of the enormous laundry. St Christopher’s was virtually a small hamlet in its own right and was largely self-sufficient.

I rarely went into ‘The Hall’, the main building of this rambling nine-acre estate, but it was an awesome place to behold. Through the enormous front door, you entered a porch, which itself was the size of a small room. The second door then led into the main area with a floor covered in huge square black and white tiles. It was church-like with high ceilings and a stairway at the very end with decorative wrought-iron banisters – very grand. Down to the right was Matron’s Office; there were many other rooms, the contents of which remained a mystery. Upstairs was called Nursery Landing for obvious reasons as that was where the babies lived, but I only went up there once. The staff there wore the same uniform I was already used to seeing at Babies’ Castle: green nurses’ dress and starched white caps that stuck up at the front.

The grounds consisted of lawns, flower borders, vegetable plots and woodland all lovingly cared for by a small army of gardeners. The head person was called Mr Chessen; he always had a smile for us kids and the time for a warm friendly greeting and chat. I loved to help him and one day managed to push his giant wheelbarrow to the grass tip. As a reward, he pushed us all back – four of us fitted inside! Then there was Mr Meadows, the handyman who did the repairs to our own ‘street lights’ system that illuminated the many paths and drives and was also called upon to solve any problems in our cottages. I liked him because he smiled a lot and would always let me hold his tools when he came to our cottage.

Within the grounds, and fenced for safety on all sides, was a wood-framed small nursery school. This was to be my first learning experience. Here, for only a couple of hours in the morning, we painted and drew pictures. Music was provided from a wind-up gramophone which used to ‘skip’ a bit when we bounced too close; we danced and played organised games together which helped us to develop team skills and to understand direction and order. It was brilliant; we all loved it.

The well-learnt work ethic continued as ever and the various items of apparatus and equipment were our responsibility; everything had to be cleaned and packed away neatly into its rightful place. It was a darned sight more fun than polishing banister rails and was a great lesson for our future life.

We ate our lunch there and the preparation for this meal was our first attempt at helping to prepare our meals. As we had a hot dinner with the older kids who went to the outside school, the lunch food was cold. Staff always managed to make this fun and exciting; she would cover the table with a wax cloth and butter the bread for us. We took our turn in applying the filling for a sandwich each, with more mess than filling, and the shouting and laughter was luxury to me after my miserable existence in my first home. After we were fed and cleaned up, next on the agenda was ‘rest’, where we would lie under a blanket on a foldaway camp bed, and I would frequently doze off to sleep. After our nap we then returned to our own cottages for the remainder of the day.

The nursery was a fun place and very relaxed. Unlike outside school, there was no long walk involved, and all the others attending were the staff and kids I shared my life with anyway. It taught me how to ‘learn to learn’ rather than great achievement, which was a fine way to start an education

The tiny Miss Mitchell was the matron and head of the Home; it was she who oversaw this whole operation. At last, I had found a human being – she, and all her staff it appeared, actually liked children and she was fun. Now here was a first in my short experience of adults. I could not imagine any of her staff being allowed to treat her charges in the manner I had already experienced and observed; she would not have tolerated that.

I did once have to spend quite a bit of time with Miss Mitchell in her magnificent office. We did not see much of her in the normal run of things but I had to make a daily visit to have gravel rash removed from my legs.

I was a tomboy and was always getting into scrapes. I was by nature a strong child and, largely because of the atmosphere in Babies’ Castle, I’d become very competitive and virtually fearless. I’ve forgotten what caused the injury – but that’s not what was important. What is imprinted on my mind was the care and kindness Miss Mitchell took over my knee. If she had told me off for whatever caused the injury, it must have been so mild as to not have even registered.

The operation was quite a painful procedure, requiring lots of gentle scrubbing to remove the skin that covered the gravel, and then she gently took out the pieces embedded below. All the time she let me watch; quite a story to tell the others! She explained what she was doing and when it would hurt; she was so gentle I would have got more gravel rash just to go back!

The office itself was a grand room, reflecting clearly the days when this was a house of some status. High ceilings, wood-panelled walls with enormous lead-glass windows that looked out across the gardens – quite an atmosphere in which to have something as mundane as gravel dug from my legs! To fill in some of the considerable length of time required for this delicate task, she taught me the capitals of the world. On her side table, she had a great globe brown with age that had its own stand and rotated at the slightest touch. As I sat with my legs up she would point out the different continents, then each country and its capital city. Because I loved the sound of the word, my favourite was Reykjavík; it has always been my dream to go there.

Another fascination was her office ‘seal’; she explained that this was used in addition to her signature at the end of an important letter. She demonstrated how to melt the sealing wax and once it cooled a little, would press the seal into it: very posh! There was no doubt in my mind: the whole world should be made up of Miss Mitchells, starting with all the staff of Barnardo’s.

The end of the long summer holidays heralded my move away from the nursery and on to an outside infants’ school; it was exciting being able to join in the preparations after previously just watching the others. Ordinarily I would have to get myself washed and dressed – but my first day found me being helped considerably more. My hair was thoroughly brushed and my teeth-cleaning supervised; clearly only perfection would be acceptable. We did not wear an official school uniform but had a jumper and skirt that was only used on school days and woe betide you if it was not changed out of the very minute you arrived back! Even in this considerably happier environment, time-keeping and ordered regimentation, the usual Barnardo’s rules, reigned supreme.

The walk to school was quite a surprise on that first day as it was over a mile towards Tunbridge Wells and was paved all the way. Because the Home largely ran itself, I hadn’t seen much of the ‘outside world’. I had been on the very short walk to Dunorlan Park, a beautiful place with a vast lake opposite St Christopher’s, but this was a real trek and I was fascinated. The few houses we passed were enormous and were screened from the road (and nosy children) by high hedges and huge double gates. We marched along as was usual in a ‘crocodile’, holding another kid’s hand, and Staff conducted neatness and good behaviour from the rear of the group. Any adult we met along the way knew where we came from, and warm noisy greetings would be exchanged.

The school building was an old grey stone affair with a friendly welcoming air. ‘St James’s Infants’ was carved proudly into the arch above the main entrance. My first impression was how small everywhere appeared; the playground looked overflowing with all the pupils playing before the bell announced the start of the lessons. The rooms were small and housed our individual desks, and the tiny chairs were
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