
Memories of an Unremarkable Woman 

My name is Elizabeth Rachel Henderson and I am indeed an unremarkable woman but I have 
lived through remarkable times and have met many remarkable people including my 
husband.  And now I can claim five remarkable children, grandchildren and two great 
grandchildren.  I am writing down my memories for their benefit.  They won’t always be in 
strict chronological order and I expect them to be sometimes incorrect or inaccurate.  But I 
shall try to set them out in some sort of readable fashion. 
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Early Days 

My story begins on 9th June 1928.  I was the sixth daughter and seventh child of Edith 
(known as Daisy ) and D.F.C. (known as Fabian) Blunt.  Both were the seventh children in 
their families and my mother’s sister married my Father’s brother so I had a large number of 
cousins, aunts and uncles.  Some of which I just remember and some I don’t think I ever met.  
I know I must have met my Grandfather on my Father’s side because I have a photograph of 
the two of us together.  

Now this is where memories and incidents that have been related so often are confused and I 
don’t know which is real.  I believe I remarked on my Grandfather’s patriarchal beard that 
“when he strokes his chin he pulls the hair from his bald head onto his beard”.  Quite a 
sensible explanation when you think of it. I remember my cousin Pat because she was the 
same age as me and her brother Tony.  But mostly they were all much older than me.  

I was born at home, much to the surprise of my nearest sister in age who was ten at the time.  
Neither she nor my brother were even aware that my Mother was pregnant!   The house 
where I was born was 36 Wickham Road, Brockley and my birth was registered in Deptford, 
I think this entitles me to claim to be a Cockney.  It was a large house, we owned the large 
basement, first floor and the attics.  The second floor was occupied by Mr and Mrs Hancock 
and their daughter Janet.  Janet was my age and a playmate in what might have been a rather 
solitary childhood. 

My sisters all lived at home but they were in my eyes old.  Oddly enough nearly all my very 
first memories are not of people but the house itself.  I used to spend a lot of my time sitting 
in the big window of the sitting room watching the world go by.  There was the Friday Organ 
Man who would trundle up the road with the organ on a barrow (complete with monkey) and 
play until someone gave him a few coppers.  A Muffin Man used to arrive occasionally and 
there was often a dog fight.  The great joy was a round flaw in the glass where view was 
duplicated in miniature and I was convinced that it was a whole new world where anything 
could happen but never did.  

We didn’t have a bathroom in our part of the house but instead there was a large table in the 
kitchen which lifted up to reveal a bath. There must have been a lavatory somewhere but I 
don’t remember it.  Nights were catered for by chamber pots under the bed.  I shared a room 
with Nancy who swore she was never jealous of me and was a good friend as well as sister.  
Mary was soon to leave for Oxford and it was a great treat when she came because she used 
to play all our favourite hymns for us to sing (I was sometimes allowed to choose one!).  



Both Mother and Father came from Catholic Apostolic congregations so I was brought up in 
a loving Christian family. I went to our Church at Camberwell at a very early age when I 
couldn’t understand the services but I loved the sound of the long words, music and the 
eloquent sermons and the legacy of those early days has remained with me to this day. 

I learned to read and write before I was five.  Mother had a little book that I had illustrated 
before I went to school.  I regret now that I read the books from one end to the other of our 
book shelves without really understanding or appreciating them.  You will see from this 
effort of mine that my spelling never really caught up with my reading ability!  I started 
school at a little local convent where my only memory is of the Nuns playing netball with 
their habits tucked up round their waists. I also learnt a smattering of conversational French.  

One last thing before I close this chapter – when Nancy and I went up into the attic we had to 
pass through the Hancock’s flat on tiptoe to make as little noise as possible.  More of that 
later. 
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Early Days continued 

Looking back from what I have previously written, I realise now something which had never 
occurred to me before.  I must have been a great joy to my parents, especially Mother.  They 
had brought up six children without very much money when there was no opportunity to 
develop individual talent and there were no clothes except school uniform and sometimes we 
were not able to go to school because we had no shoes.  I am told that the five girls were 
often difficult, sometimes one or two ganging up on the rest and there was a lot of jealousy. 
 In contrast I was born at a time when they were more affluent.   

I must have been a joy to bring up never having any tantrums and taking all the teasing from 
my sisters in good part.  I was a happy child, blonde hair blue eyes, whereas my sisters were, 
for the most part, rather unprepossessing as far as looks were concerned.  My mother enjoyed 
dressing me in the way she could never have afforded with the others and I was sent to 
private schools where my individual talents were recognized.  I went next to a little school 
called Malvern House where I was happy and popular.  I have a photograph of me 
conducting a little orchestra there by popular consent. 

When I was small my sister Margaret made a lot of the furniture for my big dolls house (the 
staircase was big enough for my kitten to climb up) and also made me a dolls pram out of a 
wooden crate.  I loved pushing the pram round and round the garden but next door lived a 
rather grand old lady who took pity on me and sent me a beautiful real pram.  Unfortunately I 
preferred the old one!  It was this lady whose daughter was the tutor at the Royal Ballet and 
got tickets for my mother and me to see the Nutcracker Ballet.  I don’t remember but I was 
told that when I got home, in thanking Mrs McCarthy, I danced the whole ballet for her.  She 
said “This child must have lessons in ballet”.  My parents were not keen but, because of a 
history of bad backs in the family, I was allowed to start lessons to improve my posture.   

Miss Oakeshott taught in a local village hall and also in my new school and from now on 
dancing was the only interest in my life apart from books.  To get to my school I had a long 
walk down Wickham road and a bus.  It wasn’t a difficult journey as I often had someone to 
take me but coming back there seemed to be dogs on every corner which scared me.  I used to 



pray every day “Please God don’t let me meet any dogs”.  Sometimes it worked!  It was a 
very large hall in Catford where I had been asked to dance a Pavane in Elizabethan dress at a 
pageant of the town through the ages.   

My dancing teacher decided at the last moment to alter the dance and was giving me 
instructions from the wings!  This went well until after I had finished and gone back to my 
dressing room.  I must have looked very attractive all on my own in my beautiful red dress, a 
tiny figure on the large stage dancing very gravely.  The Mayor was so impressed that he 
asked for a repeat performance.  By this time my teacher had gone home so I had to 
remember all the new steps.  I had a similar experience when the school put on a little play 
were I was asked to dance as a fairy.  All went well as I had a dance prepared but nobody had 
told me that the centre of the stage had a grotto in the middle so I had to dance around and 
over it.  Not one of my best efforts.   

All my spare time was taken up with dancing lessons and competitions and appearing at little 
local garden parties etc.  Mother enjoyed taking me to all the different venues.  Examinations 
were very intimidating.  We had to attend with all the other candidates is a large hall 
somewhere in London will allowed to take our own accompanist with us and will wearing 
our small tutus and our hair drawn back from our faces.  As I names were called we walked 
down a vast floor to the table where the invigilator sat.  She took no notice of your entry 
and only lifted her head up when you gave your best courtesy.  She then told you to step into 
the chalk container to stop your shoes slipping on the shining floor.  After going three 
through the correct  arm and foot postures we were given a short combination of movements 
to carry out.  A knowledge of all the French terms is  required and a set mime followed.  In 
my case this caused quite a problem, when I was told to mime washing day all went well for 
the first few minutes until she stopped to ask me what I was doing.  Father was always first 
get the latest gadget and had bought mother a brand new washing machine so that all I knew 
of washing day was putting in plugs turning on taps and put in the washing through an 
automatic ringer.  Problem was solved! We then had to perform a regional dance of our own 
choosing then were allowed to leave after a final that deep curtsey. 
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All Change 

Up until the age of nine my life proceeded at a very even tenure. I was always top of the class 
at my little private school, a prize pupil at dancing classes and leading a happy and contented 
life at home. 

At Church I attended catechising classes before each major Feast day and providing I showed 
my understanding of the significance of the occasion I was given a certificate which I then 
handed to the under deacon who received it with due solemnity and ushered me up to receive 
communion (swelling with pride). 

In 1937 everything changed. We moved from our big rambling house in Brockley to a more 
modest and modern house in Sydenham. The road was called Kirkdale and on the corner was 
a large emporium called Cobbs. This was always known as Cobb’s Corner (the shop has 
since gone but the name remains). The main road, called Westwood Hill, led up to the Crystal 
Palace Parade where the old building still stood and the dilapidated pleasure gardens. 



Sydenham Hill was where all the Victorians built large houses to be near the Palace and 
became a very fashionable area. So, I had to be found a new school. 

This was to be a Girls’ Public Day School Trust, Sydenham High. A school whose reputation 
was built on academic prowess. This came as a shock to me when the interviewing 
Headmistress “found several large gaps” in my previous education but thought “with hard 
work, the gaps could be filled” The school was run on the same lines as a boy’s Public 
School even to playing cricket and I found the first months very daunting. 

My dancing was upped a notch by lessons every Saturday at the Guildhall School of Music 
and Drama where I also had lessons in stagecraft. All competitions at this time were  
overshadowed by the fact that Beryl Grey ( later to be a great ballerina) was always in the 
same class as me and always took the gold medal. I was seriously intent on a career in ballet 
(my parents kept a discreet silence, biding their time). My Christian life also moved forward 
one step when, after fresh instruction I was admitted to full communion. 

This was a new and challenging time beset by extreme shyness and bouts of ill health, being 
prone to bronchitis, but I was beginning to grow up. Under a charismatic English teacher I 
developed my lifelong love of books and of written and spoken words. My second abiding 
enthusiasm was for History. Unfortunately I never caught up with Maths which remain a 
mystery to this day. One abiding memory of Sydenham was my Father calling us to see the 
beautiful sunset. That was the night the Crystal Palace burnt down! 

At this time are only Nancy and I were at home Mary having left Oxford was teaching at a 
school in Gillingham and Margaret who had recently recovered from a long spell in hospital 
due to a nervous breakdown joined her to keep house this was are coming together the last of 
the rest of their lives and was at reading university reading physics after ritual is starting on 
classics.  Jean who had been plagued by a mystery illness and had little formal education 
after she was 14 had taken a course in cookery and went to work as a governess to our rich 
Jewish family.  Jim after coming first in the civil service entrance exam was working in the 
Scottish distilleries.  I remember being sent to stay with Mary and Margaret for 
convalescence after one of my many spells of bronchitis.  It was freezing cold (no central 
heating in those days) and even the jug and basin in you all wrong to wash with in the 
morning was covered with ice.  One memorable night Margaret brought down three 
mattresses and be spent the night round the opened fire in the sitting room.  I can still 
remember the sheer joy of that night.  

Then of course in 1939 everything changed again. In September war broke out. 
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Education for Life Begins 

The next few years were dominated by my two abiding interests, reading and ballet. I 
had already been introduced to the world of Oratorio through my Father and sisters Jean and 
Nancy through their membership of the Goldsmiths Choral Union. I was too young to be left 
on my own during concerts so was taken at a very early age to sit through all the popular 
Oratorio of the day. I was enthralled by the drama as much as the music but I clearly 
remember Isabel Ballie singing in her incomparable voice “I Know That My Redeemer 
Liveth” from Messiah and her duet with Gwen Catley ”Oh Rest in the Lord” from Elijah. 



My Mother took me to all sorts of concerts and stage presentations, from a Carl Rosa 
interpretation of Faust to Les Sylphides at the Royal Ballet. We also went to a programme of 
Chopin by the world famous pianist Pouishnoff. He played several encores and then said 
“You are drunk on Chopin, I will now play some Bach and then you will go home”. The 
highlight of those years was a performance of Hiawatha at the Albert Hall. It was a very 
lavish production with the whole of the arena transformed into an Indian Village with real 
smoke coming from the camp fires. Heddle Nash was Hiawatha (another Oratorio singer) and 
we had seats overlooking one of the aisles that were used for entrances. As Minnehaha was 
carried out on her funeral bier my tears must have dripped down her silent, still body. I also 
cried my eyes out when I saw the film of Romeo and Juliet with Leslie Howard. 

I was reintroduced to Heddle Nash when a charity performance of The Pied Piper of Hamelin 
was put on at the Albert Hall. This time the arena was a village. Local ballet schools provided 
the children and the rats. Our school was the only one to dance on the stage. The whole of the 
rehearsals was spent in searching the bowels of the Hall trying to round up the children who 
had been taken through the cave. I wouldn’t be surprised if there are still a few ghostly 
children trying to find their way out of the labyrinthine tunnels. 
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Outbreak of War and My Teenage Years Begin 

A lot of my wartime years are confused in my memory. So much happened and so many 
incidents came in quick succession. It is difficult to record everything in chronological order 
and my memory plays tricks with dates. One day I can remember is the Sunday in September 
when war was declared; we were in church and the service was briefly interrupted for an 
announcement and then proceeded as normal. I remember that everyone dispersed in silence, 
each one wrapped up in thoughts of what might lie ahead. I am afraid I was not fully aware of 
how life would be forever changed. 

As any young girl, I suppose, my thoughts were only concerned with the present and I had no 
worries beyond school exams and work. Our school was evacuated but my parents sent me 
instead, together with Nancy, to stay with my sisters Mary and Margaret. Margaret had had a 
nervous breakdown and was living with Mary looking after the house while Mary taught at 
the local High School and at that time they were in Colchester the home for a large army 
barracks. 

I only realise now looking back how mother and Father were suffering.  They had lived 
through the First World War and remembered the hardships. This time it was different. My 
brother Jim married Peggy who he had met while working in Elgin, and joined the army. My 
sister Susan joined the WAAF as a Met Officer and Jean joined the women’s army. So all 
their children were scattered and were placed in danger. 

The threat of invasion was in the fore front of everyone’s mind and fears of bombing very 
real. I went to the school where Mary taught and Nancy joined the Red Cross. There was an 
unnatural calm as the whole nation held its breath. We were issued with gas masks (to be 
worn at all times) and trenches were dug in the school grounds as air raid shelters which we 
hoped would never be used. Air raid drill was just, to us, a welcome break in school routine, 
but it must have been full of dread for the teachers. 
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Early War Years 

I am ashamed to say that the first year of the war was very pleasant. While my parents, along 
with all other adults, were living in dread of what might come, I was enjoying my freedom. 

Where Mary and Margaret lived was right on the outskirts of Colchester so with a borrowed 
bicycle and the company of a new-found friend I was free to explore the surrounding 
countryside. 

I was enrolled at Colchester Grammar School where Mary taught and found the lessons less 
rigorous than my London school (it didn’t manage to improve my spelling!) and I lost a lot of 
my shyness. I still had lingering hopes of making ballet my career but discovered new 
interests that were to last all my life. 

Colchester Castle was basically a shell that contained the Colchester Museum. It was 
presided over by an elderly caretaker brought out of retirement. As it was almost next door to 
the school I used to make a habit of going in every afternoon. I became so familiar with the 
Roman history of the castle that I was even allowed to take tours round and help piece 
together some of the broken Samian pottery. The Curator and I became firm friends, I think 
he enjoyed my enthusiasm. There was very little tourist trade but some of the foreign and 
commonwealth soldiers came in to pass the time. 

The big army barracks were home to contingents from all over the world and they were bored 
while waiting for active duties. Some of the Australian soldiers were so fed up they went to 
Woolworths where prams were lined up while their mothers shopped and swapped all the 
babies! The tall handsome Indian soldiers were fascinated by blonde blue-eyed children and 
used to follow them round, causing great consternation to their mothers until it was explained 
to them. After that they were invited into the local homes. 

We had two local churches in charge of two recently priested young men. One was to become 
the Dean of Liverpool and the other, Harold Lemon, was to become Nancy’s husband. They 
both belonged to a music group that used meet and listen to recorded music and on one 
occasion I was invited. Up till now my musical experience had been limited to Oratorio and 
my prize possession of one record of Fingal’s Cave and a six piece box set of Grieg’s piano 
concerto (one disc was scratched). So when I first heard Beethoven’s ninth choral symphony 
I felt as if a window in heaven had been opened. 
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Early War Years continued 

Reading about myself preoccupied life in Colchester, I find I have given the impression that 
life was going on as normal. In reality everything had changed. 

From the first day of war a complete blackout was imposed. Every window had to have either 
boards to put up after dark or very heavy lined curtains. Not even torches were allowed and 
certainly no street lighting which made it difficult to move about at night in the winter. Air 



raid Wardens patrolled the streets to make sure your house wasn’t showing even a glimmer of 
light. Just to make things more difficult (not only for us but primarily to make it impossible 
for anticipated invaders) all street and road signs were either taken down or obliterated. All 
railway stations had their names removed, you can imagine the chaos it caused. You had to 
count the stations until you reached the one you wanted but even that wasn’t reliable. Father 
on his way back from work one night duly counted the stations but, unfortunately the 
train made an unscheduled stop so instead of stepping on to the platform he stepped out onto 
some spare ground and broke his leg. 

Early in 1940 ration books were introduced for bacon, eggs and sugar. I had a blue one that 
entitled me to milk and orange juice. In many ways it was rather unfair as those who could 
afford to have their meals in restaurants were OK as were those who had works canteens. 
Also those living in the country were not short of eggs, butter, cheese etc. People often went 
to visit friends to bring back extra rations. The black market soon cottoned on to this and 
brought back food by the lorry load. Mother always said it was much fairer during the first 
war, there were no regulations and you had to rely on the friendly shopkeeper. Of course in 
those days we were fairly self-sufficient and didn’t get nearly as much food from abroad so it 
was some time before more and more things were rationed and we began to feel the pinch. 

The other thing which changed the landscape were flat trays on poles that were supposed to 
turn green when they detected mustard gas. Then, and if you could smell geraniums you had 
to put on your gas masks (these had to be carried at all times) and everywhere there were road 
blocks and gun emplacements. We couldn’t get to the sea, all we could do was get to the 
barbed wire along the promenades and look across to France which seemed horribly near. 
With strong binoculars you could even see the German guns trained on us. 

One day the town was quiet, the shops were shut and there was no traffic on the roads just 
stillness. That day was June 1st when the rescue of the men from Dunkirk had begun. So 
many local people had small boats and had gone out to help and the barracks were making 
ready to receive the returning soldiers. The whole town was holding its breath as was the 
whole country. Now invasion was considered to be imminent. 
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Return to London 

After the evacuation of Dunkirk the threat of imminent invasion was very real.  Hitler was 
expected to take advantage of our disarray and to cross the channel before we had time to 
recover.  There have been many theories as to why he delayed but I think it was to do 
with Divine intervention.  The King called for a National Day of Prayer and every church and 
every synagogue (I don’t think there were any mosques) was full of people who felt they had 
nowhere else to turn.  It was truly a Nation at prayer.  The churches have never been so full 
before or since.  Whatever you believe we were granted breathing space. 

Because invasion was the presumed next step by the Germans I think my parents felt that 
London was probably the safest place to be as it would be the most heavily guarded whereas 
anywhere near the coast would be at most risk.  My school had returned from being 
evacuated and so for the new term (with a very small number of pupils) I was brought back to 
London.  School started at the end of August and I was glad to be home again. 



On September 7th German bombers appeared over London and the Blitz began and was to 
continue night and day for the next year.  Sydenham was on the German flight path as they 
came in over the coast making their way to London and the docks so we slept and woke to 
the sound of bombers, punctuated only by the wailing air raid sirens and the blissful 
continuous sound of the All Clear.  Sometimes it was difficult to remember exactly whether 
there was a raid on or not.  I remember Mother used to ask the milkman who probably wasn’t 
sure himself.  It took me ten minutes to walk to school and Mother would time me to 
know if I got there in between raids.  Our shelters were in the school cellars, the sixth form 
(all eight of them) had a room to themselves but the rest of us sat on forms either side of a 
long passage.  We were not allowed to leave if a raid was on at the end of the day 
unless called for so we spent anything up to two hours in this very confined space.  We 
couldn’t do much homework so we played endless games, I remember spillikins being a firm 
favourite.   

At home before we were issued with Anderson shelters we had to take official advice 
on finding the safest place in the house.  Under the stairs was the best place if big enough or 
in a corner which helped to provide a pocket of fresh air if the house was demolished.  I had a 
mattress on the floor in a corner behind the piano.  Unfortunately this was directly under a 
vast Victorian wardrobe which would have crushed me to death but our house never had a 
direct hit so it wasn’t put to the test.  You had a pillow beside your bed to put over your head 
when you heard a salvo of bombs dropping , each one getting nearer and nearer until the last 
one had passed by.  It became so ingrained that it was possible to snatch the pillow without 
waking up.  We slept fully clothed which was wretched but necessary in case we 
were bombed out; at least we would have the clothes to see us through to an emergency 
centre.  My job every morning was to go round the garden for any evidence of unexploded 
bombs.  Mother was often on fire drill duty and I can see her now with her tin hat and boiler 
suit armed with hand pump ready to deal with an incendiary bombs and Father had to do his 
spell of duty on the roof of the Treasury which must have been frightening to say the least.  
So perhaps my return to London had not been the best choice but at least we were together. 
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The Blitz 

I have written about the danger and misery that we endured at the start of the German 
bombing of London but it was nothing compared to the onslaught on the city itself. 

The Germans started their bombing with incendiary bombs and we were near enough to the 
centre to watch the night sky lit by London on fire. We could even smell burning and in the 
morning everything was covered in ashes. We were issued with Anderson shelters if our 
gardens were big enough; they were underground rooms dug out of the earth, with a 
reinforced roof. The alternative was a Morrison shelter which was the one we chose; this was 
a large tin box (or this is what it looked like to us) with detachable grills on all sides and a 
very heavily reinforced top. Neither were comfortable as the outside one was damp and cold 
and the inside one cramped and only used for sleeping. 

Mother, Father and I slept huddled together night after night. Many older people refused to 
use either shelters preferring to sleep in their own beds and take their chances. We were the 
fortunate ones. All the East Enders who bore the worst of the bombing did not have space for 
individual shelters and often had to sleep in the Underground stations or in other public 



shelters. They would often emerge in the morning to find their homes heavily damaged or 
destroyed, even finding the whole street gone. We could only watch as the firefighters and 
ambulance men came back to our suburbs tired and exhausted. There was a general invitation 
to all who had been bombed out and had lost everything to find temporary refuge in our 
homes and appeals were sent out for clothing etc. We played host to the mother of our maid, 
Theresa who had been called up and was unable to look after her. She didn’t stay long as the 
rest of her family found room for her elsewhere. 

All life seemed on hold while we concentrated on staying alive and praying for relief and 
hoping against hope that the Germans would not so weaken us that they would attempt to 
invade. I don’t think many, if any, cinemas or theatres remained open; there were no leisure 
activities for us young people. Many children were still evacuated to the country and the 
streets were very quiet. It was as if the whole country was holding its breath. 

Our only life line for entertainment were the radio programmes that delivered a daily diet of 
popular music by the three big bands such as Workers Playtime and Forces Favourites and, of 
course, the start of ITMA with Tommy Handley. We all listened to the same things, whistling 
the same tunes, singing the same songs (Run Rabbit Run was very popular) and all the 
punchlines from ITMA were part of our everyday language. The Nine O’Clock news was 
always preceded by the National Anthems of all the allies. We always hoped the programmes 
were not interrupted by the falling metal strips that were dropped in hopes of interfering with 
the radar, or by hearing the wailing sirens that meant a retreat to our shelters. 

Life was grim and the worst thing was that we never knew how, if ever, it was going to end. 
We know the outcome now but then the future seemed very bleak. 
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Battle of Britain 

While the whole country was living on tenterhooks, a victory here a retreat there, with no end 
in sight and certainly no certainty of final victory, I was as all teenagers preoccupied with my 
everyday life. 

This was unrelieved dreariness as far as I was concerned. Raids still continued but not so 
relentlessly. Other towns were also being bombed and while London and the docks were a 
prime target we did get some reprieve. We were still in Sydenham on the route taken by the 
German planes coming in over the South Coast. Much of the navigating was by sight in those 
days and they followed the Thames. The two remaining towers of the Crystal Palace were 
destroyed as they were too much of a land mark. We dreaded what used to be called the 
Harvest Moon and had been renamed to Bomber’s Moon as the skies were usually clear and 
moonlit. 

Food was becoming increasingly short and all sorts of other items became short as our 
Merchant Navy had to battle through the German submarines to bring in fresh supplies. 
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Battle of Britain continued 



Not only was there a shortage of food and more and more rationing but there were things that 
were difficult to get hold of and were indeed rationed. The most trying of these was the 
rationing of all kinds of soap. This was before detergents so everything from washing 
machines and personal hygiene were affected and we had to be very frugal. We had a kind of 
basket with a handle in which we put every scrap of soap, even the odd soap flake that had 
fallen on the floor. We then agitated this in the water for washing up and washing one’s hair. 
Shampoo and toothpaste were also scarce. 

But there were moments of joy. My brother had a little girl, Elizabeth Ann, who was born in 
the early months of 1941. My sisters Mary and Margaret who were trying to adopt a baby 
themselves were very jealous of the new baby, but only for a short time as a little girl Jennifer 
was put up for adoption. They brought her home at seven days old. She had been born on the 
same day as her cousin. There was not the red tape surrounding adoption in those days and 
there was no difficulty in two unmarried women taking home a new baby. 

While all this was going on the Battle of Britain had started in earnest. We were desperately 
short of planes and a request went out for any scrap metal to be collected. A common sight to 
come across was a pile of kettles, saucepans, and even railings taken down from front 
gardens and parks. They were all waiting to be collected and melted down for scrap to help 
the war effort. It is hard to believe now that the battle in the air was dependent on our 
kitchens. 

We were living not far, as the crow flies, from Biggin Hill where many famous airmen were 
stationed. We could see some of the dog fights in the air and were able to cheer each other up 
when we saw a German plane shot down. All the girls wanted a pair of wings and you felt 
very out of it unless you had at least a brooch to show off to your friends. My sister-in-law, 
Peggy, sent her brother to stay with us on his way to join the Air Force. What a relief when 
he sent me a brooch with RAF wings! I never realized at the time how vital the Battle of 
Britain was for our survival. 

There was one event that changed my life, our church at Camberwell was bombed and largely 
destroyed. My parents and I went to the local Church of England church in Sydenham, Saint 
Bart’s, where we were received very warmly and felt most welcome. My parents were 
received into full communion but I was requested to be confirmed because I was only 13. I 
had joined the choir which proved to be the start of the new friendships that would become 
strong and lasting. 

I had previously only had my friends from school as my companions because the church at 
Camberwell was not a local parish church but took members from all over the London area. I 
never met socially with anyone of my own age from the congregation and my sisters never 
brought home boys so my social life was very limited. But now I was introduced to the 
church based youth group for people of my age and it included boys! Because there was so 
little entertainment during the war and we never got out anywhere except in our own little 
area, companionship became very important. We were a very mixed group of all ages but 
spent all our spare time together making our own amusements. Sometimes this consisted of 
long walks in the country to get away from the town and the bombing. We met round a large 
tree opposite the church. It had seats around it and we just sat there and waited to see who 
else would come. We put on a revue of our own devising for the benefit of our long suffering 
parents. 
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Wartime Companions 

John Graff, my fellow chorister, was the prime mover in our new Youth Group. He brought 
in some of his fellow pupils from Dulwich College, one of whom was Tony Mytton. Some 
were my friends from school and some were from the church. Of these were a brother and 
sister, Margaret and Hilary Lydyard. She was older than the rest of us and was the proud 
possessor of a record of ‘String of Pearls’ on one side and ‘In the Mood’ on the other. She 
taught us to dance a quickstep but we never got any further than dancing to our one and only 
record. Sometimes in the winter if there had been a heavy fall of snow we would divide into 
two groups one starting before the other and the other tracing the footsteps left behind. We 
enjoyed simple pleasures and were very close knit. We changed boyfriends within the group, 
not becoming an “item” as nowadays but merely going around together. My aim was never to 
lose one boyfriend before I had another in mind. Not very praiseworthy but a simple pleasure.  

We spent a lot of evenings with the Vicar who had been a missionary in China and had come 
out of retirement to take on the duties of a parish Priest. He loved young people and would 
regale us with tales of China and show us the artefacts that he had brought home with him. 
Each one had a story to go with it. One night the Vicarage was bombed, he was not injured 
but was deaf as a result. Next day a cordon was put round the building forbidding entrance as 
it was dangerously unstable. That night under cover of darkness we went in and rescued as 
many of his Chinese treasures that had survived as we could. These were then stored in 
various houses until the Vicar found a new home, this time in the country. 

Up to this time I had never felt nervous or afraid even during the worst of the Blitz but now 
with the near death of someone I had come to love, all of a sudden the danger was a reality. 
From then on I was afraid. 
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Growing Up in Wartime 

We grew up quickly in wartime. There was no space between childhood and school days and 
adulthood. There was no special category for teenagers. No one of my age was targeted by 
the fashion industry, we had our school uniform and a Sunday best. This was very hard when 
clothes were rationed. We never really forgave my Father who knew about it in advance but 
never even hinted at it to us. 

Rationing meant wearing hand-me-downs or altered clothes. Those of us who were able to 
get hold of blackout material used it to make skirts and dresses. I remember being very proud 
of a skirt I made with rick-rack braid round the bottom to give it a bit of colour. My sister 
Margaret made me a pinafore dress out of a remnant in turquoise with a blouse she had hand 
embroidered. It was my prize possession and I went on wearing it even when it was too 
small. We never had any stockings except the lisle ones we wore for school so we went bare 
legged even in winter. 

This was the time I grew up, which was accelerated by the bombing of the Vicarage. As I 
said, I was afraid for the first time and became aware of the danger facing the country. I 



realised how much Mother must be anxious about her children in the forces and how difficult 
it was for her to keep life at home as near normal as possible. She never dealt on the black 
market but managed to see we were well fed on our smaller and smaller rations. 

The meals at school were so bad (one pudding consisted of a doughy roll encased in 
grease with a few raisins dotted about. We called it dead man’s leg). I opted to have 
sandwiches which usually consisted of Marmite or dehydrated bananas and perhaps an apple. 
The best of everything went to Father as the breadwinner, the top of the milk and first choice 
of eggs and butter. Eggs were stored in a bucket of isinglass which was horrid because we 
had to plunge our hand into this filthy, cold gluey mixture to retrieve the one egg left 
remaining in the bottom. 

Somehow mother discovered a shop which sold tins of antipasto. He couldn’t sell it because 
nobody knew what it was. We hadn’t been introduced to Italian food at that stage so Mother 
brought several of these unknown delicacies which we ate as sandwiches; not very 
appetising but a welcome supplement to a dreary diet. In the summer we were issued with 
extra sugar for jam making. We went blackberrying and bought overripe soft fruit to make 
delicious conserves. Mother even made ginger marmalade out of diced turnips and ginger 
flavouring. We learnt to be very resourceful. 

I missed family life. I was the only one at home (Nancy was still in Colchester) and I felt as if 
I had lost Father. He was so tired and worried by his job as a very senior civil servant that he 
became rather remote. I no longer recognised in him the Father who would sit me on his knee 
and tell me the stories of Brer Fox and Brer Rabbit with all the different voices. I missed all 
his jokes and teasing. It was to come back after the war but he was never quite the same. 
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Growing Up continued 

I looked back with nostalgia at the family holidays before the war. We always went to a place 
called Westgate where there was a large putting green. As we were a family that liked to 
compete, every waking hour was spent on the putting green seeing who would be the 
champion at the end of the fortnight. I was relegated to minding the coats and sat quite 
happily with a book while they played to the death. 

At that time there was a sort of fruit flavoured toffee called, I think, NUCHUS and in every 
packet there was a miniature playing card. If you collected the whole 52 you could claim a 
full sized pack.  After three years at Westgate I finally reached my objective which proved 
less exciting in the end as I had no use for a pack of small patience cards. It was my first 
experience of disillusion. 

Whenever I was ill, Mother took me for the day to Doctor Brighton where the air was 
supposed to be beneficial. In wartime, Westgate was too near the awaited invasion to be a 
holiday destination and Brighton, in common with all South Coast towns, was barricaded 
with barbed wire and the beach was only to be looked at. With telescopes on the front you 
could see the coast of France, where the German forces were encamped. We could even see 
the guns trained on us and the threat of invasion became a real possibility. 



We had a neighbour who had a little terraced house in Arundel so spent some of the summer 
getting away from the bombing and finding a little oasis of peace. Father managed to come 
down at weekends and he too welcomed the respite. Being a countryman, he was brought up 
in Bedford, he used to take me on long walks pointing out and naming the birds and flowers. 
He wasn’t a very good navigator so we always ended up on the wrong side of the river or at 
the bottom of Bury Hill. We went to the Church of St Nicholas in Arundel, a 
beautiful ancient village church linked to the Chapel of Arundel Castle through a glass 
screen. The curate in charge was the epitome of a “pale young curate” with what I thought 
were lovely hands and voice. I was so overcome by his beauty that I went to church twice 
every Sunday just to be in his presence. It was a house on three stories, two tiny rooms on 
each floor, and a kitchen in the alleyway outside. But I loved it. Sometimes Margaret and 
Jennifer came to stay and very occasionally Peggy and Elizabeth Ann. They were happy 
interludes in very dark days. 

There were occasional school days when the school was open to occupy us during the 
holidays. I seem to remember endless board games particularly with a young Jewish refugee 
boy who hated losing. The only other thing I remember from those days were the cookery 
demonstrations which consisted of how to bone and fillet a herring and how to make lettuce 
soup. We spent much time in the autumn gathering acorns to feed the pigs. Acorns were also 
used to make coffee but I was spared that at least. All the swimming pools were shut to make 
emergency centres for those made homeless from the bombing. 

One day Mother and I came back from Arundel to find our street cordoned off with a 
policeman who said we couldn’t go in as there had been a bombing incident. We were 
allowed through when we explained we lived in one of the houses only to find our house still 
standing but damaged. The roof had fallen in leaving the debris all over the upstairs rooms 
and down the staircase. The windows had been shattered. Where did we even start to clear up 
the mess. I turned round to Mother and she had already started by cleaning the brass on the 
front door. Shock does funny things. Workmen came quickly and put tarpaulin over the roof 
to keep out the rain, boarded up the broken windows and removed much of the debris but it 
took months to clean the inside which was covered in brick dust, but we considered ourselves 
lucky to have the house still standing. The department store at the end of the road had been 
hit and was closed. Later on when they had partially reopened they had a sale of damaged 
goods (off ration) so I became the proud possessor of a pair of flannel shorts with a tear in the 
back that was hardly noticeable after extensive darning. 
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A Breathing Space 

In 1941 there was a change in atmosphere. Germany had sought to break morale by intensive 
bombing of cities other than London (Coventry being the most remembered because of the 
almost complete devastation) so we were given a slight breathing space. 

There were still raids, day and night, but not in the same concentration, and mostly aimed at 
the Docks. We no longer spent every night in our shelter but only came down when the air 
raid sirens sounded, still fully clothed. How I longed to change into a night dress with a view 
to an unbroken sleep. 



In June of that year Germany invaded Russia so the immediate threat to us was lifted for the 
time being. America had signed the Lend Lease Pact and we were getting supplies of food 
such as packets of dried eggs. Even more importantly we were receiving manpower as more 
and more young Americans were enlisting in our forces. London was full of men of every 
country and you could pick out the members of all the Commonwealth countries, whole 
contingents of men and women from the occupied Europe and now the GIs. There was 
already a faint glimmer of hope that we might yet win through. 

For me and my friends it was as if wartime was the normal way of life. We had adapted to a 
routine of school, meeting of friends and treating the continuing bombing as just an 
interruption to our everyday lives. We were subject to spasmodic machine gun attacks from 
returning German planes who seemed to get some fun out of frightening the civilian 
population. Mother used to help at a Day Nursery and one day she had just brought the 
children in from playing outside when a lone plane machine gunned the play area. Luckily no 
one was hurt. The only complaint was from a woman who had a full line of freshly washed 
sheets only to find a bullet had snapped it and all the clean sheets were lying in the mud. 

We were quick to learn how to get round all the shortages and unexpected hazards and treated 
them all as a kind competition and a test of ingenuity. It was becoming a dangerous game of 
Beat the War. 
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Beat the War 

When I look back what I remember most is the things we didn’t have more than the drama of 
wartime life. 

No television. We must have been one of the first families to have a television on approval 
before the war. Father loved any new gadget that came onto the market and he hired a set 
with a screen the size of a large envelope. I remember being entranced with the black and 
white cartoons of Felix the Cat but had to wait until after the war to see it again. 

Frozen food. Nobody I knew even had a fridge but then, of course, we didn’t need to keep 
food fresh as most things were consumed as they were bought. Not much use for 
refridgerating one egg a week. We all kept any precious tins of food for a special occasion. 
Some kept a tin of salmon to celebrate a soldier’s homecoming, or the end of the war. If there 
was a wedding all family and friends contributed to making a cake. Some managed a cup of 
sugar or a few raisins. 

We had no such things as plastic bags or rolls of tin foil, sandwiches were kept fresh with 
damp tea towels. Sandwiches were made from Marmite or homemade jam. We were allowed 
extra jam in the summer and went foraging for blackberries and elderberries. Sometimes 
shops sold jam making fruit when it was overripe, that was a great help. 

Cinemas were beginning to reopen. If there was an air raid while you were watching you 
were given the option of staying to the end of the film or leaving for a shelter. In Sydenham 
there was a small cinema called the Neighbourhood where they showed classics and foreign 
films. I was allowed to go occasionally as, I think, Father thought of them as educational! I 



remember seeing was Charles Boyer in Mayerling and falling deeply in love with him. So 
much for education. 

There were very few books designed for children and most libraries were short of any kind of 
reading material. No DVDs or computers. There were comics but I was only allowed the 
Children’s Newspaper - very worthy and interesting but boring in appearance as it just 
looked like a daily. It was edited by Arther Mee of encyclopedia fame. 

Not much on radio either. Even ITMA could be interrupted if there was an air raid. We did 
have Workers Playtime broadcast from different factories and we all looked forward to 
Forces Favourites - records played for the armed forces by Cliff Michelmore from abroad and 
his wife Jean, as choices from relatives in this country. Of course we had the pleasure of 
hearing the National Anthems of all the Allies played before the nine o’clock news every 
night. 
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Almost a Woman 

In 1942 I had my 14th birthday and thought myself grown up. My mother had one daughter 
in the army and one in the WAAFs, her only son on active service and she could have been 
over protective of me. But she was very wise and knew that she couldn’t hold on to me and 
treat me in the same way as she had brought up the rest of the family. She had in me a 
“stroppy” girl on the brink of adulthood, a generation away from the other daughters and 
living in a very different world, so she let me go. 

To my shame I always considered her to be stupid and not to be considered when discussing 
intellectual subjects. That was far from the truth. She was a most intelligent woman who had 
left school at fourteen and had always been kept at home and protected from the 
outside dangerous world. Perhaps she saw in me the life she would have liked to live had 
she been given my opportunities. So she gave me my freedom. 

I spent much of my free time exploring London. I went back to Frederick Freed just off 
Charing Cross Road to revisit the shop where they made to measure ballet shoes. I 
remembered the sense of occasion in being fitted with my first blocked shoes that I needed to 
go on points. You never knew who would be sitting next to you as they fitted all kinds of 
theatrical shoes for famous actresses. The shop was still there but was only a shadow of its 
former self. 

Some London theatres had re-opened but films were taking over the actors and audiences. I 
went to the National Gallery, empty of all its pictures which had been sent to a secret, safe 
destination and listened to the lunch time concerts. I don’t remember how much you paid to 
go in if anything, because I wouldn’t have had much spending money. I heard Myra Hess, 
who had escaped the Jewish pogrom and used her talents to entertain the allied troops. She 
was a most gifted pianist and I remember her playing Bach’s Jesu Joy of Man’s Desiring to a 
packed audience of soldiers and airman from all over the world, Australia and the Empire and 
freedom fighters from all over Europe. The audience, some sitting on the floor, listening 
enraptured grateful for a brief spell of peace. Some remembering loved ones left behind, 
others knowing the next day they would again be back in battle. 



In all this freedom I could have been open to all kinds of trouble. With so many men alone in 
a foreign country, never knowing if they were going to survive, I could have been subject to 
all kinds of unwelcome attention. But you see, I was in my school uniform because I had no 
other clothes and was obviously young and not dressed beyond my years. Young and 
innocent, a great protection from harm I think to be truly innocent, prevented men from 
taking advantage of me. Only once was I approached by a whispered enquiry as to whether “I 
was interested in the Merchant Navy?”  I got used to the G.Is calling “When are you going to 
grow up Blondie?” But in general I was left alone to explore the bomb ravaged London in 
peace. Mother must always been glad to see me home safely. 
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Mixed Emotions 

One morning I went in to my parents as usual. They were always sitting up in bed with a cup 
of tea. This particular day I was surprised to see Mother alone and in tears. She broke the 
news to me that my sister Jean had died and Father had gone straight up to Leeds to arrange 
for the funeral. Evidently the illness that had meant her leaving school at 14 because of 
headaches and double vision was due to an aneurism. 

She had risen to Sergeant Major in the first mixed Ack Ack battery and had been sent up to 
Leeds to protect the City. The noise of the heavy guns had set off the blood clot which had 
been dormant for fourteen years and it started to move again. She was at a dance when she 
suddenly stopped, pressed her hands to her head and dropped down dead. Since she had been 
stationed in Leeds she had gone to the large Parish Church. As she was an expert 
needlewoman she was asked to help repair some of the beautiful, fine altar linen. A 
somewhat unusual occupation for a Sergeant Major, but because of her talent and love of the 
church she was given the unusual honour of being buried in the churchyard. It was a full 
military honours funeral, the only stipulation being that she should have an engraved stone to 
mark her resting place. Father asked the stone to be engraved with her name JEAN ELLEN 
BLUNT and underneath I KNOW THAT MY REDEEMER LIVETH. Father gave me Jean’s 
liturgy with an extra prayer in her own hand. 

This was my first experience of death and my first experience of the insensitivity of those 
wishing to commiserate. Someone said to my Mother “well you still have six others left” to 
which she replied “but none of them are Jean” I learnt a lesson that was to stand me in good 
stead later in life. 
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Mixed Emotions continued 

I grieved over the death of my sister Jean and missed her coming home on leave but as 
always I was more wrapped up in my own concerns. 

This was the year I fell in love. Correction this was the year I thought I was in love. His name 
was John Twentyman, a very handsome boy a few years older than me. His mother was dead 
and he was brought up by his father and an aunt. Mr Twentyman was ex army and thought 
John, the youngest of his two sons, was a “milksop”. He despised his love of music and 



poetry and was always trying to “toughen him up”. I think John must have taken after his 
mother and was a very gentle soul. He suffered from Petit Mal which was considered by his 
father and aunt as an affectation, just one more manifestation of his lack of character. None of 
us girls liked to visit John at home because Mr Twentyman was too free with his hands and 
we avoided being alone with him at all costs. 

We discovered an empty house with a beautiful garden which had grown rather wild. We 
used to go there with our books and lie on the grassy banks in perfect peace. The war seemed 
far away and John found relief from his unhappy home life. I don’t remember if we even 
kissed but we were recognised by the rest of our group as going steady and I think I made 
him happy. This was romance as seen in films and read of in books and seemed real at the 
time. 

War seemed very remote as the theatre of operations had moved away from Europe with the 
threat of invasion and we were left with increasing scarcities and a prevailing boredom. We 
were in a kind of limbo, we were old beyond our years but were not yet adults. All we could 
see were endless years of war, frustration, a lack of varied diet and being shut off from means 
of entertainment. Ice rinks and swimming baths had not reopened after being pressed into 
centres for the people made homeless through bombing. Theatres and cinemas were starting 
up unless like our local repertory company who had put on weekly plays with the same actors 
and where many famous actors of the future gained experience. It was called The 
Penge Empire and had been bombed beyond repair. All that remained was a tattered billboard 
advertising the play of the week “Windy Corner”. It’s odd how small, trivial details remained 
when a deadly war was being fought around our besieged Island. But that is how it was. 
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Learning v Education 

Many women were called up or joined the forces because their qualifications made them 
useful in all sorts of ways in the army and air force. My sister Susan went straight into the air 
force as a Met Officer because of her degree in physics. Because of this there was a shortage 
of teachers. This meant that some stayed on past retirement age, some were not of the right 
calibre and some were only part time and some came and went after a term or two. 

The new Headmistress replaced Miss Smith who had been strict but fair and had been held in 
awe by her pupils. Miss Yardley was only now and again strict and was not seen to be fair in 
dealing with problems. She was liked by some but not others. I am afraid I fell into the latter 
category. I disliked her and I am sure the feeling was mutual. 

I had turned from being shy into an extrovert and was determinedly unconventional and this 
did not make me appealing to Miss Yardley. She knew I belonged to some “peculiar” 
religious sect and would bait me in RI lessons. She would ask me for my point of view and 
when I gave it I was labelled disruptive. I was made to stop studying music for my matric and 
made to attend latin classes because it was needed in those days if you wanted to go to 
university. I retaliated by refusing to learn any latin, in one exam I scored 10 out of a 
hundred. I didn’t want to go to uni but nothing less than an academic career was considered 
and I was given up as a lost cause. 



Some of the old school staff had no idea of making learning enjoyable. The, to me, ancient 
gym mistress succeeded in making gym and games an absolute misery. I could never manage 
to climb ropes or do any more than basic jumps over the horse but I was good at balance. 
Hockey was a nightmare, heavy mudcaked boots and the occasional whack on the shins were 
not my idea of a good time. 

Maths was a problem as I missed a lot of vital information owing to illness and never caught 
up. It would only have taken a few minutes after lessons to explain the mysteries. I never 
caught up on long division and remain innumerate to this day. 

The geography teachers came and went with speed. This was unfortunate as each teacher 
always started with Southern England and never got any further. In consequence I became an 
authority on one particular part of England while remaining completely ignorant of the world 
outside. We had an art mistress for one term who taught us how to draw horses using circles. 
I thought this was brilliant after years of being given large sheets of paper and a piece of 
charcoal in order to do a still life of statues etc. I always ended up with a tiny picture in one 
corner completely irrelevant to the subject. Still, I can draw horses and was sorry when she 
left. 

There was one ray of brightness in my sporting activities that I should have mentioned. Our 
tennis courts were just down the road from the main building and during our allotted half 
hour of tennis practice my friend Colette and I would wind up the net and then sit and read 
until it was time to wind down the net and return to school. We really enjoyed those sessions. 
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More Learning and Less Education 

Mademoiselle Achard was a homely comfortable woman who was loved by all and was a 
great teacher. I found an unexpected talent for French and enjoyed her lessons. Being good at 
something can be a hazard as I found out. 

We embarked on acting in a play called (as I remember) Les Voyages de Monsieur 
Perichon and I was given the lead role for the first half. My friend Colette took the second 
half. We spent hours learning our part, it was difficult enough had it been in English but in 
French it was almost impossible. But we tried and gave quite a creditable performance to the 
rest of the school. A year later we were taken on an outing to see the same play put on at the 
Institute Francais and to our amazement we discovered it was a comedy. Some of the lines 
that we had laboured over had actually been funny if only we had known. 

As a tribute to our French Allies we celebrated a French Week. All classes had a french 
theme and although french food was beyond our reach we did learn something of an alien 
menu. To crown the week a young tenor had been invited to give a recital of french music. 
His accompanist was Mary Morris, a star of some of the wartime films. At the end of the 
concert we stood to sing the Marseillaise, all three verses. Unfortunately the soloist only 
knew the first so he had to stand in front of a hall full of girls in full flow while trying 
desperately to mouth what he thought might have been the right words. Poor man. 

On another occasion we were visited by Theatre Moliere who were attracted by our very 
impressive theatrical equipment in a purpose built assembly hall/theatre. The main school 



building was an impressive Victorian mansion but a modern block had been added on. We 
were all given tasks to prepare for the performance and I, as a promising french scholar, was 
given the job of directing the men who were bringing all the props and costumes to the right 
places. Unfortunately my laboured school girl french, correct as it was, could not cope with 
men who were all speaking the language of working class Parisiens and I couldn’t understand 
a word nor they me. So much for being good at french. 

Miss Howitt who had always seemed to be there right from the time I first started right 
through the time the school was evacuated, was now my English mistress. From the word go 
we established a rapport based on a mutual love of words and books. She must have 
recognised in me something of her own youth and was unstinting in her development of my 
talents. She was an inspiration to me and was a great encouragement. She was also 
unwittingly my triumph over my elocution teacher; yes we had elocution lessons in those 
days. The elocution teacher had been taught Margaret Lockwood who became a film star. As 
usual she and I were at loggerheads. I failed an exam because if asked how I pronounced a 
word, being a literal girl, I told her when I should have given the correct version.   

However, our House was entered in a competition to perform the best play and we were 
given the choice of four plays. As I was to be the producer I chose the story of Narcissus. 
Afterwards Miss Howitt told me she had elected that one because she knew I would like it. 
Anyway our elocution teacher was called on to be the judge without knowing who had 
produced which play. She praised Narcissus as being outstanding and was impressed by the 
way the chorus had been turned into a perfect Greek one . I enjoyed my moment of small 
triumph and discovered a new talent for all things theatrical. 

The other subject that I really enjoyed was taught by Miss Marr who arrived on the scene 
after the school restarted and was a great inspiration to me and founded in me a lifelong 
interest in all things historical. I don’t know whether she had the same effect on the rest of the 
class but I shall always be grateful to her. 

The science teacher who came for a few terms was at Reading University with my sister 
Susan who she described as “looking as if she stood at one end of the room and threw her 
clothes at herself from the other end”. The only sex education we had was to dissect a frog 
and have its reproductive system explained. Not much use in personal relationships. But 
I liked chemistry, mainly because I enjoyed the experiments, none of which I can remember. 

I spent most of my spare time in the very good library. I even invented my own system of 
card indexing. All books being logged on cards in subject and by author so that lending the 
books was made simple. 

That was how my school days were spent until I left, learning a lot about the things I was 
interested in and remaining completely ignorant of everything else. I also learnt much about 
myself, discovering new talents. I found out that I was good at organisation and had a tidy 
mind combined with intelligence and an ability to communicate. But it could only be 
considered a patchy education and I had no idea of what I wanted to do in life and was not 
fitted to an academic career. This all made me popular with my fellow pupils but as far as the 
school was concerned I must have been a perfect nuisance. And my spelling never seemed to 
improve, probably because I thought it irrelevant. 
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Butterfly Bombs and Bloomers 

Looking over my last two entries it would seem that the war had largely been forgotten. But, 
we still had scalded cat raids in London and the Baedeker raids were still destroying our 
cities. In the south east London suburbs we suffered the most from the so called “scalded cat” 
raids. These were when the Germans launched short, sharp high level raids. A few fast planes 
would fly in, drop their bombs and make a quick get away before the anti-aircraft guns 
caught up with them. Sydenham was within a ring of barrage balloons and very often a plane 
that was unable to reach its objectives would jettison its bombs before flying home. Penge, 
the next door borough to us, received more bombs per square mile than any other London 
borough during this time. 

What a lot of people from overseas did not always appreciate was how immediate the war 
was to us in Britain. For us war was not something remote that was fought in foreign 
countries (although this was obviously true for our armed forces) but it was a war fought at 
home. If your husband was in the air force you might live in the village nearest his station. 
You counted the planes going out and the planes coming back and it wasn’t a telegram sent to 
your door but the Squadron Leader who came personally to break the news that you had 
hoped would never come. If your husband was in the Merchant Navy you might well have 
found lodgings in his home port. He would go off on an Atlantic run and come back home to 
you and your children to enjoy a little relaxation before going off on the next trip. 

For us this was the life that we had grown up with and in an odd sort of way this wartime life 
to us was normal. We carried on with school birthday parties and Christmas celebrations as 
near normal as possible even though it took more and more ingenuity to find party food in the 
ever increasing shortages. Even bread was rationed for a short spell and this was where 
Carrot cake was invented. More carrot than anything else but still a treat. 

This plus the fact that our parents tried to keep the grimmer facts of war from us as best they 
could meant that we carried on with school, boyfriends, makeshift clothes and longing for 
luxury food and trying out new hairstyles. Veronica Lake wore her hair long and over one 
eye which was fairly easy to copy but it had to be banned in factories because it could get 
caught up in machinery. Many women who were not called up to join one of the women’s 
forces were sent to work in munitions factories, much more dangerous than the AIS! Some 
were sent to work on the land and found life on the farm very tough after city lives. When we 
were fourteen we had to join Guides or the Red Cross and be prepared to work in hospitals or 
similar jobs as well as our school work. I joined the Red cross and worked at preparing first 
aid packs. I was given a badge which I wore under my lapel in case I should be called on in 
an emergency. 

In 1943 a new hazard hit us. The Germans launched Butterfly bombs. These were bombs that 
had something on their casing that looked like wings. These slowed down their descent so 
that you could see them coming; it also meant that instead of creating a crater they exploded 
on impact causing wide spread damage and loss of life. One fell on Lewisham open air 
market and killed over a hundred people. You can imagine the devastation when it fell on a 
nearby school. They were very frightening. 
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Butterfly Bombs and Bloomers cont. 

The butterfly bombs were in a sense the last straw to a nation increasingly at a low ebb. The 
bravado of the early days was gone and we were left with a pervading tiredness. Tired of 
continual raids and broken nights, tired of having to make do with ever decreasing rations. 
Even the cities that had suffered devastation looked old and grey, no rebuilding yet, just dusty 
bomb sites like missing teeth. The only sign of cheer were the spires of rosebay willowherb 
which flourished in the ashes. 

This lack of optimism was not helped by the advent of thousands of Americans who seemed 
to have taken over in so many ways. They were resented by the English servicemen for their 
glamorous uniforms and an unending supply of nylons and chocolates. But, at a deeper level, 
there was the impression they gave of coming over to win our war. Quite irrational but only 
added to our sense of futility in having borne the brunt of the blitz and we were now fatigued 
and made to feel outworn. 

There was a lot of acrimony over the American’s treatment over their coloured servicemen. 
They objected to them drinking in the same pubs and were not invited to some of the dances 
organised for their amusement by the locals. If the coloured men had the temerity to break 
their the rules the military police came and removed them. You can imagine how much this 
was resented. Both my parents were typical in their need to get away for a few days just to 
relax and find in themselves new funds of energy. 

We went for a week to stay at a hotel in West Wycombe. No need to worry over how to make 
our food rations go round and a good night’s sleep in night clothes instead of being fully 
dressed. I thought I was in heaven. I had a room with a balcony overlooking the market 
square and settled down with a bag of local cherries and a book happily people watching. The 
war seemed just for that brief time a long way away. At the end of the week Mother and 
Father moved on to a small town in Shropshire while I was put on a train bound for Devon. 

My destination was a boys boarding school at Morthoe. During the summer holidays the big 
rambling house was taken over by an organisation called “Women’s University Camps for 
Schoolgirls”. We could get away from butterfly bombs and enjoy ourselves in a safe 
environment. Part of our school uniform were the hated bloomers, voluminous knickers with 
elastic round the top of the legs that pinched. You couldn’t avoid wearing them as we 
stripped down to bloomers and vests for PE and there would have been dire repercussions if 
we were seen in plain underwear. Needless to say they were discarded as soon as possible 
away from school premises. I even spent a whole year making a pair in needlework classes. 
What lack of imagination, but I suppose the material was easy to get. Anyway, I never dreamt 
I should be grateful for the dreaded bloomers. 

The train was packed with a lot of American servicemen as the beaches in Devon were used 
for training. In my carriage I was squeezed up against one who seemed pleasant at first with 
an unending bag of sweets which he gave round to all my co-passengers. But this was only 
the start of what became a nightmare and the worst experience of my life. He started by 
kisses then moved on to using his hands all over me becoming more and more intimate as the 
now seemingly endless journey progressed. What I can never forgive was that the elderly 
women round me who must have seen what was going on and how distressed I was just 
looked the other way except for disapproving glances. They could so easily have intervened 



and threatened to call the guard if he persisted but they didn’t and I had to endure him for the 
whole of the rest of the journey. For the first time in my life I was grateful for the fact that I 
was having to travel in regulation school uniform including the hated bloomers. I honestly 
think I could have been raped in full view of the rest of the carriage had it not been for the 
impregnability of the now much loved bloomers. When I got out at the station to be met by 
the staff he got off as well and I was scared he would attempt to carry on with his attentions 
but he didn’t. But he must have followed me because after lights out he threw stones up at 
our dormitory window much to the horror of the other girls who I had told about him. We 
were afraid the whole story might be brought to the attention of the Staff and I should be 
blamed for encouraging him fortunately he went away and that was the last I saw of him. 

The rest of the holiday went well and we all enjoyed the relaxed atmosphere. Games indoors 
and out were fun as was the occasional visit to the beach near Woolacombe. We had all read 
books about girls’ boarding schools and envied them their midnight feasts in the dorm. We 
thought we might rustle up a feast of our own and with the unspoken promise of being 
allowed to fulfil our fantasy without interruption we sallied forth to see what provisions we 
could drum up. The little village shop was able to sell us some homemade ginger beer so that 
was a good start. We could have bought some cream teas but these were thought to be too 
impractical as well as being beyond our means so we ended up with some cooking apples and 
a bag of dog biscuits. Not quite the stuff that dreams are made of but we enjoyed it. 
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The Little Blitz 

Christmas in 1943 was peaceful (compared with previous years) and we were just beginning 
to think the worst was over and the end might be in sight. Food was in increasingly short 
supply but we managed to have a Christmas lunch, thanks to my sister-in-law who sent us a 
chicken from Scotland. Our saved Christmas tree was shared out among friends and various 
organisations. As usual Mary made decorations out of very unlikely components and we 
toasted the day with a small rum and orange. This seemed to be the only spirits available and 
was (only slightly) better than nothing. 

In January 1944 our hopes were dashed as Germany launched the Little Blitz on London. We 
were back to sleepless nights sleeping in our out-door clothes and ready to take shelter at the 
sound of an air raid warning. It came as a great shock and we were already tired and the 
ensuing misery was almost too much to bear. We had to call on all our reserves of energy just 
to get through this blow to all our hopes of a peaceful New Year. If we youngsters felt this 
how much more were our parents feeling anxious and depressed. This new onslaught lasted 
until May by which time we were exhausted without the feeling of joint bravado which had 
seen us through the first long blitz, and there was no exhilaration, just a profound weariness. 
Once May arrived we felt this must really be the Germans last onslaught. How wrong we 
were. 
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Doodlebugs 



It was a lovely summer’s afternoon early in June and Mother and I were at a garden party. No 
doubt celebrating the cessation of the Little Blitz and enjoying the peace after the bombs. 
Somewhere in the distance we could see an aeroplane surrounded in the sky with the 
puffballs from the anti-aircraft guns. As we watched the plane fell from the sky and we 
cheered another victory. We heard a bang as it fell but that was not unusual as when a plane 
hadn’t offloaded its cargo it would explode on reaching the ground. After a while another 
plane came the same way but nearer this time and we could see it wasn’t like a conventional 
plane and it was making a most unusual noise. We only had time to take this in before its 
engine cut out and this strange object glided some distance and exploded not far from us. As 
a third one came chug-chugging over head we dived for shelter. 

http://www.flyingbombsandrockets.com/ 

There was no official explanation and we were left in the dark (I think just for that night) and 
then we were told this was a Flying Bomb launched the other side of the channel. It was 
unmanned and would explode on reaching its destination and would glide a considerable 
distance before coming down. Conventional anti-aircraft methods were at first powerless to 
stop them so they came in increasing numbers at any time, day or night, and we were 
defenceless. Later on they were sometimes headed off to sea by our pilots who tipped the 
bombs with the wings of their own planes. Gunfire from the ground became more effective 
and there were always the barrage balloons. We were in the direct line of the buzz bombs, as 
we came to call them, as they only had a short flying time and the quickest way for them to 
get to London was over the Kent coast which meant we were the first to hear them approach. 

You hear of people saying that their blood ran cold and it seemed an exaggeration but this 
was really just what it was like. When you heard the inhuman noise of their approach and the 
silence while they glided overhead you did come out in a cold, icy sweat as you waited to 
hear where they had fallen. It was terrifying and the fear was uncontrollable. If they came at 
night you ran for cover, sometimes under the bed was nearest. If it was in the daytime and 
you were out in the open and it was gliding straight at you the only thing you could do, if 
there was no air raid shelter to be reached in time, was to lie flat on the ground with your 
hands over your head and pray that it would go over you. 

Nancy’s husband Harold had come to London to take up a post with the Christian Evidence 
Society so they were living in a third floor flat near us in Sydenham. If Harold was going to 
be away overnight I used to go and keep Nancy company. When a doodlebug, as they were 
commonly called, came over we would clutch each other in terror till it had passed. You may 
think terror too strong a word but it was the only word to describe how we felt. We were truly 
terrified. As we in Kent were inside a ring of barrage balloons the doodlebugs were either 
tipped and had their engines cut out so that we were often the first to be targeted or they were 
brought down by the balloons and crashed down without going any further. In either case we 
were counting more casualties than any other region except London which was their main 
target. 

It wasn’t all gloom. Part of Harold’s work was to give evidence on the Christian faith at 
Speaker’s Corner in Hyde Park. Nancy and I would sometimes go to hear him hold forth 
from a rostrum. Once we were there when a tall bearded man dressed in what looked like a 
dirty sheet and wearing sandals appeared. Every time Harold quoted from the scriptures this 
man would contradict him saying “That isn’t what I meant” or “They got it all wrong. What I 
actually said was....”. There was no answer to that and Harold could only try to ignore him. 



The crowd were highly amused and egged him on until he got tired and moved on to another 
speaker. On another occasion there was a very insistent heckler and Nancy, who was a bit of 
a spitfire in those days, hit him with her umbrella. He was so surprised he was speechless and 
Harold was able to carry on in peace. 

When the doodlebugs finally stopped coming we thought this must be the end of all that the 
Germans could throw at us. What more could they do? We were soon to find out. 
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More V1s and V2s 

Although the main attack by doodlebugs lessened after the late summer of 1944 because of 
increased skill in dealing with them, they still continued. We thought this was the last of the 
aerial attacks and were beginning to relax a little, however, on the 8th of September there was 
an unexplained explosion in London. We thought it might be long range guns shelling us 
from France. We knew it couldn’t be planes as there was no warning air raid siren. There was 
no official news either in the press or on radio so we were left to speculate. 

A few days later we were at school and had just come in from recreation when there was an 
almighty bang. I have never heard anything even approaching it. After a few seconds of 
complete stunned silence the skies directly above us began to rain down bits of twisted metal 
and debris till our sports field was covered. We had no way of knowing what had happened 
until the police and army arrived and we were sent home to anxious parents who had heard 
that one of these mysterious weapons had exploded directly above our school. The whole 
school and surrounding house were cordoned off while every single bit of debris was 
collected and taken away. 

We were then told that these weapons were actually rockets and this one which had not 
reached the ground was the first one they could piece together and discover how it was made. 
They were frightening because you never had any warning and they were too fast to 
be intercepted or shot down. But, in a way, they were less of a problem because once you 
heard the bang you knew it wasn’t you who had been hit. Very selfish but in the relief you 
didn’t think about the people who had been the target. They did a great deal of damage and 
there were many killed and wounded. Both V1s and V2s went on coming almost to the end of 
the war but could never equal the ferocity of the blitz. There was a bright side to all this as no 
planes were involved we were allowed a “dim out”. It didn’t make all that much difference as 
all the blackout things had to be kept in place and there were no street lights, but we felt 
cheered by the thought that the end might just be in sight. 

Germany was no longer able to sustain aerial Luftwaffe raids and it was our turn to dominate 
the skies and we took full advantage of their weakness. There were a few, like the Bishop of 
Chichester, who condemned the bombing of cities like Dresden and said they were immoral. I 
am afraid, at the time, the general opinion was that of “if they wiped off whole cities like 
Coventry it was only right to give them a taste of their own medicine”. Later on, after the war 
we began to feel guilty but not at the time. 

There was a feeling of guarded anticipation of the end of the war. The Normandy Landings 
although they were not successful were an indication of what we could achieve in the future. 
The war was still going on with Japan but as far as we were concerned it was the war in 



Europe that was of paramount importance. We knew nothing of the dreadful suffering of 
those interned by the Japanese and, of course, we mourned over the death of our men fighting 
in that arena but England and London in particular were where we saw a glimmer of hope. 
We still suffered many and increasing shortages of many kinds, even bread and potatoes were 
rationed for a short while, but we were just beginning to see a faint glimmer of light at the 
end of the tunnel. 
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End of the War 

The beginning of 1944 was the start of faint glimmerings of hope that we could be nearing 
the end of the war. We still had severe food shortages and many things including clothes 
were rationed. The semi blackout did nothing to alleviate the pervading darkness of our lives. 
V1s and 2s still kept coming but in a desultory way. We were tired and welcomed any sign of 
relief. 

I can only liken it to a woman who has had several miscarriages but was so determined to 
have a baby that she ignored the advice of her doctor and became pregnant again. After so 
many pregnancies that came to nothing and physically exhausted she could not fully realise 
that this time she would be successful. Not being able to be certain of the outcome, it could 
still be another miscarriage. But when she finally went into labour, a hard labour, all was 
forgotten in the joy of a birth. 

This is how it was for us, we knew that after failed missions we had to try again to attempt to 
free Europe and bring peace. We didn’t know how or when but we knew as tired as we were 
there had to come a new invasion. When it came on the 6th of June with the Normandy 
landings we held our breaths as each advance and retreat were brought to us on radio and 
newsreels and prayed for a decisive victory. 

As the landings took place we were still at war with Hitler’s last desperate attempts to break 
our will with all the doodlebugs and rockets that he could muster. We still had civilian 
casualties but nothing could stop us from seeing the dawning light of freedom. 
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Peace At Last 

I was sixteen on D-day but had to wait until I was nearly seventeen when the end of the war 
in Europe was finally declared on May 8th 1945. 

I could remember very little of what life had been like before the war and had grown up in 
the intervening years so could not imagine what life in a world at peace had in store. But for 
this day nothing was spent in looking forward or backward. This was a day of pure joy. Many 
of my contemporaries went up to London to join in the celebrations and to see the King and 
Queen together with Churchill on the balcony of Buckingham Palace. 

But my friends and I celebrated nearer home on Crystal Palace Parade. It was a long broad 
road right up on Sydenham Hill and was closed off for traffic that one night. From our 



vantage point we could see right across London and everywhere we looked there were 
bonfires made from bombed out buildings, any blackout material and bits of air raid shelters 
that could be torn down. Many houses had their doors and windows open so that the lights 
could shine out. It was a marvellous sight to those of us whose growing up years had been 
spent in darkness. 

From somewhere there was music. Somebody had a guitar, elsewhere a mouth organ, and 
even a large gramophone. It didn’t matter where the music came from or what was being 
played but we danced and danced till we were exhausted. We danced on our own, with 
friends and with strangers, caught up in the exhilaration of the moment. Nothing had been 
arranged, none of us had sent out notices of an “event”, it was completely spontaneous and 
was a bursting out of thankful hearts. It was nearly daylight when we walked home, only 
stopping to soak our aching feet in someone’s ornamental front garden pond. Nobody would 
have minded, as we had been together in war we were all together for that first night of peace. 

This was going to be a new life, all rationing coming to an end, soldiers returning home to a 
hero’s welcome, cinemas, ice rinks and theatres reopened. All would be returned to pre-war 
years and our lives would be changed . How wrong we were. 

But for now, even though the war with Japan was still raging, for London our war was finally 
over and we rejoiced without any thoughts of the consequences. 
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Peace at Last continued 

So there it was the peace that we had been longing for through the dark days. The euphoria of 
the spontaneous celebration was followed by the empty feeling of the day after a party that 
had been planned to be the party of all parties. There were other celebrations but they didn’t 
have the same exhilarating sense of joy. There were street parties everywhere, everybody 
contributing something from their store-cupboard that had been kept for such an occasion. 
There was the victory parade. Father had pulled strings (for the first time in his life at the 
Treasury) and got seats for me and himself on the parapet of one of the Government buildings 
backing on to the Mall. We were almost opposite the stand on which the King took the salute. 
Next to him were Churchill and De Gaulle. 

The Parade took hours as every Organisation that was connected to the war effort and all the 
armed forces made their triumphant way down the Mall. Representatives from all the Allies 
were there and the Commonwealth countries sent contingents as did the Merchant Navy and 
the Polish Air Force fighters and the Free French. Civilian forces were in the forefront with 
ambulances, fire engines, air raid wardens and nurses to name but a few. It was a 
terrific display and as each group passed they were met with cheers from the hundreds of 
people lining the route. Thanks to Father we were sitting down but even we were exhausted 
by the time it finally came to a close. 

Hilary Lidyard had joined our “Gang” fairly recently. He was older than the rest of us and 
was working in the film industry. He hadn’t joined up because he was diabetic and had a 
dicky heart. He had got tickets for ‘French Without Tears’ by Terence Rattigan and invited 
me to go with him. During the interval we heard sounds of fireworks coming from the 
embankment so we rushed over just in time to see the fireworks display. Nothing like the 



displays of later years but the colour and sheer extravagance were intoxicating. We never did 
see how the play ended. 

The next thing that caught the imagination of those who had lived in a dark London lit only 
be fires and explosions was the night the lights were turned on in Piccadilly. Eros had been 
moved to a place of safety so we crowded on the steps to hear a well known cabaret singer 
belt out the popular song ‘When the Lights go on in London’ from the balcony of one of the 
shops. What feeble lights they were. Only a few had survived the Blitz but the shops all kept 
their windows shining out so it was a brave display. 

Now that the excitement was over we expected everything to return to pre-war times. True, 
we were still at war with Japan and many soldiers were fighting there and even the troops in 
Europe were only returning in dribs and drabs but we were hoping for an end to rationing and 
all the shortages of the last war years. But nothing happened. Everything continued as before. 
Clothes were still rationed and I made myself a dress and jacket out of redundant blackout 
material and brides sewed their wedding dresses and trousseau out of barrage balloon silk or 
from parachutes which were of a finer material. Food was still on points and all fruit from 
abroad was still not available. Australia was still sending us food parcels. 

Father went with Sir Stafford Cripps to deal with the financial situation in South Africa and 
sent us a tin of biscuits that had been made in this country for export only, so we had biscuits 
that were luxurious to us who had grown used to ones that seemed to have been made of 
reconstituted sawdust. We had one each night! Also, as Cripps was a vegetarian he was given 
several hands of bananas to bring home one of which he gave to Father. We gave him a 
hero’s welcome and spent hours on deciding how to make the most of our unexpected treat. 
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Footloose and Fancy Free? 

Here I was almost an adult expecting my life would be new and exciting. So many 
restrictions would be removed I hoped and I would somehow be transported into a world of 
opportunity and freedom. But it wasn’t like that. It was back to school where I had no idea of 
what I wanted to do except that I didn’t want to go to University. Most of my wartime friends 
were a year or so older than me so were moving on. Tony Mitton had taken his leaving exams 
and returned to his father in Kenya. Margaret Chapman had won a scholarship to the Royal 
College of Music. John Graf was starting his first year training to be a doctor and some had 
started work. I was in a kind of limbo. 

Everybody and everything seemed tired. After the energy expended during the war there was 
a kind of lethargy lying as a pall over our lives. London itself was grey and lethargic. Most of 
the bomb sites were in the process of being cleared but there was no attempt yet to rebuild so 
that there were gaps everywhere like a mouth full of broken and decaying teeth and a kind of 
grey cloud hung over everything. Mother and Father were as tired as everybody else, missing 
Jean and not yet seeing Jim back home. 

We had expected all the soldiers, sailors and airmen to come home immediately after the war 
but they were only returning home in dribs and drabs as they were still needed in a Europe 
that was fractured with millions of people being in the wrong country with no homes to go to 
and without any of the right documentation. The full horror of the concentration camps 



was brought home to us through news reels. When the cinemas showed a documentary on the 
entry into Belsen people in the audience were physically sick. We had no idea. And of course 
the war in Japan was still being waged and families were still losing loved ones. The terrors 
of the internment camps were yet to come and whole families were still missing. 

So there I was ready to move on to a whole new life but with no idea of where I was going. 
The only real change was that I was starting to go out with Hilary Lidyard on a regular basis. 
Sometimes going out for a meal in Soho where you could get a mixed grill. Those days were 
the highlight of my life, which doesn’t say much for the rest of the week. 
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A Whole New World Opens Up 

I hadn’t been long back at school when a whole series of events opened up a new life. The 
Secretary of the Oxford and Cambridge Club had a daughter at Sydenham High and came to 
Miss Yardley to seek help in finding someone to fill the position of Assistant to the Librarian 
at the Club. This must have seemed like manna from heaven. She could be shot of me and 
please a valuable parent at the same time. To be fair she also thought this would be an ideal 
opportunity for me. She said she had the ideal student in mind, one who had already shown a 
great love of books and of reasonable intelligence (spelling apart) and recommended me. I 
went for an interview and landed the job to start immediately. 

This sounded rather grand but all it really entailed was to make sure all the writing desks in 
each room had fresh new pens, the inkwells filled and the letter racks sorted into the 
different notepapers - dark blue edging for Oxford members, light blue for Cambridge and 
black for condolences which were, presumably for either graduates. I hadn’t even realised 
that this was strictly a men only club in the great tradition of all the gentlemen’s clubs in and 
around Pall Mall. My librarian was a very ineffectual maiden lady trained in Dewy 
classification methods. Not what was wanted or needed for a library of forty thousand books 
all uncategorized and in no order because of the bombing. Also she had no rapport with the 
members but she was very kind to me and occasionally let me help in trying to sort out the 
chaos. I and the Housekeeper and the Secretary’s assistant were the only ladies allowed to use 
the main staircase, all visiting ladies were confined to the Ladies annexe. 

It was just as you would have imagined a Club like this to be. Elderly gentlemen used their 
club as a haven from the outside world. Living there occasionally but most usually spending 
their days reading the Times, doing the crossword and dozing in front of the open fires only 
coming to life at meal times. I was responsible for seeing that all the rooms had crisp new 
copies of the Times every morning. These were snapped up by the earliest members and I 
was always in trouble if some of the late comers couldn’t find a copy. It was even known for 
a member to sit on his copy to prevent it being put back before the crossword was finished. I 
was sometimes asked to solve some of the clues, usually quotation, so was actually in contact 
with real books. The other duty of mine was to type the daily menu, ten copies, for the chef. 
Unfortunately his French was worse than mine and some of the names of the meals and 
vegetables were obviously misspelt. I never knew whether to correct the more glaring errors 
or leave them as they were, in which case I could be always blamed for my bad typing. For 
some reason or other I was given a list of five figure amounts to be added up. This was 
completely beyond me so I took them home for Father to do. He was able to read the twenty 
or so columns just by running his finger down and adding up by reading all five figures at a 



time. I never did find out what the list was for. The head staff, Porter, Librarian, etc had 
meals in their own rooms. I was assigned to the housekeeper’s dining room. I had to give up 
my meat ration but all the time I was there I had nothing but yesterday’s fish made palatable 
by generous helpings of brown sauce. The desserts were invariably made with synthetic 
cream and were probably very tasty the day they were made but by the time we got them they 
were often green at the edges. Still they were pleasant company, the housekeeper, the 
secretary’s assistant and the under wine waiter and under hall porter. The under wine waiter 
used to write me poems and slip them under my door. 

My office was right at the top of the building and the window looked out over the front 
entrance of Marlborough House where the Queen Mother lived and I used to see The Duke of 
Windsor when he paid a private visit to see his Mother. No Duchess of course. There were 
members very well known in many different spheres and I had to learn how to address them. 
Woe betide me if I didn’t get the right title, they were very childish, I thought, and were very 
conscious of their own importance. 

I lived in two worlds mixing with the members on one hand and seeing life below stairs. The 
kitchens were in the bowels of the building and didn’t seem to have been updated since the 
eighteenth century, dark, dirty with cats everywhere in any attempt to keep the rats under 
control. You could find little old ladies in corners endlessly peeling potatoes. Most of the 
young waiters were gay, although that wasn’t the word we used in those days. They we very 
popular as they seemed to be able to have a supply of silk stockings which, if we asked 
nicely, they would lend them out for a special occasion. One of the two switchboard 
operators was a professional correspondent. The only way to obtain a divorce was for the 
man to be found guilty of infidelity so our friend would spend a night in a hotel in order that 
they might be discovered the next day in bed. The other girl on the switchboard was a 
lesbian. She made advances to me but didn’t persevere when she realised I had no idea what 
she was talking about. I certainly saw life. 
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Librarian’s Assistant 

When I started work at the O&CC I was paid £2 pounds and 10 shillings out of which I had 
to pay my train fare, holidays, clothes and presents. My Mother very sensibly suggested that I 
should pay something towards my upkeep now that I was a wage earner but it was only a 
token amount. But I was working and feeling adult at last when something happened to make 
me more so. 

Hilary Lidyard, one of my wartime friends, who had been my constant companion for the last 
year or so asked me to marry him. It seemed like a good idea at the time and I think I must 
have thought myself in love with him but I was far too young. My Father must have realised 
this because when Hilary went to ask his permission to become engaged he offered no 
objection but pointed out that I might change my mind in which case there were to be no 
recriminations. How well he knew me. So there I was a fully paid up member of the adult life 
of a working woman with an engagement ring on my finger. 

Life at the Club went on much as usual until the day my librarian, the ladylike Florence 
moved on to be librarian of Holloway College for Women. A post that suited her much better 



and where she could use her qualifications in a much more suitable and agreeable 
environment. My new Librarian took her place and couldn’t have been more different. 

To begin with he was a man, Carol Nicholas Peter Powell, known as Peter Powell. He was 
handsome, young and seemed to fill our small office with his physical and bodily presence. 
He had been wounded in the war at the Normandy Landings and had joined the Italian 
freedom fighters at the end of the war. He had written a book of his time with the partisans 
and gave me a signed copy. As far as I know the fact of being an author was his only 
qualification to be appointed, he knew nothing about being in charge of the library and never 
seemed to do any work except as directed by the Library Committee. There was a new 
impetus to repairing some of the damaged books but, as yet, no attempt to re-catalogue or sort 
out the lack of being assembled under categories. But he got on very well with the members 
and he was like a breath of fresh air to me. Sometimes he would send me out to buy a 
carnation for his buttonhole but it had to match his socks. Or I got used to visiting Floris to 
find just the right toilet water. When he was really bored he shut up the office saying that we 
were going to the London Library but instead we went to Fortnam and Masons to treat 
ourselves to an ice cream. 

One morning he came in having been to the first night of a musical, he couldn’t quite hum the 
tune of the opening number which was driving him mad. It was only the first night of 
Oklahoma! There was also a revival of French songs, J’Attendrai was one that took his fancy 
and I was sent out on a mission to find a recording for him. Recordings of popular music 
were still difficult to find and you had to get any new copy quickly before they were sold out. 
Italian Opera was coming back to London and Mr Powell was keen to hear the famous tenor 
who was singing the role of Scarpia in Tosca and I bought a couple of tickets for 
Covent Garden one of which I offered him. It was accepted on the condition that he would 
take me out for dinner afterwards. It must have caused him an agony of 
embarrassment as I had no idea what to wear and was still managing with the few clothes left 
to me by Jean and Sunday best as clothes were still rationed but we went to a famous French 
restaurant. He must have been wishing that none of his friends were there. It was a 
marvellous performance of Tosca, the lead role was taken by a young soprano with a thrilling 
voice and commanding stage presence. I found out much later the name of the young artist, 
Maria Callas. 

This entry was posted on August 6, 2011 at 1:47 pm. 


