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CHAPTER ONE – The Early Years 
 

I was born in 1928 in Upper Stondon, Bedfordshire, England.  This was, and 

is, a mainly agricultural county of fertile soil and mixed farming – wheat, 

barley, onions and Brussels sprouts being the main crops.  There was little 

commercial or industrial activity: this took place mainly in Luton which was 

famous at one time for the manufacture of straw hats.  Maurice Chevalier had 

his straw boaters made there and once visited the hat factory where my 

mother-in-law worked (“A dirty old devil”, according to her, “hands all over the 

place”).  To be a straw plaiter was the most common opening for girls leaving 

school (at 10 years) the only other in the countryside being to go into “service” 

at one of the large houses around, which were farmers’ usually.  My great 

grandmother, who had been a cook in service, said that in the winter the only 

household income might be from plaiting.  She had a small mill with rollers 

which was used for flattening the plaits and her shelf had measurements on it 

since they were paid piecework.  4 pence per score yards for a 7-strand plait!  

These I presume were sent to hat factories in Luton. 

The boys were put out to work on the farms at age 8 years (in the case of my 

great grandfather Will Cooper).  He could not read but could write his name.  

Great grandmother could read.  The county is pleasant rolling country with not 

a great variation in elevation, the highest spots in our village being at the 

church, as was customary, and somewhat further along where the water 

tower now stands.  There is a fine view all around from there and to the south.  

The chalk Chiltern hills escarpment can be plainly seen.  The villages are not 

pretty on the whole, mostly straggling, the houses being built of the local 

yellow brick.  There were some thatched cottages. 

The house in which I was born was made of this yellow brick and had a tile 

roof, the end one of a block of five called Brook Vale, and rather a superior 

dwelling for that time.  It is still standing but has been extended.  It had 2.5 

bedrooms, a kitchen, and a “front room” as it was always called.  There was 

no bathroom or running water: the latter we drew from a well in the middle of 

the common back yard with a large bucket that stood under the stairs where 

the washbasin also stood on a stand.  Bath night meant a lot of work.  Water 
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had to be heated on the fire and poured into this long, galvanized bath tub.  It 

was very pleasant though, bathing in the kitchen in front of the fire!  When 

piped water did arrive, it didn’t change things very much.  We now had a 

standpipe in the middle of the yard but we still had to fetch the water.  It would 

be around 1940 before we had a tap (and a sink) inside the house.  A full 

bathroom was added around 1950.  Across the yard we had a small brick 

building.  The front of this housed the “wash house” in which was the mangle.  

This was a cast-iron monster about five feet tall with two wooden rollers about 

eight inches in diameter and with a hand wheel three feet in diameter (at 

which I spent many hours as I grew older).  Also of course there was the 

“copper” – actually galvanized iron – a roughly hemi-spherical tub which of 

course had to be filled with several buckets of water and then a wood fire lit 

underneath.  Granddad Dilley, who lived with us, would do all of this.  The 

white sheets were put in first and always boiled, the coloureds later.  There 

wasn’t a “rinse cycle” so I suppose the clothes were still soapy when put 

through the mangle.  However, this was in the days of Sunlight soap, before 

detergents, so I suppose the suds weren’t too plentiful.  After being 

“mangled”, the laundry was pegged out on the clothesline or if the weather 

was inclement, draped around the house.  When it was eventually dry, it had 

to be ironed (no non-iron then).  The iron was a solid piece of cast iron which 

was heated on the coal fire. 

As you can see, there was a considerable amount of work involved in a 

washday which I suppose is why it usually took place on a Monday when we 

had an easy meal.  Cold meat left over from the Sunday roast and “bubble 

and squeak” (leftover cold vegetables which were fried).   

To return to the small building across the yard – around the back of it was the 

brick “privy” or toilet.  The seat consisted of a wooden enclosure, a board 

across the top with the appropriate hole and a wooden front with a door which 

gave access to the bucket under the hole.  This had to be emptied at times of 

course and the contents buried.  Luckily we had an enormous amount of land 

so we didn’t run out of spots to dump it.  Later, a “honey wagon” as it was 

called would come around and pick up the “night soil”.  The crew was the 

most jovial bunch you could imagine, noisy and joking all the time.  Of course, 

a “trip across the yard” was to be avoided at night if possible, particularly if 
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raining.  It involved some sort of light.  I remember a kind of lantern that held a 

candle.  I used this on the road at night too as there were no street lamps and 

you wouldn’t believe how dark the country was in those days when there was 

no moon or stars on a cloudy night.  Flashlights didn’t come along until some 

time later.  Granddad, who used to get up around 5.30 summer or winter, 

used a “storm lantern”, which was kerosene filled and had a wick and glass 

surround, when he was feeding the hens.  He would often have all the 

vegetables prepared for dinner that night by 6.30 in the morning!  My first wife 

hated going to the privy at any time, having a strong aversion to spiders, of 

which we had some prime specimens. 

Now back to the house and in particular the kitchen which was where all the 

main activities took place.  The floor comprised clay tiles which were laid on 

dirt so it wasn’t particularly level.  Some of it, especially in front of the 

fireplace, would be covered by a rug.  This would often be a “pegged” rug 

which was a common way of using up old clothes.  They were cut up into 

strips three-quarters of an inch wide and 5 to 6 inches long.  The backing was 

a piece of sacking (Hessian) and the strips were pushed through from one 

side (using a half of a wooden clothes peg) and then pushed back again.  

Making these was a common winter occupation.  It really became heavy and 

hot as the rug grew!  We didn’t waste anything – couldn’t afford to – we were 

eco-pioneers! 

The kitchen was the most important room in the house and was where 90% of 

our living was done.  The front room (parlour) was only used on special 

occasions, e.g. Christmas, although this did change after I left home and an 

efficient all night fire was installed.  Prior to that, it was like an icebox!  

However, back to the kitchen.  The heating and cooking was from a 

ridiculously small cast iron grate with an oven beside it, an early forerunner of 

the Aga.  I don’t think there was any way to regulate the temperature; it was 

dependent on the size of the fire and the draught caused by the wind.  

Despite this, Mother turned out some very fine meals.  You had to “get used 

to the oven” and adjust your cooking accordingly.  The stove had to be “black 

leaded” now and again to keep it smart.  The “black lead” was a paste applied 

with a brush.  What was in it, I have no idea.  Lamp black, I guess, carbon.  

There was a “fender” around it to stop you getting too close although the cat 
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liked to get inside it.  The fender had a brass rail which had to be polished 

now and again. 

In my early years, there was no running water.  You had to take a bucket and 

draw water from the well.  There was no sink in the kitchen.  Food was 

washed in a bowl and then the wash water was thrown on the garden.  The 

minimal daily ablutions were done in the dark cubbyhole under the stairs.  No 

wonder Mother used to periodically inspect in the ears.  “You could grow 

potatoes in there” was one of her favourite sayings. 

The kitchen table was quite large (4 ft. x 6 ft.?) with a drawer for the cutlery, a 

plain “deal” (that’s pine) top on which all the food was prepared and eaten.  

After supper (dinner) a fancier cloth would be put on it and it would be used 

for board games, playing cards, jigsaw puzzles, etc.  Lighting was provided by 

an oil lamp which gave a nice orange glow and we were quite warm and cozy 

close to the fire although the back door had to be draped with heavy 

overcoats and blankets to keep out the draughts.  The door was not a good fit, 

it was just 3 or 4 vertical boards joined by two horizontal and 1 diagonal 

boards.  Very basic – they fitted where they touched!  To go to bed, we took a 

candle and undressed as quickly as possible and then jumped into bed with a 

hot water bottle (later an electric blanket), away from the frigid bedroom air.  

In the morning, we awoke to Jack Frost’s fingerprints all over the window 

panes. 

The furniture consisted of the large kitchen table, pine topped as described 

above; a horsehair sofa which seated 3; some kitchen chairs and I’m sure 

there must have been an armchair for Granddad.   

For lighting we had oil lamps (downstairs) which provided a nice warm glow 

but were not very effective.  The nursery rhyme “A candle, a candle to take 

you to bed” was quite appropriate.  Later we had gas downstairs and then 

electricity throughout.  We of course had no appliances.  Instead of a fridge, 

we had a north-facing walk-in pantry that was always cool. 

Since country people were generally poorly-paid, we had an enormous piece 

of land, more than an acre.  The houses were set back from the road more 

than 50 yards and being an end house, we had extra land.  This enabled us to 

have a pigsty, a hen run (never called chickens), apple trees, red and black 

currant and gooseberry bushes, a flower garden, an enormous Bramley apple 
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tree and several Blenheim apple trees.  The huge vegetable garden provided 

us with vegetables all year round.  The roots were stored outside in ‘clamps’ 

which were made as follows.  The vegetables would be piled up in a heap, in 

the shape of a rough pyramid and heavy sacking would be laid on top, then 

straw, then dry potato plant tops, then more sacks and dirt.  An access hole 

would be made at the bottom which was covered by several sacks.  We never 

needed to buy any vegetables.  The gardening was all done by my 

grandfather who was a gardener par excellence and was widowed in the 1919 

flu epidemic when my grandmother died.  Because of this, my mother left 

teachers’ training college at 15 to keep house for him and her two younger 

sisters. 

My father had no interest in domestic affairs, only in his motorcycle and later 

his car which was frequently used to give everyone a “Sunday afternoon 

drive” – a popular pastime.  Our house was the nearest one to the church 

(apart from the manor house) which is an unimpressive sandstone building.  

Apparently there was a fine Norman church there originally but this was 

destroyed, I don’t know why – Henry VIII??  A few miles away on Jim 

Simpkins’ farm at Meppershall there is a much older building and chapel but 

it’s no longer used as such and was supposedly visited by Thomas a Beckett.  

I have a map dated 1840 which shows it as St. Thomas’ Chapel.  Surprisingly, 

churches are not shown but watermills, of which there were several, are.  My 

mother could remember some of them but none was working in my boyhood.  

The graveyard contains many of my Cooper ancestors, mostly with no 

gravestone but the most ancient, my great-great-great-grandfather who had a 

bit of money has a quite impressive stone, still legible.  The family has been in 

the Stondon, Henlow, Arlesey area some 500 years.  During the time of 

Queen Mary’s religious persecution, some left to go to Leyden, Holland but, 

not being popular there, emigrated to the US on the Mayflower. 

At some stage I became a member of the choir along with several other boys.  

We learned the hymn tunes and chanted the psalms and I’m afraid the 

modern service where everything is spoken does very little for me, not that I 

or the family was religious.  Granddad would go to evensong usually, in his 

best suit with a red rose from our garden in his buttonhole.  He liked to sing. 
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One of the subsidiary duties of us choirboys was to “pump” the organ (no 

electric motor) and we would see how long we could stop pumping  before the 

organ started to die.  If there is a way to find a game in something, boys will 

always find it!  The parson was a canon, presumably because of his 

missionary service and he enrolled us as what he called “King’s Messengers” 

to make things to send to the poor benighted children in the underdeveloped 

countries.  One thing I remember making was a jigsaw puzzle.  This was a 

picture pasted on to plywood with the lines marked on it along which one had 

to cut with a fretsaw.  I remember thinking that the pieces didn’t fit together 

very well because of the thickness of the fretsaw blade.  However, I suppose 

it was something for children who had few or no books and toys.  In the dark 

winter evenings, I carried my candle in the lantern mentioned previously on 

the walk up to the vicarage.  That was a rambling rabbit warren of a place.  

Later, when the vicar retired and left, it was refurbished and our local MP, 

Lennox-Boyd, lived there. 
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CHAPTER TWO - The Village School 
 

It is still there, at the top of Blacksmith Hill, made of the local yellow brick with 

a tiled frieze which says “BRING THEM UP IN THE FEAR AND NURTURE 

OF THE LORD”.  The school is a relic from the time of when it was a “church 

school” run by the church.  I attended this from the age of 5 (1933) until the 

age of 11.  I remember my older sister taking me there on my first day.  It is 

not very far from my old house but some of the children, from the Bird-in-Hand 

public house area, would have had a mile to walk in all weathers.  No school 

bus or “chauffeur mums” in those days. 

There were only three classes so there must have been some age overlap 

and these didn’t have a class number but were known as Mrs. or Miss So-

and-So’s class.  They probably slotted the children into suitable classes using 

their own judgment.  There were no men teachers at that time, in fact the first 

one might have been my uncle after he retired from the RAF some twenty 

years later.  There was one room divided by a curtain where the two top 

classes were taught.  Of course, you had to listen to your teacher and ignore 

the other one.  There was a smaller room where the “infants” were taught. 

I remember little about the lessons.  Chanting the multiplication tables is one 

memory and another is the first book we read which was about a dog.  It 

made no sense to me at all but I still remember the pictures – a ragged-

looking dog it was!  Our desks had separate chairs and had an inkwell in the 

corner and we had pens with replaceable nibs which were for the older 

children.  I think in the infant class we were still using chalk and slates (but not 

as I told my children slabs a la Flintstones in the “olden days”)!  The older 

boys were given the task of periodically mixing the next batch of ink.  This 

consisted of taking about half a bucket of water in which one dissolved a 

certain amount of ink powder from a stone jar.  The inkwells had to be topped 

up since they dried out fairly quickly. 

There was no cafeteria, we must have taken food with us although in the 

summer, I could have run home as Gran Cooper’s cottage was just at the 

bottom of the hill although heaven knows, she didn’t have money to spare for 
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feeding me or my sister.  It did happen at times though – she could make a 

farthing go a long way. 

The playground was asphalt surrounded by walls and fence and we usually 

played “rounders” during the “break” (recess), a game from which the much 

more sophisticated game of baseball developed.  The ball would sometimes 

be hit onto the school roof and there was a valley where the balls collected.  I 

remember being naïve enough to ask the teacher if I could climb up to get a 

ball, a request that was emphatically denied.  Of course, when she had 

moved around the corner (deliberately?), I shinned up the drainpipe and 

retrieved several balls so we were well supplied for a while.  I learned an 

important lesson.  Don’t ask for authority to condone, overtly at least, a 

forbidden act.  Just do it! 

The “lavatories” were in a separate building outdoors to one side of the 

playground.  No modern plumbing, just earth closets that were periodically 

emptied, and no hand-washing facilities.  I think we had a drinking fountain in 

the yard – that would have been all the water available.  The boys had urinals 

and some 8 ft. up the wall, ventilation holes had been left in the brickwork.  

Some boys could manage to reach this high with a powerful stream and if 

they were lucky, would sprinkle some unsuspecting boy in the playground on 

the other side of the wall.  Disgusting creatures! 

As I mentioned, my great-Gran Cooper lived in a thatched cottage at the 

bottom of Blacksmith Hill.  Great Granddad had died when I was a baby.  The 

cottage was very small; one room downstairs with a small annex on the side 

and one bedroom.  I would always call in after school and sometimes run an 

errand for her, such as going to the bakery (Great-Uncle Fred Cooper) for a 

loaf or to the village Post Office and shop.  This was quite an important facility 

– the mail, parcel pick-up and delivery, pensions paid out, various licences 

issued and, of course, the gossip centre.  Not much went on in the village that 

escaped the postmistress.  All gone now and not for the better, really! 

I didn’t realize it at the time but of course the purpose of my visit to Gran’s 

was to see that she was well since she was old and lived alone.  She stayed 

there until the outbreak of the war. We had a few bombs dropped around 

which frightened her dreadfully so she went to live with her daughter at 

Windsor and I never saw her after that.  I was a little frightened of her when I 
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was small since she had a sharp tongue but she was a kind lady.  She spoiled 

me, my mother said.  I was allowed to leave fat on my plate! 

Most of my fellow pupils left school and went to work at 14 years of age but at 

11 years, I took the grammar school entrance exam and luckily obtained a 

scholarship (otherwise I wouldn’t have gone there since we couldn’t afford the 

fees).  I therefore lost touch with my school friends.  In fact, I only contacted 

one of them, who still lives in the village, some 60 years later (a practice I 

seem to follow!). 
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CHAPTER THREE - Home Decorating 
 

Like everything else, this was much more of a task than these days.  The end 

result was much the same but it was a good deal more labour intensive. 

The ceiling had to be white.  First, you had to take the ball of whitening (about 

6 inches in diameter made of, I suppose, chalk) and shave off pieces with a 

knife into a bucket of water.  You then stirred it until it dissolved (a long time!) 

and then you had a “whitewash”.  This was then brushed on to the ceiling, I 

believe more than one coat.  The same mix was used to whitewash the cow 

barns for some sort of hygiene reason. 

Now to the walls.  Paper in rolls was generally used.  First you had to trim 

both edges (no longer necessary) and then clear the kitchen table which was 

the working surface.  The paper was not “pre-pasted” but you made up your 

own paste from starch or flour and water.  You laid the paper on the table and 

then with a 4” brush applied the paste to the paper and hung it on the wall.  

More ambitious people papered their ceilings.  My Uncle John, the school 

head-master, once did (or attempted) this.  I remember my Aunt Marjorie 

saying she’d never heard him use language like it! 

There was a popular music-hall song that went: 

“When Father papered the parlour you couldn’t see him for paste, 

Slopping it here, slopping it there, slopping it every blooming where. 

Father got stuck to the ceiling, mother got stuck to the floor 

You never saw a blooming family so stuck-up before!” 

(Note the double entendre!) 

My Granddad knew dozens of these old music-hall songs.  According to my 

mother, he used to sing in the pubs.  Although not really a drinker, he would 

have one and only one bottle of beer a day in the summer and would buy 

Tizer (a carbonated apple drink) for Mother, my sister Bette and me.  That 

was about the only soft drink available – how different from the variety now. 

The paintwork was always done with high gloss enamel.  There was a very 

strong odour to paint in those days and Mother’s sinuses used to play her up.  

My father did the painting until I was big enough to do it.  Apart from that, the 
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only other thing I remember him doing was washing and polishing his car, a 

popular Sunday occupation for Englishmen, it seemed. 
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CHAPTER FOUR - Hitchin and the Saturday Market 
 

Our nearest town was Hitchin, a pleasant town about five miles away, so this 

was where we went for what was not available in the village.  In my day, there 

was a bus from the Bird-in-Hand, (a local landmark which is still there where 

the village road, Station Road, crossed the Hitchin to Shefford road a mile 

from our house) but in my grandfather’s day, one had to walk unless a friendly 

carter happened by.  As was common then, my grandfather had false teeth at 

quite an early age.  (Any teeth problems, pull them seemed to be the 

practice).  Apparently he walked to Hitchin on Saturday morning, had half his 

teeth pulled (no anesthetic), walked home again and then the following 

Saturday, repeated the performance!  The dentist said “You’re a good ‘un”, 

presumably because he didn’t make much fuss, pretty stoical he was.  I think 

he was quite proud of that compliment.  Granddad always paid for my clothes.  

He would take me to his tailor in Hitchin – Hawkins, the shop is still there 70 

years later – and afterwards we would go to Squire’s Dairy that had an ice 

cream parlour .  Granddad had a sweet tooth and liked his ice cream.  I 

remember the wafers there which were circular.  We would sometimes visit 

Turner’s, what I think you would call a feed store, which was where Granddad 

would order the supplies for the hens.  Straw for the scratching shed, maize, 

bran for their mash (and for my rabbits, I love rabbit!).  He seemed to be quite 

friendly with Abel the father who was about his age and the son who was a 

burly solid man, always covered in bran dust, who delivered the goods to 

Brook Vale. 

Occasionally we would be in Hitchin after dark and this was very exciting for 

me.  The stalls were lit by flaming torches.  The cries of the vendors were 

strange and many items for sale were new to me.  I only remember one item 

that we bought (at my pestering).  This was “twist rock”, a brown and cream 

coloured rock candy that hung in a rope, still warm and flexible from the 

cooking of it.  The stall man would twist a piece off.  My mother said they used 

to call it “spit rock” because some vendors used to spit on their hands before 

twisting off a piece.  I never saw this but it wouldn’t have made any difference 

if I had as it tasted too good!  What would our Food Inspectors have said? 
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As I got into my teens, Hitchin would be the place for the Saturday night 

“pictures” as the movie theatre was called.  One and Nine seats usually (1 

shilling and 9 pence).  Actually there was a small cinema at the RAF camp 

just past the Bird-in-Hand.  It wasn’t for civilians really but we kids could get in 

with a serviceman so we would stand at the entrance and ask a nice-looking 

fellow to take us in!  Imagine that!  There were never any problems though.  I 

remember seeing Joe Louis live there, giving a demonstration with his 

sparring partners. 

I digress.  The centre of Hitchin hasn’t changed a lot.  It still has some nice old 

pubs and the largest parish church in the county (Hertfordshire) if not in 

England.  Somehow I have never managed to get inside it and time is getting 

short now.  As I mentioned previously, Hawkins is still there and so is 

Brooker’s, the hardware store.  The market has long gone but the arcade 

(commonplace years ago) is still there. 

Brooker’s name reminds me that when I was 11 or 12, we had an indoor sink 

installed in the kitchen, a huge labour saver.  I built a cupboard around it but 

we needed a draining board so we tried Brooker’s for one.  They didn’t stock 

them but we could order one so we did.  It duly arrived.  I forget the price but it 

shocked us and Mr. Brooker was very apologetic, but he didn’t knock anything 

off the price!  I then painted the cupboard and learned something about 

mixing oil paints.  We had some dark brown paint and some white so I mixed 

them together in order to get, as I thought, a light brown paint.  However, it 

changed to a rather strange shade of pink!  I used it anyway and we lived 

quite happily for several years with a pink cupboard.  Avant garde indeed! 

The outdoor unheated swimming pool at Hitchin was popular in the summer 

and several of us who had bicycles would cycle over there and it was where 

we learned to swim (after a fashion).  There were some small rivers near us 

but they were only about 3 ft. deep and also our old clay pit (much deeper) but 

I never felt at ease there because of my poor swimming ability.  We also used 

to paddle and splash in the brook at the bottom of Fakeswell.  I haven’t seen it 

for probably 70 years but my mother when she was close to 80 walked over 

the fields to it and said it was filled with old bicycles, bedsteads, etc, the usual 

detritus of our modern age and mentality. 



 16 

The other attraction occasionally in Hitchin in the summer was the fair.  It was 

quite a large one and was held on the green space along the Bedford road.  

Great fun but I never had enough money.  Further along the Bedford road was 

the Sea Cadet Headquarters.  I joined this, I can’t really recall why now, 

perhaps for the fellowship and also I was vaguely interested in the Navy.  I 

received a nice uniform that the girls seemed to like but after a while, I left.  

The organization was poor and I knew more about knots (from my scouting) 

than the instructors.  I kept the uniform though.  Clothing was still rationed and 

those bell-bottoms did seem to have a certain appeal! 
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CHAPTER FIVE - Secondary Education 
 

As I mentioned previously, at 11 years of age I sat the entrance examination 

for the grammar school, which was to be either Bedford or Luton.  In the case 

of Luton, it was initially called a Modern school but this had to be changed 

later to grammar school when Modern schools, which were some sort of 

hybrid, came into being - part of the downgrading of education that has 

continued ever since. 

It was a boys-only school, girls went to the High School and never the twain 

shall meet, except on the Stondon bus but that’s another story.  These 

schools were academically based with rigid discipline and were intended to 

bring you to University entrance standards and provide the bulk of the 

professional class.  The government administrators, top civil servants, etc. 

would be mainly Oxford or Cambridge graduates from the public school 

stream.  A very class-ridden system and still is so to a certain degree.  There 

is a curious thing about this examination and the funding of schools.  Several 

other boys took this exam with me but they were from Lower Stondon and I of 

course was from Upper Stondon.  The “Lower” children only had to pass the 

examination in order to be admitted, thanks to a Rand’s Charities Trust that 

had been set up for this purpose.  (The last I heard of this, it was awash in 

money, I suppose because education is now free.  Bleak House in reverse!)  I 

in Upper Stondon was not eligible for this so I had to obtain a scholarship from 

the Bedfordshire Education Committee which I did.  I could have gone to 

Bedford Grammar which was a minor public school in a way but because of 

the more convenient bus service, right past the door, I went to Luton. 

This school had an interesting concept that I think was very good.  Whether or 

not this was due to the head-master Kenneth B. Webb (who only recently died 

at 100 years of age) I have no idea.  The classes were graded A, B, C and D 

and most of 1A and some from 1B would skip a year and go to 3A.  There 

was no 2A form.  I think this is much preferable to the Canadian system of 

accelerating a few individuals where they are younger and looked down on 

and have possibly no contemporaries.   
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Anyway, that was what happened to me so I left school at 17 years with 

Higher School Certificate, a year younger than was usually the case.  I did 

quite well academically, not through any love of learning or curiosity but 

because I had a good memory (I might not understand it but I could churn it 

out, I didn’t have to apply much effort).  I was in the School Athletics team 

(discus and javelin) and the Second 15 Rugby team.  I now have contact with 

my team captain after 60 years – see next page.  I was a Sub-Prefect.  The 

teachers were great, much above current standards, I’m sure. 

The journey to school took an hour by Birch Bros. bus, a general bus, not a 

school bus, so we had to behave ourselves more or less until all the adults 

had got off.  Unlike today, if an adult corrected you, you took notice and didn’t 

return a torrent of abuse.  The conductress didn’t mind a bit of horseplay by 

us, in fact some would join in.  They weren’t much older than we were, as 

were some of the drivers.  The crazier ones would swerve the bus from side 

to side of these country lanes.  Good job there wasn’t a lot of traffic!  The 

route took in as many villages as possible, starting at Henlow Camp (the Bird-

in-Hand!), past my house to Meppershall, Campton, Gravenhurst, Shillington, 

Higham, Grobion, Barton, Streatley, (past the workhouse), Warden Hill and 

Luton.  I had to leave school early to catch the bus otherwise I had an hour 

and a half to wait for the next one so with one hour of travel and eating dinner, 

I didn’t have much time for homework of which there was a fair amount.  

Occasionally in the summer I missed the bus and walked home across the 

hills (12 – 13 miles) arriving in the dark at times but it was less boring than 

waiting for the bus.  Country boys were used to walking then. 

How amazing the Internet is!  Through it I have discovered some old 

schoolmates of 60 years ago!  Two are in Australia and one in Vancouver.  

The latter told me he wanted to show his wife the old school and so took her 

there a few years ago.  He was absolutely gobsmacked at what he found (a 

new word now in the Oxford dictionary).  It is now a co-ed school, 25% of the 

students wear Muslim headgear and there was a guard at the entrance who 

forbade entry.  Eventually, after an interview with the headmaster, they were 

issued with passes and allowed to enter.  Another change my friend and his 

wife noted was the removal of the Honour Roll where the names were 

recorded of students who had won scholarships to various universities.   
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The question of going to university never arose in our house (I would have 

been the first in the family) because of the unaffordable expense.  We were 

not aware of university scholarships and the so-called “careers” teacher never 

mentioned it, in fact I don’t recall him ever talking to me about my plans after 

leaving school.   

He may have been pre-empted by a visit towards term-end by an engineer 

from the Luton Electricity Undertaking, the utility that generated and 

distributed electricity in the town and surrounding area.  The utility offered an 

apprenticeship program, a feature of which was time off to attend courses at 

Northampton Polytechnic, London, leading up to a Bachelor of Science 

(Engineering) External degree.  This seemed to be the ideal path for me as I’d 

be earning some money and so I enrolled in it.  The program was the 

brainchild of the Manager C.T.Melling who was a Quaker, very interested in 

education and social works.  He later became President of the Institution of 

Electrical Engineers and Manager of the Eastern Electricity Board upon 

nationalization.  As part of the apprenticeship program, I had one year of 

working at Metropolitan-Vickers, a large electrical manufacturer in 

Manchester.  Of course, I had to change colleges, continuing my degree 

courses at the Royal Technical College, Salford.  Unfortunately the program 

there did not match with that at the Poly so I was ahead in some subjects and 

behind in others!  However, I managed to scrape through Part I somehow and 

returned to the Poly for Part II where I managed a Pass (a third class degree).  

I don’t really know how I did that! 

I enjoyed Manchester.  It was my first experience of a big city and the 

company had a lively social program.  There was first-class soccer, 

Manchester City and Manchester United to watch on alternate Saturdays so 

there was lots of play available, not exactly conducive to study.  I burned a lot 

of midnight oil catching up.  The pollution and pea-souper fogs due to coal 

fires were terrible at that time.  I used to cycle to the college and came back to 

the digs (lodgings) one night through a beauty where the conductors were 

walking in front of the buses to lead the way.  When I walked in, my fellow 

lodgers burst out laughing and told me to go look in the mirror which I did.  My 

face was covered with sooty patches and my raincoat, which was an off-white 

colour popular at the time, was in a similar state! 
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While I was there I managed to work in some trips on my bike.  I went to 

Derbyshire for pot-holing which was new to me and to Scotland which I toured 

for ten days.  The much maligned Scottish weather was gorgeous!  One night 

trip took us past Burnley, where the steel furnaces made an impressive sight.  

My roommate in Manchester was a Scot and we lost touch after a while.  

Some 20 or 30 years later he found me again.  He had spent most of his life in 

South Africa – the world is certainly smaller. 

I can’t leave this chapter on Education without mentioning the games we 

played at grammar school.  One of the craziest I remember was when one 

person would lay on the ground and then 7 or 8 of us would pile on top.  I 

think it was the fun of hurling oneself on to a heap of bodies!  I can remember 

being underneath and unable to breathe.  We took turns at being under!   

Another one was British Bulldog.  The first person would brace himself, bent, 

head down, arms straight out touching a wall.  The next person would be in a 

similar stance, hands on the first man’s shoulders.  The next one was similar 

and so on to give 8 or 10 bodies in a line.  Then it was team B’s turn which 

consisted of vaulting as far along the line as possible followed by a second, 

then a third, etc.  If the line collapsed, then team B had won.  If it held up with 

all the other side all on, then team A had won. 

Another was “horseback fights”.  The sturdiest boys would be the horses 

carrying (usually) lighter but strong boys as riders.  The riders would engage 

each other and try to wrestle, pull or use any means to being the other pair 

down. 

We had a craze at one time of running up behind someone we knew, leaping 

in the air and while in midair, planting both hands on their shoulder blades 

with a most satisfying “whack”.  Don’t know why it gave us such a kick. 
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CHAPTER SIX - Games and Activities in the Village 
 

The girls had their own games: hopscotch and skipping.  The boys had theirs.  

There wasn’t much mingling until adolescence when we found each other 

more interesting.  Hide-and-seek became more popular at that time and also 

a variation called Tin Can Copper.  My wife Barb says she called it Tin Can 

Tommy.  If you could sneak “home” and say T.C.C. before being touched, you 

were safe. 

Marbles was not played a great deal.  Whipping tops were popular for a while, 

so called because you kept them spinning by whipping them.  Some 40 years 

later I was in a games museum room and much to my surprise I found I could 

still whip the tops all around the room! 

“Conkers” were very popular when the horse chestnuts started falling in 

September.  We would collect these glossy, rich brown seeds, thread one on 

a string and hold it hanging vertically.  Your opponent would whack it with his, 

also on a string.  Then it was your turn to have a go at his.  If yours shattered 

his, then your conker was now the “oncer”.  Repeat it and it was a “twoser”.  

There were all sorts of formulae for toughening the horse chestnut.  You could 

boil it in vinegar, bake it for an hour, etc. (like steroids, I suppose) 

Another popular activity was playing in an old sandpit just up the field from 

Brook Vale.  We would jump off the top about 15 ft. up, slide down the slopes 

on a piece of tin, play hide-and-seek, explore the fox and rabbit holes and 

generally have a great time.  The owner, Captain Long, would chase us off if 

he saw us.  Don’t know why – we weren’t doing any harm.  Bloody-

mindedness!  “Captain Long.  Not much of a farmer”, Granddad said. 

By the sandpit, there was a small pond in which there were newts.  We would 

catch and examine them.  In the summer, the pond would dry up but the 

newts would be there when it filled again.  Oh yes, ponds were another 

source of entertainment: for throwing planks, etc. into, for floating “boats” and 

for supplying frogspawn.  Ditches too were wonderful playgrounds, particularly 

after a lot of rain.  Damming them, diverting them, floating objects down them 

(long before we heard of Pooh Bear). 
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Trees also were a great source of entertainment for climbing, building forts 

inside and collecting their nuts both edible and “conkers” for more games.  

Oh, there was never any shortage of things to do. 

Forts made in hay fields were popular.  The farmers must have been quite 

tolerant; we never heard any complaints regarding our piling up of the hay 

when it was meant to be spread out drying. 

Soccer and cricket of course were part of the organized (or semi organized) 

activities.  When I think about it, there were never any adults in attendance, 

no coaching, etc.  .  

The bicycle of course added greatly to our games.  We learned to ride sitting 

backwards on the handlebars and would go miles like this.  Very hard on the 

neck! 

Our main indoor activities were in the Village Hall.  Around Christmas there 

would be parties and concerts, plays.  We also held weekly meetings of our 

Boy Scout troop there.  Baden Powell Scouts was one organized activity.  We 

were fortunate that at the RAF camp there were a number of Rovers who set 

up the Scouts.  They were near enough our own age to enjoy the same 

things.  We had some good camps and I learned many useful things which I 

still use.  We went camping frequently in the summer of course. 

I suppose I was always content with my own company but there was always 

something to do around home.  I would go out to play if other boys called on 

me.  I was a great reader.  There was no TV but Children’s Hour on the radio 

at 5 p.m. had some great stories.  Of course, this was in the winter.  In the 

summer, there were all sorts of diversions.  I had a swing tied on one of the 

apple trees.  There was always lots of wood and nails around to make 

something.  Then there were my chores: I would feed the hens and collect the 

eggs and there was a fierce cockerel who would peck my behind if I didn’t 

watch it!  I also had to collect food for my rabbits.  They were a sort of pet but 

I had no qualms about eating them! 

Another occupation we had was picking wild flowers (not allowed now).  We 

would pick bluebells growing in the spinney, violets under the hedgerows and 

cowslips down in the damp ditches, and take them home.  Only the violets 

lasted in the house for any appreciable time.  There were also buttercups, 

celandines and daisies.  Another attraction of the spinney when I grew older 
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was the rookery there.  I had a catapult (slingshot) and would go to see how 

many rooks I could bring down.  No real reason to kill them, they didn’t do 

much harm, but boys seemed to do this!  Later I got a small shotgun and was 

even more lethal. 

In autumn, we would go mushrooming in and around the “football meadow” – 

much more flavour than the bought ones. 

In winter, we usually had some snow so there were snowmen to build, 

snowball fights to enjoy and tobogganing to participate in.  The best hill was at 

Meppershall, 3 miles away.  I would tow my home-made toboggan behind my 

bike and go there.  Riding a bike on ice and snow was fun too!  We used to go 

sliding on the ice on Parrish’s pond.  We’d carefully test the ice by walking on 

it before running down the bank and jumping on to the ice at top speed to get 

the maximum slide.  Hob-nailed boots worked best.  There is an old 

gravestone in the churchyard for three young girls who had gone through the 

ice and drowned.  Actually, I did go through the ice once but on a shallow 

pond.  My pals thought it hilarious.  Anyway, we rode home, dripping water all 

the way.  We put my clothes through the mangle and then I had the other 

boys holding my clothes up to the fire to dry.  My mother was at work and 

never knew about this until years later when one of the other mums let it slip. 

Another winter activity was following the hunt.  We boys could usually keep up 

with it by taking short cuts as it doubled back.  We could run all day, didn’t 

have to rest!  My sympathies were with the fox and I would misdirect the 

huntsmen if they asked for its whereabouts. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN - Harvest Time  
(summer and autumn) 

 

This was a lovely time!  You were on holiday, the weather was hot and there 

was lots to see around the village.  The light evenings were with us, especially 

when you had double summertime (during the war, I think to conserve 

energy).  It was light until 11 p.m. so there was lots of playtime. 

The wheat was now ready for harvest which was done by a binder.  This 

would cut the wheat which would fall into a moving belt that would carry it into 

the machine.  This machine would bind, i.e. tie, a string around a bunch of it 

and then a fork would rotate and shoot it out on to the ground.  Now and 

again, the string wouldn’t tie and the ears of wheat would shoot out all over 

the place.  The binder would be stopped (I was going to say “with a few oaths” 

but that was not so.  The older men did not swear then, that came later.).  

Someone would gather an armful of wheat, take perhaps a dozen ears, make 

them into a rope and wrap this around the bunch and lock itself so it held 

them together.  This reminds me that with the “cart rope” – this was a rope 

tied on the rear “copses” of a cart (see page 39 - will explain later) – there was 

a special knot tied to hold the coiled-up rope while one end of the rope was 

fixed to the cart.  Years later, I discovered this was the same knot used on 

sailing ships to keep the “sheets” tidy after the sails had been hoisted. 

However, back to the harvest.  Of course, before the binder could start, a 

track had to be mown around the perimeter so that the binder did not crush 

the wheat.  This was done by one or two men with scythes who cut a track 10 

to 12 ft. wide and the sheaves were made as described.  Before the advent of 

the binder, the whole field was mown by perhaps 6 men with scythes moving 

across together.  They swung a scythe all day – must have had muscles like 

iron.  My great-grandfather Cooper was one of these.  In my youth, 

Grandfather Dilley would mow the track around the outside of the field for the 

binder.  I can’t remember for sure but I think I saw the binder horse-drawn 

before the tractor took over.  The binder went around and around and the 

area of the wheat field grew smaller and smaller until eventually the rabbits 

started running out.  This was what the farmer and his friends were waiting for 
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with their shotguns!  A rabbit has a very fragile nervous system and 2 or 3 

small lead pellets were sufficient to kill it, tumbling head over heels.  We 

occasionally got one to take home but they weren’t a very generous bunch!  

All game was killed by lead shot but why worry!  Water and beer flowed 

through lead pipes!  I remember seeing one old fellow who was now retired 

watching from the side.  He looked forlorn – you could see he wanted to still 

be active and working there.  After a lifetime of that life, what would he know 

about leisure!  That was before TV.  What a simple life!  Compare it with the 

organized and high-tech pursuits of my grandchildren, I wonder who was 

happier!  But you can’t turn back the clock. 

Now the field is bare except for all these hundreds of sheaves all over the 

place.  Next day, we make the “shocks”.  In Bedfordshire, they’re called 

shocks and one goes shocking but they’re called “stooks” in other places.  

The shocking is done by a team of men and boys (4 usually).  The leader 

picks up a sheaf in each hand and leans them against each other like a tent.  

Then the others would gather more and stack them parallel so you had about 

10 in one “shock”.  This would be repeated a few yards farther on – a boy 

would lead the horse.  I remember when I had a dog Poochie.  One evening 

we spent running and hurdling over the shocks that were I suppose 3.5 to 4 ft. 

high.  Poochie got the idea and we would jump them together.   

So now we had a field full of shocks.  Next day, these would be moved with 

carts.  The basic cart now had “copses” added to it which extended the area 

of the cart to about 3 times normal.  Of course, first we had to harness the 

horse.  The only thing I remember was that because of the shape of the 

horse’s neck and head, the collar had to be slipped on upside down and then 

rotated.  In order to do this, you grasped the two horns on top of the collar to 

hold it upside down and slip it over the horse’s head.  At the wheat field, 2 

men were waiting wielding 7 ft. long pitchforks and they pitched the sheaves 

on to the cart where another man stacked them neatly around the cart and 

copses. I, a boy of probably 10, would lead the horse on to the next shock 

where the process was repeated.  When the cart was full, I would lead it back 

to the farmyard where the stack was built.  Here another man would pitch the 

sheaves on to the stack which was a circular construction with a cone at the 

top that would be thatched.  Later it would be threshed to get the grain.  Why 
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it had a thatched top I don’t know, unless it was to protect it from rain.  There 

were only a limited number of threshing machines so you had to wait your 

turn.  After all, everyone was harvesting at the same time. 

Anyway, eventually it came time for machining, or as the old hands called it, 

“sheening”.  Actually, I remember having to leave a note for my mother saying 

“Gone sheening”.  I couldn’t think how to spell it so just said “threshing”.  It 

was a dirty, dusty business.  A steam engine (machine) supplied the power 

and a big belt drove the threshing machine so dust was everywhere.  The 

men fed the sheaves from the stack on to a conveyor belt that fed them up in 

the machine that presumably beat the heck out of them.  The wheat went one 

way, the straw the other (into another stack) .  The bags of grain gradually 

filled and when they were full (I think they weighed about 200 lb.!) a solid-

looking fellow would hump them on to the “lorry” which took them to the miller.  

As the stack became reduced, the mice and rats would start running out from 

the bottom.  This is when the men who had brought their terriers and we boys 

with sticks would have fun!  I don’t think we got many but the dogs did.  They 

would hold them in their mouths and then give a sharp shake to break the 

rat’s back.  It was all done very quickly.  

Of course, nowadays the harvesting is all done in one operation by the 

combine harvester. 

I forgot to mention.  After the field had been cleared of shocks, it was 

“gleaning time”.  The women and children would go over the field picking up 

ears of corn that had been missed.  These would go to feeding the hens.  It 

tended to be very parochial and the looks and remarks were rather unfriendly 

to gleaners not from the immediate locality!  However, with the advent of the 

combine harvester, the stubble was left too long to be ploughed under so it 

was set on fire, the smoke polluting the country air and a blackened field 

being left.  I suppose that has been stopped now – I don’t know the current 

procedure. 

The traction engines often played a part, after the harvest, in ploughing the 

fields.  This required 2 engines, one at each end of the field with a steel cable 

between the two and a massive (about 6-bladed) plough attached to it.  

Actually, it was like two ploughs joined together at an angle.  When the plough 

reached one machine, the other machine started to pull and the trailing plough 
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which was up in the air was pulled down and bit into the soil, the plough which 

had been working now being up in the air. The engines moved along before 

each new strip was ploughed. 

Everyone in those days kept a few chickens and grew vegetables.  The 

wages were such that it was an economical necessity. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT - Gypsies 
 

Travellers they call them these days with their SUV’s and house trailers.  I 

don’t know where they get their money.  In my time, you would rarely see the 

picturesque horse drawn “caravans” as shown in Hollywood productions, in 

fact, hardly ever a horse drawn vehicle at all.  The field where they lived (the 

ones I knew of) was halfway to Hitchin.  You would see the cloths hanging out 

to dry on the bushes.  These were cloths they had gathered when they went 

on their “Rag and Bones” collection.  They would cry this out and pay pennies 

for any you had, one rate for the rags and one for the bones.  One use for the 

rags was for industrial clean-up; the bones would be used in glue-making.  

There were probably other uses as well.  The men were the “Rag & Bone 

men” and the women would go door-to-door selling pegs (clothes pins) which 

they had made.  These were made from hazel or similar tough wood.  

Branches about three quarters of an inch in diameter and five inches long 

were split down the middle and one end was tapered.  Then the two 

untouched ends were bound together with a band of tin (from a tin can) and 

held together with a tack through.  They worked well.  Later of course these 

were superseded by machine-made wooden pegs. 

They also used to sell various potions for which they claimed marvelous 

properties.  I don’t remember Mother ever buying any (we had to watch the 

pennies) except one for clearing your sinuses when you had a cold.  You put 

a few drops on the back of your hand and sniffed it and it went through your 

head like a bullet!  Heaven knows what was in it.  They were a dark 

weathered-looking, slender people and somehow they existed living off the 

land (rabbits, fish & partridges).  I suppose the children went to school 

sometimes but there were none at my school.  It would have been a three or 

four mile walk for them. 

I think everyone, no matter how poor, had too much pride in those days to “go 

on the parish” as the welfare system was called.  It was the ultimate in 

humiliation.   
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CHAPTER NINE - The War Years 
 

I was 11 when war broke out and I remember the first time I heard the air raid 

siren.  I was working on the farm at this age, it still being school holidays, and 

was driving the cart down to the fields, all alone!  Then within seconds, I heard 

a plane and the hair on the back of my neck stood up!  Relief!  I recognized it 

as “one of ours”.  I forget what type of plane it was.  In those days, I knew all 

the planes.  We had the aerodrome only a mile away so we saw plenty of 

planes.  There was one big, old machine from World War I, a biplane, a 

Vickers Virginia, that was used for parachute jumps.  You could see the man 

standing on the lower wing holding on to the strut.  Nothing much happened 

that year but later when the Blitz started, we could see the glow of London 

burning about 30 miles away.  We had the occasional bomber who diverted 

and dropped his bombs anywhere.  We would hear this throbbing engine 

coming over and would freeze, listening, then sometimes hear the whistle of 

the bombs coming down, and then a bang.  We never had any closer than a 

mile away.  Later we would have the “Buzz-bombs” which you would listen to 

and when the engine cut out, wait for the bang.  Somehow the word got 

around among us boys where the bombs had landed and those of us with 

bicycles would pedal over in order to add to our collection of shrapnel! 

At some stage later on, I became an ARP (Air Raid Precautions) Messenger.  

My function was to carry messages when telephones failed.  This never 

happened.  However, I would go to the Village Hall, I can’t remember how 

frequently.  The Wardens would be there and our post was in the Billiard 

Room.  I learned quite a lot of billiards there and usually went to sleep to the 

click of the balls. 

At school, when the Air Raid warning sounded, we would go to the shelters 

(with our books, supposedly to study, but this didn’t go on for very long) until 

the All Clear Sounded.  Sometimes we out-of-towners would leave before the 

All Clear in order to catch our bus.  The teacher would assess the risk, give us 

some advice and let us go.  I doubt you would find that level of responsibility 

now. 
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My father dug a shelter at Brook Vale but the water table was such that 2 ft. of 

water always sat in it so we never used it.  If an invasion had occurred, the 

church bells were to be rung.  This never occurred luckily since our weapons 

were mainly pitchforks!  Consequently we heard no church bells until the war 

was over. 

In the evenings, we would see flocks of peewhits (curlews) flying over (you 

don’t see them now) and then later the 2-engined Wellingtons (early in the 

war) would be going on to night bombing raids over Germany.  At that stage, it 

was more a case of showing the flag.  Later in the war there were huge 

numbers of 4-engined Stirlings, Halifaxes and Lancasters flying from their 

bases in Cambridgeshire.  On the morning of D-Day, we went to school as 

normal and the sky was filled with planes – bombers.  I don’t think the official 

announcement had been made but we knew what was happening. 

So in 1945 we had VE Day, the end of the war in Europe.  The crowds went 

crazy in London.  I seem to remember dancing in the square in Hitchin at 

night.  This must have impressed us teenagers so for VJ Day some months 

later, we went to London and joined in with the crowds celebrating in 

Piccadilly Circus and Trafalgar Square, etc. 

Of course, we had rationing of everything in the war: food, clothing, petrol.  

Being almost self-sufficient in food, we did not suffer. Granddad as a farm 

worker had an enormous quota of cheese and money rationed our purchase 

of clothes anyway.  The rationing continued until well into the 50’s. 

The Italian POW’s (Prisoners of War) used to work in the fields.  They were 

quite happy to do this, probably because it is what they did at home. 
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CHAPTER TEN - Christmas Preparations at Brook Vale 
 

Let us start with the Christmas puddings!  This was quite a performance.  The 

container we used to mix the pudding in was the bread bin which was a white, 

enameled tub about twenty inches tall and sixteen inches in diameter with a 

lid.  After all, bread was a staple and the baker did not come every day so the 

bin might hold three loaves at times.  Another necessity was the mincer which 

clamped on to the edge of the kitchen table.  I had to turn the handle to mince 

up the apples and carrots that went into the pudding.  Then there was the 

dried fruit.  This always had to be washed as it was quite dirty and you might 

find the odd stone or twig in there!  The raisins were not stoned and after they 

were softened in the hot water, I had to pull them apart and pick out the 

stones.  I hated that job and Mother would usually finish it off.  Then there 

were the almonds.  These came with the skins on so you had to soak them in 

hot water, take off the skins and chop them up. 

Oh yes, the suet – only in later years did this come nicely ground up in a  

package.  In those days, it came in a lump from the butcher and that had to be 

chopped up.  Then there were the breadcrumbs which were easy, and then 

the beer, eggs and spices.  Some candied peel was also put in and my sister 

and I would fight over this, the reason being that the peel came not chopped 

as it is nowadays but in cup shapes, coated with sugar and in the bottom of 

the cup would be this disc of sugar, fruit flavoured and delicious.  While 

chopping the peel, you could usually manage to steal a few bits when Mother 

wasn’t looking.  Some people put silver in their puddings (sixpences or 

“threepenny joeys” as they were called) but we never did.  The puddings 

(there were several) were usually made well before Christmas and saved for a 

year or two.  Making the mincemeat was almost an identical procedure and 

the Christmas cake-making was very similar so you can see, this was quite a 

lot of work but well worth it on the 25th.  When I think about it, the only meat 

that day that was bought was the ham (for breakfast) and what tasty hams 

they were! 

All the vegetables were our own (prepared by Granddad at about 6.30 a.m. 

while he whistled and sang carols).  The fowl was delicious and was one of 
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several that Granddad used to bring along for the table.  We did once try a 

turkey but were all disappointed with it, dry and in no way comparable in 

flavour to our birds (free range of course).  As I mentioned, the pudding, 

mince pies and cake were all home made and we even had apples stored 

from late summer.  Yes, we may not have had much money but we lived well 

and never missed TV which was years in the future.  Radio was so good and 

we had books.  That reminds me – a popular program on Saturday nights was 

Music Hall, a variety program and one of the acts quite often was Ted and 

Barbara Andrews with their daughter Julie. 

There were also very good plays from the BBC and on the private radio 

channel (Luxembourg), the adventures of someone fighting the evil Dr. Fu-

Manchu in Limehouse.  By courtesy of Phillips Milk of Magnesia. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN - Christmas at Brook Vale 1935 
 

I was seven, my sister was fourteen.  She knew the secret of Father 

Christmas, I didn’t.  It would start around 5 a.m.  I slept with my Granddad and 

around that time I would get out of bed, feel the stocking on top of the dresser 

and say “He’s been, Granddad” and he would say “Yes, get back to sleep”, 

which I would do.  What a wonderful belief!  Therefore, later, at a respectable 

hour, I would start investigating the stocking.  At the top would be the big toys.  

I don’t remember much about them but one that sticks in my mind was 

composed of wood blocks and wheels, grooved sticks, gears, and pins that 

you could assemble to make all sorts of vehicles.  I played with it all day!  At 

the bottom of the stocking (probably it was my mother’s stocking) was always 

an orange or mandarin and then some nuts, sweets, etc.  It never occurred to 

me to wonder how Father Christmas came into possession of my mother’s 

stocking!  That was usually all the presents except one year I had a Meccano 

set in addition to the stocking.  I don’t remember any presents from my aunts 

and I don’t think it was the custom although I always had birthday and Easter 

presents.  I stipulated chocolate bars and not eggs.  I knew where the quantity 

was! 

After breakfast, which was always a special treat of ham with good bread, it 

would be time to play with the toys from the stocking, snacking on the 

“sweets” and nuts.  Amazing how one could eat all day but I suppose the rest 

of the year we were on fairly tight rations in spite of the fact we never went 

hungry.  Around 1 p.m. it was Christmas dinner!  What a feast.  We pulled 

Christmas crackers and had our own fowl with stuffing, our own vegetables 

boiled and roasted, and our own Christmas pudding.  Nobody could have 

beaten it.  Who did the washing up?  Mother, I suppose, perhaps my sister 

Bette helped her.  The men just lounged! 

So the afternoon drifted away.  At some time, the adults would have had a 

glass of port and my mother’s nose would have glowed like Rudolph’s, not 

that she would have known at that time who he was.  At 3 p.m. we would 

listen to the King’s speech on the radio (it was George V in those days) while 

snacking on all kinds of nuts and muscatels all day long with no loss of 
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appetite.  We’d roast chestnuts on the fire too and some of them exploded!  

Teatime came around 5 p.m. and we would have had thin slices of bread, 

local butter, tongue, ham, celery from the garden, Christmas cake, mince pies 

and again, crackers to pull and silly paper hats to wear.  Somehow we always 

fitted in another Xmas treat and this was a tin (about a one foot cube) of Peak 

Frean biscuits – very special.  Then there was probably a decent program to 

listen to on BBC, possibly a card game, not to mention sneaking into the 

pantry to pick at the chicken.  And so to bed, not feeling deprived at not 

having received an i-pad or the latest edition of PlayStation or whatever.  How 

lucky I was! 
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CHAPTER TWELVE - A Winter Evening at Brook Vale 
circa 1935 

 

Well, let’s start at 5 o’clock – Children’s Hour.  That time seems strange 

because Granddad and I used to listen to it.  Redruff the Fox really enthralled 

us.  I’m surprised he was home by then but of course, what farm work could 

you do outside in the winter?  So between us we had prepared tea, somewhat 

of a “high” tea by then, and were eating it, listening to Children’s Hour.  

Mother would be coming in later from her job at the Station office, having 

cycled up the road uphill into the prevailing wind.  We would hear her 

comments on the day, usually involving a 6p. imbalance that took ages to sort 

out!  She would usually eat bread and cheese for her tea, it being the easiest 

thing to prepare.  Well, as she lived to 99, it couldn’t have been that bad.  At 6 

p.m. we would listen to the news on the radio.  The radio was battery 

operated (120v. battery, about six inches by eight inches in size).  I remember 

I used to test these batteries by putting my fingers across the terminals.  

Once, not being able to touch the sunken 120v. terminal, I got a knife and put 

the blade down in contact with it and then wrapped my fingers around it.  

Wow! I appreciated the importance of surface area after that.  The other thing 

necessary for the radio was the “accumulator”.  This was a 1.5v. or 3v. lead-

acid battery that was rechargeable and fed the filaments in the “valves” (UK) 

or “tubes” (Cdn) to produce the electron emission (no solid state then).  I don’t 

remember where I had to take the accumulator to be re-charged.  Oh yes, 

incidentally, the radio had several short-wave bands that could bring in New 

York, Australia, etc. etc. but you needed a good aerial (antenna) so we had a 

20 ft. high pole in the garden with a thirty foot wire to the house.  I’m 

digressing again!  The big nights on radio were Saturday and Sunday.  On 

Saturday, we had Music Hall which I have mentioned before.  On Sunday, we 

had plays and they were excellent.  I still remember some of the thrillers.  A 

child’s imagination was much better than any TV director’s.  During the War 

later, we had the start of the comedy programs ITMA – It’s that Man Again - 

with Tommy Handley and his various characters.  Later developments were 

The Goon Show, Hancock’s Half Hour and Around the Horne. 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN - Granddad Dilley and  
Great-Gran Cooper 

 

My granddad figured more largely in my life than my father, who left us when I 

was 11 or 12 years old. 

Granddad, a widower, lived with us and did all the heavy work around the 

house.  He was a marvelous husbandman and we never had to buy a 

vegetable, summer or winter.  He also kept a pig (before I was born) and hens 

that kept us in eggs and provided us with the finest roasting fowls bar none.  

He was a true “gentle man”.  He worked hard all his life, initially as a brick-

maker until the brickyard closed down so Mother as a child grew up in the 

brickyard house.  The clay pits were full of water when I got to know them, 

known as Maylin’s ponds.  There was some fishing and swimming in them.  

The family moved to Brook Vale, rented from Captain “Bobby” Long, 

gentleman farmer for whom Granddad now worked.  Granddad’s trade was 

known as a farm labourer which denigrates his skills such as hedging, 

ditching, planting, thinning (e.g. onions, on hands and knees across fields for 

8 hours!), building stacks, and all the other tasks for growing crops.  One task 

which was done annually was dung-spreading.  This would take place at the 

end of summer when the wheat had all been cut and the stubble fields were 

waiting for their annual refreshment.  The horse stalls and cow sheds were all 

shoveled out and the dung loaded on to the carts.  This was all manual 

labour, there were no machines.  Then a sack would be put on the top of the 

pile and the labourer would sit on it.  These sacks were of thick heavy jute, I 

think.  They could soak up an enormous amount of moisture, hence, when it 

rained, it was formed into a cowl which was put on the head so you didn’t 

have to stop work when it was pouring with rain!  It was miserable tramping 

around in 4 inches of mud, the rain coming down like stair rods. 

Despite his, presumably, low level of education (he probably left school in 

1890 at the age of 10) Granddad could write a very good letter, his spelling 

was excellent and his arithmetic, especially mental, was also very good.  I 

believe that then, and also in my mother’s school days, quite a while was 

spent in mental arithmetic before moving on to written.  I understand that now 
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(in 2003) this is becoming the norm again!  He didn’t read a lot except for the 

newspapers but I remember him reading to me.  It was Robinson Crusoe over 

and over again!  Now and then he would cheat and try to skip a page but I 

would correct him.  “Young beggar knows every word” he would say. 

He also kept track of his hen and garden costs – he should have been a 

market gardener.  The hen food, bran, maize and straw would be delivered by 

Arthur Turner from Hitchin.  The store was still there up to quite recently.  It 

may seem surprising but that long ago we had home deliveries since most 

people did not have a car.  The grocery man – a Cooper – would stop by and 

Mother would read out her order which he would write down with a pencil and 

3 – 4 days later, it would be delivered.  The baker and the milkman would 

come around every day, the latter with a big metal container with half-pint and 

1-pint measures hanging inside his van.  He would measure out the amount 

into our jug.  The fishmonger would be around on Friday (and the fish was 

really fresh), the butcher every 2 – 3 days.  The fish and chip van came in the 

evening, ringing his bell.  I would stay awake for that!  In the summer, the ice 

cream van would call and I would take out a basin to him at the road by Brook 

Vale. 

Great-Gran Cooper:  I think everyone, no matter how poor, had too much 

pride in those days to “go on the parish” as the welfare system was called.  It 

was the ultimate in humiliation.  Great-Gran Cooper must have been on it, she 

was a widow.  She would grow vegetables and I suppose Mother would take 

her some as well as fruit from our garden, and eggs.  These were not luxuries 

but a matter of survival.  She made her homemade wines so I suspect she 

liked a “tipple”.  Goodness knows, she didn’t have much – no radio, TV, I 

wonder how she passed the evenings.  She could read but a daily newspaper 

would have been beyond her budget.  An oil lamp for lighting and an oil stove, 

such as you would take camping, for cooking.  One bedroom up, one and a 

half rooms down!  I suppose she sat and reminisced.  Perhaps we passed on 

our newspaper to her, I don’t remember.  That way of life is all gone now. 
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 Epilogue 
 

In pursuing a career as an electrical engineer, George left his rural roots 

behind.  For most of his working life, he was an electrical instrumentation 

engineer in what was, at the time, a newly emerging field of nuclear energy. 

George worked at nuclear power stations in Britain before seeking a new 

adventure overseas. 

 

In 1965, he applied for a position with a nuclear research facility in Chalk 

River, Ontario, Canada.  On January 4, 1966, at age 37, George, his first wife 

Barbara and their children, Richard and Catherine (Cathy), ages 9 and 7 

respectively, left Heathrow for Canada. 

 

The family settled in Deep River, Ontario and added a centennial baby – 

Alison -to their family in 1967.  George worked at the nearby research facility 

until he retired in 1979 to pursue independent consulting. He took consulting 

assignments in other Canadian provinces as well as a contract in Trinidad 

which whetted his appetite for travel. 

 

George and his second wife, also named Barbara, enjoyed traveling to and 

observing life in Thailand, Malaysia, Greece, Crete, Turkey, Mexico, Costa 

Rica, France, Italy, Belgium, Majorca, Portugal, Scotland, Spain and Australia.  

 

For two years, from 1997 to 1999, George and Barbara moved back to Britain 

where they enjoyed numerous walking holidays in Britain and Europe. Despite 

George’s overseas travels, he held dear his numerous walks in the beautiful 

English countryside.  

 

George never forgot his roots and his bucolic rural upbringing.  This spring, 

Barbara, Cathy and Alison will be traveling to the church in Stondon to return 

George to the countryside he so loved. 


