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Part One: Before The War

Chapter 1

Musjid Road

I’m not claiming to have been a child prodigy or anything, but as a
baby I did seem to have an acute awareness of my surroundings that
went well beyond normal expectations. My earliest recollection is of
my mother, out shopping, pushing me down Battersea High Street
in my pram. I couldn’t have been more than about four or five months
old at the time. Battersea was not a bad place to be born in, even in
mid-November, which was when I first saw the light of day - not
that there was much light about on that dull, drizzly morning. But
now it was early Spring and I still vividly recall the weak afternoon
sun casting a dancing shadow on the inside of my pram from the
rattle hanging on the canopy fringe.

As I grew up, I was to become increasingly fond of Battersea and
the colourful people who lived there in the 1920s, but for the moment
my world did not extend beyond my parents, Lily and Harry
Merryfield, and my sister Irene who was two years my senior.

Harry Merryfield was one of seven brothers and, were it not for
his weak chest, he would undoubtedly have followed the rest into
the Army as a professional soldier. He still made his contribution to
the Great War by working for two years on munitions in Canada
before returning to London to become a packer for a high class
catering firm. He had married Lily Stone in 1916 and she proceeded
to take charge of his life from the day after the wedding, when they
moved into their terraced council house in Musjid Road. In the
middle of a war, there was no room for frivolities like honeymoons
for working class folk.

Lily came from a background where one had to be tough to survive
and it was from her that I inherited the dogged determination which
was to see me through the many difficult times in my life that I am
about to recount. But let’s not leap ahead.

On that spring afternoon in 1921, Lily was enjoying herself as
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she dawdled from window to window looking at the things she would
love to buy. She was in no hurry, as Harry would be late home for
his tea that night. Before leaving in the morning he had told her of
the job that would keep him busy until gone six thirty that evening.
His firm were providing all that was necessary for a grand lunch at
the Mansion House. Harry would be busy packing and transporting
crockery, cutlery and other accoutrements, as well as the food which
was prepared at the company’s depot. And then when it was all over,
he would have the job of clearing up and bringing it all back again.
She was glad that he would be able to spend the evening with her
and the children. Many times when there were evening functions to
be seen to, it would be daylight again before he was able to return.
Neither of them complained about this, as he would then be paid an
extra two shillings and the money was very welcome.

She gazed at the fishmonger’s marble slab and wondered whether
to get a pint of shrimps, which were Harry’s favourite, or a pair of
kippers which would be cheaper. With a sigh she elected for the
kippers and hoped Harry might bring a cream cake or Swiss roll
home from the banquet leftovers, as he often did. The depression
was at its height and she was thankful for all she could get to feed
four hungry mouths - not that I was into kippers and Swiss rolls at
that tender age.

I was a bonny baby, weighing in at nearly nine and a half pounds
and my mother was justifiably proud of me.

“Isn’t he a right one?” she asked, the first time relatives came to
see the new baby.

“Yer, he’s a right buster,” joked Grandfather Merryfield. And from
that day on, ‘Buster’ it was, despite a formal christening to the contrary
some months later.

I think it was Thomas Aquinas who said, “Give me the boy and I
will show you the man.” As a Battersea boy, I had never heard of
Thomas Aquinas, I don’t think he came from round our way. But
looking back, the characteristics that were to shape my life were
apparent from a very young age. The egotistical streak that made me
want to be the centre of attention; my love of sport and anything
competitive; my determination to come out top; my bad temper
which occasionally got the better of me; all will become apparent in
due course.

I started school, as all children did in those days, a few months
before my fourth birthday. Even in the nursery class, I had a few
playground skirmishes, often with boys older than me, but this was
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usually done with a cool head, having assessed the chances of victory
before entering the fray. Much to Mum’s consternation, I often went
home with cuts and bruises but quickly learnt the foolishness of
getting into fights I couldn’t win. I soon became respected as a ‘tough
nut’.

The following summer I attended my first school sports. I was
really wide-eyed at the occasion of it all. During earlier games periods,
each form practised their running and jumping. On the big day, those
that were any good were allowed to enter the appropriate events.
There was an additional race for all those children who had not been
picked to compete in any other event, called the ‘Catch the Train’
race. For this, each competitor brought a case to school filled with a
shirt, trousers, jumper, coat and hat. These were placed at the far
end of a thirty yard course down which we raced, opened the case,
put on the clothes as fast as possible and raced back to the start.

In those days, I was still living up to my Buster image and was
not nimble enough to make any of the real races and was duly
informed by the teacher the previous day that I would be a candidate
for ‘Catch the Train’. I went home that night and explained to Mum
the sporting equipment I required for the next day. She had no trouble
finding the clothes but the case presented a bit of a problem. She
had never been on a real holiday since she married and had no
occasion to need a case - until now. After a few moments thought, I
was despatched to my Gran’s and proudly returned carrying a brown
compressed-board attaché case. Happily, I filled it up ready for the
next day. We had normal lessons in the morning and rushed excitedly
home at lunch time to collect our kit. Those parents who were able
were invited to attend, and my mum somehow managed to get the
afternoon off from her job as a waitress at Lyon’s Corner House.

I had no idea how the sports were organised and it seemed that
they would never get around to Catch the Train. I spent much of the
afternoon wandering about and taking in the atmosphere. I was
particularly fascinated by the miniature cups and other prizes all set
out on a dark grey army blanket thrown over a trestle table. Whilst
the cups looked interesting, I couldn’t see much use for them. They
were so small you would have to keep filling them up to get a decent
drink of lemonade or whatever, so I decided they were not for me.
All the other prizes seemed to have come from the school stock
cupboard, consisting mainly of exercise books, rulers, pens and -
gosh, just look at that - packs of plasticine. From that moment, I was
determined I would win and select plasticine for my prize.
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There were about eight or nine children from each class entered
for Catch the Train, which was run off in heats by age. Being in the
first year, my heat came first. Having carefully placed Gran’s case in
position, I stood on the start line with the concentration of Lindford
Christie and was off the mark the moment Miss Tuck, the games
mistress, shouted “Ready, steady,” and fractionally before she was
able to say “GO!”. Today, it would definitely qualify as a false start,
but Old Tuckie was just glad to get nine four-year-olds into line and
away. Head back, I puffed down the track, but was not really built
for speed. By the time I reached the case, the others already had
their lids open.

Fortunately, I had had the foresight to carefully lay my clothes in
the order in which they had to be put on, so that whilst those around
me were throwing things out on to the asphalt, desperately searching
for their shirts, I had mine on and was back into the case for the
jumper. Well you can guess the rest. I was dressed before you could
say Jack Flash. Off I went, back down the track, with the cheers
ringing in my ears. This was great and I had a wonderful feeling of
elation as I burst through the paper tape.

I wanted my plasticine there and then and bright as I was, could
not understand the concept of heats. I had won fair and square hadn’t
I? It took Mum some time to calm me down and explain that I had
to race again against the other heat winners.

To me, this seemed most unfair, particularly as they were all bigger
and older than me. However, when it came to the final, the older
children were handicapped in a staggered start.

Now I don’t know if it was a miscalculation, or whether it resulted
from all the fuss I had made after the heat, but the start I was given
seemed rather generous and there were one or two mutterings from
parents who could see their offspring’s chance of glory fast
disappearing. Undaunted, I took full advantage and was off like a
shot, into my carefully arranged clothes and back down the track
before the others had even shut their cases. Now I would get my
plasticine.

There was only the tug-of-war between staff and fathers to come
before the prize giving started. Quite naturally, the names of winners
were called out in the same order as the races and one by one the
boys and girls went up to collect their cup and select a prize from the
table. After a lifetime, the deputy head, Miss Bradshaw, called out,
“And last but not least, we have the winner of the Catch the Train
Race, Buster Merryfield!” I proudly stepped forward for my prize.
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There was no cup to be awarded but having had my hand formally
shaken, I was invited to take my pick from the table. I walked round
behind her and couldn’t believe it. There was no plasticine. It had
all gone. This was wrong. That was MY plasticine they had taken.

“Where’s my plasticine?” I shouted.
“Oh, I’m sorry, it’s all gone,” she replied, “Here, why don’t you

have this nice exercise book?” And with that she picked up a blue
covered book with ‘Mantua Street School’ emblazoned in gold across
the front and forced it into my hand. But all I could see was red. I
had been cheated out of my plasticine. Back came my arm and in a
storm of tears I threw the book at her face - not easy to do when you
are only three foot two inches tall. But I managed it and before I
could be restrained, I had run out of the school gate and home to my
bed where I was still sobbing when Mum came home a few minutes
later. Having made her so proud of me by winning the race, I knew
I had then let her down by my conduct. My tears were a mixture of
remorse and frustration.

My sister, Irene, was completely opposite to me in every respect. I
took after our mother, she took after Dad. I was rough, she was
gentle. I was robust, she was sickly. I showed off, she was humble. I
desired success, she was content with her lot. I scowled, she smiled.
Most of all, she exuded love.

My mother’s job meant that she was generally not at home when
we came out of school. Irene was charged with looking after me
until Mum returned. Each afternoon, she would wait for me by the
school gate and shepherd me round to Aunt Daisy’s house, a couple
of streets away. Aunt Daisy had three girls of her own, Doris, Daisy
and Kathleen. They were much the same age as Irene and the four
girls would play together for an hour or so before it was time to go
home. My three cousins considered it irksome to have a four-year-
old boy tagging along but Irene was very conscientious over her
mothering job and would not hear a word said against me. As in all
things, she showed me nothing but kindness and love. Although I
didn’t realise it at the time, I was very fond of my sister.

One thing she did inherit from Mum was a love of music and
dancing. Mum was a natural dancer and always said that had she not
got married, she would have gone on the stage. All I know is that
when there was music on the radio she would often take hold of the
sides of her skirt and twirl around the kitchen. If the beat was right,
she would even lift her skirt and do a good old Cockney knees up.
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Irene was equally light on her feet and was selected to be part a team
of dancers in the school Christmas concert. Each Saturday morning
she went with her cousins Doris and Daisy for rehearsals in the
school hall with nine other girls.

Sometimes, Mum was able to get extra work at the tea shop on a
Saturday morning, and on those occasions ’Rene would take me
along to the rehearsal. I really loved this and cried on the weeks I
couldn’t go. I was enthralled by the sight of the girls tripping in line
across the stage, all singing to the accompaniment of Miss Jones on
a very out-of-tune upright piano.

For these rehearsals, the girls wore their normal everyday dresses
but as Christmas approached Miss Jones produced drawings of the
costumes the girls were to wear in the concert. They were all to be
elves and Mum undertook to make the costumes for Irene and her
cousins. There was no money for exotic materials such as silk or
chiffon so they were all fashioned from coloured crepe paper which
came out of the school stock cupboard. Surprisingly, they stood up
very well to the wear and tear of the concert and looked gorgeous.
The girls dressed up at our house so that Mum could make last
minute adjustments and insert a few strategic safety pins before they
set off for the concert. She was so pleased with the end results that
she had a professional photographer come round to take their
photograph. Needless to say, I managed to get into the picture.

Eventually, ’Rene had to give up dancing as it was taxing her
strength too much. She was not strong and often had to have time
off school. Usually she recovered sufficiently after a few days in bed
and was able to return to school. But once, when she was eight, she
did not pick up in the usual way and Mum had to call in the doctor.
He examined her carefully, taking her temperature, tapping on her
chest and listening to her heart with his stethoscope. Eventually he
looked up.

“I’m sorry to tell you this, Mrs Merryfield, but I think Irene might
have rheumatic fever and it’s affecting her heart. I think it would be
better if she went into hospital for a few days so that we can do some
tests and keep an eye on her.”

Shortly after, ’Rene was wrapped in a blanket and carried out to a
waiting ambulance and taken to the ‘Anti-vivi’, which was the popular
name for the local hospital. My parents visited her in the evenings
whenever they were not working, having first dropped me off at
Aunt Daisy’s. ’Rene and I slept head to tail in the same bed and I
really missed her when she was away. One evening, I complained
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vociferously to my parents that I wanted to go with them to the anti-
vivi to see my ’Rene, but children were only allowed to visit on
Sunday afternoons. I was placated with the promise that I could go
the following weekend.

It was then only Tuesday, and it seemed that Sunday would never
come. During the week I got the idea that I would like to take her
some flowers as I had seen my parents do. I expected opposition to
this because of the expense, but Mum thought it was a good idea.
With the normal impatience of a six year old, I couldn’t wait until
weekend to buy the flowers and insisted on having the money straight
away. Mum quietly found her purse and took out a shilling piece.

“Now I want you to take great care of this and tomorrow you can
go with Daisy down to the market.” Since ’Rene had been taken ill,
Daisy had been bringing me home from school. So the next day I
hurried her down to the market, where I insisted on carefully
surveying every flower stall there was before making my choice. Only
the best was good enough for my ’Rene.

I was familiar with most of the common garden flowers, but was
fascinated to see on one stall some beautiful cascades of orange
blossoms I had never seen before. They reminded me of the lanterns
’Rene and her cousins had carried in the school Christmas concert.
Daisy explained to the stall holder why a six year old boy was buying
flowers and he was extremely sympathetic, giving me far more
blooms than my shilling warranted.

Proudly I carried them home, my heart full of happiness; joyful
that I would be able to show ’Rene how much I cared for her. When
Mum came home from work she was delighted. I insisted that until
Sunday the flowers should stay in a vase in the bedroom that ’Rene
and I shared with Mum and Dad. She readily agreed but had difficulty
explaining to me that Chinese Lanterns were everlasting flowers,
and didn’t need water in with them.

That Friday night, Mum and Dad made their usual visit to the
‘Anti-vivi’. An hour or so later, there was a knock at the door as they
returned to collect me. When Aunt Daisy opened it, I could hear
that my mother was quite excited. She came through into the kitchen
and told me why. ’Rene was coming home.

As soon as breakfast was over the next morning, I ran to the end
of our street and stood watching out for the ambulance that was to
bring her home. I had a long wait, but about eleven o’clock, it turned
the corner and I ran alongside as it slowly made its way to the small
crowd which had gathered around our front door. I expected Irene
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to jump out fit and well and was disappointed when they opened
the doors and brought her out on a stretcher. She was still very weak
and was put straight to bed. I spent the rest of the day in the bedroom
with her and insisted that Mum brought my meals through so that I
could eat them off a tray, like ’Rene was doing.

A few nights later, I was awoken by the sound of low voices in
the room. Opening my eyes I could see that Mum and Dad were by
our bedside with a strange man, who I suppose must have been the
doctor. Mum was very upset but I couldn’t tell why as ’Rene was
propped up on pillows at her end of the bed playing a game, or so I
thought.

“Goodbye Mummy”, she whispered, and blew her a kiss.
“Goodbye Daddy,” and another kiss. “Goodbye Buster. Goodbye
Gran. Goodbye Aunt Daisy. Goodbye Doris. Goodbye Daisy.
Goodbye Kathleen.” On and on she went through all her relations
and friends, blowing each one a kiss. When she paused, I lay there
thinking who she might have left out.

“Goodbye Billy Sharpe,” I echoed, but seeing I was awake, Mum
turned and lifted me out of the bed. Holding me close to her, she
left the room and climbed the stairs to the flat above where she rapped
on the door. Without a word, Mrs Foster took me from my mother,
carried me through and tucked me into one of her beds.

I never saw my ’Rene again and it was only the comforting presence
of her Chinese lanterns in our bedroom that enabled me to get through
those next few months without her. Buster was growing up.

Chapter 2

Billy

Although I was extremely upset at ’Rene’s death, it was as nothing
compared with the anguish felt by my parents who each in their
own way blamed themselves. I mentioned earlier that Dad had a
weak chest, but in reality it was a heart defect. He was convinced'
therefore, that Irene’s heart trouble was hereditary, despite reassurances
from the doctor that rheumatic fever was caused by a germ.

Mum put the blame squarely on the poverty and poor
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environment she had been forced to bring the family up in. Mum
had a hard upbringing herself, being one of five children. Her father
had died when she was a young girl and her mother had then married
again, producing a further six children. Being the eldest girl out of
eleven children, with the youngest some twelve years her junior,
Mum was allowed no free time of her own, being permanently
occupied as surrogate mother to her step-sisters and brothers. Then,
as soon as she was twelve years old, she was sent out to work for ten
hours a day, six days a week, bringing in a few extra shillings to
supplement the family income. When she arrived home exhausted
at the end of each day, she still had to help feed, bath and bed the
young ones. She was permanently tired and had little interest in any
outside activities. Consequently, she missed out on the close
friendships that are a necessary part of teenage girls’ lives. She looked
on her marriage as a blessed escape from the drudgery and although
her lot improved considerably she knew that her existence was still
well down the social scale. But she was happy bringing up her family
and running her own life, at least she was until Irene died. Now she
felt shattered and from that day changed from the carefree mother I
loved to see, twirling round the room to the sound of the radio, into
a sad, sombre, unsmiling figure.

She was convinced that the dirt and squalor and lack of proper
nourishment had made the main contribution to Irene’s death. She
made a silent vow that she would do all in her power to change
things by getting what remained of her family into a better
environment. From her contact with the clientele at the teashop
where she worked, she somehow knew that money was the answer.
She would buy her way to a better life, but had no idea where the
money would come from.

She was a devout, religious woman and prayed to God for help,
and in the fullness of time her prayers were answered. The revelation
came to her while she was looking at the small advertisements in the
newsagent’s window. She would take in a lodger. She went in, wrote
out a card in her small neat handwriting and handed over tuppence
for one week’s display. She considered it a good investment and was
proved right. Within the week, it paid off with a knock at the door.

In front of her stood a tall good-looking youth about eighteen or
nineteen years old. “I’ve come about the room you have,” he said,
smiling at her.

“Come in,” she replied, opening the door wider, and with that
ushered him into the front room where she had installed a single
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bed, bought for a few shillings from the second-hand shop.
At this stage, I had better explain the layout of the house, or at

least our part of it. With very few exceptions, all the houses in our
road were occupied by two families, one on each floor. Everything
on the ground floor was ours and the upstairs belonged to the Fosters.
Their stairs were immediately behind the common front door.
Sharing houses like this was so common that everybody knew, when
out calling on each other, that it was one knock for downstairs, and
two knocks for up. Running parallel to the stairs was a dark passage
in which we hung our coats. This led through to our kitchen at the
back. To the left of the passage were first the front room, and behind
that the bedroom in which all three of us slept. To reach our toilet,
we had to go out into the small concrete yard which ran alongside
the kitchen. There was an indoor toilet, but that belonged to the
Fosters.

And that was how Billy Waller came to move into our front room.
At the time I found it quite exciting and didn’t query why he should
be there. Looking back it seems strange, as his proper home was
only a few hundred yards away. He was on good terms with the rest
of his family and would visit them regularly, so I can only assume
that he had grown too old to share a room with his siblings and had
been pushed out of the nest.

Billy worked as a baker’s roundsman. For this he had a small cart
which he would take down to the bakery several times a day to be
refilled with loaves which he then delivered around the neighbouring
streets. It was a peculiar cart, being completely enclosed, with a small
door at the rear through which Billy would take out his wicker basket
full of loaves in order to visit the next row of houses. At the front of
the cart were two shafts, but instead of a horse, it was Billy who got
between the shafts and pulled the cart behind him.

During the week, many houses were empty, with the parents at
work and the children at school. The people would then leave notes
or else had regular orders. Billy would open the door and pop the
bread inside on the kitchen table. But on Saturdays, when people
were home, Billy would open the door and shout “Baker ho!”,
whereupon the lady of the house came to the door and hopefully
paid him for the week’s bread.

On Saturdays the round took much longer and he would leave
the house before breakfast, coming back an hour or so later for
something to eat when his round took him past our front door. I
would be up by then and waiting excitedly for his return. This was
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because for the second part of his morning round he would take me
with him. Having already delivered some of the bread, there was
space in the enclosed cart and he would pop me through the little
door in with the bread.

There was no window, but a little light did filter in through small
ventilation ports on either side. It was eerie and exciting to be in
there with the Hovis and Coburgs and the smell was heavenly. To
this day I cannot pass a bread shop without thinking of Billy and his
cart.

As we went round the streets, I used to play a little game. By
putting my eye to the ventilation port I could see outside, but nobody
could see me. When Billy was off with the basket delivering bread, if
somebody walked past on the pavement I would suddenly whistle
or call out. I found it most amusing to see them start and then look
up and down the street with a puzzled look on their faces. I gave no
thought to the heart attacks I might be inducing in the old ladies I
frightened in this way.

On the shelves inside the cart were odd scraps of crust which had
become detached from the loaves. I would avidly search for these
and eat them, even though I had only just had my breakfast. When
there were none, I would pick at a loaf until a bit fell off for me to
eat, but as I got bolder, the tattered corners became apparent to Billy
and his customers and I got told off. After that, I left the loaves alone
for a while but eventually temptation got the better of me again. I hit
upon the idea that nobody could detect what I had been up to if I
loosened the top of a cottage loaf, ate some of the soft bread inside
and then pressed the top down again. My theory was correct and
nothing was noticed when the loaf was sold to an unsuspecting
customer. However, when she cut it open, all was revealed and Billy
had to refund her money. My mother had to compensate Billy and it
was the last time I was allowed a Saturday morning ride in the bread
cart.

In his spare time, Billy played the ukulele in a small band that
provided the music for local dances. Some evenings, he used to let
me join him in the front room when he was practising. He was
quite gifted musically and, with my mother’s permission, would sit
and play popular tunes on our harmonium which sat in the front
room under the window. In the summer, the sash window would be
open and adults and children alike would gather round to hear him
play, often joining in with a sing-song.

I suppose he must have been with us about three years in all and
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I’ve no idea why he eventually left. It’s possible he was getting married
and setting up his own home. Many years later I tried to trace him
by making enquiries from folk who were still living in the area. I
was told that he was married and was working as a fireman in Walton-
on-Thames. The next time I had reason to go that way I went to
look him up but he had long since moved on so I’ve no idea where
he is or even if he is still alive. If he is, he is now at least 87 years old.

One final memory of Billy before I move on is of him pulling
hairs out of my head one at a time. Although most people in the area
tried their hardest to keep themselves and their houses clean, life
was not very hygienic and all the infections and infestations
imaginable were rife. At school we would have regular head
inspections carried out by ‘Nitty Nora’, the visiting school nurse.
We would have to line up one behind the other and on reaching the
front of the queue, kneel down in front of her. She would then pull
your head forward and carefully comb through your hair so that any
head lice present would fall on to a large sheet of paper spread across
her knee. At the same time she looked for the eggs clinging to the
hairs.

When she had completed the inspection of each child she would
call out “One” or “Two” and a teacher would record this in an exercise
book. I used to think this was the numbered of nits she had found,
but discovered later it was code for ‘clear’ or ‘infected’. I usually got
a ‘One’ but on one occasion, instead of the usual call, she turned and
engaged the teacher in low conversation. That afternoon, I was given
a note to take home to my mother who read it and immediately took
me over to the doctor. I had contracted ringworm.

Very few people come across ringworm today, so I had better
explain its symptoms and treatment. It is caused by a parasitic fungus
which attacks the skin, commonly on the scalp. It starts as a small
pimple which develops into a boggy swelling. This gradually travels
out across the scalp in a ring, destroying the hair as it does so. I
suspect that by now there is an effective antibiotic that cures it in no
time, but the standard procedure then was to create a ‘firebreak’ as it
were, by pulling out a circle of hair outside the infected area. This is
where Billy came in. Each evening he would patiently sit and pull
my hairs out one at a time and then apply a horrible smelling ointment
to the infected area, made from sulphur and carbolic acid.

Despite Billy’s attentions, the ringworm continued to spread until
as a result of it and Billy’s enthusiastic defoliation, I was completely
bald. To cover my embarrassment, my mother gave me a flat cap to
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wear which I was allowed to keep on in class when I went to school.
Naturally, this was a great curiosity to the other children. Those in
my class were sympathetic but older boys took great delight in
running up behind me in the playground and snatching my cap.
They would then stand around jeering and throwing it from one to
the other as I tried in vain to retrieve it.

On one occasion, I became so incensed I clenched my fist and
took a swing at one of the boys, although he was nearly a foot taller
than me and about two years older. I missed, but to my surprise he
turned and ran away. I ran after him until he suddenly stopped and
threw an open penknife at me. I don’t think he had any particular
knife-throwing skills but the blade went straight into my thigh and
there was blood everywhere.

The wound had to be treated by the teachers and he was severely
punished. The incident gained me respect and status amongst the
other children and I developed a bit of a swagger. Unfortunately, I
became overconfident. By way of his friends, I sent a threat to this
boy saying that I would ‘get him’ outside the school gates at four
o’clock that afternoon after school. Having issued the challenge, I
began to have serious doubts, particularly when the message came
back saying he was looking forward to it and detailing all the things
he was going to do to me when he got there.

It was with some trepidation that I left school that afternoon. I
deliberately hung back helping the teacher to close the windows and
tidy up, in the hope that he would have given up and gone home by
the time I emerged. Finally, I could delay no longer, and trying to
appear nonchalant, sauntered across the playground and out into
the street. I was amazed to see that there were twenty or thirty boys
gathered around the school gates. Word of the impending slaughter
had obviously spread throughout the school. Enthusiastically, they
had already borrowed skipping ropes from the girls and tied them
between lamppost and school railings to form a crude boxing ring.
One of my classmates rushed up and offered to be my second and
they had already appointed a referee. I was flattered but knew that
there would be little adherence to Marquis of Queensbury rules if
my opponent carried out his threats. There was no escape. I took of
my jacket and rolled up my shirt sleeves in preparation, but as yet
my adversary had not arrived. I was pushed under the rope and my
second stood outside the ring trying to tell me how to get the better
of my opponent.

Ten minutes went by and he had still not arrived. Perhaps he
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wasn’t coming. I began to grow in confidence. Another five minutes
and he was still not there. I moved out of my corner and began to
shadow box as I skipped around the ring and the crowd began to
cheer. After a few minutes of clowning like this I decided I had given
them a good enough showing of my prowess and it was now time to
leave. Clasping my hands together above my head I acknowledged
their applause as though I had just won the world championship.
Then picking up my coat, I left with dignity. After that incident,
there was no more bullying over my bald head and a few weeks later
the ringworm had all cleared up. I suppose that having expanded its
circle until it completely covered my head, there was nowhere else
for it to go. The curious thing was that when my hair regrew, it was
completely different in character. Before, it had been coarse, straight
and dark brown in colour. Now it was curly, auburn and fell in a soft
cowlick across my forehead.

After Billy left, I persuaded Mum to let me sleep in the front
room in his bed. She readily agreed as I was now nine years old and
becoming too curious and aware to continue sharing a bedroom with
them. Having my own room gave me a real sense of importance and
of being grown up, but eventually I did have to share it as I will
shortly explain. But first, the harmonium. I had envied the way Billy
had been the centre of attention when he gave his impromptu
Summer evening concerts. When I took over his room I decided to
teach myself how to play the harmonium so that I could continue in
his place. At first I found it much more difficult than I thought it
would be, but slowly I unravelled the sequence of notes necessary to
pick out recognisable tunes such as ‘Three Blind Mice’ and ‘God
Save The King’. Being impatient, and the show-off I was, I would
play in front of the open window, and whenever anybody walked
past on the pavement, I would stop the laborious one-finger sequence
I was engaged in, and pull out the Forte stop. I would then play with
all fingers, on as many keys as possible, hoping the passer by might
recognise a tune in what I was doing and think I was a gifted musician.

On reflection, I must have had some musical talent, probably
inherited from my mother, as I eventually mastered the keyboard.
Today, if I know a tune, I can sit down and play it by ear, but I can
read not one note of music.

I also envied Billy’s skill on the ukulele and longed to imitate
that as well. At the end of every Battersea backstreet, the last house
in the terrace was a shop. In Musjid Road where we lived, it was a
pawnbrokers, probably the most frequented shop in the area. As
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children, we were fascinated by the jumbled assortment of
unredeemed goods in the window which were now up for sale. One
could understand the occasional gramophone or radio finding their
way there, having been bought in a moment of optimism and then
pawned when money was short. But it was difficult to see how things
such as false teeth and spectacles, of which there were rows and
rows, could have been abandoned by their owners.

The window was also home to a number of musical instruments.
There were trumpets, clarinets and saxophones stood on their stands,
and along the top of the window a succession of banjos and ukuleles.
We would stand in front of the window and play a game of ‘bagsies’.
Taking it in turns, each child would say, “I bagsy that gramophone,”
or whatever took his fancy. This continued until either between us
we had bagsied everything in sight or we became fed up. Whenever
we played this game, I always started by bagsying a beautiful
chromium plated ukulele which had pride of place at the top of the
window. Oh how I wanted that ukulele. It was coming up to my
ninth birthday and I pestered my parents day and night trying to
extract a promise that I could have the uke. I was most disappointed
when I didn’t get it and showed my displeasure in my usual display
of bad temper. I did not give up and continued to badger Mum and
Dad through into December with my sights set on getting it as a
Christmas present.

Around mid-December, Dad started to drop the odd hint with
remarks like, “You’ll just have to wait and see, won’t you.” Heartened
by this I eased the pressure, confident that at last I had won through.
When Christmas morning came, I could see there was something
unusually bulky poking against the inside of the pillow case I had
hung up in anticipation. Eagerly I shot to the end of the bed and
plunged my hand in and was overjoyed when my fingers came into
contact with the strings. Excitedly I pulled it out but my joy turned
to misery and anger. It was a ukulele all right, but it was home-made
from a cigar box. With tears in my eyes I stamped through into Mum
and Dad’s bedroom.

“I think you’re both horrible,” I shouted. “This is rubbish. I don’t
want this.” And with that I dashed it to the floor. I could see that my
poor old dad was extremely upset by this but I didn’t care. I found
out later that he had been to the pawnshop to try and buy the ukulele
I wanted so much, but the price was way beyond anything he could
afford. I might just as well have asked for a Rolls Royce. In the end,
so as not to disappoint me, he had bought the home-made instrument
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from somebody he worked with, paying money he could ill-afford.
It wasn’t until I was much older that I found all this out and

realised how much I had hurt him. Many years later, after I had
brought all that I could afford for my own family at Christmas, my
daughter pestered me in a similar way for a Cliff Richard’s album.
The memories of that ukulele came flooding back to me. Knowing
the deep disappointment I had felt, I went out on Christmas Eve
and bought the album for her. Although I couldn’t afford it, I have
never regretted that decision.

Chapter 3

Pastimes

Talking of Christmas takes me back to one incident when I must
have been about six years old. As a treat I was taken up to Clapham
Junction where there was a fairground. I found the noise and the
music and the lights and the people so very exciting. For a long time
I was satisfied just to wander round in awe, holding my Mum’s hand.
Eventually, it came to me that people were having rides on these
wonderful machines and I begged to join them. Mum agreed and
took me across to a large roundabout full of wonderful dappled white
horses on twisted golden poles which pranced up and down as the
roundabout rotated. This was great, but hang on, there were lots of
horses and any child could go on one of them. I had spotted that
amongst the horses there were one or two gigantic chickens. I would
go on one of them. Dad lifted me up and I proudly sat astride the
chicken clasping the cold metal pole in front of me. After what
seemed an age, the hurdy-gurdy music started and the roundabout
slowly started to move. As it did so I felt the chicken gently lowering
then lifting me again as we circled slowly round. My parents waved
as I came past and I smiled back at them. This was fun. The speed
picked up and the wind began to blow my hair. I was really enjoying
this, when without warning my chicken gave out an ear-shattering
“COCK - A DOODLE - DOOOOH”. I was frightened out of my
wits and immediately started to cry and scream.

“I want to get off. I don’t like it Mum. GET ME OFF!” But by
now the roundabout was going at full speed and there was no escape.
“COCK - A DOODLE - DOOOOH,” it went again. I clung to the


