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training offi  cer for the county of Berkshire. I remember him by the oil lamp 

alternating his preparations for lectures on incendiary bombs, mustard gas and 

the like, with work on a project he had been asked to undertake and which he 

much preferred. A Short Life of Our Lord was fi rst published in 1945, a scripture 

textbook for use in schools, and which subsequently ran to many editions.

My love for exploring extended to some of the neighbouring great estates 

despite dogs and gamekeepers. For most of my childhood I had scrupulously 

bowed to the menace in such signs as, “Trespassers will be prosecuted,” due to my 

having confused the meaning of the word “prosecuted” with that of “ executed.” 

My sister Kathleen and myself, with our bicycles, in fr ont of the cottage. In 1939 
we were evacuated fr om Pope’s Lodge in Twickenham to a gamekeeper’s cottage 
on an estate near Kintbury in Berkshire where we lived until 1941. For part of 
this time I attended the Presentation Brothers’ Training College across the road at 
Inglewood House.
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Once I realized that such activity did not constitute a capital off ence, provided 

no damage of any kind was done, the challenge was irresistible.

On one occasion my friend Kevin Jeremy and myself had spent an idyllic 

summer aft ernoon wading in the highly exclusive trout streams and wandering 

through the exquisite parkland of one such estate. We had just returned to the 

public road when I saw an old lady approaching the gate. I opened the gate for 

her and she thanked me and smiled saying, “You may walk through my land, if 

you wish.” It was Lady Wills herself of a vast tobacco fortune! 

For my 14th birthday, my father brought me into Hungerford for the most 

exciting present I could have conceived of – a beautiful new B.S.A. bicycle! 

Now I could explore some of the most beautiful and interesting parts of rural 

England, from Old Sarum to Avebury, or Salisbury Cathedral to Inkpen Beacon 

and Coombe Gibbet. I loved the little parish churches with such records of his-

tory going back over many hundreds of years. 

Not far from the cottage was the River Kennet. At one location there was 

an area that was popularly used for swimming. One day I met two other boys 

there who were wearing scout uniforms. Th ey told me that they belonged to the 

Shalbourne Scout Troop, the village at the foot of the downs near the Salisbury 

Road, a few miles south of Hungerford.

I cycled over and went up to the great oak door of the old manor house 

and pulled the long wrought iron handled bell pull. A lady answered the door 

and I said: “Please, Miss, I want to be a boy scout.” She brought me in through 

the spacious main hall, with its large staircase and stately grandfather clock, 

down a short corridor with mullioned windows looking out to a walled garden 

on one side, with ancient age-blackened rough oak timbers and panelling on 

the other. She talked to me about scouting and gave me a form to be fi lled in 

including my parent’s permission. Little did I realize that it was the start of a 

treasured friendship that would endure over some fi ve-and-a-half decades. 



 PICTURES ON MY PILLOW ✦   47

Th e old manor house in which she lived had stood for some fi ve centu-

ries, sheltered within a fold of the downs. Th e extensive stables were managed 

by Marguerite de Beaumont, a distinguished breeder of prize-winning horses, 

while her friend and companion, Doris Mason, ran the farm. Th e dining room 

of the manor was turned into an emergency surgery that they equipped at their 

own expense to help treat any wartime casualties in the village. 

Th e house became home for a group of a dozen evacuees from the tough 

East End dock area of London. Th eir hosts took no nonsense and the children 

worshipped them. Th e worst of them, under their remarkable care, would sub-

sequently become a senior Detective Inspector in Scotland Yard!

Shalbourne Manor rose garden near the village centre of Shalbourne. Marguerite 
de Beaumont gave a home to many evacuees fr om London during the blitz 
of World War II and ran her scout troop fr om a loft  over the manor’s garage.  
Th roughout the many years of our fr iendship I received warm welcomes to her 
hearth and home.  
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According to a family biography, Marguerite was descended from an il-

lustrious French family whose origins could be traced back over a millennium. 

Her father was a medical doctor who had also served with distinction in the 

Franco-Prussian war of 1870. Subsequently, he followed his fascination with 

theology, philosophy and biology and entered the Jesuit Order. He was in-

volved with the setting up of the Royal University in Dublin where he became 

associated with the distinguished Catholic family of Lord O’Hagan, Lord 

Lieutenant of Ireland, the daughter of whom was charmed by this brilliant 

young French scholar. 

It transpired from the confession of a dying nursemaid, who had been 

entrusted with Marguerite’s father’s baptism as a baby due to his mother’s ill-

ness and his father’s absence on military duty, that she had failed to have the 

Marguerite de Beaumont and Doris Mason in a meadow, 
Shalbourne Manor, with some of their beloved animals.
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baptism performed. He informed his superiors at the Jesuit House on Farm 

Street in London and that, in consequence, this invalidated all the subsequent 

sacraments, including his ordination. Despite their readiness to baptize him on 

the spot, he left  the order. He married Kathleen O’Hagan, who so admired “his 

constant and uninterrupted religious quest and devotion wherein intellectual 

achievement was subordinate to spiritual insight and inspiration,” that the bap-

tism had not been performed.

In 1909, Marguerite, her sister and her mother turned up at the Crystal 

Palace Scout Jamboree in London in their own home-made scout uniforms. 

Sir Robert Baden-Powell wanted to know who they were and welcomed them 

to join in. Subsequently they would infl uence the founding of the Girl Guide 

movement by Lady Baden-Powell.

Marguerite de Beaumont ran the scout troop in the large loft  over the ga-

rage. Our Wednesday night troop meetings would always fi nish with a “yarn,” 

some sort of story with a moral. Th e emphasis was on positive things involving 

notions of honour, duty, courage, loyalty, respect for others, which seemed so 

much more worthwhile than that interminable preoccupation with sin which 

seemed to lie at the heart of my more accustomed catechetical instruction. Th e 

scouts were offi  cially designated as messengers for the Home Guard and I was 

enormously proud of the bright red badge on my khaki scout shirt with an 

inscribed crown and letters N.S. for national service in simulated gold thread 

– a shirt, the cloth faded and somewhat stiff  with the years, hanging yet in my 

closet.

During the summer holidays, I would work with the summer harvest 

on the farm. Our fi rst job was to stack the sheaves into stooks as the tractor 

drawn reaper and binder circled the fi eld leaving an ever-diminishing enclo-

sure of crop at the centre. Shotguns would appear to try for a rabbit or two in 

order to augment the meagre wartime meat rations. Th e sheaves would later 
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be pitch-forked up onto a big trailer and then loaded onto a conveyor to be 

stacked into ricks. At midday, in the shade of a hedgerow, I would eat Kitty’s 

sandwiches, washed down with lemonade, and listen in fascination as Alf and 

Ernie reminisced about the First World War battles of Ypres or Gallipoli. In 

mid-aft ernoon when there would come the welcome sight of two horses with 

panniers carrying loads of jam sandwiches and fl asks of hot sweet milky tea, I 

felt very much a part of a vast and meaningful endeavour, something that made 

life enormously worthwhile, something we were all in together.

Th us it was that Marguerite de Beaumont became one of the most pow-

erful and enduring infl uences from those early years of the war. Her patience 

and aff ection elicited a trust and response from the horses that was remarkable 

to watch. Perhaps I should let her speak for herself through quoting a passage 

from the Introduction in one of her books, Th e Way Of A Horse, published in 

1953: “In introducing this book to my readers I hope they will get a picture 

such as meets the eye when one enters a fi eld where mares and foals are grazing. 

Th ere is an atmosphere of peace and contentment that is what I hope to convey 

in these pages. Th e spirit of horsemanship throughout the ages has been an 

inspiration to many, and although it is something quite intangible it has a great 

infl uence on all those who deal with horses even to the present day. It was the 

thought of the spirit of horsemanship that made me decide to write this book – 

the idea of handing on this tradition appeals to me very much. I have had much 

to do with young people and young horses, both are very similar and in many 

ways it is necessary to approach them in the same manner.”

She had an extraordinary depth of insight into human nature and certainly 

knew more about me than I have ever known myself. It can’t all have been bad 

for Shalbourne Manor, with its leaded windows in wrought iron frames, look-

ing out over yew hedges, lawns and rose beds. It would become a home away 

from home for me, and would stand as some enduring place of psychic refuge, 
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some source of inspiration as to what could be. It remains most vividly personi-

fi ed for me in those moments of some communion, deeper than any discourse, 

when I, absorbed in the fl ickers of fl ame among the logs on that great Tudor 

hearth, the dogs stretched in sleep before it at the end of the day, would sense 

her eyes upon me – and she would speak to me of my thoughts. I have always 

associated that sensitivity of feeling, and acuity of perception, with a particu-

larly feminine excellence.

On one of those evenings she told me that I was a mystic, one who yearns 

for some sort of unity with an ultimate reality. At the time I supposed it in-

volved withdrawal into a life of stringent asceticism and prayer, setting forth 

upon the classic way of the purgative, the illuminative, the unitive. Nothing 

could have been further from my natural inclinations, involving steam engines 

and sailing the sea and the like. Yet there are a myriad ways in which the exigen-

cies of life can impose its mandate of an inevitable sequence imposed upon our 

living and dying – as I would indeed fi nd out for myself ! 

Th ere were occasional intense fl eeting vignettes of the war. Once while 

standing beside the old disused well outside the kitchen of the manor house, a 

low fl ying German bomber sped into view and I could see the sequence of black 

dots as the bombs were jettisoned to land on the other side of the ridge across 

from the house that carried the Salisbury road. One lad in the scout troop, an 

irrepressible Cockney from London, had the corner blown off  his bedroom, 

though apparently it didn’t disturb his slumbers. He became the hero of the 

troop with his: “When I woke up I could see the sky!” He had a large jagged 

shard of bomb casing that he later discovered in his bedclothes.

Th e most exciting occasion of all was when Marguerite’s nephew, also one 

of her scouts, Robin de Beaumont, and myself brought a group of cub scouts 

on a hike up over the high ridge of Rivar Down with its wonderful view of 

distant rolling farmlands out over, and beyond, the village. Th ere was a sudden 
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tremendous roar of engines and we found ourselves looking down on the great 

harsh outline of a German bomber with its black crosses and swastikas. It lift ed 

up just over our heads and for an unforgettable fl eeting instant, I looked at a 

face framed in a dark fl ying helmet between the barrels of twin machine guns. 

Th e reason for his extreme low level path appeared almost immediately and 

we cheered frantically as a solitary pursuing Spitfi re fl ashed into view. Th e 

bomber was shot down a few miles further on and the following day I went 

off  to fi nd the smouldering wreckage. A policeman was stopping people going 

through the gate into the fi eld where the plane had crashed. On either side of 

the gate, however, sightseers poured through the gaps in the hedge. It was said 

that someone found a hand and that the watch on the wrist was still going. I 

delightedly made my way home with a part of the airframe as a souvenir to add 

to my growing collection of shrapnel. 

Another occasion would teach me a very diff erent lesson. Not far from the 

cottage, the main railway line from London to the west of England crossed the 

Kennet and Avon Canal by a long bridge occasioned by the very shallow angle 

of its crossing. One bright moonlight night we were startled by the sound of 

low-fl ying engines and the unmistakable scream of falling bombs followed by 

their explosions. Apparently the pilot had been aiming for the bridge but the 

bombs had fallen short near some farm buildings. One of them had landed 

close to a stable made of timber built on low brick foundation walls. Th ere 

were a few signs of splintering but otherwise the building appeared undam-

aged. Inside there was a very diff erent story. One horse had apparently thrown 

its head up and the full length of its throat had been ripped open by shrapnel. 

Everywhere there was a hideous carnage of blood and gore. Th e terrible reality 

of war left  no room for simplistic illusions.

By a curious chance another of the bombs had landed in the soft  earth of 

a cabbage patch and exploded deep underground. Th e net eff ect was to leave a 
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large hump in the ground still with its ordered and appropriately angled cab-

bage stalks. I walked up on the hump but was later chagrined to learn that 

in exactly similar circumstances, the hump had collapsed and the unfortunate 

sightseer had been instantly suff ocated in the residual gases of the explosion 

below.

Not surprisingly, the days of my rural retreat and country rambles would 

come to an end, and I was sent to a boarding school run by the Presentation 

Brothers in Reading. I was reluctant to give up my intoxicating freedom and 

used to refer to the school as the “concentration camp!” Kathleen was sent 

to a convent boarding school in Abingdon but apparently, aft er two weeks of 

inconsolable grief, was retrieved by Kitty and enrolled in a nearby day school.

In spite of my initial objections, Presentation College was a very diff er-

ent proposition from my earlier Jesuit College experiences. Th ere was none of 

the snobbery or bullying. Most important of all, there was none of the sadistic 

practices of ordering and administering corporal punishment!

Instead, the Brothers usually carried a strip of coiled rubber that, on rela-

tively rare occasions, could be expertly unpocketed to administer retributive 

justice on the spot. For myself, such discipline met a need and I am grateful to 

those who plied their calling to such eff ect that I would gain suffi  cient hon-

ours in the Oxford School Certifi cate Examinations to qualify for admission 

to university.

What had once been a large residence provided the living quarters for 

the Brothers and about twenty boarders. Th e two upper fl oors provided dor-

mitories for these students and housed the school chapel where night prayer 

would involve recitation of the rosary, paced by the deep sonorous booming 

voice of kindly Brother Jerome. Th e staff  shortages of the war years led to our 

 involvement in varied domestic tasks such as washing dishes, cleaning and pol-

ishing, for which we received a modest remuneration of pocket money.
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Th e winter of 1940 saw the mounting fury of the blitz. One night the 

Brothers brought us up onto the roof of the school, where we could see the 

fl ash of shell bursts and roving beams of searchlights to the east over London, 

to the north over Birmingham, to the west over Bath and Bristol, to the south 

over Portsmouth and Southampton. One of the most tiresome facets of these 

months was the middle-of-the-night scramble to pick up our mattresses and 

bedding and bringing the lot to the central hallway on the ground fl oor by the 

refectory. However, instead of leaving us to sleep out the rest of the night in 

peace, when the “all clear” sounded, we had to cart our bedding back upstairs 

and remake our beds!

Reading itself escaped lightly from the bombing. It was said that the mists 

of the Th ames R iver Valley provided some measure of concealment. Th ere 

was however the terrible incident of the “People’s Pantry,” one of the wartime 

restaurants set up by the authorities to provide a simple menu of inexpensive 

fare.

Th at Wednesday aft ernoon I had obtained permission to go to the cinema 

with one of the other boarders. As we headed down the driveway, someone ran 

aft er us and said that I was required for a football match scheduled with the 

local Bluecoat School in our playing fi eld. Football, though less disgusting and 

boring than rugby, was certainly not on my list of preferred activities. However, 

I was the only one of adequate size to fi ll in. I performed as usual, running up 

and down the fi eld aft er the action but far enough away to make any involve-

ment in it fairly unlikely! 

Suddenly at the end of the match, there were loud shouts from the Brothers 

to get under the trees as a German plane banked sharply over the fi eld and 

headed towards the town. Rumours started fl ying but it eventually emerged 

that the plane had dropped three bombs. One had landed in Wellsteeds 

Department Store which was fortunately shut on Wednesday aft ernoon. Th e 
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crowd had come out from the cinema we had planned to attend. Many had 

made for the People’s Pantry across the street, as we invariably did as a relief 

from school food. One bomb landed beside the queue that had formed out-

side, the other behind the serving counter at the back of the building. One 

hundred and twenty people were killed and many more injured.

On one occasion the senior form was called out to harvest a large fi eld of 

mangolds used for cattle food, which would otherwise rot in the ground be-

cause of the shortage of agricultural labour.

Because of our ‘domestic’ chores, the religion classes that were meant to 

begin each day were sacrifi ced to ‘household’ orderliness. In retrospect, I think 

this was no great loss! Th e years would continue to reveal that rigid funda-

mentalism of what was described at the Second Vatican Council as clericalism, 

juridicism and triumphalism. Nonetheless, the institutional church has thus far 

retained its bureaucratic supremacy to foster career oriented ambition through 

cooption and manipulation of the gullible by a Christianity in the guise of 

myth rather than in terms of its immense depth of true meaning and evolution-

ary purpose, ranking it high among the authentic spirituality at the core of all 

the great world religions.

For the present however, even without the religion classes, I was left  with a 

rigid fundamentalism. Th us, for example, if I did not enter religious life I would 

have to be content with some mundane alternative. Miss mass on Sunday or 

commit rape and murder, and, if a priest couldn’t be found in time, that was it 

forever! If St. Paul said, “better to marry than to burn,” the morbid scrupulos-

ity that resulted was fi rmly based on the inevitable prospect of an eternity of 

incineration. I knew what this meant because I had once picked up a poker, 

just removed by Kitty from the fi re, by the wrong end! With respect to the as-

sertions of God’s alleged love for us, I would be ill advised to hold my breath in 

anticipation. I had only to recall the merciless enforcement of learning by His 



56   ✦ PATRICK B. CREAN

devout servant, Fr. B., in his Latin classes – that terrible year of what amounted 

to sustained, ongoing terror. 

On the other hand, the parents of Kevin Jeremy, a friend who was one of 

the day boys, were very kind to me, and our rambles together would usually 

fi nish up with a very welcome tea before returning to the spartan commons of 

a boarder. Th ere were many fascinating places to visit that provided symbolic 

evidence of the past. One such was Medmenham Hall beside the Th ames, once 

the home of Sir Francis Dashwood and his notorious Hell Fire Club much pa-

tronized by the young rakes of London in the 18th century. Th e motto above 

the door remained, translatable, if memory serves me well, as “all things for 

evil.” Further up the river at Mapledurham was a church, two thirds of which 

remained in Protestant use while one third remained, because of some old legal 

provision, Roman Catholic. Th e two Christian denominations were separated 

by only an ancient high barred railing, its fl agstones bare and empty save for 

the thick dust.

Our family eventually moved from the gamekeeper’s cottage into 

Hungerford and we could revel in such luxuries as electric light and indoor 

plumbing. In December 1941, the Americans entered into the war in Europe. 

With appearance of their forces there would be much uncertainty, when cy-

cling, as to which side of the road would be safest when being approached by a 

large U.S. army vehicle. I saw my fi rst American soldier sitting by himself at the 

front of the upper deck of the bus that ran along the Bath Road from Reading 

to Newbury. He had a guitar and was singing soft ly to himself: “You are my 

sunshine.” Two large American paratroopers used to attend our little church 

in Hungerford and my parents would always bring them home for whatever 

we could muster in the line of breakfast. Th en suddenly they stopped coming 

and it was rumoured that they had been fl own straight to North Africa and 

dropped into action.
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Life at school could be rendered tolerable by counting the days to the end 

of the term and the wonderful freedoms of the holidays, or working with the 

harvest at Shalbourne. My courses were the bare minimum for school leaving 

examinations, arithmetic, algebra, geometry, geography, English, French and 

history. My favourite was geography taught by Brother Canice. He had com-

pleted a degree in science and fi red my imagination about university courses 

of practical experiments that would be so much more fun than just books. 

English I usually did well at, though English literature had little attraction. Th e 

only phrase that ever really made a deep impression came from Shakespeare’s 

Tempest, written towards the end of his life, in which he proclaimed:

We are such stuff  as dreams are made on,
and our little life is rounded with a sleep.

I didn’t think about it much, but I was vaguely aware that sometime, in 

the far distant future, we all have to die and the place of my “pillow pictures” 

seemed a good place to fi nish up! 

In the summer of 1943, I sat the Oxford School Leaving Certifi cate ex-

aminations at the University of  Reading. Th e preparations were intensive on 

the part of our teachers and one of my clearest recollections is that of Brother 

Benedict marching up and down the tennis court with the lawn-mower, myself 

in the summer house with my books, and with every passage of the mower 

another question on Euclidean Geometry. Looking back over the years, it is 

salutary to remember those who worked so hard to further the education of 

the likes of myself who little appreciated the future signifi cance to themselves, 

of their eff orts. Brother Canice remains for me a remarkable instance of true 

religious dedication, of responsibility and compassion. Later he would be trans-

ferred to a college in the West Indies, also run by the Presentation Brothers. For 

his courage and leadership on an occasion of a major fi re, he would be awarded 
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a distinguished state decoration in London. Sadly, still as a very young man, he 

would succumb to a brain tumour in a Texas Hospital.

Th e reference letter given me by my headmaster aff ords a glimpse of myself 

as another saw me then, something that one cannot see for oneself at the time. It 

contains the following: “Results since to hand (from the Examinations referred 

to above) show that he has passed very creditably and taken his Matriculation 

as well. He is a lad of irreproachable character, painstaking and enterprising 

with a special fl air for things mechanical and scientifi c. I might add that he 

is well above the average in ability.” Certainly the latter statement, in my own 

estimation, must have strained the generosity of the writer. Surely my perpetual 

inundation by unanswered questions could only signify an exceptional level of 

ingrained stupidity! 

It would be decades before I linked the attributes of moral character and 

intelligence to a prediction by my mother’s sister, Aunt Rosalie, who was a 

superior of a convent that operated a large laundry. To the best of my recol-

lection, girls who had got into trouble with the authorities in Liverpool were 

assigned to work in the laundry. Her expressed opinion that, “Pat would fi nd 

life diffi  cult,” would refl ect a prescience. Gentle, kindly Rosalie knew far more 

about human nature than I could even dream existed! 

So it was that I set forth into the great secular world fi rmly equipped with 

the formal indoctrination of institutional Roman Catholicism of that day. I 

had a sort of “hand-me-down Decalogue” which provided the basic working 

model for dealing with life. Th e fi rst four commandments, which had to do 

with God, were taken care of by the church: mass on Sundays and holy days of 

obligation, no meat on Friday, or any other fast days, confession once a year, and 

reception of communion about Easter time. Th e other six amounted to being 

faithful to parental tradition and avoiding murder, fornication, theft , lying, and 

greed. Th e source of all ultimate power descended from the Pope through the 
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bishops and priests and the prescriptions of canon law enforced by penalties. 

Th e most terrible of these was an eternity of unspeakable suff ering that never, 

never ended. Th e church was in constant battle with Satan and the powers of 

evil; the great majority of mankind would be eternally damned for not being 

Catholic; issues of any nature, about which I had doubts, could be resolved by 

my parish priest. By and large then, the only people I could unreservedly trust 

were fellow Catholics. Th ere were, of course, lots of questions, but these would 

have been regarded as a defi ciency in faith, whatever that might be! 

KING’S COLLEGE STUDENT/MARINE 

ENGINEERING APPRENTICE, LONDON (1943–1944)

My big chance would come in the third year of the war when I became 

an engineering student at King’s College in the University of London, 

located on the Strand and overlooking a broad sweep of the Th ames. For that 

winter term of 1943, I found lodging in a house on St George’s Square run as 

a hostel by Westminster Cathedral. Th e square actually opened onto the road 

that ran along the embankment and I would enjoy crossing over to the riv-

erside Pimlico Gardens to watch for the low lying grey-painted colliers with 

their hinged funnels that enabled them to pass under the bridges on the way to 

Battersea Power Station with its towering bulk and great chimneys. 

Watching these vessels enjoying what I thought must be a relief from 

the hazardous routine of east coast convoy traffi  c, it excited me to have such 

symbolic testimony to the proximity of the open sea. On the other hand, my 

bedroom at the back looked out on the large residential complex of Dolphin 

Square. It was the Free French Headquarters and its destruction by the Luft waff e 

had been promised in a German propaganda broadcast by Lord Haw-Haw!

It was an easy bus trip, past the Houses of Parliament and Whitehall, 
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Charing Cross and along the Strand, to King’s College. Th e translation from 

my boarding school days into the adult realm was dizzying enough, but into 

my wonderful dream world of engines as well – it was all too good to be true! 

Built in 1776 for the Duke of Somerset, the impression made by King’s stately 

and loft y interior elegance was immeasurably enhanced by the brightly lit engi-

neering laboratories at the basement level, the glittering steel and shiny enamel 

paintwork of the test engines, and all the experimental equipment. Next year, 

it was all waiting for me. 

It was immensely exciting to fi nd myself at last coming to grips with science 

courses – courses not off ered at my boarding school because of the wartime 

staff  shortages. Be that as it may, the distractions were many, for it was the time 

of what came to be called the mini-blitz, apparently occasioned by the heavy 

night raids on Germany by the R.A.F. and the heavy day raids by the U.S.A.F. 

Mini or not, if there is a Nazi bomber overhead in the full thunder of the anti-

aircraft  fi re and weaving beams of the searchlights, the only target he is looking 

for is, of course, oneself !

One night a week we slept in the dormitory near the main entrance. We 

would take a two-hour watch in pairs, alert to the possibility of incendiary 

bombs on the college roof. A professional fi rewatcher trained us for this, which 

was not as simple as it seemed. A signifi cant proportion of each bomb was ex-

plosive so that, when you thought you had dealt satisfactorily with its igneous 

menace, it killed you. Th us one had to position a sandbag, lie down behind it 

in your steel helmet, wearing armoured goggles consisting of crossed slits in 

a steel plate. Your partner supplied you with water to squirt around the fi re, 

either through a rarely convenient hose or with a stirrup pump from a bucket. 

Th e training offi  cer would leave a small hurricane lamp, turned down to a mere 

glimmer because of the blackout. To illuminate our endeavours, each pair was 

equipped with an offi  cial lantern. Th is consisted of a heavy wooden box with 
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a big handle and a fat lens that emitted a paltry glow that ensured an enor-

mous battery life since the demands in terms of luminosity made upon it were 

negligible. 

I soon aroused the serious displeasure of our trainer. Th e top fl oor of the 

college housed the medical department and gave cause for much unease in 

some of our more sensitive watchers. Th is was because, near the scene of our 

watch keeping on the top fl oor of the college, the serried ranks of the vari-

ously dismembered dead in the large dissecting room greatly outnumbered our 

selves. More to the point, in the main passage, a number of exhibits included a 

mounted assembled skeleton. While blundering about in the dark with a hose, 

I caused it to be no longer mounted or assembled.

My partner was an engineering student by the name of Weissen. He was 

quite content to put his feet up in the little watch room and leave me to call 

him if the need required. I would wander off  among the chimney pots in the 

great silence of the night over London, broken only by the pacing of the quar-

ters and the hours by the chiming of Big Ben. One night when looking down 

from an angle of the building into a large sloping window on the fl oor below, 

I was startled to see by the moonlight a face framed in dark hair watching me, 

only to realize that the owner was laid out on a mortuary slab.

On other occasions, the sudden wail of sirens would rend the night and I 

would wait for the distant thunder to the east that the barrage was centreing 

on the approaching bombers. As it drew closer, I tried to shrink as best I could 

under the protective limited shelter of my steel helmet. I was rewarded with a 

startlingly good view of the proceedings.

One morning aft er some such night, Weissen was called out of our fi rst lec-

ture. Apparently his father had been driving home in the small family Fiat and 
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a bomb had landed beside the car killing him instantly. He later showed me a 

Yale key that had been in his father’s pocket. It had been both bent and twisted.

Th ere were, however, lighter moments. On one occasion we had a new-

comer in Home Guard uniform with big hobnailed boots, standing in for a 

friend. Th e only toilets anywhere near the dormitory were on the basement 

fl oor below and, while having some outside windows, always remained like the 

rest of the building in Stygian darkness due to the blackout requirements. We 

had to descend a fl ight of stone stairs and feel our way to the right opening. 

On this occasion, I heard hobnail boots approaching and stood back against 

the wall to facilitate safe passage. It didn’t occur to me to say anything since 

one didn’t talk to people to whom one had not been formally introduced! 

Eventually I heard the rattle of a box of matches in my immediate vicinity. A 

sudden fl are of light revealed a pair of eyes some two feet from my own. Th ere 

was a startled cry as the match went out and the crash of boots on the fl ag-

stones at the other side of the passage!

It was not suffi  cient to protect the college from incendiarism. It was also 

necessary, if called upon, to vigorously repulse any intended violent intrusion 

by the enemy. So it was that I drew my uniform from the stores at Imperial 

College, South Kensington and became a member of the University of London 

Senior Training Corps. Th is largely involved spending one day a week, in heavy 

boots and ill-fi tting khaki, marching and counter marching in the central quad-

rangle of Somerset House to the scathing comments of our drill sergeants from 

the Coldstream Guards. Th us everything had to be done with immense alac-

rity and precision. Th is made great demands on some of the more refl ective 

members of our community, usually associated with the Faculty of Arts, who, 

with the best of intentions, were apt to perform highly unmilitary and original 

variations on the raucously prescribed drill enjoined upon us. Th ere were also 

lectures on various and sundry weaponry. Th e only such lecture I really enjoyed 
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was when, being shown how to present arms, the corporal drove the muzzle of 

his rifl e straight up through the large green light shade above his head, shower-

ing himself with broken glass.

By the Christmas of 1943, the evacuees had largely returned to London. 

My father was transferred back from the now almost exclusively titular offi  -

cial school location. Th e family, including myself, took up residence in a house 

on Gloucester Road in Teddington, a short walk from Twickenham. From the 

humble confi nes of a hall at the back of a church in Hungerford, my father 

now found himself transposed as headmaster of a school of evacuees from 

Gibraltar, located in the loft y and imposing surroundings of the Victoria and 

Albert Museum. Th e school consisted of a series of classrooms and offi  ces sep-

arated by screening partitions. When visiting, I sometimes felt myself to be 

observed and, looking up to the gallery inside the high dome overhead, might 

glimpse the face of one of the museum’s staff . For myself, I now took the train 

up to Waterloo Station and joined the morning crowd fl owing over the bridge 

spanning the Th ames to the Strand, checking the time against what looked 

like a gargantuan bedside clock sitting atop Shell-Mex House to get to my fi rst 

lecture.

Th e fi rst topic was a quick whip round the class to fi nd out where the 

bombs had landed the night before. My standard bedtime attire was corduroy 

trousers, socks and sweater, with shoes ready with open laces, overcoat and steel 

helmet on a chair by the bed. When the sirens woke me up, there would fi rst be 

the wait to see what would materialize. A very distant faint thunder would be 

the warning to get ready and head for the front door. As the cone of fi re from 

the guns grew closer, I would recognize when our own neighbouring batteries 

opened up. Th en we made for the nearby underground public shelter.

One night I volunteered to help in a search for a local unexploded bomb. 

As I went from house to house, there is an endlessly repetitious story. “It’s not 
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in our garden because we’ve looked but we are sure it is in the garden next 

door!” Th is followed by a recital of what fell off  the wall or the mantle piece; 

who said what; until I had to cut it short and move on to hear a similar account 

next door. With a lightening of the sky in the east, there came a tremendous 

explosion from a nearby park that settled the matter.

Such matters would all take their toll, and it was with growing dismay that 

I realized my inability to cope with so much new work. Extra tuition was ar-

ranged but the fl ood of unfi nished assignments became a deluge. Th us there 

were sown the seeds of self-doubt as to whether I was capable of succeeding in 

a fi eld of work that held such a powerful attraction.

I was bitterly disappointed, though not altogether surprised, when called 

before the Dean of Engineering. I was told that since I was unable to benefi t 

by the lectures, I should withdraw. In a letter to my father from the lecturer 

in mathematics, he noted that wartime conditions had unfortunately led to a 

number of students who, like myself, were faced with the same problem of hav-

ing none of the normal school course preparation required due to the teacher 

shortages. I was, however, permitted to fi nish out the academic year. In a few 

months I would attain my 18th birthday and be conscripted into the army or 

sent down the mines as a “Bevin Boy.”

During this period, two of my father’s friends took an interest in me and 

invited me out for tea. It would be many years before I realized the remark-

able good fortune of being allowed those times spent with Th e Honourable 

Mrs. Charlotte Baynes, O.B.E., and Father W. Rees. Mrs. Baynes was a self-

taught scholar who, over the course of a long life, had participated in a number 

of distinguished archaeological studies and had remarkable connections in 

academic circles. She gave me a number of introductory works dealing with 

contemporary physics and cosmology and would discuss the emergent view of 

the universe enabled by recent scientifi c discoveries.
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Father Rees had apparently been an Oxford scholar who, on converting to 

Catholicism and becoming a priest, was rejected by his distinguished family. 

He had exchanged the gracious confi nes of an Oxford College for a shabby 

little church, partly under a railway arch, where the windows had to be covered 

with wire netting to protect them from vandals in the impoverished east end 

of London. Tall, stooped, with thin fair hair he was very short sighted and, in 

the absence of his very thick spectacles, I was never quite sure whether he could 

actually see me or not. He was a great friend of my father and companion on 

long country walks, exploring local history, which they both enjoyed so much. 

When he brought me out to tea I never knew what to talk about. I really didn’t 

have any idea what scholarship actually was except it had nothing to do with 

engines. Th at acquisition of meaning that progresses throughout life is not lim-

ited to the mere acquisition of facts. Of far greater signifi cance is that subtle 

and unarticulated benediction of meaning coming from a person of singular 

character and integrity. I have always thought myself singularly blessed by the 

interest my father’s two friends showed in myself.

One night in June, the familiar sound of the air raid sirens was followed 

by a long silence broken only by the sound of sporadic distant explosions. Th e 

only explanation we could think of was that the gasholders adjoining munici-

pal gas works were being blown up! On the 13th June 1944 it was announced 

that London was under attack by pilotless aircraft . 

Th ough I fi nished off  the year as best I could I had to fi nd a way of some-

how following my interests. With the approach of my eighteenth birthday and 

conscription, determined to follow my fascination with engines and the sea, I 

applied to the General Register and Record Offi  ce for Shipping and Seamen in 

Cardiff  for allocation to engine room duties, later to the Wallasey Sea Training 

School near Liverpool for training in fi ring marine boilers. I was refused on 

both counts as being under age. Perhaps it was just as well for it would later 
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transpire that engine room crew in the merchant service had a higher casualty 

rate than any of the fi ghting services! A subsequent application to Th e Marconi 

International Marine Communication Company was also refused. However, a 

friend of Mrs. Baynes who was an engineering superintendent with the Blue 

Funnel Line found me a position as a marine engineering apprentice in a ship-

yard working on Admiralty contracts. I thereby acquired a classifi cation that 

would ensure allocation to Naval service. I was interviewed and accepted by 

J.S. White, Shipbuilders and Engineers, located at Cowes on the Isle of Wight.

Th is was now the height of the fl ying bomb period. When getting on the 

bus for Surbiton Station and the train for Southampton, the conductress was 

very shaken for on pulling out from Twickenham High Street, a V1 had landed 

close enough to the stop to destroy the bus that had pulled into the stop they 

had just left . When the Southampton train pulled in to Surbiton Station, win-

dows had been broken by another V1 though nobody had been injured. On 

arriving in Southampton, I found myself in the midst of the vast embarkation 

arrangements for the invasion of Europe. For my fi rst visit to the yard I was is-

sued a special pass for passage from Southampton on board a naval launch to 

Cowes, Isle of Wight for it was June 1944.

Overhead, from horizon to horizon, with thundering engines, the bomber 

formations formed a long column heading towards their targets, while to the east 

there was a similar stream of those returning. Th e long estuary of Southampton 

Water eventually divided into the great expanse of open water between the 

south coast and the Isle of Wight. Th e Solent aff ords south-west immediate ac-

cess to the open sea, or alternatively, to the south-east past the great naval base 

of Portsmouth and through Spithead. It was here that tide and wind frustrated 

the Spanish Armada’s eff orts to access shelter almost four hundred years earlier. 

But now a very diff erent fl eet was massed. All around were ships of the inva-

sion fl eet, of every design and purpose, as far as the eye could see throughout 
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the Solent and Spithead – straining at their cables, brightly coloured ensigns 

snapping smartly in the stiff  breeze and bright morning sunshine, the launch 

leaping and plunging in the lively seas. Th ere was a tremendous sense of pur-

pose. I longed to be part of that great adventure.

Th e small town of Cowes, internationally famous as a sailing centre, is 

divided by the River Medina into West Cowes and East Cowes. Th e engine 

works, with its powerful “hammer-headed” crane and fi tting out berth dated 

from 1889, and its Victorian building construction, was in West Cowes. Th e 

boiler shop where I worked, with its own big overhead crane running on tracks 

the length of the building, was of corrugated iron with a dirt fl oor and high 

raised roof crown. Th e latter was quite impartial within, aff ording egress for 

smoke and fumes or ingress for rain and even, on the odd unwelcome occasion, 

snow. 

Th e shipyard lay on the opposite bank in East Cowes and aff orded much 

improved facilities. Th is was because, in a surprise dawn raid by Nazi dive 

bombers, they had themselves been unpleasantly surprised by the over night 

arrival of a heavily armed Polish destroyer due for refi t and lying alongside the 

fi tting out berth alert and ready for business! Th e resulting loss of hostile intent 

towards the nearby engine works did not extend to the shipyard, which, in 

consequence, had to be extensively rebuilt. 

On the 23rd June 1944, I started work in the turbine shop. Th e novelty 

of feeding long strips of reaction turbine blading into a die to be cut off  by the 

guillotine soon started to pall. Th e impulse blading was marginally more inter-

esting since it had to be wheeled off  to the machine shop. Be that as it may, I 

entered into the fi rst couple of months with gusto, taking full advantage of my 

new surroundings. In any event, it would only be for a couple of months until 

I would be off  to join the Royal Navy.

Th at winter I grew reluctantly accustomed to the early morning routine 
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of the anxious clatter of my hobnailed boots on usually wet pavement through 

the damp morning darkness, listening for the works whistle. I became mutely 

obedient to the tyranny of the time clock. Th us, as I got the card from the 

right hand rack, inserted it in the slot, pushed the lever – ching – pulled it out 

and put it in the left  hand rack, my place and time became known to others. 

Th ere was, however, or so it seemed, little interest in apprentices other than as 

a source of cheap labour. I started a campaign for transfer to more challenging 

and instructive work.

Occasionally on weekends I would renew my propensity for exploration of 

a large local estate. Th is time, of royalty! Osborne House had been a favourite 

of Queen Victoria and no wonder, for it aff orded that most magnifi cent com-

ing together of wooded parkland and some three miles of exquisitely varied 

beach and rock along the Solent. It was where she died in 1901. It seemed a 

pity to let it go to waste! I would scale the wall in East Cowes, just out of 

sight of the nearby Bofors anti-aircraft  gun crew. I then had some four miles of 

exquisitely varied shoreline that, to the awe-inspiring backdrop of the mighty 

invasion fl eet at anchor in the South Hampton Roads, I had all to myself. I 

never met a soul. 

At the further end of the estate was Wootton Creek. Carrying on across 

the road bridge at the end of the creek I would come to the beautiful confi nes 

of the Great Benedictine Abbey of Quarr. Aft er a cup of tea and attending 

Evening Prayer, I would head home to Cowes by bus. Th e contrast of the 

Abbey and the elusive enchantment of Evening Prayer with life in the shipyard 

left  a deep impression. Th ere was some ineluctable sense of “goodness,” of a 

deeper purpose behind it all, the sun, the land, the sea, the ships of the invasion 

fl eet assembled to vanquish the evils of Nazi bestiality which would all too 

soon become manifest in the newly liberated death camps such as Auschwitz 

or Belsen.
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To equip an animal with intelligence and reason is to make possible the 

most sublime and the most horrifi c events in human history. Each of us is 

called to some part of it, whether through the disciplined and exquisite ca-

dences of the monks in choir, or as the young men who faced maiming or death 

by gunfi re but a short distance away on the Normandy Coast. Over the course 

of life it would gradually become clear to me that we can only escape the price 

to be paid for our own destiny at the cost of a terrible and enduring sterility.

Early on I got to know an Irish electrician who told me something of the 

background of J. S. White’s as he found it at the height of the hostilities in the 

early part of the war. He had heard of the mighty eff orts on the part of British 

industry to provide the fi ghting men with the weapons of war and he was ill 

prepared for the realization that this did not seem to include J. S. White’s. His 

fi rst job was to fi t an armature in an electric motor that, in accordance with 

union contract, called for the cooperation of a fi tter. He went down to the 

destroyer lying at the fi tting-out berth but couldn’t fi nd a soul.

Th e next night he watched the night shift  go aboard but again could fi nd 

nobody. He resolved to search the ship form stem to stern and eventually saw 

a chink of light coming from the air boxes around the burners on No. 2 boiler. 

Th e fi re space is quite large, consisting of close-spaced banks of water tubes 

sloping upward on either side from the water drums to the steam drum over-

head. Most of the night shift  were asleep except for a small group playing cards 

and one man making tea for sale using the large blazing coke brazier used to 

prevent water condensation on the outer surfaces of the boiler.

Th e lodging house where I stayed was located on the hill overlooking 

the engine works and beyond, across the river, to the shipyard. It had three 

fl oors and scullery jutting out behind the kitchen with a steep set of steps to 

an additional bedroom above. Th is latter was connected by a door to the mas-

ter bedroom above it. If the small bedroom was occupied by a distinguished 




