
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

ANECDOTAGE 

HORNCHURCH, AND ELSEWHERE 
 

 

As my maternal grandfather used say in one of his near-miss quotes from 

Shakespeare and elsewhere, “Old men forget, but remember with 

advantages”. He was somewhere in his fifth Shakespearean age when I 

started getting to know him – “full of wise saws and modern instances”, 

though not “with eyes severe” and “fair round belly with good capon lined” 

but rather with eyes that conveyed a bit of almost Cockney brashness and 

joviality, and a body still strong and healthy. At that time I was only beginning 

my second Shakespearean age, a little “whining schoolboy, with my satchel 

and shining morning face, creeping like a snail unwillingly to school”, but 

usually less of a pain when not getting ready for or on my way to school, and 

sometimes even then. Now I’m in my fifth Shakespearean age, like my 

grandfather at that time. My dotage is yet to come, if it does (Grandpa died 

at 89 still in quite full possession of his faculties, while his daughter, Mum, 

slithered helplessly down the Alzheimer’s slope in her eighties until she died 

at 93). However, the following anecdotes are certainly an old man’s, 

memories curling to advantage at the corners and sometimes corrugated in 

the middle. They’re all set in my first eight years of life, from 1939, when the 

Second World War began soon after my birth (no connection), 

to 1947, two years after it ended. 
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War and peace, and projects, in our back garden  

At first sight it seemed to be a grassy hillock in our back garden. We used to have 

races over it, scrambling, and later surging, up one side and tumbling or leaping 

down the other. But the dark entrance in one of the shorter sides seemed to 

make it an earth-covered dolmen or cromlech, an ancient burial chamber 

(though I wasn’t familiar with the words or concepts at that time). Approaching 

that doorless entrance, and looking inside, you saw that there were two or three 

steps down into a windowless, bare room, some eight feet by twelve, with a 

concrete floor and concrete walls up to ground height, and a low roof of 

corrugated iron like part of a tunnel. The grassy hillock above was the earth dug 

out from below piled on top of the corrugated iron. We spent a lot of time on it 

and in it as children, my sister, myself and our friends, mine not until I got to the 

age when I started going to school and had friends round. Amid the fun, there 

were some squabbles, bruises, scratches and worse wounds, of course.  

It was actually an air-raid shelter. Funny word, ‘shelter’, isn’t it? Weirder still 

when you repeat it over and over – shelter shelter shel ter shel tershel tershel – 

as I did once, until I was mentally confused and my language development 

briefly retarded perhaps (just joking). But all words can be weird, in isolation, or 

repeated for no reason, as weird as the world they try to describe and 

manipulate when they’re used together. The world was certainly weird in those 

days, the War, as it is again now, the Pandemic. But whatever world you’re born 

into seems absolutely normal, the way it has to be. Children don’t complain 

about the world, only about their immediate reality, what they can feel, hear, 

see, touch, move around in, remember, predict (more accurately than later in 

life). It’s adults that complain about the world, especially when it doesn’t suit 

them personally or their well-developed but inflexible ideas. 

The shelter was part of my sister’s and my immediate childhood reality, in our 

home, a bungalow with a small front and larger but still small back garden, in a 

residential street in Hornchurch, Essex, probably laid down on open fields in the 

1920s or ’30s as the London suburbs and commuter belt marched onwards, 

though the centre of Hornchurch was originally a mediaeval village. It was about 

20 miles from central London, but closer to the London Docks, closer still to the 

factories of Dagenham, and very close to an RAF Aerodrome, targets for German 

bombers. The general rule for air-raid shelters, I believe, was that there should 

be one for every three houses, and we drew the short straw (but it grew longer, 

yellower and shinier as we children put the shelter to new uses after the War). 



Dad and the male neighbours built it before they were called up and sent to war. 

I was there all the time, but at under one year old, didn’t notice, or at least 

remember. When it was put to its designated use, from 1940 through to the end 

of the War, it was used by women and children only (or was there an old man 

with us too?). 

That use was nocturnal and was immediately a part of normal life for me, 

though perhaps not so quickly for my sister, who was – is – two years older. We 

would be in our cot or bed asleep, the air-raid siren would howl like an end-of-

the-world gale, in the dark Mum would take us to the shelter (at first carrying 

me and leading my sister by the hand, later leading, or dragging, us both). There, 

we would be joined by the neighbouring women and children (and an old man?), 

seven, eight, or perhaps nine of us holed up. We would be there for an hour if 

lucky, two or more if not, children nodding off again, if they’d woken up, some 

adults too, others chatting, sharing hastily snatched up food and drink. There 

would be candles, the short, fat kind, on the ledges of the low walls, and lots of 

blankets in winter, and some even on chilly summer nights. Usually, but not 

always, at some point the rumbling of a horde of bomber planes overhead 

would be heard, the boom-crash of bombs far way, and occasionally closer, too 

close. Then the planes would be heard again later, flying back to Germany. Only 

two or three bombs fell anywhere near our house. Eventually the all-clear would 

give its contralto cheer, and everybody and everything would go back into the 

three houses, except burnt-out candles and some rubbish, which would be left 

for later in the day, long after dawn. For periods we went into the shelter on 

occasional nights, for other periods, night after night after night. 

As I started off saying, after the War our shelter became a small adventure 

playground for us children. By the time we left that house, and Hornchurch, 

shortly after my eighth birthday, I had the final use of the shelter fully planned 

in my head: take the earth off the top, raise the walls two or three feet, bank 

the earth up around these raised walls, cover the banks with grass turfs from 

the roof, paint the floor and walls pale blue (having sold the corrugated iron to 

pay for the paint, brushes, etc.). 

I wonder if that bungalow has a small swimming pool in its back garden now, 

seventy-three years later. Or perhaps a mushroom-growing cellar, a cool 

bedroom for when global warming regularly pushes summer temperatures in 

Britain up into the high thirties centigrade, a well-appointed bunker for the end 

of the world, a lower middle class dolmen or cromlech… 



Pastoral interlude in another country 

It must have been when I was four or five years old – or four at the start and 

then five at the end. A few images or scenes are still crystal clear, though not 

entirely accurate, distorted by some memories of memories. 

Here’s one image or scene from that time and place, repeated over and over 

in good weather. We’d walk across the old stone bridge, go through a gap in 

the wall on the right and down the slope to meadow level, then turn back 

towards the beach of gravel, pebbles and stones like flat eggs beside the river, 

the Afon Towy. The river itself was an attraction, of course, but even more the 

pebbles and stones that twinkled with specks of some shiny mineral, especially 

in the sun, and my sister and I were soon prohibited from taking any more 

home. After a while, though, a compromise was reached: we could take home 

as many as we’d brought back to the river that day. Hours were spent on that 

beach, inspecting stones and their sparkle, rejecting and selecting them, 

paddling and splashing about, ‘fishing’, picnicking, running around, shivering, 

and sometimes getting a touch of sunburn, even there in south Wales. 

Here’s another. On the way to school and back there was a slaughterhouse, 

which we passed quickly when Mum, Aunty or Uncle hurried us along, talking 

more and louder for that stretch to distract us from the bellowing and 

occasional scream of the cattle inside. When my sister, who was six or seven, 

was charged with taking me or bringing me home, sometimes with other 

children her age from the school, we’d stop (against strict instructions), listen, 

sniff the air and imagine until we simply had to get going again, though by then 

brooding about certain aspects of life and perhaps exchanging a little 

philosophy: there are things you can hear, smell and sense but not see, or 

glimpse fleetingly and imagine but never identify or know.  

Here’s another. One day Mum and Teacher were talking (mostly about us) and 

Teacher said we were both doing well, “But little Paul – I almost said ‘Paul 

bach’, ha, ha! – is having some trouble with the alphabet, he is. He can’t always 

get beyond ‘p’”.  Mum and Teacher looked down at me and smiled. Stuck at 

‘p’, I was, apparently, and knowing that I got stuck more often. Now, do I 

actually remember that or did I hear the amusing story too many times at 

family gatherings, squirming more and more as I got older? I still pause slightly 

after ‘o’ before running quickly through the remaining letters.  



And here’s another. Uncle (actually more distantly related to us than that, 

thirty or more years older than Mum, and retired) sometimes took me with 

him to the pub in the summer when we could sit outside and got me a weak 

shandy (lemonade and beer): “It’s good for the boy, especially with a wartime 

diet!” No doubt, he and the other old men at the pub talked about the War 

and their younger relatives and acquaintances off in the slaughter and 

destruction of it, where some humans behave far worse than animals, but I 

scarcely attended to them, if at all, as I sipped my wartime shandy. Again, it 

may be more a family story than a direct memory. 

We were there in Llandeilo because of Uncle and Aunty. They’d moved away 

from near London because of the War, to get away from it, and when they 

were settled they suggested that Mum and her two children (us) should join 

them. We did, and spent a year in that quiet, friendly, absolutely safe market 

town in the Welsh hills, well away from the German bombing in and around 

London, and far enough too from the occasional bombing of the industry and 

docks of Cardiff and Swansea, which were about as far west as the German 

bombing attacks went. 

It was a lovely pastoral interlude between and disconnected from the previous 

four years of wartime London suburban infancy and then the following year or 

so as a young boy, with traffic, including military vehicles, always on the roads 

by day, and planes often in the air, day and night, and those frequent nights in 

our air-raid shelter. In Llandeilo there was little traffic and just birds flying in 

the air. Other children, poor ones, were systematically evacuated from London 

to safer areas of England, and put in children’s homes or foster care, where 

many were very unhappy. My sister and I were taken on a year-long family stay 

(though without Dad) in a legendary country, Wales, while the War pounded 

on far away from our happy days and peaceful nights. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Sighs, gasps, knees up, cheers and groans in our street 

There was a large, black tar patch in the middle of our road, not far from our 

house. It stood out because the road was mixed pale brown and yellow gravel 

on tar, enough gravel to cover the tar completely, steamrollered down into it. 

The patch contrasted with the rest of the road like a large black stain on a beige 

carpet along a hotel corridor. For some time the patch was a bit sticky, so 

drivers of vehicles that knew or saw it was there went round it. When they 

didn’t know, didn’t see or forgot it was there and they passed over the patch 

their tyres gave an extended sigh or suck and a gasp. Children would wave at 

possibly unsuspecting and distractible drivers as they approached the patch, 

and then dance with delight and cheer when the tyres sighed and gasped. 

You may be wondering how the tar patch got there. Was it accidentally spilt 

by a passing road repair lorry? No. Did some louts or vandals dump a bucket 

of tar there for a laugh? No. Did it somehow seep up through the gravel? Yes, 

and I was there when it happened. 

It was the evening and night of Tuesday, May 25th, 1945, and well into the early 

morning of Wednesday 26th, though I was put to bed soon after midnight. It 

was Victory in Europe Day, VE Day. The people in our street, like in streets all 

round Britain, decided to celebrate – they had no choice really, did they? 

Obviously, the hastily conceived plan included food and drink (lots of them, 

especially the latter – to hell with austerity and rationing, and the black market 

briefly came out of the shadows), music, dancing, games… and someone or 

some ones had the idea of a magnificent bonfire with effigies of German 

villains burnt on it, like Guy Fawkes on the Fifth of November (though he may 

not have been such a villain but more of a fall guy). So now you know how the 

tar patch came to be, right? 

Mum said (first, I think, but it may have been apocryphal) that if we’d been as 

intelligent as that during the War we’d have lost it. The day after the 

celebration people came to look at the tar patch under the ash and embers of 

the bonfire, round, with a diameter of a third of the street’s width, in the 

middle of it, not leaving much gravel road at the sides. People didn’t just look 

at the patch, they stared at it and groaned, or gazed at it and sighed. Children 

put their foot in the edge of the patch and were screamed at or slapped (it was 

1945), but many looked satisfied not chastened – oh, that tarry sigh, skew-



wish, starry eye. From time to time an adult said “If we’d been as intelligent as 

that during the War we’d have lost it”. Then an adolescent said it, then a child. 

They put sand on the patch, but it lifted off in a day or two and the black tar 

came back. They put gravel on it, but the tar came back up through it after a 

day or two. The patch spread a bit, and wider vehicles passed with a wheel on 

the kerb. A grey strip or tail began to extend beyond the patch on the left hand 

side going down the street and on the left hand side going up, so the round 

patch appeared to be rotating like a black galaxy. Adults began to complain 

about the patch, the vehicles going onto the pavement, louts or vandals “who 

must be putting more tar on the patch”, and the authorities. No doubt, 

someone in the local authority offices thought and said, “It’s you fuckers that 

did it, it’s not just one street, and we’re still at war in Asia!” 

Meanwhile, for a while, until the celebration aftermath disappeared, children 

all around Britain waved at drivers approaching the tar patch in their street, 

went home with tar on the soles of their shoes and sandals, and dreamt of that 

glorious bonfire night. Some of them, years later, decades later, remembered 

the sips of booze they were allowed on that very special night. Cheers, within 

moderation! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



A duck, or drake 

When I was six years old, just after the War ended, Grandpa, my Mum’s Dad, 

the one who quoted Shakespeare, took a duckling home. He and Ducky, my 

grandmother, lived in a Victorian terrace house (three storeys including the 

basement with a coal cellar) in Ilford, about 6 miles from Bow. If you’re born 

where you can hear the bells of Bow Church, you’re officially a Cockney, and my 

maternal grandparents were born somewhere between Bow and Ilford. 

You’re wondering about the duckling and Ducky? No connection, until they 

connected: my grandmother was called Ducky because that’s what Cockneys 

and almost Cockneys say to one another when they don’t say ‘mate’ or ‘love’, 

and she used to say ‘ducky’ to almost everyone: “Excuse me, ducky.” “Here you 

are, ducky·” “Thanks, ducky.” A family joke was that it would slip out if she ever 

met the King: “Deeply honoured, Your Majesty, ducky.” 

I first met the duckling when it was about one month old, already with little 

quills and feathers beginning to poke out of its fluff. We lived in Hornchurch, 

about ten miles east of Ilford going away from London into rural Essex (not all 

so rural now). Our home was a 1930s bungalow with an art deco-ish pale café 

au lait-ish tyle fireplace (and a coal bin outside, not a cellar below). When I say 

‘our’ home, I mean Mum’s, my older sister’s and mine, and also Dad’s, but I 

hardly knew him then. He’d been called up before I was one year old and didn’t 

come back from the War (his was training camp in north England, north Africa, 

Italy and Austria) except for two or three short leaves until after my sixth 

birthday – soon after I first met the duckling, in fact. At the end of the War we 

started going to visit Ducky and Grandpa in Ilford more often, first by bus, then 

after Dad came home by car. My sister and I loved seeing and playing with the 

duckling, soon a duck.  

Grandpa’s plan when he took the duckling home (I don’t know, or remember, 

whether it was given to him or he bought it) was to fatten it for Christmas. At 

first he kept it in a large wooden crate in the back garden. Then he made a 

ramshackle pen from sticks and chicken wire netting: “No,” Grandpa said, “this 

is duck netting.” The duckling became a fully feathered duck, and long before 

then it had started following Grandpa around whenever given half a chance. 



One day Grandpa went into the house with the duck waddling behind him, into 

the kitchen, where Ducky was busy at the stove or the sink, came up behind 

her, patted her on the bottom (as he often did and to which she would respond 

“Stop it!” as she turned round in mock anger), and Ducky said “Stop it!” and 

turned round in mock anger. Grandpa pointed down and Ducky lowered her 

gaze and saw the duck, which was looking up at Grandpa and her. 

After that, the duck was given the run of the garden, which was quite large, 

with an orchard of fruit trees at the bottom. There was no chance of it escaping 

or hiding: there were walls and houses on all sides, and it always came from 

wherever it was when called, “Ducky, ducky, ducky!” Soon they decided that a 

name would be better, christened it Clarence, and allowed it into the house 

more often, where it seldom left a drop of… er… birdlime anywhere. Clarence 

got bigger and bigger and waddled around more heavily, but stoutly, a 

soldierly duck, or drake. He was usually outside the garden door at routine 

door-opening times, and came quickly at other times when called, “Clarence, 

Clarence, Clarence!” He often seemed to have a bit of a smile on his beak. 

When Christmas came, the first post-war Christmas, Grandpa bought a large 

chicken – or was it two average ones? It was money he’d planned on saving in 

those austere times. But it was worth it, especially for Clarence, who lived to 

the grand old age of nine (between 90 years and 99 years and 365 days in 

Duckworld, except in a leap year when it’s 1 day more). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



At the bottom of grandparents’ gardens 

After the War, we visited my grandparents more often, both pairs. My 

maternal grandparents, Grandpa and Ducky, lived in Ilford, almost London, 

almost the East End (Cockney territory), about 10 miles from our house in 

Hornchurch going towards central London. My paternal grandparents, 

Grandpa (Davies) and Nan (from the Welsh ‘nain’ for grandmother), lived in 

Harold Wood, about 5 miles from our house going away from London into rural 

Essex, towards East Anglia. 

There wasn’t anything Welsh about Grandpa and Nan apart from their 

surname ‘Davies’ and ‘Nan’. They were late 19th to mid 20th century lower 

middle-class southern English through and through, Grandpa a partner in a 

small-buildings business (garden sheds, greenhouses, conservatories, garages). 

There wasn’t that much Cockney about Grandpa and Ducky apart from where 

they were born and brought up, the mark it left on them, and ‘Ducky’. 

Grandpa’s father migrated to London from rural Buckinghamshire. His 

surname was Bale, but he had it changed to Beal in London because he thought 

the former sounded too rustic for the great metropolis (forget the Welsh 

footballer Gareth Bale, things are getting complicated enough already). 

Ducky’s father immigrated from Kutna Hora, Bohemia (now Czech Republic) 

when he was nineteen to escape conscription for one of the Austro-Hungarian 

Emperor’s wars, and her mother was the daughter of French immigrants. 

There was a still touch of bohemian (small ‘b’) in Grandpa and Ducky: her 

father had made stuff for the London theatre (small props, costume jewellery, 

conjurors’ gadgets), and her mother had sung in the Covent Garden choir. 

Their Victorian terrace house fitted that character, and so did its long, ill-kempt 

back garden, lawn cut only a few times each year, mossy brick walls half hidden 

by old-fashioned flowers (delphiniums, hollyhocks, lupins, nasturtiums…) and 

shrubs, orchard at the bottom of the garden a low forest of gnarled and 

lichened trees, long grass, bees, butterflies, caterpillars, birds, beetles, mice 

and everything untamed you could possibly imagine in an old urban walled 

garden. It was my first and then frequent-as-possible experience of ‘The Wild’, 

far wilder than the abandoned recesses of the fairly large park at the bottom 

of our road in Hornchurch. In it, I was boy Tarzan, alone, with no simian 

surrogate mother, and long before even imagining Jane. No time for that! 



I should add that Grandpa and Ducky’s house was an adventure zone, too. 

Once I was old enough to look after myself in any part of it, I was allowed to. 

Imagine: large high-ceilinged rooms, lots of them, full of large old-fashioned 

furniture with shadowy spaces behind it, odd corners and closets, and a 

basement! Two or three times I managed to get down to the basement and up 

to the low retaining wall of the cellar when coal was being delivered: black-faced 

men, sometimes flashing a grin or mock scowl at me down below, pouring sacks 

of black lumps with shiny facets into the cellar through the lifted hatch, holding 

the rugged sack back for re-use. I’d have to wash hands and face before eating 

on those occasions and put on clean clothes next morning, if not before. 

Grandpa (Davies) and Nan’s house and garden were as different as they were.   

They were smaller (yes, my paternal grandparents themselves, their house and 

their garden, though the house and garden were of a fair size, nothing at all to 

be ashamed of), they were neater and tidier (never potentially the cause of 

shame), and they were ‘of the modern world’ (well, the immediate pre-war 

world, anyway, though they would soon begin to fall behind the post-war 

world). Their house was not a very comfortable or pleasant place for children, 

though they were kind enough. There were too many things that could be 

shifted, picked up, dropped or soiled. The garden, then, was a place to escape 

to from watchful eyes. 

Like the house, it was beautiful in a formalist way, and tidy – the lawn a verdant 

carpet, edges trimmed to perfection, the flower beds weed-less and darkly 

fertile, the flowers and shrubs award-winning (without Latin names on tags 

but Nan could tell you them all, and Grandpa most). Everything in the garden 

was lovely, impeccable, but kids love to peck, touch, nibble, suck, like insects, 

cats and other pests (“Aagh, the neighbour’s filthy cat!”, and Nan would be on 

her feet to shoo it off or throw one of her on-standby missiles). I’d just do three 

or four turns around the garden, eyes watching me through a window.  

But I knew where to go next, and they knew I couldn’t do much damage there. 

At the bottom of the garden there was a hedge, high and perfectly trimmed, 

and behind it there was a steep grassy bank up to a barbed wire fence, and on 

the other side of that there was a wooden slat fence, and on the other side of 

that was a railway track. Through the wooden fence I could see only the ghosts 

of the regular trains that passed, but I could hear and feel their rumbling 

approach and their rush past, and they, the surprising ecosystem of the grassy 

bank, and my rambling thoughts made another world for me to be away in. 



Farewell, Hornchurch. You aren’t forgotten. 

We lived in Hornchurch for two more years after the War, and in 1947 moved 

to Henley-on-Thames, on the other side of London, on the way to Oxford. It 

was the first time I ever saw central London, passing through, following the 

removal van in our car, from our old house east of London to our new house 

west of London. That move was a watershed in my life, and the life of our 

whole family, now including Dad, home for most of those two years after his 

six years away in the War. 

The post-war years were also a watershed period in the life of Britain, of 

course, struggling to get back up on its feet from the massive damage and cost 

of the War, establishing an extensive Welfare State (“care from the cradle to 

the grave”), letting colonies go (not without some mixed feelings, dispute and 

violence), and much more. 

The transformation of British society was due to some political and social 

pushes and shifts before the War, the War itself and the resilience and effort 

of ‘the British people’, who weren’t just going to lie back down, and the Labour 

Party government they elected in 1945 over the Conservative Party of the 

wartime Prime Minister, Churchill. ‘Winnie’ and his party came back in 1951, 

and the Conservatives then stayed in power for twelve years, but the Welfare 

State was there to stay, one way or another, and most conservatives (both 

small and capital ‘c’) accepted much of it, especially the benefits that suited 

them personally. Though a bit changed, it’s still there – child benefits, health 

care, social housing, school or job-training to age 18, unemployment benefits, 

state retirement pension, free or assisted nursing homes for the old – even 

with Conservative Alexander Boris de Pfeffel Johnson, of Eton and Balliol 

College Oxford (I know one shouldn’t make fun of the names and fortunes 

imposed on babies, but…), in power, and the COVID-19 pandemic rising again, 

the British economy falling further, and Brexit a fast-approaching train wreck. 

I wasn’t cognisant of most of that at the time, of course (or the word 

‘cognisant’). Life just went on after the War fairly normally (though without 

nocturnal scrambles to the air-raid shelter), but I did overhear my right-of-

centre (well, unfailingly Conservative Party voting) parents talk about some of 

it. The above socio-political stuff is just the waffle of a left-of-centre 

octogenarian, me, in the course of some anecdotage. But everyday life was 



visibly changing too, and I did notice much of that, and it’s still there in the 

contrast between my memories of Hornchurch (up to just after my eighth 

birthday) and my memories of Henley and after. 

In Hornchurch before we left (and, no doubt for some time after), milk and 

bread were delivered daily and coal periodically by horse and cart. Those 

patient herculean horses, some a bit run-down but still grand, clip-clopped 

ponderously along our suburban street and all the other streets of Hornchurch 

and elsewhere, leaving occasional mounds of steaming horse… er… manure. 

Keen gardeners would scuttle out of houses like humanoid dung beetles with 

buckets (Kafka’s ‘Metamorphosis’ in reverse and speeded up) and shovel it up 

for their marrows, lettuces, lawn or whatever. I can’t remember any of that in 

Henley (though there surely must still have been some delivery horses and 

carts), only motorised, and later electrified, delivery vans, and lorries for coal. 

In Hornchurch before we left, I had vaguely heard of television, and among the 

lesser news as we left for Henley was that the BBC was going to start it up again 

in the London area that very year (it had closed down after just three years 

when the War started in 1939). In Henley, posher and better-off than 

Hornchurch, at least in parts, classmates’ families started getting television 

sets, first just one or two, then more and more. We didn’t get our first telly 

until the coronation of Queen Elizabeth in 1953, and it was still a fairly large 

box with a very small screen and a sometimes faltering black-and-white image. 

Television was just one of many manifestations of a watershed in everyday life. 

New cars and other vehicles very slowly began to replace pre-war ones (as well 

as horse-drawn vehicles), and ‘very ordinary people’ began to buy cars, first 

second-hand pre-war ones, then second-hand post-war ones, then new ones 

(we got to the second stage there, and the first car I was allowed to drive, and 

was ‘for my use’ from 1956 on, was a 1938 Morris 8 – Dad and his dad, Grandpa 

D, ran a petrol and repair-shop garage in the village of Nettlebed, near Henley). 

Apart from new cars in motor show rooms, ever-better radios (or wirelesses), 

TV sets, fridges, vacuum cleaners, washing machines, record players, etc., etc., 

etc., began to appear in shop windows, and in people’s homes. It was a new 

everyday world, though almost pre-historic for many young people today. 

In that apparently brave new world, in my second year in Henley, I got 

sunstroke. That year, 1948, just three years after the end of the War, Britain 



hosted the first Summer Olympics since the infamous Games in Berlin in 1936. 

The rowing events were held in Henley-on-Thames, venue of the oldest rowing 

regatta in the world, established in 1836. I imagine (my sunstroke-affected 

memory fails me) that there were, as at the annual Royal Regatta, various 

enclosures, from the Stewards’ Enclosure (where the King would have been 

hosted, and a dress code imposed – old world), various other enclosures and 

riverside clubs (with or without dress codes, and varying degrees of old and 

new world), an enormous car park, with everything from a few little pre-war 

Austins and Morrises to a few large new Bentleys and Rolls Royces, and a few 

parts of the riverbank for ordinary folk and the hoi polloi, which must have 

been where I scuttered about in the hot sun with other small boys (I was nine) 

for many hours. I didn’t see the other days of the Olympic rowing, spending 

them in bed and recovering. 

There was an extraordinary week-long heatwave in Britain, and from Portugal 

to Scandinavia, that summer, caused by an enormous ‘sausage of high 

pressure’. In Henley there was not even a cloud in the sky, and the 

thermometer didn’t seem that far off my sun-stricken body temperature, or a 

fried sausage. In bed, with a blazing fever and no appetite, just thirst, Henley 

probably got mixed up in my dizzy head with Hornchurch, and even Llandeilo, 

but I’m fairly sure Hornchurch came surging back, with what I described at the 

start of this anecdote or old man’s ramblings, many other scenes and 

happenings, and my pet crocodile. 

At school, in the year we were to leave Hornchurch, in a playground break, 

boys were talking about their pets, some of them almost beyond belief, like a 

parrot that really talked, a fish that ate other fish, a snake that would grow to 

six feet or more….. “I’ve got a crocodile”, I said. Everyone stopped chattering, 

twisting and turning and looked at me, all of them dead still. Anyone could 

have a parrot, some fish, a snake (alright, talking, cannibalism, massive growth 

might be a bit of exaggeration), but… a crocodile? 

I could, should, have said, ‘Just joking’, but that not-quite-eight-year-old me 

didn’t have the presence of mind and I said nothing for too long, feeling I was 

the only one moving, though I wasn’t at all, only something inside or under 

me. Just as I was about to say ‘Just joking’, someone asked me a question, then 

someone else another question. I couldn’t stop myself from answering: “It’s 

small…” (putting my open hands out in front of me)… “about like this” (bringing 



my palms together a bit), “I keep it in a… tin bath, with water”, “It eats… frogs… 

and stuff… anything meaty.” I could still have said ‘Just joking – gotcha!’, but 

the bell rang and we all went back to class. The days passed, and classmates 

and others asked me from time to time how my crocodile was doing, some 

earnestly and others quizzically (though those words and their connotations 

weren’t in my vocabulary yet), and I invented updates, as convincing as I could, 

planning for when I’d announce the crocodile’s death. 

One day I went to school prepared to make that announcement. Before I could 

do that, however, or at least before I did that, a pair of brothers in my class, 

twins, asked me, “Oy, Paul, can we come round to your house and have a look 

at your crocodile?” It was simply too late to casually announce its sudden too-

convenient demise, so I said, “Er, yes.” “Tomorrow after school?” “Er, yes.” I 

hardly slept that night from anxiety and intense thinking, and was nervy all day 

at school and then walking the twins back to my house, which they’d never 

been to, after school. But before leaving for school I’d put our tin bath out in 

the garden with some water and stones in it and tipped it on its side. Would it 

still be there like that when we arrived or would Mum have put it away? It was! 

Phew! No need for Plan B. “Oh, no! It’s escaped!” 

We crawled around the three sides of the garden, with gaps in the fences into 

the neighbouring gardens. “It’s still small, but it can bite. Be careful, eh.” “Yeah, 

right, yeah.” No sign of it anywhere, not even looking over the fences into the 

other gardens. It was gone, Heaven knows where by then – it had probably 

been gone for hours (thank Heaven!). I got them playing on and in the shelter, 

quite an attraction – not too many children at school had an air-raid shelter in 

their garden. Then we went in for ‘tea’, orange squash and cakes. I managed 

to divert possible questions to Mum about the crocodile, sometimes 

pretending it was a game. Then one of the twins was spectacularly sick on the 

front room carpet from eating too much cake. That sealed it. After making sure 

the boy was recovered and all right, it was time for them to walk home, and 

I’d survived, not just another day but definitively. 

The twins and I spread the story of the escaped crocodile around the school, 

sometimes together, sometimes separately. They were really chuffed at being 

part of the crocodile saga, first-hand tellers of the end of the saga. My air-raid 

shelter and what you could do on and in it, and my nights in it, became a bit of 



a story too, leading into other children’s stories of their air-raid nights, and 

even a few of bombed houses on the way to London, with people killed. 

Perhaps some classmates, especially those twin brothers, waited for news 

such as ‘Dogs, cats in Hornchurch gardens butchered by mystery creature’ or 

‘Crocodile found in Hornchurch Park pond’. A couple of months later, I was 

well away in Henley, safe from the threat of fictitious crocodiles, starting a new 

life. After three years there, we moved to Nettlebed, up on top of the Chiltern 

Hills, five miles from Henley, where I continued to go to school. Eight years 

later I went to university in Dublin, Trinity College, then to Madrid for two 

years, and finally Mexico, where I’ve lived for the past 55 years (well, with two 

of those years back in England for study, one living in Nettlebed again, and one 

in Henley again). But my first eight years of life in Hornchurch and elsewhere 

remain strong in my memories, reliable, unreliable, and anecdotised. Here’s to 

Hornchurch (which really has bull’s horns, and head, on its church), and, of 

course, to your very own childhood elsewhere and the memories in your head! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

12th to 15th century St. Andrew’s Church, Hornchurch, Essex. 

We lived in an entirely 20th century part of Hornchurch, 

and seldom attended church. 


