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When my brother died in 2019 he had completed a preliminary version
of this booklet two or three years previously. He had been able to base
his account on the letters that the school authorities had ensured were
written home by the evacuees during WW2., letters that had been found,
carefully packed in a cardboard box, in the loft of our mother’s house
when it was cleared following her death in 2001. Knowing the work
existed, having been asked to correct and comment on each section as it
was completed, and determined not to let their remarkable preservation
to have been for nothing, I obtained a copy of Tony’s work through the
kindness and efficiency of one of his executors. I offer it now, much
edited and revised but always as written by Tony, (including the erratic
spelling and punctuation of the quotations from the letters!), in ebook
format and hope it will please many readers.
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Chapter 1.

“EVACHUATED” *

In July 1942, in the middle of WW2 and just before my tenth birthday, I was very
pleased to get a letter telling me that, as a result of passing the “11+ scholarship”
exam, I had secured a place in the state ‘grammar school’ with the highest reputation
in the city of Plymouth. This much-hoped-for success, however, confronted my proud
parents and maternal grandfather with a considerable dilemma, for the school,
Devonport High School for Boys, had been split in two and one half evacuated to
Penzance. The other half, combined with a half of Sutton High School, remained in
Plymouth.

It made very good sense to evacuate about three hundred pupils - those, that is
to say, whose parents were relieved to have them continue their schooling in a safer
locality. On occasions during the two previous years my native city had been severely
blitzed, in fact. Great expanses of the city centre and vast areas around the dockyard
in Devonport had been laid waste, a devastation comparable to that suffered by
Coventry in those years.

The dilemma, particularly for my mother, then on her own, was to decide to which
half of D.H.S. I should be consigned. My father was no longer present, having
enlisted in the Royal Engineers in October 1940 and was serving at the time as a
driver in a camp not far from Belfast. Detailed discussion of the matter by letter not
being really feasible, he was willing to concur with what my mother decided. But she
was not alone to weigh things up because our maternal grandfather lived close by in
the same village on the outskirts of Plymouth and was an ideal person with whom to
confer. So it was they who together decided I should join the Penzance contingent, a
decision of which my father approved, declaring in a letter shortly after hearing the
news that “we both know it will do him good”.

But my father also realised that my mother was not going to find it easy to part
with me. “It’s too bad to lose him when he’s getting so helpful at home”. I was the
first-born and specially cherished, but there was more to it than that : I was an
obedient little boy, not physically brave, shy and anxious to please. So my mother
was well aware that I would find it difficult to stand up for myself. And I had reached
the age of ten without the ability to throw a ball properly, had no liking for sports
anyway, and took to my heels if there was a fight looming. In short, all rough and

* All quotations from the letters are in blue.
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tumble intimidated me. However I was not without an inner core of determination nor
an ability to devise strategies for survival.

So I was quite easily persuaded that it would be “good” for me to go to Penzance
and, outwardly, I endorsed the plan, although, I suspect, not without misgivings. And,
always eager to please, I certainly managed to convince my family that I was happy
to go : shortly after the choice had been made my father wrote that he was pleased
to hear I was “still keen on going”. How much bravado was mixed with this
acquiescence is impossible to judge more than seventy years later.

It is all too easy to construct, retrospectively, a false idea of one’s feelings as a
small boy. Years later I remonstrated with my mother, asking her why she had
decided to send me to Penzance. I in fact still felt a little resentment and, at the same
time, was animated by a conviction that boarding schools are not very satisfactory
places in which to incarcerate little boys - a result of later reflections. She claimed to
have been swayed mainly by the arguments of her father. He, an ex-soldier, still
employed by the army as a Garrison Engineer, was a staunch Tory of imperialist
convictions and, usually, a kind and loving man. I can only infer that, like my father,
he thought evacuation would “do me good”. It undoubtedly did do me some good, but
all the consequences were by no means beneficial.

Anyway, on September 16th. 1942, somewhat apprehensive, I assembled with
other ‘new boys’ in a school near Plymouth’s North Road station. One former pupil to
whom I have spoken recently remembers our having had labels attached at this
stage, but I have no recollection of such a procedure myself. We then made our way
to the station, kissed our mothers goodbye and boarded one of the several reserved
carriages of a train of the Great Western Railway. Suitcases in which our mothers
had packed the required items and cardboard cases containing our gas-marks were
piled into the luggage racks, and it was comforting to find that I was in the company
of two boys whom I knew from my Junior School. Two hours later we arrived in the
cavernous station at Penzance.

I wrote home almost as soon as I had been settled in “The Rookery '' : ‘I have
been avachuated to Marazion with Denis Barter’ (one of the boys from the Junior
School). ’It is fine weather. I can see St. Michols mount from my window this is what it
looks like Love from Tony P.S. well write tomorrow.’ A clumsy drawing of the outline of
the Mount and castle occupies the rest of the page. I was, in fact, immensely
impressed by the location and the hostel. Then, shortly after sending that first letter, I
dispatched a letter card of nine sepia photographic scenes of the Cornish coast
around West Penwith. The message reads : “This is to show you some of the lovely
sights I can see from my window. This is what the house looks like;” A crude drawing
of the battlemented “Rookery” follows. As to the nine sepia scenes, only the one
picturing St. Michael’s Mount could really be seen from my window, so some poetic
licence must be allowed.
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Chapter 2.

D.H.S IN PENZANCE

By September 1942 when I arrived in Penzance, Devonport High School had
already had a full academic year there, gradually settling in. It could not have been
easy to transform half of a traditional secondary day-school into an ersatz boarding
school. Few of the staff had had any relevant experience of that kind of establishment
and the administrative task must have been extremely daunting with the boys
dispersed in groups, averaging in number about forty each, in former hotels and large
houses widely scattered around the area. “The Rookery” (since renamed ‘Trelawney
House’) the house in which I was lodged in my first year, was in Marazion, a village
some two miles around the bay from Penzance. It had been the mainland residence
of the St. Leven family who lived otherwise in the castle perched picturesquely on the
summit of St. Michael’s Mount. There was a narrow stretch of water between the
village and the mount - which could be reached at low-tide by a causeway.

It had been a problem also to find where to establish classrooms for so many
boys, Penzance being only a small town. But diverse buildings were found to
accommodate them, science labs contrived and sports fields shared with local
schools. Woodwork classes were conducted in a primary school at the bottom of the
town, and school assemblies held in the large gothic Methodist church at the top of
the town. Described in that way it may sound a ramshackle set-up and indeed it was
in many ways, but nevertheless it worked surprisingly well. Teachers, too, were likely
to disappear as different age groups were still being called up to join the armed
forces, and their replacements could not always be counted on to be very competent.
Others, together with their wives, needed to become housemasters and matrons and
were mostly very devoted, such as Kenneth “Dickie” Sparrow who with his wife ran
“The Rookery” as a very tight ship and took meticulous and kindly care of us.

The head of the school was Mr. W.H. Buckley who had been appointed
Headmaster the same year as I joined the school and who, replacing a popular and
successful man, was known to have a difficult time being accepted. Nevertheless he
spoke enthusiastically of the evacuation of D.H.S. in his Speech Day report in 1943 :
“Penzance”, he writes and as Henry Whitfeld quotes in his book ‘A Torch in Flame’,
“has become the scene of a great educational and social experiment…our hostel
system…is an example of democracy in actual being. Our school and hostel life have
become intimately interwoven”. He was a man of too mild and forgiving a
temperament, however, to direct a school very efficiently, but we boys enjoyed having

3.



nothing to fear from “Buckles” as we called him. Other members of staff did not
hesitate to punish us physically, sometimes with awful severity, but the Headmaster
limited himself to rebuking us and urging us to reform. So he had a reputation for
being weak and was mocked for never failing to end his scolding of boys sent to him
because of misconduct with his standard formula “Now, don’t you do it again”.

Penzance had been chosen as a safe location for D.H.S. but, by an ironical turn
of fortune, on September 26th. 1942, ten days after I had arrived at “The Rookery”,
the town sustained its heaviest bombing raid of the war. It was described four days
later in the Penzance weekly ‘The Cornishman’, respecting all the restrictions in force
where censorship was concerned, as a “SHARP RAID ON S.W. TOWN”. Where the
school was concerned, one of the hostels, “Tredarvah House”, was hit and even the
shelter where the boys had taken refuge was reduced to rubble. Only two boys
sustained minor injuries, however. The housemaster, Mr. Joe Chamberlain had a
narrow escape, too, being half-way down the main staircase when a bomb destroyed
the bedroom he had just vacated. But at Marazion we were very remote from those
dramatic events and, in any event, the raid seemed a very minor incident to boys
who had experienced the prolonged and intensive blitzes their hometown had
suffered. So all I had to say to my mother when I wrote to her the next day, adding a
note in ink to a previously pencilled letter-card, was : “Do not get worried if you hear
about the raid we had down here 7 bombs were dropped but not one of them at
marazion if there is a raid we all go down to the basement.” We hardened young
Plymouthians were in fact all very blasé about such raids, to the extent that on
another occasion I wrote home : “They dropped some incenderys around Penzance
one hit the royal hotel but being one about six inches long it only scorched the roof
everyone in Penzance was talking about the AWFUL raid they had…a lot of fuss
about a few six inch incenderys.”
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Chapter 3.

Life at “The Rookery”

I had assured my mother, at the end of that first letter-card with the sepia
photographs, “PS I am having heaps of fun”. Such a cheerful note may seem odd
coming from a little boy recently removed eighty miles from his home, but, even if I
had not been trying only to assuage any worries my mother might have had about my
state of mind, I was certainly delighted by the romantic environment and excited by
the wide range of activities that were possible with numerous playmates of my age.
Children, too, in those days, often needed to invent their own amusements, and did
so remarkably well; as a result, during the year spent at Marazion, a large amount of
the “heaps of fun” was entirely devised by the denizens of “The Rookery” and was
indeed such.

There was also the excitement, never failing, of travelling six days a week in the
steam trains of the Great Western Railway to go to school. We forty-five small boys
were marched by the prefects in a ‘crocodile’ along the quarter mile separating “The
Rookery” from the little granite station in the village. Several of us were keen
‘train-spotters’ and were passionately keen about recording engine names and
numbers. Several classes of those mighty locomotives existed, so we were
constantly on the alert - for ‘Granges’, ‘Halls’, ‘Castles’, ‘Bulldogs’ and ‘Kings’ -
though legend had it the latter engines were never allowed to cross the Brunel Bridge
which spanned the river Tamar and linked Devon to Cornwall.

Not content with such a passive occupation where trains were concerned, the
enthusiasts among us would trespass, at week-ends when we could roam free, and
enter the engine-sheds which stood half-way between Marazion and Penzance.
There, by dodging around between the engines and the rolling-stock, we could quite
often come upon a rare treasure - a stocky engine of the ‘Bulldog’ class, for example.
My mother and brother Barrie were also recruited and instructed by letter to note the
name of any engine they might happen to see. Barrie was happy to do so but I see
now that I was certainly infringing the rules of the game by engaging outside help!
On week-ends, too, we used to go down to the station in Marazion both to watch and
spot trains but also, occasionally, to lay a penny or half-penny across the rails and
wait impatiently for a train to come and roll over them. The result would be a coin
flattened to twice its size, still warm from the impact. But our pocket-money was too
precious to be used often in that way -  a penny or halfpenny could buy a surprising
amount of things in those days, a ‘sherbet fountain’ (a sachet of sherbet powder from
which a licorice stick protruded) for example, only cost a halfpenny. So needing to
make a ‘half-a-crown’ (equivalent to 30 of those pennies) last a fortnight, I was not
eager to deface too many of the coins of the realm.
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“The Rookery” had extensive landings at the top of each flight of stairs and ours
afforded ample space for a clockwork train-set to be laid out. My friend from Junior
School, Denis Barter, had had the good idea to bring down some of the necessary
units, but I soon decided that we required some additional sections of rail and
rolling-stock. So my mother was asked :”If you can” (heavily underlined!) “when you
send my next parcel will you send some of the railway. I will give you an idear of what
I want”. There follows in ink sketches a modest lay-out with a level-crossing, a
carriage, coal-truck and engine included. Then the letter resumes : “and will you ask
Barrie if he will lend me his engine until half-term then I will give it back. But (heavily
underlined) don’t send any if Barrie does not want to lend the engine. I suppose you
think it funny I want all this but the blue car has broken and its not much fun to play
with.” It was not sent. The cost of such a parcel was perhaps prohibitive, or maybe
my brother did not agree!

‘Lots of fun’ was also to be had easily both beside and in the sea. From our
hostel we had only to walk down the drive, cross the road and make our way a dozen
or so yards to the shore. Huge barbed-wire defences had been erected along the
sandy part of the beach where the enemy would have been able to make a landing,
and, being mined, we kept well away from them. But, otherwise, there were the rocky
parts of the shore which were available to us and we could make our way across the
causeway to the Mount during the hours of low tide. Half-way along that causeway
there was a hump-shaped rocky islet, ‘Chapel Rock’, which was ideal for energetic
games of pirates. Rock-pools were numerous and were fine for fishing for tiddlers - or
‘mulies’ as we called them. In warm weather we bathed in the shallower water. But it
was not the best season for such activity when the weather was not only often chilly
but could be very windy also.

Our housemaster, Kenneth Sparrow, organised entertainments also, mostly in
the ground floor rooms between which a partition could be pulled back to make one
large room. That was where some thirty of us sat at tables on a Sunday to write our
compulsory letters home and, on week-day evenings, to do our homework. Of a
Saturday evening a film projector and small screen were often set up and we were
treated to adventure films and many comedies starring Charlie Chaplin or Laurel and
Hardy. Sometimes, too, individual dormitories were challenged to present an
entertainment and with the other five boys in ours I acted in “The Three Gardeners”,
an adaptation of Chapter Eight of “Alice in Wonderland”. So we were mostly good
friends and it is not surprising that I told my mother “The boys are very nice”. I can
recollect no bullying although I was certainly intimidated by one of the older boys, but
I usually managed to keep well out of his way.

Attending church can hardly be described as being “fun”, but I did in fact enjoy
going to All Saints’ parish church in Marazion. I was a devout little boy and, like my
brother Barrie, had gone regularly to Sunday School in Crownhill and I had been
greatly encouraged in my devotions by my god-mother. So it is not surprising to find

6.



me asking in a letter sent home in the November of that first term for the ‘Book of
Common Prayer’ and then later for an extra three shillings (36 pence) of my own
money, to be taken out of my money-box, so that I could buy ‘The English Hymnal’
“because most of the churches down here use them…I no a shop to buy on in.”
At the end of the year, as a prize for very willing (although compulsory) attendance, I
was given a copy of John Buchan’s ‘Greenmantle’.

“Trelawney House” looking today just as it did when it was “The Rookery”

There were chores to be done, though, which could hardly be called fun. But I
was used to being given jobs to do at home so I was happy enough to do my share
of duties - mopping a bathroom floor, clearing the shoe-racks of dirty shoes and
tidying the cloakroom. So, all in all, I appeared to have settled in very well at “The
Rookery”, an impression which “Dickie” Sparrow seems to have shared for, on one
occasion, after collecting the letters we all had written and enclosed in open but
stamped envelopes, he had typed in a comment on mine : “Tony is a good little boy
and seems quite happy in his new surroundings.” But he was aware, nevertheless,
that there was a problem as, early on in my stay, a bout of bed-wetting occured. He
knew because he had handled the problem himself with great tact and kindness,
explaining, when it was discovered, that a rubber under-sheet would be provided.
Emotional disturbance is usually discounted as a cause for such accidents and a
physiological explanation preferred, but I think that in my case it might well have
been connected to the general upheaval in my life. In any event the matter was
handled so discreetly that my companions in the dormitory were never aware of my
accidents, which was a great comfort. Only “Dickie” and the housemaids knew, the
latter because, although we boys were usually responsible for making our beds, they
did so on days when bed-linen was to be changed. So what could have given rise to
cruel teasing remained entirely confidential.
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Chapter 4.

Schooling

In class, after an initial burst of euphoria triggered by the fascinating newness of it
all, things did not go very well. It is possible, for a start, that a similar amount of the
mis-spelling and absent punctuation which characterised my letters home also
marred my written work. Was it just a lack of attention such as my form master Mr.
J.J. (“Buns”) Beckerlegge seems to think, writing on my Term Report that first
autumn, “Does not apply himself sufficiently” ? My father on the other side wrote to
my mother that he thought I was “rather on the slow side”. I think that may have been
true, but without being a particularly ‘dreamy’ boy, I inhabited a lively and, perhaps,
distracting imaginative world of my own. I was, too, a whole year below the average
age of the class and, for the first time in my studies, did not have my mother at my
elbow to steer me through my difficulties.

But I do not seem to have been fully aware of my academic failures - or else I
was again bluffing in order to prevent my mother from worrying. I wrote home on one
occasion saying : “my lesson are getting on alright but I failed in the arithmetic exam
because I did the wrong sum and the arithmetic master just skewed up my paper.”
Several letters nevertheless record impositions of ‘lines’ to be written for punishment.
I cannot imagine they were imposed for any act of misbehaviour, but I remember my
having been a very careless little boy, frequently losing small items of my school
equipment and mislaying books, so perhaps I was punished for doing so. Once too, I
was particularly bothered because I couldn’t find a badge I valued and told my
mother engagingly “but you no I am a worrier, so Its probably put away safely
somewhere.” I wonder if my being ranked twenty-first in a class of twenty-three boys
that autumn managed to make me worry?

That class, 1B, like the other First Form, occupied one of the large rooms in a
private house in Tredarvah Road, near the Methodist Church where the school
assemblies took place twice weekly. The rooms were large but the desks needed to
be jammed in tightly to fit the available space. So the teachers were placed very near
us and I remember how one particular outburst from our music teacher, Joe
Chamberlain, easily cowed us as a result. At one point in our singing he bellowed
“That’s not harmony!” and threw the wooden blackboard duster at the wall just behind
our heads. He may have repeated this performance with every new class, of course,
in order to instill respect, knowing it to be a winning tactic, or we may well have been
singing very poorly. Whatever the reason, though, it was certainly dramatic for boys
used to the calm demeanour of Junior School teachers and it is not surprising that it
is the only memory I have of a class in those early days.
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I have no recollection at all of what arrangements were made for gym classes.
There must have been shared facilities I suppose, but I cannot remember where.
Certainly football and rugby were played energetically and I was concerned to have
suitable kit, including well-fitting boots. But there is a good deal of bravado in letters
home about “Games”, because in fact I thoroughly disliked them. I lacked any skills in
them and kept as far away from any vigorous activities that took place in them, and
developed evasive tactics rapidly. Indeed I have never fully understood the rules of
any of these games so that the leaders must have soon realised that I was a liability
on the field.

But there was no lack of other physical activity and particularly so for the
“Rookery Boys” who had to walk to Marazion Station and back every school day.
Also, when we emerged from Penzance Station, we had to walk up Market Jew
Street, past the statue of Sir Humphrey Davey, holding the miner’s lamp he invented,
around the classical Market House straddling the street at the top, turn right into
Causewayhead and continue on to either the Richmond Methodist Church for
morning assembly or to our classes nearby. Penzance is a hilly town and the
classrooms were quite far apart too. There were alternative routes through the town
to reach the different ones and sometimes the longer route furnished us with a
chance to buy a penny bun as we made our way from one to the other.

Lunches for the “Rookery Boys” were a problem as we were unable to return to
Marazion for that meal. At first we ate at the “Pavillon”, one of the many “British
Restaurants” (2,000 in all) set up by the government to provide nourishing meals at a
low price (costing nine pence = £1.50 today) during the war, which was just across
from the Western Promenade; but later we had packed meals which we ate in one of
the third-form classrooms in Causewayhead. I well remember the pasties, stuffed
with potato, onion, swede and only little scraps of meat. Our joke was that a piece of
meat on a piece of string was dragged across the pasties to give them a meaty
flavour. I remember too the slices of bread spread with margarine and covered with
chips.

So the tuck parcels sent from home were extremely welcome and I wonder still
how my mother contrived, with the severe restraints of rationing to make biscuits and
cakes for me and my father. He, in fact, suggested she should not try to supply both
of us, but she continued to do so until he was posted overseas. For my part I wrote at
the end of September to warn her : “TUCK PARCELS are only to come every friday
or saturday because weekdays only temp us because we cant eat them.” Then as
my return home for Christmas approached : “...the biscuits were lovely I am going to
Wrap some up for the journey on the train.I shall bring emergency cards for three
weeks - this includes milk three and a half pints per week. Mr. Sparrow is keeping 6
of the 20 points for ration period No 6.”
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The Christmas holiday in question was to be my first journey home as there
had been some doubt or misunderstanding about the half-term break that first
autumn. “I don’t think I shall be able to come home at half term because we have to
have a General reason to get home that is to say that someone has been home” (a
father on leave?) “or somebody was sick at home but I don’t think that matters much
we are going to have fine fun at half term.” I wonder who was being reassured - me
or my mother? Then in a later letter I tell her I had certainly missed the dead-line
date. “We had to get All leave letters for half term in by tomorrow but it is too late now
I shall be home for Chistmas eny rate.”

But, had I in fact been truly disappointed, I was compensated during the second
half of that Autumn term : my father being on leave, my parents were able to come
down to visit me. I was truly delighted to see them and proudly showed them around.
Then came the Christmas holiday and whatever “fine fun” had, perhaps, been
enough for me at half-term, the prospect of going home had us all highly excited. To
celebrate its approach and that of every subsequent holiday, we sang a song whose
first word changed, day by day, reducing the number of those left before our
repatriation. It went, for example :

Six more days and we shall be
Out of the land of MIS-ER-Y…

Then followed some roughly rhyming lines exulting in our release from both some of
the subjects we studied and those who taught them, the teachers being named by
their nicknames. I remember :

No more Fanny and her French
No more sawing at Woody’s bench
No more Huchy and his geog
No more Dickie and his frogs…

When there were at last no days left before repatriation, the “Rookery” boys
boarded the train at Marazion station and, with increasing excitement and noise,
travelled up through Cornwall, approaching our native city. Once St. Germans and
then Saltash were passed we were all at the windows to watch for our first sight of
Brunel’s mighty bridge across the Tamar. In the middle of that bridge was the ‘frontier’
between Cornwall and Devon, and a shout of triumph always rang out as we crossed
it. Then we used to make a dash to remove the feeble little light bulbs which barely
illuminated the compartments in those war days and hurl them down into the river.
We were again in the land of the Free!
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CHAPTER 5.

Back to the Rookery.

On returning to Marazion on January 11th. 1943 to start my second term with
D.H.S., I found some changes had been made : the basement, for example, had
been fitted out with new shoe racks and even tuck lockers. The racks entailed our
having to remove our shoes on entering the house and resulted in a lot less
unnecessary work for the maids. As for the tuck lockers, I wonder if they remained
empty most of the time, as our treats rarely lasted long after their arrival. “The Ginger
cake soon went heaps of boys liked it and the parcel arrived just in time for me to
change my clothes.” This reference to clothes is mystifying as all washing, ironing
and mending were done for us at the hostel, so I would have always had a change of
clean clothes at hand.

Letters are irregular in the beginning of this new term and I wonder if my father’s
recent posting to Scotland had resulted in his not having the opportunity to return all
my correspondence to Plymouth in the upheaval. Among those that survived there is
in one an amusing reference to an imposition. Since I had needed to be punished, I
had become less docile perhaps and so deserved the less approving mention for
conduct at the bottom of my Easter report than had been usual in the past : “Fairly
good” it said. And in my letter I reported : “I had an imposition to do yesterday it was
only two pages so I did it back and front of the smallest pieces of paper I could find
but Berkerleg” (“Buns” Beckerlegge the English master) “took it all the same”. Was
this an empty boast, or was “Buns” indulgent?

There were many pleasant occupations to return to as well, and in particular my
Saturday trips to Penzance to see Mr. Charles Parker, visits which had begun,
according to a reference to them in one of my father’s letters, in the December of the
previous term. He wrote : “Glad to hear Tony was able to see Mr. Parker and have an
outing with him as this will help the little fellow a lot - knowing he has someone to go
to and it also gives us a sense of security, knowing that Mr. Parker can keep an eye
on him.” My father was perfectly right : Charles Walter Borlase Parker (1886-1960)
was such a vital emotional support during my three years in Penzance that I am
unable to exaggerate the value of his friendship. Descended directly from two
distinguished Cornish families - Borlase and Tremenheere - who had been
landowners, parsons and magistrates in West Penwith from the seventeenth century
onwards, I realised from what I had already been told about him that he was of a
higher social class than mine and remember the huge family tree that was spread out
on  his desk in his bed-sitting room in “Dunedin” Guest House in Alexandra Road.

11.



He wore, too, a gold ring on the little finger of his right hand, engraved with the crest
of the Borlase family, and on his left little finger, a
ring with a sapphire. But for all that he was a
modest, unassuming man and was totally without
social pretension.

The friendship between my family and Charles
Parker dated from the years after WW1. when my
maternal grandfather, a professional soldier and the
former, then a Lieutenant in the Middlesex regiment,
were posted to occupied Germany. They were both
stationed in Cologne where my grandmother and the
three children, Harry, Nancy and Wilfred, arrived in
late December 1918. Harry, the eldest was an
accomplished young boxer, aged 10, and it was as
such that he attracted the attention of Charles
Parker, who took his training in hand and became a
friend of the family with regular contact maintained
until his death in 1960.

Mr. Parker with his protégés -
my uncle Harry and myself.                 My mother must have written to him, asking if I

might call on him, as I was invited to do so on the
Sunday morning after the half-term holiday. It was the first of many pleasant visits
and outings which took place mostly on Saturday mornings. I used to catch the train
to Penzance and walk around the harbour and then along the promenade to
Alexandra Road where he lived in a guest house since his large house had been
bombed. I used to be ushered into the large ground-floor sitting-room to wait until he
was ready. Often when he appeared he would put his arm around me and give me a
hug while greeting me very amicably. Such demonstrations of affection pleased me a
lot as, at home, it had been decided that I was too old to be hugged. Then he would
ask me whether I would like to take a walk with him or go to the pictures.

“I went to see Mr. Parker today and I sat in his room reading a book and then we
went to see the garden of a big house which was bombed in 1940” (his own) “then
we went into a café and had a very nice tea.” Such meals were frequently the
concluding treat of one of our outings and in those days of restrictions a plate of
spam, egg and chips was a feast. We also went to the cinema frequently, where
sometimes, as a special treat, we had seats in the circle. There were also interesting
outings around  Penzance or out into the surrounding countryside : “Last time I went
to see Mr.Parker I went for a run (?) to St. Buryan to see an old stone cross…near it
is a stone ring called ‘The Merry Maidens’.” On another occasion I wrote : “I visited
Mr. Parker on Wednesday and I walked half way across that piece of land on which
Penzance is situated I was quite tired out when I got back to the Rookery.” How
fortunate I was to have this grandfatherly friend so near at hand. I bless him to this
day!
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I wanted my parents to come down to Penzance for Speech Day on February
3rd. I told my father : “we are working hard at our singing for it”.But I had wrongly
supposed, due to my misreading of a letter from my grandmother, that my father was
already in Plymouth. In fact he only arrived for a fortnight’s embarkation leave the day
after speech day, so my attempts to lure them down were in vain.

The event was held in St. John’s Hall in Penzance and was honoured by a large
contingent of civic and educational leaders from Plymouth, including the Director of
Education, Dr. Andrew Scotland. In his speech he thanked the people of Penzance
for “their hospitality…they have been ideal hosts and I hope you boys have been
ideal guests”, according to the ‘D.H.S.Magazine’. In fact, we were not too
troublesome - there were a few cases of shop-lifting, otherwise the worst of our
misdemeanors consisted of ‘scrumping’ apples from local orchards. Dr. Scotland then
added remarks with which I still heartily agree. He said our parents had shown
courage in sending us to the evacuated school - “real self-sacrifice and faith in giving
you the chance to have a good education. They will never win medals and they will
never win public applause, but I trust they will always win your gratitude.”

Ten days after Speech Day my father, who was by then on leave, came down to
see me and brought Barrie with him. The latter has no recollection nor more than I
have of what we did, but he remembers the journey well as a train enthusiast would.
My letters are full of questions addressed to him about train-spotting and it seems I
also recruited my mother’s aid - or else she was passing on information acquired by
Barrie. She sent me the name of a locomotive, in fact, and my response was a hasty
thank-you and, above all, an underlined warning that I collected data relating to “only
engines of the Great Western Railway”. So she was asked to be careful or “I will get
them mixed up”. Frequently, too, as a precaution against duplicating data, I keep her
posted with engine names recently collected. I cannot imagine she kept a record of
them! My Crownhill grandmother, too, knowing my hobby, had sent me a cut-out book
of a model station, engine and carriage which I assembled and then sketched the
result on the back of one of my letters. And the clockwork engine was finally sent
down, after much badgering of my mother and my coaxing of Barrie to relinquish it.
”We have had the time of our lives with the engine you sent down Saturday…Denis
Barter managed to get his electric engine going too.”

As it was still February, there was no question of swimming, but on fine days we
could leave the train-set on the top landing and go down to the beach : “I when on
the beach yesterday and got my feet wet twice the second time I went in up to my
knees and got my watch wet but I think it will be alright I am giving it a rest.” In my
letter of Sunday March 7th. I tell how I’m looking forward to attending All Saints’
church in the morning and to going on the beach in the afternoon where we would
“have a game of pirates on chappel rock when the tide is in it will be right around the
rock and I shall go across when its 3 ins deep with my wellingtons on”. I find it hard to
believe I ever took such precautions and feel sure my mother was equally dubious
about them!
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I wonder too what she thought of being addressed towards the end of that term
as “Mum” rather than “Mummy”. She probably thought as I do today that the change
had been made to avoid further teasing by other boys at my use of the childish title.
Anyway, I told “Mum” that my purse had been stolen. “I put my money 4/6” (about £9
in today’s money) “in my leather purse the other day with it was a key and my season
ticket..they were gone when I went to put my coat on…” I asked my mother for 2/- to
pay for the fare between Marazion and Penzance during the few remaining days of
term. The letter then ends : “PLEASE send on Leave letter as soon as possible
before this Thursday because Mr. Sparrow has to get some emergency ration cards
for using in the holiday.”

As to my studies, there sems to have been some improvement during that term. I
announce with obvious satisfaction in my last letter of the term : “I have Compared
my marks for this term with the marks of last term and they are much better”. The end
of term report which I have examined substantiates this claim as it shows I had risen
five places in my class and was now sixteenth out of twenty-four. But what is
surprising is to find that I was now classed seventh for grammar and spelling! Does
the fact that my letters give little evidence of any such improvement indicate that they
were always rushed off with little care or attention? Then the letter ends on the
subject of my finances once again : “I have something IMPORTANT NOW” (the word
is heavily underlined) “I hope it won’t matter and I know Im spending money like
anything but could you send me on my fare and 4/6 it can be out of my money box.”

The “Royal Albert Bridge” which carries the railway across the estuary of the
river Tamar between Saltash and Plymouth and connects Cornwall with Devon.
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Chapter 6.

The Third Term.

I returned to Marazion for the third term of that first year on May 6th. 1943. As
usual we all took the train at Plymouth North Road station and my absent father had
no difficulty imagining the scene : “So they had that train to themselves, did they?  I’ll
bet they made a fair bit of noise. What a scene it must have been! I expect it was like
our own old school treats, everyone yelling at the top of their voices and all pushing
their heads out of the window.” He was right. We were a boisterous crowd, but I am
not sure it was all joy; much of the noise was a way of hiding our regret at leaving our
families again.

We were soon caught up in the routine of hostel and school life, though, so the
homesickness soon grew much less acute. And the summer of 1943 was gloriously
sunny so my letters often celebrate the fun I was having on the beach and in the sea
at Marazion. “We went swimming yesterday and didn’t we have a lovely time we went
out as far as we could with out getting cold we did have a good time I am going in
again today”. The “swimming” however, was not accomplished by me. I took a long
time to accept getting my head under water. We still went fishing from time to time
and I write on one occasion : “I caught five mulies and every time I put a piece of
winkle in for a bait a Spade would come up and eat it.” I would be very surprised
indeed if spades were lurking in the little rock pools where we fished…

I had several days off sick during the term and was well cared for by the staff of
“The Rookery”. Kenneth Sparrow was particularly attentive. He had converted the
former Butler’s Pantry into a consulting room and we were free to call in there if we
had cuts or bruises or thought we were developing a cold or illness. My mother urged
me to buy and treat myself with some Cod Liver Oil or Malt Extract. We used to be
dosed with both at home every day and of the two preferred the second, sweetish,
treacly stuff, although it was not very palatable, to the exceedingly unpleasant oil! So
I cannot imagine I followed her advice.

And the war continued to be the violent background of our lives. Throughout the
country ‘black-out’ was rigidly maintained and to show even a glimmer of light after
dark could result in a visit from an air-raid warden. In the hostels we had movable
frames which fitted tightly into the windows, but were allowed to go to bed on
summer evenings that term without putting up the shutters - on condition that no light
was switched on. But the news from the front was improving and we were pleased
when Mr. Sparrow finally managed to procure a radio for us so we could follow what
was happening closely. I wrote : “I hear a bit of the seven ocklock news” (in  the
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morning) “the six ocklock news in the evening and the nine ocloch. I think the news of
the tunisian business is wonderful”. The Tunisian “business” was the fall of Tunis and
Bizerte.

Then in Marazion itself we had a dramatic reminder of the war on May 20th.. I
told Barrie the story on a torn off scrap of writing paper : “Did you read in the paper
that a plane had crashed in a field it crashed three or four fields away from Marazion
station. When it crashed it made a runway right across a cornfield it went through a
hedge and stopped with its nose and wheels about two Feet down in the ground.” It
was in fact a Wellington bomber so badly damaged during a raid in Europe it was
unable to go further. Amazingly the crew of six survived. Tne dismantling was a
problem and removing the wreckage necessitated the destruction of several dry
stone walls, all of which operations never failed to draw us when we had the chance.

Suitably timed in the circumstances was a “Wings for Victory” week at the end of
June. Such weeks were held throughout the country to raise money for the war effort
through investment in National Savings Certificates. Every town set its own target
and D.H.S. set its own to contribute to the town’s effort. It aimed to collect £1000 and
“The Rookery” itself hoped to contribute £50 a sum that was soon passed according
to the news I sent home : “I have got 5 certificates for the £3 you sent on and the 15/-
I put in myself we got our target and over our target was £50 and we got £55.18.6.
Penzance aimed for ¼ of a million and got ½ a million the school aimed for 1000 and
got £500 but we knew we couldnt get 1000.” Such sums need to be converted into
modern pounds for the remarkable spirit of the times to be appreciated : “The
Rookery” alone contributed the equivalent of approximately £2000!

Other war efforts to which we were asked to contribute concerned helping the
local farmers with their harvesting, since the majority of their labourers had been
called up. A fertile area of land surrounded Penzance called the “Golden Mile” where
the sandy, well-drained soil was enriched with seaweed and potatoes grew
particularly well. ‘Lifting’ them was a job we were all keen to do - after all, for a few
days there would be no lessons or homework and we would earn extra pocket money
too. But it was extremely hard work : we had to follow behind the horse and plough
and, as the potatoes were turned over into the furrow, pick them up as fast as
possible. Then the heavy baskets had to be lugged to the side of the field where
there were sacks to be filled. All this work was accompanied by the farmer’s
encouraging us occasionally to “Pick up they tatties clean, you boys (which he
pronounced something like ‘buiys’) ”.

So it was doubtless with relief that I was able to announce a few days later : “I
shall be going to school tomorrow and it will be a different change from potato lifting
and we have started the usual routine again.” The end of term was approaching fast
as well and on our way to school via Marazion station began to sing our song about
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the “Land of MIS-ER-Y” again. So the end-of-term tests arrived and I was pleased to
be able to report that I was still improving and had now risen to fourteenth in the
class. But I was worried, where my belongings were concerned, about how much I
had accumulated over the year : “It is Sunday today and I have just been turning my
locker out I don’t know what to do with all the stuff that has Colected…I shall tidy my
cases in the Afternoon and throw away what isn’t any good.” In spite of the tidying,
the two suitcases were packed so full and were so heavy that getting them down to
the station presented a problem. But in my last letter home I was able to announce a
solution : “I have been promised by a lot of boys that they will carry my big case for
me so I think I am alright.” I must have made some very good friends for such offers
to have been made; or perhaps my puny, waif-like appearance incited their
benevolence! There were small matters such as the 4/6 I needed to pay for the repair
of my “best shoes”, otherwise there was no more ‘prep’ and so the six weeks summer
holiday stretched enticingly ahead.

In my DHS blazer I am seated in the garden of the family home in Crownhill.
Barrie (no better fed than any of us in spite of his appearance!)

is on the right of our mother, and Robin on her left.
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Chapter 7.

The Marine Hotel

When I returned to Cornwall to begin my second year with D.H.S. I arrived in
Penzance on September 9th. 1943. This time, however, I did not need to go any
further, for I was no longer one of the “Rookery Boys” but was to be accommodated
in the hostel into which the Marine Hotel had been converted. Now called “The
Lugger Inn”, the building still stands on the corner of the Western Promenade and
Queen Street. All the windows at the front of it look straight out to sea and it is in fact
so close to the beach that, in very stormy weather, pebbles were thrown up by huge
waves right across the road and against the hotel. The views were superb and I
could see Mousehole to the west and Cudden Point to the east.

Charles Foster was now my housemaster and, like Kenneth Sparrow, had a
young family and exercised a friendly, sensible discipline. At the Marine Hotel our life
and that of the family of the Housemaster were closely intermingled, to the extent
that I was invited to the birthday party by the latter’s eldest son Michael. I so enjoyed
the spread of party food that I did my best to make Barrie’s mouth water in a letter to
him, listing “jellies, trifles, blamonch, jam tarts and a birthday cake with icing on top.”
But I also told my mother that on normal occasions too “The Food is very good.” We
had a large (2lb.) pot of jam with our names on them which were supposed to last us
all through term, but rarely did. So it was to supplement that ration that in the middle
of September I went blackberry picking with two room-mates. “We picked five and a
quarter pounds of berries we will get some jam made because Mrs. Foster has some
sugar left from the last jam she made”. We obviously enjoyed all sweet things and
looked forward to getting our coupons for our sweet rations. But they were very
meagre - 2oz. one week and 4oz. the next alternately - and never satisfied small
boys’ appetites, so my mother’s tuck parcels, which continued to arrive every
fortnight, were very much appreciated. “The parcel was lovely and just what I like.”
Over the weeks I thanked her for chocolate, congress tarts, raspberry-flavoured and
ginger biscuits, so I was well supplied.

As to the new accommodation, I was enthusiastic about it : “I have settled down
lovely here I have a small room at the top of the house as usual. The Marine is much
bigger than the rookery and three times better. In our room we have a big soft carpet
which covers ⅘ of the room, a dressing table with a big mirror, a chest of drawers,
four beds four soft bottemed chairs, and a whasing basin and a shefl.” We had
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moreover, a south-easterly view over the Promenade and Mount’s Bay. And I got on
well with my three room-mates : We have lots of pillow fights in our room and the
prefect next door keeps walking in, on Friday we kicked up such a din that we had to
peal potatoes the next day.”

I was now a second-former in 2S and there are signs of increasing confidence in
my school work. History had always been one of my interests and I was delighted
with the new text-book : “The history book is Thank Goodness not about bits of Stone
and pieces of tin and iron and copper.” I had not enjoyed ‘Buns’ Beckerlegge’s
lessons on prehistory in my first year and was pleased to be doing what I considered
real history. “We have finished William the Conqueror and are just beginning Stephen
and Matilda.” It is noticeable, too, that my spelling is improving, but I obviously
regarded punctuation, at least in my letters home, an obstacle to my thought flow.

The progress of the allied forces through Sicily and their landings in Italy became
very exciting and, lacking a radio at the “Marine”, I asked my mother to send the main
headlines in her letters. But that was not necessary for long. I wrote a week later :”I
got your letter today with the maps in we have just decided to have four daily papers
every day at paying 6d to last us till half-term…and we can listen to the news from
Mr. Foster’s wireless set which he turns on loud.” Meanwhile Plymouth was being
bombed again : We have heard about the raid on Plymouth and I heard that
Crownhill barracks were hit, Mutley Plain caught it. Fancy the Cherry Tree Inn being
hit again and Pevral.” My father, too, was posted abroad on October 12th. And I
wondered if his destination was Italy or Sicily, and, not particularly concerned it would
seem about his ending up in a fighting zone, added : “I am thinking he will be able to
get a few foreing stamps.” Both Barrie and I were keen stamp collectors in fact and
our father’s posting to Gibraltar resulted in our being supplied with stamps from there
of all denominations, enough too for me to have a good supply of extras to swap with
the numerous boys in the hostel who collected also. I was not careful enough to keep
such attractive stamps safely however. A number of them were stolen and later
discovered, hidden under the brown paper lining of one of my room-mates' drawers.
Since they were returned to me after the half-term holiday, I imagine the housemaster
made a search while we were all away. The culprit was only reprimanded and put in
detention which was probably the best way to treat the offense. I myself wanted no
greater punishment to be inflicted, I was simply glad to get the stamps back.

My move to the “Marine” meant that I was living not far from Charles Parker. It
was less than a ten minute walk along the Western Promenade and then up
Alexandra Road, the third turning to the right, to reach “Dunedin”. Yet it was over a
fortnight before I rang the doorbell at the guest-house. I suspect the process of
settling in at a new hostel had delayed the visit. I told my mother : “I have been along
and seen Mr. Parker he is going on Wednesday to take me to Pictures and have tea
somewhere that is if it is a rainy day but if sunny we shall go for a walk and then have
tea when I left his house he told me to send kind regards to you in my next letter.”
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Sometimes he was not free when I was on a Wednesday or Saturday, but there are
four visits to him recorded in my letters home in the course of that half term.

We boys also had our own less decorous outings, such as one I report to the
Penzance quarry. A letter to my mother informs her that “I couldn’t have a ride on the
engine at the quarry but we collected a number of dead fuses and had lots of rides in
the trucks.” Rather than have a ride on the engine, we had just hoped to be able to
explore it, but I remember that we found it had been put beyond the reach of any
marauders to clamber over; however the heavy trucks ran on rails on the floor of the
quarry and we could just about move them and even travel a few yards in them.

There was also a “game” we played when the sea was not tempestuous but only
rough. It consisted of standing by the railings at the edge of the Promenade in front of
the “Marine Hotel” at high tide and waiting until a large wave was spotted that was
likely to dash against the sea-wall and soak us to the skin if we failed to retreat fast
enough. The dare was to be the last to do so. Since such a competition inevitably
resulted in a frequent dousing if not soaking, the nature of the game was discovered
by the prefects and the Housemaster forbad it.

But the seaside offered us also a much less hazardous occupation : we used to
play the game of ‘‘Five Stones’ the material for which lay in super-abundance on our
pebbly beach. I seem to remember it consisted of laying four pebbles on the floor,
tossing the fifth in the air and catching it in the hand which gathered up the four
others from the floor. In addition to the entertainments we devised for ourselves, as at
“The Rookery”, we had films shown at the ‘Marine Hotel’. I ask my mother : “Could
you send a little extra money as we are having film shows now.”

The half-term holiday was approaching and as usual the train enthusiast gave his
mother very precise information about the journey : “I will be coming home by the
2-10 from Penzance and will arrive in Plymouth 5-23 and the coming back train will
be the 12-55…I won’t write too long a letter the “Through the Window” and the ten
shillings arrived safely and I have got my ticket and put the return half in my letter.”
‘Through the Window’, written by S.P.B Mais in 1924, was for all train enthusiasts on
their journeys on the Great Western from Penzance to Paddington. With sections of
the journey enlarged, page by page, near and distant sights that could be enjoyed
through the windows on either side of the carriage were precisely indicated by arrows
and descriptions given also. Barrie remembers little of his visits to Penzance in those
days but has clear memories of the journeys and his hurrying from one side of the
carriage to the other to catch sight of the next landmark. I obviously hoped to be able
to travel similarly but I wonder whether it proved possible in the midst of excited boys.
Nothing of much importance occurred to interrupt the established routine during the
next half-term except Speech Day. I was involved as one of the choristers and told
my mother we were rehearsing the “Viking Song” and “On Wings of Song” and
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gave her all the necessary information, of course, about her train journey, as, to my
delight, she was going to be able to come down for the day. I also could not forget to
remind her about the promised pot of jam. I had expected Barrie to accompany her
and so added also for his attention : “Don’t Forget get all equipped for Train names”.

Then, after Speech Day, there were just over three weeks to the end of term.
Towards the end of them I enclosed a ‘Language Study’ test paper with one of my
letters which had been awarded eighty-eight out of a hundred possible marks. It is
remarkable not only for the excellent mark, but also for the extremely neat
handwriting, so different to the slapdash hand to be seen in my letters home, I regret.
But I was making progress. “I am top for religious instruction and top for history all
this term”, I told my mother. I had, in fact, risen to fifth place in overall position out of
twenty-five boys in the form which added to the pleasure of coming to the end of
another term and having a family Christmas, albeit without my father, in prospect.

The “Marine Hotel” in 1925 and little changed 20 years later.
The second room I shared is the one with the bay window on the first floor.
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Chapter 8.

Preparations for D-Day

Fewer letters than usual have survived from the next term due, perhaps, to their
having been forwarded to my father in Gibraltar and not finding their way back as a
result of the tight security restrictions that had been necessary with the approach of
“Operation Overlord’, the planned landing in Normandy. There seems to have even
been cases of my letters having been censored as I mentioned to my mother :
“Fancy that one being censored…I’m glad you are sending on the watch it should get
here safely if that isn’t censored as well.” There was also a ban on visitors’ travel :
instead of simply being asked by posters in trains ‘Is your journey really necessary’
there was now a mandatory ban in much of the country. But my travelling home for
holidays was apparently not affected. Mandatory too was my participation in sports :
“We have to play rugby for the house whether we want to or not”. I certainly did not,
and can still recall my total bewilderment on the rugby pitch.

But there were plenty of less energetic games I enjoyed with my friends at the
hostel, and I had also developed into a keen reader. I told my mother : “I’ve joined the
Penzance Public Library I’ve forged my name as I’m not yet 12 year old but its all
right my first book I got was ‘Mr. Midshipman Easy’, ‘Abbeys’ which I have now
shows Sherborne Abbey” (Sherborne was home to two generations of the family)
“and a map and details.” And, although I remembered how tiring it had been working
in the fields, the prospect of earning extra pocket money tempted me to go potato
picking again and I wrote asking my mother to fill in the necessary form of
permission. But several days later I appear to have preferred to forget that sort of
work. School work seemed more important : “I don’t think I’ll go farming as I want to
gain a good position.” In any case the farmers apparently had enough senior boys
keen to earn some money and, so, the younger ones were not wanted, I admit in a
later letter.  However it is clear that my declared dedication to school work was
probably genuine because I was able to relay the news of having another good report
at the end of term : I had more or less held my position as I was sixth in form ranking
out of a total of twenty-seven boys. I had to admit to a surprising decline in Scripture
(only tenth!) but was again first in my favourite subject, History.

Groups of American soldiers had become a familiar sight in the streets of
Penzance since Christmas 1943. We boys welcomed them, having quickly
discovered that they were well-supplied with sweets and chewing-gum and were very
ready to part with them to small boys! So it was with some regret but also, when we
heard rumours of the reason, with excitement that, suddenly one morning, we found
they were gone. I reported these rumours and, later confirmation of the landing in
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Normandy of the Allied forces on June 6th. 1944, in the hand-written newspaper I
began to produce. It was written on two sides of a sheet of paper, roughly A5 size,
was headed in ink and continued in pencil, and was called “THE BLACK KNIGHT”. I
repeated in it the news I had gleaned from the radio and from the newspapers that
were available at the “Marine”, and issued several copies, mostly to my room-mates.
The first issue also includes a map of the Normany coastline and, although the pencil
has smudged, I can still make out names of towns such as Cherbourg and Caen.

By the second issue, the paper began to carry advertisements : ‘ARTICLES
LOST, STOLEN/ a pencil and a broken Wooden Ruler please return to Room 11.”
Then the June 11th. issue carried the notice of a Treasure Hunt with a prize in
prospect. The paper had, though, shrunk in size and the news content was much
reduced. Instead a serial appeared entitled “The Chateaux of Ghent”, a ghost story
which has all the proper elements of the genre but which left my readers, if there had
been any, in cruel suspense, for the second episode did not appear!  However
another edition did finally appear, but not until December 1944, and was this time
messily and, of course, painstakingly lettered by means of a hand printing set.

Apart from “The Black Knight”, only three letters have suvived from this term’s
correspondence, again because, I imagine, of my father’s overseas posting and his
difficulty in returning them. In one of them, addressed to my brother Barrie, I tell him
about a visit to Mr. Parker. I presume he was the recipient because he shared my
taste in classical music. “I am going to Mr. Parker’s tonight to hear some records he
is playing on his gramaphone.” The equipment was, by today’s standards, almost
primitive, being a clockwork machine playing 78rpm records. But I was nevertheless
enraptured. I also told how exciting had been the big fire that occurred some three
hundred yards from the hostel when a garage was destroyed. I told my mother : We
were there from 4 till 8-15 and what a time. the Plmouth (Falmouth?) and Truro fire
brigade put it out.” Some nearby cottages caught fire too : “They had thatched roofes
so they lit up beautiful” I unfeelingly add!

It appears from one of my father’s letters that my mother had managed to visit me
during the term, but I have no other record of it. It is evident that she was able to
spend longer with me than usual because she managed at last to see Mr. Parker :
“I’m glad you saw Mr. Parker to thank him for his trouble in looking after Tony and it’s
nice to know Tony’s doing well.” This term’s report suggests I was indeed doing well. I
had risen to the dizzy heights of third in the form out of twenty-four. My results in
Algebra and Science were not very good, but once again I was first in Scripture and
earned an enthusiastic comment from the teacher.  I was also still making good use
of the Public Library in Morrab Road. During the term I borrowed “In the Days of King
Arthur”, well aware that I was then living in Lyonesse or at least on its borders.
Stories of sunken land stretching between Mounts Bay and the Scilly Isles were
given credence by the remains of ancient trees appearing from time to time at
exceptionally low tide. It was also in that library that I learnt about the survival and
final disappearance of the Cornish language. I note too that I borrowed John
Finnemore’s swashbuckling tale, “The Renegade”.
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Chapter 9.

Back to Penzance

The summer holidays soon passed and once again I took the train at North Road
station to return to Penzance. It was September 14th. 1944. Five days later I at last
wrote to assure my mother that I had arrived safely. “I am settled down into the old
routine once again…I haven’t got any ink yet though.” A week later the next letter
was also written in pencil. No explanation was given for the continued lack of ink, but
plentiful information was provided about my being moved with some of my previous
room-mates into different accomodation. It was a large bay-windowed room, looking
out to sea, on the first floor of the “Marine Hotel”. That building was separated from
the sea by the sea-wall, the road along the promenade and the front garden.
Nevertheless, in stormy weather, the biggest waves could hurl pebbles against the
hostel, and, on one occasion even, when there was a particularly severe storm in
November, the windows of our room were damaged.

My letters home were still sent on to my father, which explains, given his
overseas posting, why few of them are at my disposal now. He comments in fact in
one of his own “Thanks dear for sending Tony’s letter…I’ll send it back when the mail
gives me the opportunity.” But there are several letters from my brother Barrie and
they serve to remind me how we were both very keen cinema-goers - or, to use the
word in those days, how we thoroughly enjoyed going to the “Pictures”. He in fact
devoted a large part of his letters to  information about the films that were being
shown in Plymouth, so that I would know what to look forward to seeing with Mr.
Parker in Penzance.

There was a temporary reduction to our enthusiasm about the news from France
towards the end of that first term : the allied forces had suddenly been confronted
with a powerful German counter-offensive in western France and their steady
advance was stopped and even reversed temporarily. This prompted a sudden
appearance of my newspaper in the form of a “Black Knight Special”, issued at home
in Crownhill only,  in which I declare : “I believe that the German advance is only a
last FANATIC thrust of a beaten enemy.” A belief that was doubtless encouraged, to
my relief I can imagine, by what I heard on the radio. And so it was, and the prospect
of a not-too-distant and permanent return to Plymouth immediately renewed. Such a
return had in fact been mooted in October. There was a little concern when my
parents learned of this as our home was some three miles from where D.H.S. was to
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be established in the fine buildings it occupies today - a nineteenth century military
hospital. But my father decided he was earning enough pocket-money with his
hair-cutting to be able to buy me a bicycle.

I was just under twelve-and-a-half years old that Christmas and having grown
taller must have at last qualified for a boy’s dearest dream in those days where
clothing was concerned : long trousers. I can fix the date because my father refers to
the marvel in one of his letters at that time : “I shall see a big difference in the boys,
especially since you speak of Tony being in long pants now.”

In that same letter there is a reference for the first time to an expense of which I
was ignorant until now. So I have done some research recently and discovered that
my maintenance as an evacuee was not free. What it cost above the basic allowance
for each child had to be made up by the parents and was calculated according to
income. It was apparently an administrative nightmare for all concerned, so it is not
surprising that, in the letter I’ve mentioned, my father writes of having needed to ask
the paymaster of his unit for help before sending the completed form to the Education
Offices in Plymouth. I have to say that I am astonished that members of our armed
forces serving during a war had to contribute anything.

The Christmas holidays during which the German offensive took place and was
eventually reversed by the allied forces, were soon over and I returned to school for
the start of the new term on January 8th. 1945. The first letter home which has
survived is addressed to “Dear mum, dad and boys” because my father was in
Plymouth on embarkation leave, after returning to Britain from Gibraltar on January
27th.. One of the fortnightly tuck parcels had obviously arrived since I mention in the
letter : “All the boys envy my banana and sweets”. I am sure there had only been a
single banana and that I had not committed one of my usual spelling mistakes. Such
a fruit was a rare luxury in those days, in fact, and my room-mates would certainly
have been very envious. As to my parents’ plans to come down to see me, I was able
to reassure them that the very wet weather was over : “Its quite sunny now and I
believe we have got a warm spell coming. I will get permission from Mr. Buckley to
come and meet you early.”

With my father about to be posted overseas again, my mother was in low spirits.
There had been too many painful separations in the course of the past four years -
both my father and I were so frequently obliged to leave the rest of the family behind.
Moreover with the war in Europe obviously entering its final phase, she was anxious
at the prospect of my father being perhaps posted to the Far East. “Tony returns to
Penzance tomorrow,” she wrote to him, “so that wil be another goodbye for me,
worse luck!” Then in a later letter she tells of seeing me off at North Road station : “I
had to smile, though, when I saw him off as he quickly found a seat, straight away
took off his satchel, slung it up on the rack, followed by his tea and gas mask, all with
the assurance of a seasoned traveller.” It had certainly become a routine I knew well.
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We pupils were also separated from a teacher in the course of the term that
followed as a result of our having tormented her as school boys often do when they
detect a weakness in those in authority over them. The teacher was our form
mistress, ‘Fan’ Brown, who had come out of retirement to fill one of the gaps left by
male teachers being called up. She was subjected to much “playing-up”, but it was
our final trick which led to her resigning. I describe, significantly to Barrie rather than
my mother, how we had placed a very fragile chair behind her desk. She sat on it and
“CREAK, CRACK, WHUMPF, There was gracious Fan sitting on the floor with the
wreckage nicely scattered about her; so, our dear fan picks up some pieces and
marches off to see Buckles.” The headmaster was away in Plymouth but I remember
the Senior Master, the much-respected Harry Ferraro, came down to our Causeway
classroom and both reprimanded and punished us severely.

A much more deserved victory was also approaching rapidly in Europe with the
German forces giving way on all fronts - in Italy, in the Ruhr and in the east where the
Russians had reached Berlin. As a result there were many rumours about the plans
for the return of D.H.S. to Plymouth now the danger of air-raids no longer existed. In
a letter from Barrie, for example, he tells how the mother of a girl we knew, who was
at the evacuated D.H.S. for girls, was sure that “the girls are coming home at Easter.
Are YOU.” But Easter approached rapidly and no such move was announced. Nor
were my end-of-term results conveyed as usual. Instead of the official printed report,
the subjects I studied and my results in them were copied on a sheet of school
notepaper, together with the remarks and signatures of the teachers, proving that this
substitute report was official. I was fifth in form rank. I have written below that figure
“up three places.” So I returned home feeling I had acquitted myself pretty well and
my mother was particularly pleased at my return. It was a consolation because she
had only recently discovered that my father had been posted to India and, so, could
be long absent, involved in what promised still to be a protracted war on the
Japanese front. No member of the general public could imagine that the citizens of
Hiroshima and Nagasaki would soon pay a terrible price to bring peace rapidly to that
part of the world also.
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Chapter 10.

All Over

During the Easter holidays I was pleased to be able to see Mr. Parker even in
Plymouth. He wrote to me inviting me to meet him at the ‘Grand Hotel’ on the Hoe.
My mother told my father about this visit : “On Monday he went to the Grand Hotel to
see Mr. Parker who was staying there for a few days. They chatted for some time and
had tea at Spooner’s…” Then, back in Penzance for my last term on April 23rd.,
according to another of my mother’s letters, I resumed my visits to see him in his
lodgings in Alexandra Road : “Yesterday I went to see Mr. Parker who took me to the
pictures and afterwards tea. He asked me to go and listen to some of his
gramaphone records tonight.” Other equally pleasant visits followed which are not
recorded in my letters, and then came the separation with the return of DHS to
Plymouth. Thereafter a friendship which had been so valuable to me could only be
sustained by the occasional affectionate letter.

In the meantime at school, inspite of all the excitement with the obvious approach
of the end of the war in Europe, it was “business as usual” (the phrase posted on so
many shop fronts in Plymouth, their windows boarded over where once there had
been plate glass). “We have five new teachers and without ‘Fan’ Brown we now get
some good grammar lessons now !” Poor Miss Brown! It had hardly been all her fault
that such lessons had not been possible before! But then even those ‘good’ lessons
were discontinued for a while : with a national explosion of joy, the war in Europe
came to an end on May 8th. with the unconditional surrender of Germany. There
were civic celebrations to be enjoyed everywhere and I described those in Penzance
in a letter to my father : “Down at Penzance on V-E day we had several amusements.
They sent up from the harbour about 130 coloured rockets at night. Also we had a
good tea, and a parade.” Then I enjoyed the victory celebrations in Crownhill during
the half-term holiday - which was longer than usual because combined this year with
the Whitsun weekend. The general public organised their own celebrations, in fact,
after the civic ones and so in Crownhill there was a street party nearby and some
sports entertainments such as wheelbarrow and egg-and-spoon races.

Back in Penzance after the holiday, since the nation was still basically on a war
footing, the farmers were all short of labourers. So once again I sought permission
from my mother to earn some money working with other boys on a neighbouring
farm. My father wrote to her that he thought a fortnight off school would do me no
harm, so she complied. “In the morning we have an early breakfast and then the lorry
comes to fetch us. We usually work from 8.30 to 12 and 1 to 5.” I earned over £2 for
my work (approximately £55 in today’s money) and sent it home by registered mail
after subtracting “2 shillings a week for the maids cutting sandwiches 1 shilling for an

27.



end of term present and 4 ½ pence for a registered envelope.” My earnings would go
a fair way towards the bicycle I had decided to buy in order to cycle to the new school
premises in Stoke after the summer holidays. Both Barrie and I in fact acquired
identical bikes during those holidays - sturdy ‘Coventry Eagles’ devoid of even the
three-speed hubs which would have made cycling in hilly Plymouth somewhat easier.
Barrie was to accompany me on those trips as, shortly before school broke up for the
summer, he wrote me a note telling me he had passed the ‘Scholarship’ exam. He
heard later that he too was accepted for DHS, as was Robin also a few years
afterwards.

The final term in Penzance came to an end with an assembly held in Richmond
church on Saturday, July 21st.. Previous to it we had all been busy helping with the
packing up : the DHS Magazine N° 90, which appeared five months later, describes
how “much of the furniture was gone before theend of term, books were cased and
ready to go, the library dismantled, labs. were nearly or completely out of
commission, and yet the work went on. Present at the assembly was the Mayor of
Penzance to whom the Headmaster offered thanks for the kindness and hospitality of
the townsfolk. And then we were homeward bound for the last time - to be met at
North Road station by the Lord Mayor of Plymouth and a crowd of well-wishers.
“There were many who came away with heavy hearts”, the editor of the magazine
claims. I was not one of them. I had not been exiled to a “Land of MIS-ER-Y”, I
readily admit, and there had been plenty of fun at times, but it was not home!

I was also terribly thin too, it seems. “His ribs show so plainly” my mother told my
father who was, however, not too concerned, anticipating that everything possible
was going to be done to fatten me up. He was, on the other hand, pleased that the
first step in reuniting the family had been taken and thought I had managed my
evacuation very well. He wrote : “the experience gained will not have been wasted
with Tony”. He was right. All these many years later, I regard my evacuation to
Penzance in much the same light as my two years’ National Service in the army from
1951 to 1953. Neither was welcome but the experience gained in each has served
me well. So, on balance, I admit my father was right when, learning in 1942 that the
decision had been taken to send me to Penzance, he had written to my mother “we
both know it will do him good”. In a number of ways it certainly did.
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