


                                    VIGNETTES  OF  MY  CHILDHOOD  DAYS  IN  CHESHAM  BOIS


    


                                                                                       #





                                                         CHAPTER  ONE:  EARLY  DAYS





   I have been encouraged  (by friends who should know better! ) to write some anecdotes from my memories as a child growing up in Chesham Bois and Amersham in Buckinghamshire, England. Not being a writer by profession, I found myself wondering how to set about such a project.





   To make it easier for me, and for the reader I hope, I will imagine that I am telling the story to my grandson, Daniel, in a few years' time. Right now (July 2001) he is just 6 months old, and really doesn't give a hoot! But looking through his young eyes, I can see that I grew up in a totally different world - no, not on another planet - but way back in the last millennium, 60 some years ago!


                                                                                    *


   Just think, there were no T.V.s, computers or video games (- "but what did you do all day?")


                  -  no refrigerators, dishwashers or washing machines (-"well I guess the servants did all that!") 


                  -  no supermarkets, fast-food outlets, drive-through banks or self-serve petrol stations.


                  -  cars were a luxury that few could afford,   - and plane travel was slow and scary!  


                  -  no jet planes back then  - and the sound barrier hadn't even been heard of !!  





  In fact we were living in the peaceful countryside of pre-war England (- that's World War 2, for the jokers in the crowd!)  Amersham lies about 30 miles northwest of London, in what was then known as the Green Belt. That was a strip of rural land all around the capital which was to be left as countryside. To reach it, you travelled out on the Metropolitan  Line of the Underground Railway, as far as Rickmansworth. There you waited in the train for 15 minutes or so, while they changed engines, as the line was not electrified any further. From that point, you were pulled by a good old-fashioned steam engine to your destination in Amersham . I guess we just weren't in such a hurry in those days! 


                                                *                                                                                      *


   From Amersham station you took a taxi or walked 2 miles into the adjoining village of Chesham Bois. Our house was called  'L'Enchantresse'  (after me! - no, I'm just kidding!) and it was in Bois Lane, right across from the end of the path leading up to St.Leonard's Church. It was one of two houses built on the Canadian ranch-style layout, having a loggia - or veranda - right across the back, overlooking the valley, and Ley Hill and Bovingdon on the hills beyond. We could almost see the little 'push-me/pull-you' train which ran along its single line from Little Chalfont to Chesham, going under the bridge just down the hill from our house!          


                                                  *                                                                                     *


   Well, to put things into perspective, I was born on 23rd. September 1937 (-now the big secret is out!) -which was the year when.......


                  * The 'Hindenberg' dirigible exploded on arrival in New York  (-"what's a dirigible?")


                  * King George VI was crowned King of England.


                  * Last message came from aviator Amelia Earheart who was lost in Pacific Ocean.


                  * First photo of 'Yeti" was taken in Himalayas.


                  * Benny Goodman Band became a hit.


                  * 'Snow White and Seven Dwarfs' was produced.


                  * 5 year old prodigy Glenn Gould gave piano recitals in Toronto.


                  * Dustin Hoffman, Loretta Swit and Jane Fonda were born. (See, it was a very good year!)


                  * Packard convertible roadster was the year's 'must have' car at $980 U.S!


                  * A loaf of bread cost 9 cents in the USA  - (and Tampax first appeared on the market!!)


                  *Some 1937 Inventions were:.....nylon.......photocopying ....... and anti-flu vaccine.    Wow!!


                                                                                         *


Yes it was way back in the 'good old days' when........


                   * 'Macdonalds' were gentlemen in kilts carrying bagpipes!


                   * God was definitely 'Our Father'


                   * A 'joint' referred to a roast of beef


                   * 'Gay' meant happy and carefree


                   * And the very worst 4 letter word was "damn"!!


                  


                                                                                            #


   The Happy Event (- me being born, that is!) was celebrated shortly afterwards at my christening, by all my grandparents and other odds and sods, as seen here! (How about those fashions, eh?) Cute little stinker, wasn't I? Just shows how the years change one!


                                                 *                                                                                     *


   My Mum and Dad had just about given up hope of having a baby, when I arrived. It just shows you, good things are worth waiting for! They had been on holiday in Italy (my Dad was Italian) - when my mother contracted typhoid fever in Naples. She was desperately ill, and even after she recovered, was not supposed to be able to have a child. So I'm just a little miracle, see?!


                                                  *                                                                                    *


   As background, I'll mention that my Mum's family were from France, and my Grandmother ran a high-class milliner's establishment (- that's hats, to you!) - with branches in both London and Paris. My Mum used to model for her, and travelled back and forth to France quite often.  I grew up listening to all that side of my family gabbing away in French and could understand it all, but was too shy to speak much. Actually, my French Great-Aunt Renee who was a bit of a devil, used to teach me swear-words in French, without my knowing what they meant!! Just as well I didn't have too much to say!                                               


                                                                                             *                                                                                      


   An interesting sidelight to all this was that my mother and father first met each other while taking part in a performance of Gilbert and Sullivan's operetta 'Patience"! My mother was a 'love-sick maiden' and my father was a 'heavy dragoon'!!  So as a child I grew up singing all the songs with my mother, who would play the accompaniment on the piano. Did I mention that my mother was a concert pianist in her youth? 


                                                                                               *


 My Dad's family came from Ivrea in northern Italy, quite close to Milan. My Grandmother sang opera at La Scala, Milan at one time, and her brother Mario played concert violin. Too bad my musical talent is not up to the family level, eh? But my daughter Michelle  has inherited the gift anyway, having played the piano and clarinet (and cello!) in her youth. So it just skipped a generation, I guess.


                                                       *                                                                                 *


    In this photo , my Dad is all dressed up to go 'up to Town' to work on the 9.15 am train. That's the train that all the City dudes travelled on! My Dad was very artistic, and worked as a commercial artist for the Daily Express, in their book-production department. I thought it was neat that he knew the cartoonists Giles and Ben Wicks, and even got me their autographs!


                                                                                                                                    





                                                                         INTERMISSION.





                                                                                      #





                                                         CHAPTER  TWO:  WARTIME  MEMORIES





   Well, here we are back for the next instalment! Are you still with me? It gets more exciting now! As you can no doubt work out by Higher Mathematics, I was 2 years old when War broke out. (In 1939 in case you've forgotten.) Of course I didn't know much about it at the time, but it was a terrifying experience for all who lived through it.


                                                  *                                                                              *


   My Dad served as an  Air Raid Warden in London at first, and later joined the Army and was sent to India and Burma. My Mum 'kept the home fires burning' as we used to say, and in addition to having a small child and 3 Airedale dogs, she kept chickens and rabbits to augment the food rations. The allowance which was paid to a soldier's wife was very meagre, and in any case the food was just not available, even with Ration Books. 


                                                  *                                                                                *


   The worst part for people like us were the Air Raids, when German planes would fly over England and drop bombs on strategic targets. My Dad constructed for us an Air Raid shelter in the house, made from a heavy carpentry bench, with sheets of metal encasing the sides.We crawled into the shelter from one end, and  had blankets and pillows in there as we often had to hide for quite a while. The only problem was, as soon as the siren sounded, our 3 large Airedales would dash for the shelter and get in before us! They had to be hauled out again by their tails - the only part that was left outside - before we could clamber in ourselves!! (Yes, we let them in after us, as long as they faced out and didn't breathe all over us!)





   We would listen to the planes going overhead, and got to know by the sound of them whether they were 'Ours' or 'Theirs'. Then we would hear the 'buzzbombs' going over, and pray that the noise would continue. For when it cut off, that was when the bomb would fall.  Even now, when I hear the E.M.O. siren, I get a sinking in my stomach, as it sounds just like the Air Raid sirens used to. You never forget something like that. War is a terrible thing.





    I very clearly remember the jumper (sweater!) that my Mum was knitting for me in there. It was a complicated Fair Isle pattern, no doubt chosen to take her mind off the bombs. For light, we had a lantern  covered with green baize, and I can still recall the smell of the warm cloth. Of course black-outs were in effect all over the country (so the enemy could not identify places so easily) - so we couldn't have much light, even tucked away in the shelter. As a child I was only aware of feeling safe and protected  in our hide-away.





  When the All Clear siren sounded, it felt so wonderful! We would all pile out and my Mum would go and put the kettle on to make a cup of tea!! (See, that's where I got it from!)  I guess it was part celebration, and  part relief at having survived another raid.


                                                                                        #





   However, one night it was different. Shortly after an especially scary raid, my Mum was alarmed by the Bomb Disposal Squad leader pounding on our door and telling us to evacuate the house quickly. Evidently, they knew that one bomb had dropped but had not exploded yet!





    My Mum always remembered wrapping me up (- I guess I was about 3 years old then) - and taking me outside to go to a neighbour's house, Mrs. Honour who lived on Woodside Avenue. She recalled that I looked up at the night sky and said "Look at all the stars, Mummy!" and it helped her to get through that terrifying time. 





   Our house was situated right across the Chess Valley from Bovingdon Aerodrome, and that was a prime target for bombs naturally. A German bomber had dropped a 'stick' of six bombs aimed at Bovingdon, but unfortunately for us, his aim was a little off - and they came across the valley dropping in a line up our side. One was a direct hit on the goat shed at the far end of our property - the poor goat never knew what hit him!





   The next one fell in our back lawn - only yards away from where my Mum and I were hiding in our home-made shelter. Not only did it land there, but it turned underground and tunnelled beneath the house......but did not explode! (-obviously, or I wouldn't be here to tell the tale!)


                                                    *                                                                               *





   After evacuating us, the Bomb Disposal Squad dug down to defuse and extricate the bomb. I have the greatest admiration for those brave men! We  were not allowed back home officially, but my Mum sneaked back to feed the rabbits and chickens, and managed to get some photos of the crew working.


                                                     *                                                                              *





 After the crisis was over she made them all a cup of tea, of course! You can see how our windows were all shattered from the force of the other explosions.


 Here I have a picture of me later on, standing beside the defused bomb which was taller than I was!


                                                    *                                                                                *





                                                                             INTERMISSION





                                                                                           #


               


                                                         CHAPTER  THREE:   AND  SO  TO  SCHOOL !





    In September 1941, shortly before my fourth birthday, I started attending Chesham Bois School, which was located a little way down Bois Lane below our house. I have a clear picture of my first day there, as I was given a picture of a cat to color in and when I had finished it - all in red for some reason! - I was complimented on the nice job I had made!! Funny how little things stick in your mind. I suppose that it was a positive start to my education anyway!


                                                                                               *


   The reality of war was ever with us, even as children, as we had to take our gas-masks to school with us, and had a daily drill on how to use them. Fortunately that aspect of the war never actually touched us, but we were prepared. I have a photo of myself and my Dad in his army uniform, both wearing our masks. I think at 3 years old I looked on it as a sort of game.


                                                           *                                                                          *


    I remember that Miss Knight was our Headmistress, and I had a very kind classroom teacher - I think her name was Miss Weedon. I can still 'see' the alphabet printed up on the wall charts for us to learn how to make our letters. And a specially 'fun' activity was making paper chains for the Christmas tree out of brightly-colored shiny paper which we glued into interlocking loops! I thought they were so very pretty and was so happy when I could take one home with me!





   Now I really must tell you about the Famous Episode that happened at school!  Food was in very short supply during the war, and fresh fruit was almost unknown. Well one day somebody brought a real strawberry to school - and it was the equivalent of  'Show and Tell' in the playground! Most of us had never seen one before, and it was passed around from one grubby hand to another so that everyone could have a lick to find out what it tasted like!! ( Ugh! ) That was a red-letter day for us!





   My special friends at that school were two sisters, Heather and Anne Alder and another girl named Alison Plank.  We used to spend ages out in the playground scooping up the gravel into lines to make walls and doorways etc. so we could play 'house'! Then the boys would come along and scuff it all up and we'd have to start all over again. Grrr!! Boys - who needs them!





   Of course we played all the other games as well - skipping, bouncing balls against the school walls, etc. - each with their accompanying rhyme or song!  One singing game had a special meaning for me - 'Oranges and Lemons' - where two of you made an arch and the others would run through underneath until one was caught. 


                                                                                       #


My special point was in the song.....  'Oranges and Lemons' ........... say the bells of Saint Clement's,          


                                                                  'You owe me five farthings' ...say the bells of Saint Martin's,


                                                                  'When will you pay me?' ........say the bells of Old Bailey,


                                                                  'When I grow rich' ..................say the bells of Shoreditch,


                                                                  'When will that be?' ................say the bells of Stepney,


                                                                  'That I don't know'.................. says the big bell of Bow.





                                                                  Here comes a candle to light you to bed -


                                                                  Here comes a chopper to chop off your head -


                                                                  Chip chop, chip chop, the last man's dead!





   All the old bells of London churches are named here, but the special one is the Big Bell of Bow. If one is born 'within the sound of Bow bells' one is offically a Cockney, and as I first saw the light of day at St.Thomas' Hospital, that makes me a Cockney, see?! 





My Dad used to tease me with Cockney Rhyming Slang, such as ......


                                                             -  'going up the apples and pears'.. for 'stairs',    


                                                             -  'use your loaf '(of bread).............. for  'head',


                                                             -  'have a butcher's' (hook).............. for 'look',     


                                                             -  'half inched' ................................... for 'pinched' (i.e. stolen)


.... So there is your grammar lesson for today!.    





                                                                                              *


   In this photo I am sitting 3rd from the right in the front row, with Anne beside me and Heather 2 away from her. I also remember Margaret Worrell next to her, and Sylvia Ayres 3rd from the right in the back row. I wish I could recall some other names  (-as they say, the face is familiar but.....!)





                                                                                              #





   In those days in England we didn't have Hallowe'en - (I don't know if they do now) - however instead we used to celebrate Guy Fawkes Night on November 5th.  For those who don't know, this commemorates the night when Guy Fawkes tried to blow up the Houses of Parliament, many years ago of course! Actually it was in 1605 and the rhyme we children used to chant goes like this:





                                                            "Please to remember the 5th of November,


                                                            With gunpowder, treason and plot!


                                                            We see no reason why gunpowder treason


                                                             Should ever be forgot!"





   Anyway, the children would make a 'guy' out of old clothes and stuff him with straw and put a hat on his head - something like a scarecrow. Then they would sit him up in a wheelbarrow and wheel him around the streets calling out "a penny for the guy"! The idea of this was to get pennies with which to buy fireworks. (Yes, you could buy them for pennies in those days!!)


 


   We never did that part of it, but I do recall a great Guy Fawkes bonfire outside my friend Alison's house, where we roasted potatoes and chestnuts in the hot embers! We only had a few small fireworks, not like the fancy ones you see nowadays! But the ones I really remember were the 'squibs' which chased you around on the ground. How I hated them! And guess who set them off behind your back? Those boys again!!!


   The 'piece de resistance' was putting old Guy up on top of the fire and burning him (for his treason)! What a bloodthirsty lot the English are!!





                                                   *                                                                      *


   Just as a matter of interest before we pass on from wartime, these are a couple more photos of that era. On the left, I am helping (?) some Boy Scouts with the paper recycling war effort. On the right, a few years later, I am standing proudly in my Brownie uniform with my Dad in his Army uniform!





                                                                                          #


  A happier memory  comes to me about the end of the war.  May 8th 1945 was known as V.E. Day - which stood for Victory in Europe Day! The bells all over England pealed out the good news, and celebrations were held in every town and village!  Chesham Bois held a big celebration on the Common, at which there was a picnic, and singing and dancing - and even a Maypole!! I remember being there and sitting on the grass to watch, and very vividly comes back the lovely smell of the sun's warmth on the grass. Such a happy day!  Freedom at last!





  Before continuing any further, the bright idea  (#)  has come to me that a map of the area (as it was in those days ) might be useful to help you visualize the places that I mention. So here it is........


                                                                            


                                                                                             *


                                                                                         (Map)





  


                                                                               INTERMISSION





                                                                                            #





                                                     CHAPTER  FOUR: EXPLORING  FURTHER  AFIELD!!





   In common with many English people, I grew up having a Gardening Mum!! So from a very early age I  appreciated  all the lovely flowers around me. I used to go exploring into the field by the church, and wander along the hedgerow looking for wild violets, daisies and celandines. Our own garden was a source of real joy to me also, because in addition to my Mum's cultivated flower beds there were so many different wild flowers too.





   Instead of Mother's Day, in England we used to celebrate Mothering Sunday, which is the 3rd Sunday before Easter. On this day, I would get up really early and creep out into the garden to pick a bouquet of flowers for my Mum! Usually I could find primroses, purple and white violets, and heather on a clump beside our pond. Then we would attend the church service, and in the afternoon my Mum would make a Simnel Cake - the traditional cake for Mothering Sunday, with a layer of marzipan baked into it! Yum! It was iced with a thin layer of almond paste also, and decorated with tiny coloured Easter eggs. In the centre we would carefully set 2 or 3 empty egg shells on end (keeping as much intact as possible) and these held water and little Spring flowers - probably from my bouquet! What a beautiful decoration!


                                                                                                *


   A little later on in the Springtime, I used to love to walk through the 'Bluebell Woods,' just down at the end of Bois Lane. This path started by going under the railway bridge (by where the Chesham Moor bus used to turn around) and led on through the beech woods, coming out at North Road by the Common. That walk was like magic to me - the delicate young green of the beech leaves overhead, ( when you stroke a new beech leaf, it feels just like velvet!) - and the ground just carpeted with bluebells! (I was always very careful not to step on any if I could help it.) And if you were very lucky you would find  some white ones - and even the odd pink one!!





   Just to the left of the Bluebell path was a steep path called the ' 99 Steps'! These climbed the hill back up to behind St. Leonard's Church and were quite a challenge. The steps were cut out of the hillside and very uneven in height, partly due to tree roots and rocks sticking out of the ground. They rose so steeply that even as a child I used to have to stop and catch my breath before reaching the top! When I visited Chesham Bois with my daughter Michelle in 1994, we climbed them together and counted them -actually there were only 64! - and you can rely on her total because she majored in Mathematics!! But it seemed like 199!





   Well, after leaving Chesham Bois School, I attended Townsend Road School in Chesham. I was fortunate to have a great teacher, Miss Wheeler, who really encouraged me, and coached me so that I passed the dreaded 11+ exam to be allowed into Grammar School! She was a very special lady in the Community also, being a tireless worker for the St. John's Ambulance Brigade. I was delighted many years later to hear that she had been awarded the O.B.E. for her wonderful service!


                                                                                                *





   One of the big celebrations of the year at Townsend Road was the May Day Festival, at which a May Queen was chosen. (Ooh! - I can hear the comments - pretty cool, eh?) But in those days we thought it was quite special. Anyway, here is a picture of the whole school, with the May Queen in the centre, holding an armful of May blossom, and surrounded by her ladies-in-waiting, with her courtiers sitting in front! It  was rather a spectacular pageant in its way.  Yours truly is way at the back, being tall by that time, with just the top of my head showing! (Maybe you can see the circle I have drawn around Me!)


                                                                                                *





   A funny memory comes to mind about when I went to school in Chesham. After we finished  for the day, we would walk down to the bus stop to catch the bus back home, -  and there just happened to be a sweet shop right there, nice and handy! Well, not having much pocket money, I and my friends used to buy the wafers that they put each side of ice cream sandwiches.  These cost a farthing each, so you could get several. And sometimes we bought lemonade powder in a little cone of wax paper (- you licked your finger and dipped it into the powder, then sucked it, thus ending up with a bright yellow finger!!)  Or else sherbert powder which went all fizzy in your mouth!  Oh yes, and licorice stems which you chewed on for ages until they went soft, and then you could suck on them for hours! Ah, the delights of childhood!!





   Also in Chesham, I remember spending happy hours in Lowndes Park. One time our school took a Nature Walk there, studuing all the different kinds of trees, their leaves and bark.  I also seem to think there was a Barrow there, (a sort of hump in the ground was all you could see) - which had been a communal grave during The Great Plague - I can't recall much about it.


                             


                                                                                              *


   One story that my Mum used to relate was about the the time when we went to Lowndes Park for a picnic, (this was when I was much younger, I hasten to add) and she suggested that I might like to go on the slide. Well, the story goes that although I really wanted to have fun like the other kids there, I couldn't pluck up the courage to do it, and just hung around at the bottom watching the others. Finally, when my Mum had given up on me and was packing up to go home, guess who decided to give it a try?! And, when I had done it once, well she couldn't get me off it! I went up and down so many times, I almost wore a hole in my shorts!





   And then there were the annual Fairs, both in Old Amersham and Chesham. I always loved a Fair - I enjoyed the Merry-Go-Round,  -  and especially the Helter-Skelter! That is very vivid in my mind - climbing up inside the tower, and then zooming down, around and around on those mats - it was really exciting! Actually it was amazing that I enjoyed that because I wasn't much of a daredevil as I just mentioned! (but I was older then, I guess.)


                                                                                          *





   A great source of delight to me at the Fair was to buy  some candy floss!  I enjoyed it so much that one time I wanted to share the pleasure with my Mum, so I carefully brought some home on the bus with me, for her to enjoy! Of course, you know what happened - it all melted away to a sticky blob of sugar before I reached home. I was so disappointed.  I am also still addicted to toffee apples! - just ask Michelle - she can't go to any fair here without bringing back a toffee apple for Mum!!  (I'm just a kid at heart!)








                                                                               INTERMISSION








                                                                                               











# Horse chestnut tree - 94 photo /- also 2 pix of stile/ also new look of house back   (Color pix at end)


# Pioneer Hall - Brownies and Guides - cookouts - elf and nightingale - flying up - camps


 # Bike up Bois Lane - houses and people - King #- Cox - Askew - Fryar - Chenevix Trench #- Strode - back path - hawthorn - big old oak tree - on to ....      


# Village shops - greengrocer - cooked beets/  grocer - sliced bacon for you - cut cheese of wheel/ baker - smell - donuts - cream puffs/ post office - sold everything - Mrs Corlett - place to chat and get news/ Groskop's - 3d bag of Smith's crisps with blue bag of salt (see Dave)/ War Memorial/ house up towards Anne's Corner with daffodils





# Info re age of church etc #- Magna Carta - S School  #- Confirmation





# Rectory - garden party and fete / Church hall - Gladys Aylward -(info)


 


#  Bus to Windsor  - Stoke Poges  (Elegy)# - and Slough  (Mars)- Town Hall #- Michelle and  Licorice teapot #- Only in Canada, eh?  - icon of chimp?





# Shepperton - Cox # - Naldo # - Chitty





#  Chesham Hill  - wheel wobble - (where Dave James used to live, for those of you who have read his story - and if you havrn't, you should!) - Elizabeth C - #





#Regent Cinema - going to the pictures - big deal - popcorn hadn't been invented yet!





# Farnborough Air Show - John Derry #





# Coronation - Queen of Tonga  -  (was at school when king died) - Christmas card #





# Holidays - Lyme Regis etc - and abroad





# Dr Challoners - 1st day photo # - prefects #- group at Mary's #- Tennis wirh Dad# - Alauda





