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An EpitAph

Here lies a most beautiful lady,

Light of step and heart was she:

I think she was the most beautiful lady

That ever was in the West Country.

But beauty vanishes; beauty passes;

However rare, rare it be;

And when I crumble who shall remember

This lady of the West Country?

Walter de la Mare
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Chapter 1

My Birth
I was born Carol Lavender Josephine Lawton on 17 
December 1925, at Melksham in Wiltshire, England, in my 
grandmother’s lovely big old manor house called Sampford 
Place. My mother went into labour a month early and it 
took some time for me to arrive. The story was related to me 
that I was born 'dead', so I was wrapped up in a shawl and 
newspapers to warm me and placed on the chaise lounge 
beside a small heater. Our family pet, a German Shepherd 
named Karl, was sitting beside the fire and took a great 
interest in this little bundle. He came over and apparently 
licked my chest, as an animal might lick her newborn, and 
so revived me. Whether this story is true or not, I like to 
think it explains my affinity with dogs that has been with 
me for the rest of my life.

I was born into a middle to upper class family, particularly 
on my mother’s side. My father’s side was more down to 
earth. We called my father's mother 'White Granny’ as her 
hair was white and my mother's mother ‘Brown Granny’ due 
to her brown hair. I didn't think much about it, but when 
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I spoke of them at school or when I went to work at the 
hospital, people wanted to know if I had coloured parents! 

Mother's Family
My great grandfather on my mother's side was Rear Admiral 
Bedbrook and my great grandmother was called Matilda. 
Matilda had 11 children, including my grandmother, Grace. 
I don't think there was much else for her to do, except have 
children. Great grandfather was only at home for very short 
periods.

My mother was Joan Phoebe Meryl Figgins. Mother's 
parents were Grace and Jack Figgins. He was a naval captain 
and away a lot of the time. They had three daughters, Inez 
(born in Malta), my mother, Joan, (born in Portsmouth) 
and Joyce.

Mother's first cousin, was the well-known poet Walter de la 
Mare. We called him Uncle Jack. I remember sitting on the 
floor in the drawing room at Granny's house, listening to 
him reciting his poetry and reading us stories. 

Father's Family
‘White Granny’ was Emma Lawton. She was tall and slim like 
me, but very bent and pigeon-toed. We are extraordinarily 
alike. I didn't know her as well as ‘Brown Granny’, because 
of the distance they lived from our home. It was at least a 
four hour journey to her village near Manchester. Grandpa 
Lawton was the Managing Director of a flour mill in the 
North of England. He died in 1929, when I was four. He 
was a very tall, handsome and debonair man, but apparently 
a womanizer and very fond of a drink.

They had five boys Philip, Rupert, my father Carl, Derek 
and Hugh. Their only daughter, Josephine, was born eight 
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years after the last son. I didn't know the first two sons, 
because they were killed in WW1, but I knew Hugh and 
Derek very well, even though I didn't see a great deal of 
them. Josephine is twelve years older than I and we still keep 
in touch. Daddy lived in the South-West when he married, 
as did Hugh, but Derek was in the North of England. Derek 
married a millionairess, Ivy. They had the most enormous 
home with 10 or 11 bedrooms, servants, valets, stables, 
huge vegetable gardens and more. We adored going there 
for Christmas. The dining room had a large white carpet 
with a black border and I recall that when Derek said “I 
think there's a dog on the carpet”, the two Labradors he 
loved, sheepishly crept off the white area to settle on the 
black edge.

My Brother
My brother Mervyn was born on 26 May 1927 in a nursing 
home in Wells, Somerset. He was christened at Wells 
Cathedral. I had been christened in Melksham and at the 
age of 14 was confirmed at Wells Cathedral. We were always 
referred to as Miss Carol and Master Mervyn by the staff 
at the factory, the gardeners and others. This was quite 
embarrassing when I returned as an adult and they still call 
edme ‘Miss Carol’.

Growing Up
I was the eldest grandchild on both sides. Granny had 
an enormous dining room. At table she always sat me on 
her right. That was the rule, even if it was only Grandpa, 
Granny and me. We had the most peaceful holidays with 
her, no entertaining or anything. Granny would take me 
shopping to Melksham. We ordered everything from the 
grocer, Mr. Stratton; bags of flour, sugar, porridge, bacon 
and HP biscuits. He always gave me a biscuit to eat while 
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we were waiting for our order to be made up. Granny would 
pay him with a cheque, which I didn't understand was the 
same as money. I was very excited that she could just pay for 
the groceries with a piece of paper.

In 1930, when I was five, we were living at ‘Beechcroft’, 
Glastonbury Road in Wells. It was my parents’ first home; a 
big house but not elaborate. It was a semi-detached; one of 
about ten in a row very near to the United Dairies factory 
where my father worked. Dad was an analytical chemist and 
had worked his way up to become Managing Director of 
this dairy and cheese factory.

On Saturdays we would put a white placard with a big blue 
'W' on it, in the front window of our house. This was the 
signal for the Wall's Ice-cream man that we wanted to buy 
icecream. He would come up to the window and ask for our 
order. It was a great treat, as Wall's was definitely the best 
ice-cream.

Although I was only 5 I remember seeing the famous aviatrix 
Amy Johnson taking off and landing her tiny plane in a 
big field near Wells and I do remember her talking to our 
family.

When we lived with my mother's parents I had a nanny and 
Granny had a couple of servants. She had a beautiful home 
and Ellen was her maid. Ellen was wonderful to us. She 
would take us into the meadows and we would make daisy 
chains. I can still remember the smell of the fields and of the 
cows. Ellen was one of 14 children and they were sleeping 
three to a bed in a very small house. When Granny took her 
on as a servant she had her own bedroom and enjoyed being 
with us. Granny also had a cook who was very good to Ellen 
and we had a laundry maid, who came on Mondays. We 
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were definitely not allowed in the laundry on washing days. 
The washing was collected up and placed in huge coppers 
on the flagstone floors. A fire was lit under the copper and 
later when the washing and rinsing was finished everything 
was wrung out and pegged out on the clothesline, winter or 
summer, and even when it was raining. There was nowhere 
else to hang things. Smalls, you could hang on a line under 
the porch at the back which was called a stoop. The roof 
covered stoop had a flagstone floor, and steps leading up 
to the back garden. At one end was the furnace and boiler 
that heated up all the household water. Under the stoop, in 
the cool, the ice-box was stored. We had no refrigeration 
of course so the ice man would deliver a huge block of ice, 
carry it in on his shoulder and put it into the ice-box.

I remember my father had a motor cycle, with a sidecar in 
which my mother travelled. Later, my father sold the sidecar 
and bought an Austin 7, so we could all travel together. At 
Christmas time we would all drive in the Austin 7 down 
to Granny's at Melksham. The weather was freezing, so 
we would be warmly dressed in hats, coats and gloves and 
have hot water bottles and rugs, as well as all the presents 
loaded up in the car. The lane was quite steep and often 
the car couldn't make it, so we all had to get out and push. 
Daddy would stay in the car trying to steer and Mummy, 
Mervyn and I would push, with the little car coughing and 
spluttering up the hill. We were only about seven or eight, 
and we certainly weren't cold by the time we got back into 
the car.

Granny had a beautiful embroidered screen which, at 
Christmas, she called ‘the fishpond’. She would place all our 
presents behind the screen and we would be given fishing 
rods with a hook on the end. We’d cast the line over the 
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screen and, oh what excitement, when we pulled it back, 
there would be a present on the end of the hook. We took 
our presents into the corner to open them, showing everyone 
what we had. Mummy and Daddy would make a list of 
everything and who it was from. In the evening Granny 
would play the piano. Daddy and I were hopeless at the 
piano, as was Mervyn, but Mummy was very good. That 
was a fun time, with huge log fires, a Christmas tree and 
decorations everywhere.

In the garden Grandpa had a greenhouse in which grew a 
huge grapevine. Each season, Grandpa would take me to 
pick the first ripe grape. This was a ritual and a special time 
for me. No-one else ever had the first grape.

My favourite bedtime story was 'Struwwelpeter', which is 
now over 150 years old. I still have this book of poems, as 
I loved it so. The stories were all very cruel, about people 
being burnt to death and so on. Maybe there was a moral to 
these stories, maybe it was to teach me to be wary of fire.

We had very few toys. I had a huge toy rabbit and a doll 
given to me by my Godfather, Uncle Derek. He also gave 
me a Silver Cross doll's pram but as I didn't play with 
dolls, I carried the puppies in it, as we used to breed cocker 
spaniels.

When I was about 7 years old I would borrow a pony from 
Mr. May down the road and go off riding over the Mendip 
Hills, commonly known as the Mendips. Nobody seemed 
to care what I did or where I went. Often Mummy would 
say “Saddle up your pony and take the dogs for a run.” Off 
I would go, followed by eight to ten dogs. Those were the 
days, just before I was sent to boarding school.
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We didn’t know many people and led a sort of quiet life 
in the country. There were very few children that we were 
allowed to talk to. Sometimes we would be invited to 
parties where along with 50 or 60 other children dressed 
in our party finery, we would spend a happy afternoon 
playing organized games such as Pin the Tail on the Donkey 
and Musical Chairs. Sometimes there would be a Charlie 
Chaplin film or other comedy films for children. When it 
came time for the party tea we would sit down quietly and 
enjoy beautiful sandwiches, cakes, jellies and lemonade. All 
the boys, including Mervyn, would be wearing Eton suits; 
black trousers and a jacket with a stiff white collar and a 
little black tie. We girls wore gorgeous party dresses and 
dancing pumps. 

Everyday food was very ordinary – always a roast on Sunday, 
cold meat left over from the roast on Monday, shepherd's 
pie on Wednesday, stew on Thursday, fish on Friday and 
anything we liked on Saturday. I can't remember what we 
had on Tuesdays. Meals were always the same each day of 
the week and as regular as clockwork and always very plain. 
Nothing like the variety of food we have these days.

For holidays, if I didn't go to stay with Granny, we rented 
a big house down on the South Coast, with all the family; 
grannies, aunties and uncles. We stayed for a fortnight and 
went to the beach regularly.

As a child I was never shy. I had a clear voice and always 
won the prize at the annual Factory Talent Competition for 
reciting a poem. However, I was never allowed to keep the 
prize and had to give it to one of the factory children.

My father was always organizing pageants for charity. The 
Queen (later the Queen Mother) and the two princesses, 



Carol Penman

8

Elizabeth and Margaret, who were about my age, once came 
to a pageant in Wells. I was to present a bunch of flowers 
to the Queen and was taught how to curtsey. When I got 
up on the stage, I said “I can't remember who to give the 
flowers to.” Heard by everyone over the microphone, the 
whole place erupted with laughter. Not only that, I had a 
huge boil on my nose and I looked awful. Apparently I said 
to the Queen “I do apologize for the boil on my nose, but 
I couldn't get rid of it before I came up on stage.” I didn't 
think this was funny, but even the Queen was laughing.
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Chapter 2

Cedars
When I was about seven, we moved to the big house, 
‘Cedars’, in Pilton, Somerset, about five miles from Wells. 
Here we kept goats, geese, dogs, cats and my pony. Phyllis 
was a very friendly white Leghorn chicken who became a 
wonderful pet and slept on the bar at the end of my bed. 
I loved Phyllis very much. I would have other animals in 
my bed as well because I could drop down out of my loft 
door and bring them up that way. My bedroom was very 
small and the hatch door was about 10 or 12 feet from the 
ground. I would hop out there and go and get my animals. 
I could take the baby goats, the kids, up to my bed and the 
dogs and the cats. I thought my mother never knew but I 
bet she did. She never said anything though. 

Outside under the stoop we also had a big safe in which we 
kept the dogs’ meat. No one else would touch it except me. 
I used to cut up all the meat and offal for the dogs. No one 
else would do it. “Carol can cut up the dogs’ meat.” It smelt 
pretty awful by the end of the week, but it didn’t worry me. 
I knew then I was definitely going to be a nurse, so I didn’t 
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mind. Oh lord, what a life! It wasn’t comfortable really but 
no one grumbled. Winters were very cold and there could be 
snow all over the ground but you’d go outside not thinking 
twice about it. You’d be dressed for the weather of course, 
but you’d never stay in especially during the holidays. We’d 
always be riding or cycling or something else and every 
Saturday we played sport.

We had a lovely kitchen garden, behind which were Council 
Cottages. We were not allowed to speak to the children in 
the Council Cottages. Our charlady was the grandmother of 
some of the kids there. The children would climb over the 
kitchen garden wall to steal the apples. My brother thought 
his air gun would be useful at these times but my father 
caught him before he did any damage.

It was hard to get staff in the war years, so grandmothers 
from the Council Cottages would often be employed to do 
the cleaning in these huge houses. Ours was a big house, 
with five bedrooms but only one bathroom. The big kitchen 
had a scullery and a huge pantry. We had a large lounge 
room where the kids could play games and listen to the 
radio. The drawing room was kept for visitors. Music did 
not play a large part in our lives, except that Mummy played 
the piano. My godfather gave me a gramophone which 
had to be wound up to play the 78 rpm records. I loved 
having friends around to play Glen Miller, Charlie Kunz and 
Richard Tauber records.

Schooldays
To begin with, we had a governess, Miss Brewer, and then 
I attended the local school in Wells for one year. My accent 
didn't change at school, but Mervyn picked up the local 
accent. Of course my parents didn't approve of this so they 
packed us both off to boarding school.



Light of Step and Heart

11

I was nearly nine when I went to boarding school in 1934 
and I was very excited to be going. The school was called 
Ryalls Court, a small boarding school of about 80 girls in 
Devon. Most girls were brought to school in chauffeur-
driven cars or by their parents in expensive cars like a Rolls 
Royce. My parents and I arrived in our Morris 10, which 
caused quite a stir and was a talking point for some time.

I joined the lacrosse team and played tennis, netball and 
all other sports. I loved Ryalls Court and it was here that 
I was known as the 'Cat Burglar' because of my ability to 
climb up and down the drainpipe outside the dormitory 
window. In 1939, when the war was just beginning, the girls 
in my dorm all thought the German mistress, Miss Leske, 
was a spy. They dared me to climb down the drain pipe and 
slide into the science room through the high slat windows. 
We then dragged a magnet which I had retrieved from the 
science room across the lawn. To our huge disappointment 
there were no wires going to her room.

Mrs James, a very large but beautifully groomed woman was 
the principal of Ryalls Court. Miss Gale, our headmistress, 
was very slim and upright, but rather strict. She would never 
take 'no' for an answer and was very harsh with discipline. 
We were taught how to speak properly and never allowed 
to use abbreviations or colloquialisms. Table manners and 
social etiquette were very strictly enforced and we learnt all 
this when we were very young.

Every Sunday we walked two by two in a crocodile line to 
church, then all the way back again after the service, which 
had usually bored everybody to bits. In the summer we wore 
cream tussore silk dresses and coats. Sunday afternoon would 
be spent in the principal's drawing room where we might 
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knit, do embroidery, or discuss poetry or social activities. If 
we had problems or worries we could tell her. I always had 
to sit beside Mrs James because I was one of the naughtier 
girls and inclined to be fidgety and a bit disruptive.

No one discussed money in those days, especially with your 
children, so I had no idea of the cost of a car or a house 
or the amount of money it cost my parents to send me to 
boarding school. One day I saw the bill for my school fees 
on the dining room table - £60! That was a huge amount of 
money.

On September 4th 1939 Britain declared war on Germany, 
the school closed down and we all had to leave. Back at 
home, I remember Mother and Father took me to church, 
where our vicar made the announcement that we were at 
war with Germany. He was standing up in the pulpit and he 
said “I am sad to tell you all that war has just been declared 
between England and Germany.” I was 13 and very naïve. I 
immediately thought we were all going to be killed. I didn’t 
understand what it was really all about. I thought war meant 
that everyone would just be killed by the enemy. 

So I said “Are we going to be killed Daddy?” and he said 
“No dear we won’t be killed unless a bomb drops on us.” 
About a year later a landmine was found in our orchard. 
That wasn’t very nice, but the disposal people were called in 
to deal with it. 

We had to walk two miles to church so sometimes on Sunday 
mornings I would saddle up my pony and ride in. Everyone 
would stare at me because I was dressed in my riding gear 
and I would tie my horse up outside the church. That was 
quite funny. After the service, I could ride to the pub with 
Daddy who would come on his bicycle, and we would have 
a pub-lunch with either family or friends.
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The next term, I was booked in at the Clergy Daughters' 
School, called St Brandon's, in Bristol. The school was very 
proud of its musical excellence and would make recordings 
of the choir. Not that I was involved. I was not permitted to 
take part as I was no singer.

I was admitted to the Bishop's Palace in Wells at the age of 
13½, as everyone was evacuated from the Bristol premises. 
The long gallery at the palace was converted into a dormitory, 
and the great drawing room, with racks of expensive portraits 
and pictures on the walls, became a classroom. It was quite 
an eerie and mysterious place for all of us; such a very old 
building, dating from the 16th Century.

At 4 o’clock on Sunday afternoons we would file over to 
Wells Cathedral for Evensong. Men would go around and 
light the gas lamps making for a wonderfully tranquil 
atmosphere. It was the most wonderful feeling and I always 
felt so peaceful, and calm at Evensong. Normally, I was an 
extrovert and rather naughty girl and everyone said I should 
go to Evensong every day, as I was so quiet and well behaved 
there. I told my friends that all I wanted when I was a grown 
up, was a little boy who could sing in a choir, and eventually 
I got exactly that - quite amazing.

I always had a lot of friends and I played in the netball and 
hockey teams at the new school. I was playing netball one 
day, near a girl called Joy Stephens, who had been evacuated 
to the Bishop's Palace in 1940. She was my age but two 
forms higher than me, but we became friends just by playing 
in the same team as each other. She lived in Glastonbury, 
very close to where I lived. I discovered she was an orphan, 
her father having died at the time she was born, followed by 
her mother eight years later. She was living with her aunt, 
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who couldn't cope, so they put her into a ‘guesthouse’, 
where the housekeeper would bring her cocoa at night, 
made with water. I asked Mummy if she could stay with 
us in the holidays so we could play together, go riding and 
so on. After she had stayed for a fortnight, I asked if she 
could live with us. Her aunt agreed, so she moved in. I think 
my mother and father liked her better than me; she was so 
clever. They knew I would never do well at school. I was just 
happy, nothing has ever worried me. If I had bad reports 
they would just say “You are a naughty girl.” I would reply 
“Righto, I'm naughty. Can I go out and ride now?” That was 
the sort of attitude I took.

Soon after I arrived at the Bishop's Palace, there was a huge 
epidemic of measles. The great drawing room was turned 
into a sick bay with masses of beds. There was a girl called 
Betty Skipper, a wild child, a bit older than me. I was terribly 
ill with the measles and one night as we lay in bed Betty and 
I saw a vision appear at the end of the room. The ghost of 
a lady dressed in a flowing robe and a mob cap and holding 
a white candle, crossed the room. We couldn’t believe our 
eyes. When we asked the Bishop about her, he told us that 
she passed through there twice a week, but apparently not 
everybody could see our ghost.

It wasn’t long before we were told that there were people 
coming to talk to us about the future. Because of my love 
of animals, I really wanted to become a vet but as I wasn’t 
that good at science, I decided nursing would be for me. 
Matron was a rather tubby woman with straight hair. She 
asked me if I would like to help out by looking after the 
girls in sick bay. I loved doing this job and busily learned to 
take temperatures under the arm or under the tongue and 
generally cared for the needs of our patients. 
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I started to behave myself much better because I was doing 
something I really enjoyed, besides my sport.

As I was going home one evening, across the Cathedral green 
to the Deanery, I found the Bishop just lying on the ground. 
I became terribly efficient and took his pulse before flying 
back to Matron to tell her that the Bishop had collapsed. 
She told me to go straight to my dormitory and he was 
carted off somewhere. I never knew until much later what 
had happened to him as things like that were not discussed, 
but it was later confirmed that he had suffered a stroke.



Carol Penman

16



Light of Step and Heart

17

Chapter 3

Growing up
Joy Stephens and I had a lot of fun together. We spent a lot 
of our time riding our horses on our own. We were both 13 
and my brother Mervyn absolutely adored Joy. Mervyn was 
at a public school in Devon called ‘Blundells’ and in the 
holidays he brought home a sweet boy called Christopher. 
We all played together like children, not like teenagers. We 
used to run around together, hide things and play table 
tennis in a place outside the house called The Studio.

Christopher thought I was rather nice, but I didn't think 
anything about it. A while later he rang our home and asked 
my mother if he could speak to me. Mother said, “Of course 
you can't, she is only a young girl.” So I was not allowed 
to speak to him. I was very angry with Mother and when 
I asked her why she said “You don't speak to boys at your 
age.” She wouldn't explain why. I always remember that 
and having been so upset about it. There seemed to be no 
reason. 

My mother was innocent when she had me, she didn't even 
know where I was coming from. I don't think she ever played 
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up. She came from a very strict naval family of three girls.  
I wanted to find out about the birds and the bees but Mother 
just said that I should know as I had seen animals doing it. 
My response was “Do we do it like that?” This amused her at 
the time. Children today would be shocked at my naivety.

Tennis
In about 1936, when I was eleven years old, I was coached 
in tennis during the school holidays by Cicely Metherall. 
Later, I was coached almost every day after school, mostly 
by Cicely and occasionally by someone else.

We attended regular tennis parties all over Somerset. We 
would cycle as far as ten miles away and then play tennis 
until dark. We always had tea of cucumber sandwiches and 
cake on the lawns at 4 o'clock.

I played in every possible tournament around Somerset, 
winning about seventy percent of my matches. When I 
was about fourteen, I was told that I should go into Junior 
Wimbledon, but the war put a stop to that and Cicely 
stopped coaching me. I still played as much social tennis as 
possible but the war made even that difficult. 

Divorce
My parents split up in 1942, I think it was, and an 
announcement was placed in the Daily Telegraph announcing 
the divorce of my mother and father. This was terrible for 
us children to have it in the paper for all our friends to find 
out. My mother left the family home and my father stayed 
on at the ‘Cedars’ with his mother, my granny and my Aunt 
Ada and Uncle Charlie who was Auntie Ada’s husband. 

In 1943, I left home to go to London to start nursing, and my 
father met Cicely, my old tennis coach. At the time they were 
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both serving in the home guard. I wrote in my diary, “My 
mother caught them having a cup of tea together and they 
divorced.” Sometime later Mervyn and I attended the registry 
office to witness the marriage of our father to Cicely Metherall. 

Nursing
When I was seventeen, my parents and the headmistress 
wouldn't allow me to sit for the Leaving Exam, much less 
the Higher Certificate. They always told me I was too dumb 
and I was not permitted to take the exam, in case I let the 
school down. I was ready to study then and I desperately 
wanted to do the exam; it wasn't to be.

I couldn't start proper nursing training as I was too young, 
so my friend, Joan McDonald, found me a position in the 
Great Ormond Street Convalescent Home in Hertfordshire. 
I worked seven days a week there. I didn’t know we could 
have a day off. One day, one of the sisters suggested I get out 
and see a bit of the countryside so I rode my bike around the 
country lanes and cycled to Watford, six miles away. On the 
way back I had to stop at the lights and a boy, on his bicycle, 
pulled up beside me. He introduced himself as Roger. I said 
“Well, I'm Carol.”

From then on when I was off duty, he would come and get 
me and we would go cycling together. One day he kissed 
me goodbye at the back gate. I rushed inside, shouting to 
everyone that I was pregnant. When asked “Where did you 
‘do it’?”, I said “On the main road, at the back gate!” They 
were shocked but that's how I thought you got pregnant. I 
had never been kissed until I was seventeen and a half. Those 
senior girls teased me about that for ages. I then decided I 
didn't like Roger any more and gave him up.

I was nursing a little boy called Henry, who had sarcoma 
of the liver. He was a dear little boy of about 6 or 7 and I 
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adored him. We had a huge garden at the convalescent home 
with rhododendrons and big leafy trees. I would take Henry 
in his wheelchair for walks all around the grounds. He just 
loved it. He was very backward due to family circumstances 
and his illness. He'd give me a cuddle and I'd go home from 
work just wishing I could stay with him. I was holding him 
when he died. It was a bit of a shock, as I had never had 
anyone die in my arms before. Because I had put all my 
energy into looking after Henry I didn't go out. It was 1943 
and I was earning 28 shillings a month. 

Later that year I turned eighteen and was finally accepted 
into Great Ormond Street Hospital in London. I really 
enjoyed Preliminary Training School (PTS) and started 
learning proper nursing skills and getting good marks. It was 
hard for staff to keep an eye on everyone, so in 1944 during 
the war, we were required to sign ourselves out and back in 
again. Doodle-bugs (flying bombs) were dropping and it was 
necessary to know that we were safely home again. We were 
strictly cared for and had our keep, and our uniforms were 
laundered for us. We were not allowed to leave the nurses' 
home after 10 o'clock at night.

After PTS, we were sent to a hospital in Hemel Hempstead, 
thirty miles out of London. Once a month we were allowed 
a late pass, which gave us leave until midnight. We would 
return on the late train from London in our evening dresses 
and take them off to climb over the wall. One night, one of 
the nurses made the mistake of climbing into the matron's 
room, and of course our late night antics were discovered. 
However, undeterred, we continued to arrive home later 
than the curfew.

At the end of PTS we were paid thirty eight shillings a 
month. With this we could afford to go to the Lyons Corner 
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House and buy a cup of coffee and a bun, which cost about 
threepence halfpenny. They played  live music and we loved 
to go there to relax on our precious time off. The other 
way we could enjoy cheap entertainment was if we had a 
free ticket to the theatre, which we were often given. You 
certainly couldn’t afford to pay for it. Or you could buy a 
stool in the morning for 10 pence and go back hours later 
to reserved seats and get a ticket when the show was about 
to begin. 

One beautiful spring morning a nursing friend and I decided 
to go into London centre. I knew it was going to be a while 
before the next bus came so I suggested that, as it was pretty 
cool, we run to the next bus stop. She declined my suggestion 
as her toes were hurting, so I decided to go anyway and meet 
her on the bus at the next stop. I was almost there when I 
heard a terrible noise like an explosion. I turned and rushed 
back to where I found my friend lying on the ground. A 
crowd of people were gathering around her. She had taken a 
direct hit by a doodle bug which blew her arms and legs off. 
I have never seen anything so horrific to this day. I was just 
eighteen. I raced home to tell everyone what had happened 
but had no idea of the emotional affect this tragedy was to 
have on me.

As that month went on, I lost my memory. I couldn't 
remember anyone or anything. Amazingly no one else 
realised what was happening, not even my colleagues. About 
a month later one of the sister tutors noticed a change in 
me and I was checked out by a hospital doctor. When the 
psychiatrist he referred me to discovered that I couldn't even 
remember my own name, I was diagnosed as having a total 
breakdown brought on by the shock of my friend’s traumatic 
death. I had to leave the hospital for two years in order to 
make a full recovery. 
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My brother Mervyn was in India at the time training with 
the Paratroops. Mother was in Italy with the Women's 
Voluntary Service and my father was God knows where. I 
didn't know who to turn to or where to go but two months 
after I left the hospital, my mother heard about a position 
from a girlfriend. A woman in Hemel Hempstead named 
Zoe Warcup wanted a nanny to accompany her family to 
Australia. As I had recuperated by this time, I went to help 
with the birth of her third baby and stayed on to look after 
all three little girls. When the baby was about eight months 
old we sailed to Australia. The husband was on liaison to the 
RAAF.  My mother came home and wanted to see me before 
I left, but I couldn't get time off to visit her. She slammed 
the phone down when I told her and didn't contact me for 
two years.

Australia
We went to Australia for two years and the Warcup family 
exploited me completely. I adored the baby, Patricia, and 
the other two girls were sweet. We stayed at a guesthouse 
in Clarendon Street, East Melbourne, run by the Misses 
MacDonald. I had put on weight and was suffering from a 
severe case of acne. One of the sisters suggested my diet was 
inadequate and that I should see a skin specialist. As I didn't 
have the money, she promised me five shillings every time 
I went, which I could pay back at the end of the month. I 
think my employers were paying me about £20 a fortnight. 
Miss MacDonald didn't know me at all but she was very 
kind. Together with deep therapy and a good diet my skin 
improved no end. 

We then moved with the children, from Clarendon Street 
to East Malvern. I was never allowed a day off and didn't 
realise I was entitled to have one. Of course I had no idea 
how to argue about this.
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Having brought the baby into the world, I adored her. By 
this time she was one year old and I used to walk and walk, 
going to the swings and so on. My memory had come back 
before we left England, but I was not allowed to use my 
brain too much after the memory loss. Everything was fine 
,and my father, who had arrived in Australia six weeks before 
me, rang up and asked if I could take a day off. He had 
been called out to Bacchus Marsh to show them how to 
run a milk factory. He was an experienced man, a managing 
director, but after about twelve months they didn’t want him 
anymore. 

I had Christmas Day off. Daddy and I wanted to ring 
Granny in England but first we had to book a call. We then 
had to wait for ages to be connected so we put stretchers 
in Daddy's office and lay there waiting for our turn. When 
we did eventually get through the first thing Granny said 
was “What's the weather like, darling?” But we did have 
a short conversation. Telephoning in those days was very 
expensive - about £3 a minute, not like today, when it's so 
simple. Later, Daddy bought a dairy farm in Pearcedale, in 
Gippsland, Victoria and he ran that for a while.

Back to England
In 1948, after two years with the Warcup family, I wanted 
to return to England to do my General Nursing Certificate 
which was a three year course. So I started to work for 
another RAF family who wanted to go back to England. 
I flew to Sydney with the children of whom I was to be in 
charge and was taken to the ship. I was shocked when we 
arrived at the pier. The boat, on which we were to travel 
all the way back to England, looked not much bigger than 
a rowing boat. It was a Royal Fleet Auxiliary tanker called 
the Derwent Dale. I went aboard with the children and the 
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charming middle-aged captain introduced himself. I was still 
young and stupid. The captain told me there were fourteen 
officers on board. The rest of the crew was black. I was told 
I would have to sign on as a ship's nurse. Well, I had hardly 
seen a suture, let alone done any thing like that. I felt I knew 
nothing really. 

The captain continued, “The men will probably be three 
months at sea with you and even if you had no hair and no 
teeth they would still go for you, so I want you to watch 
out.” I couldn't understand why I had to watch out, couldn't 
see where there was any danger. I soon found out.

We sailed across the Bight and into the Indian Ocean, where 
we encountered a huge storm, with the ship rolling at a 45° 
angle. They had to send out distress signals and a rescue ship 
was dispatched in case we capsized. Our ship was rolling so 
badly because we were empty and heading to Bahrain to fill 
up with oil to be shipped to England. At night everyone had 
to be strapped into their bunks to stop being thrown about. 
There was no hot food as it was too dangerous to light stoves 
so we ate dry bread rolls. It was really very bad but I was 
young, not at all nervous and really found it all to be quite 
exciting.

The big fly bridge crossed right through the middle of the 
ship. One day, a 19 year old engineer was trying to fix 
something. He was climbing a ladder when he fell, cutting 
himself right down the side of his body. The next thing, 
‘Bugsy’, (they called me ‘Bugsy’ because I learnt to say 
'Bugger' on board) was being asked to attend to this bloke. 
In the medicine chest they had phials of sutures. The captain 
said, “All you have to do is just break the phial and sew him 
up.” So I did just that. Sewing up his extensive injuries with 
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a blanket stitch! I didn't know what else to do. It worked 
quite well and at least it pulled all the skin together. I then 
put on a dressing, which I had learnt how to do at school. 
As there was no local anaesthetic to give the patient, they 
gave him, and me, half a bottle of port. As a result we were 
all giggling away as I stitched him up. I suggested he needed 
to be kept quiet for at least a couple of days, as almost half 
of his body was sutured, but the captain gave him only two 
days off work; they were tough in those days. When we 
reached Bahrain we took the young sailor to a doctor who 
was very pleased with the result, declaring that my patient 
had healed very well. 

The day we arrived in Bahrain it was a sweltering 120°F. We 
went to the English Club that night where I was offered a 
beer. I noticed that whilst I chose a pint, the others all had 
half pints. It was so hot and I was so thirsty that I drank 
mine very quickly. The beer had a runny jelly consistency 
due to a lack of refrigeration. I didn't know the alcohol 
content but everyone else did and they thought it was very 
funny when I became a bit pissed. There were about eight 
of us and they had to take my arms, one on either side, to 
help me get back to the ship. What a relief to get there - I 
could hardly walk.

The next day we sailed towards Israel for the next loading, 
landing in Haifa at the time of the riots in 1948. The tanker 
in front of us was bombed, so we had to scuttle away. We went 
down the east coast of Africa until the riots in Jerusalem were 
over. We eventually sailed through the Suez Canal but it still 
took another four weeks to get up to Glasgow, through the 
Clyde. We berthed there three months after leaving Sydney. 
I was quite glad to get off the ship but I had fallen in love 
with one of the officers. Graham and I were very fond of 
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each other but when he took me out to dinner that night, 
he told me he was engaged to a girl in Hull. I just couldn't 
believe it and was absolutely mortified. I rang to talk to my 
father, who had been so worried about me.

I took the children down to the RAF camp at Melksham, 
funnily enough, where I was born. I had promised to stay 
with the family for six months, to help settle them down. 
Then I went to my father and stepmother, Cicely. She was 
one of those twitty women, saying silly things all the time, 
nearly driving me dotty. But she was good to my father and 
she was a good cook.

My Mother
My mother was a very aggressive woman, with me in 
particular. Being somewhat like her, our characters clashed. 
She never gave me any praise, until I went into nursing. 
She was a go-ahead woman and wanted us to have a good 
education, but we weren't guided at all.

When Mother was in Italy with the Women's Voluntary 
Service during the war, she thought she was in the MI5. We 
always roared with laughter at her, teasing her like mad. My 
brother used to tease her all the time but she adored Mervyn. 
My mother always wanted to be better than she was.

When Mother came back to London she lived in a small 
flat in Basil Street, right behind Harrods. The only cooking 
facility was a little gas ring in an alcove. When Mervyn and 
I were in London she used to cook us a proper meal on this 
one burner. Neither of us had any money as we were both in 
training and quite poor at this stage. Mother was very tough 
and she would take everything. I believe this is where I've 
got it from. She never panicked; always believing everything 
would come right in the end. She was a very optimistic 
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person, quite different from my father and brother. My 
relationship with her was much better than it had been. I 
was always wary though, because she could turn very quickly. 
She was a strange woman, popular in a bohemian sort of 
way with people, like artists. She was very arty herself. She 
was proud that I was doing nursing and had always hoped 
that I'd make it, as I'd never succeeded in anything before. 
I was doing fairly well, getting quite high marks. I missed a 
gold medal by two marks. It was the practical nursing that 
I was so good at. This is how I’ve got through my life - if I 
did something well, I wanted to do it better. I was always a 
good people person. I have masses of friends and I love them 
all and enjoy being in their company.
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Me as a baby with Karl, the German Shephard
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Cedars, Pilton
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Kitty and me at Cedars


