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TO STROKE A CHEETAH 
 

CHAPTER 1 – THE WRITING ON THE WALL 
 
 “You can never sometimes tell what’s least expected most”.  So said Grandpa 
Marshall on many occasions (this was his rather quaint way of suggesting that one 
should always expect the unexpected) and now after some 70 years of life I know he 
was right. Definitely!  I wasn’t expecting to be born – well who is? But there it was I 
had arrived in Bexley, Kent as a ‘Kentish Man’ for the rest of my life. For the 
uninitiated, a Kentish Man/Maid is born west of the river Medway while Men/Maids 
of Kent are born to the east of said river. Its curious how something one would have 
been totally unaware of at the moment of birth becomes indelibly fixed in one’s 
subconscious for the rest of time, but this must be so for although I spent only the first 

20 years of my life in the ‘Garden of 
England’ I still think of myself as 
belonging to Kent and am a 
supporter of the Kent cricket team 
rather than that of my adopted 
county, Sussex. 
 
1931 – The Author aged 6 Months 
             “A drop of good stuff” 
 

 I made my first mark for posterity when I was three and still living in Bexley. 
Not a big mark you understand, just a tiny footmark in some concrete my Father had 
just laid for a path. I’ve often wondered if it is still there, at ‘Adelaide’, Parkhurst 
Road and if it is, whether any of the owners of the house since 1934 have 
contemplated the origin of such a small footprint. 
 Looking back the next event that I can remember, albeit not very clearly, is 
being taken up in an aeroplane of Sir Alan Cobham’s Flying Circus, from Rochester 
aerodrome I think, in about 1934. What I can remember quite clearly, is looking down 
on the fields and mudflats around what I now know to be the Medway estuary. I learnt 
in later years from Mother that the seats in this aeroplane were of wickerwork and not 
fastened to the floor, so that they tended to slide about a bit during turns. Probably my 
parents did not expect this experience to influence my choice of career but 
“YCNSTWLEM!” 
 
       1934 – The Author Cleans His Car – 

A sign of Things to Come? 
 

 Although I have recently 
discovered where I first went to school I 
have no recollection of my primary 
education, which started in Gravesend in 
about 1936, save that it was at a convent 
school. We had moved to a house called 
‘Sandhurst’ in Central Avenue, Gravesend, where the above picture was taken, so that 
Father was near to Greenhithe and HMS Worcester, at which establishment he taught 
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mathematics and navigation to young men who were destined for a career at sea. One 
would expect such a responsible profession to be fairly well paid, but it was not – to 
the extent that mother had to sell her diamond and sapphire engagement ring to be 
able to afford food to feed me! And they call £160 per week poverty nowadays!!  
 Sometime in 1936/37 we moved to the house on the left, in Dennis Road. The 
only notable thing about it and the sole reason I’ve included the picture, is the fact that  

 
at the time we moved there, Father could not afford to buy it at a cost of just £275 
some £50 more per annum than his salary!  

The house on the right is St. Joseph’s Convent School, in Echo Square, which 
I have recently found and photographed. I do not remember going there at all even 
though I have now seen the place. I do however, remember that the nun who taught 
singing told me that I had a voice like a frog! It put me off singing entirely and I have 
never sung in public since, nor do I intend to.  I’m sure the good lady didn’t mean me 
to abandon any thought of a singing career, but that is the effect it has had and any 
member of my family will vouch for the fact that I do not even sing in the bath for 
fear of upsetting them or the neighbours. 

The only other memory I have of my life in Gravesend is having my tonsils 
and adenoids removed. I can remember quite clearly a gauze mask being put over my 
mouth and nose, followed by chloroform being dripped onto it. The next memory is of 
the most dreadful sore throat, but how long it lasted I have no recollection at all! 
 The next significant event was the onset of World War II, and even today I can 
hear Neville Chamberlain’s pathetic sounding voice proclaiming to the nation that ‘we 

are at war with Germany’. I must admit that I had no idea at 
the time of the significance of ‘being at war’, but I was to 
learn very quickly. The most immediate consequence was 
that HMS Worcester was moved to Footscray Place, near 
Sidcup. More accurately the school was moved leaving the 
ship still moored at Greenhithe next to the ‘Cutty Sark’. 
(The ‘Worcester’ was broken up after the war, but I still 
have in my office a small piece of the ship, made into a 
barrel with a label that tells me that the ship was launched 
in Portsmouth in 1860. The ‘Cutty Sark’, of course, now 
resides at Greenwich). 

Because it was thought by most people, including 
mother and father, that bombs were going to rain down 
upon us at any moment, so that staying in Kent would be 
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dangerous mother took Steven (my brother) and me to stay with her parents, (pictured 
above on their Golden Wedding day in 1947). 

Grandpa and Grandma Marshall’s house, ‘Windycroft’ was on the A1 (now 
the A638) just to the north of Retford. Directly opposite the gate, a footpath led across 
a field, first of all to the main railway line from Kings Cross to Edinburgh, then onto a 
plank bridge over a brook, where I could catch minnows and sticklebacks, and across 
another field up to the Worksop and Chesterfield canal. This was then in commercial 
use and I always found it exciting to watch the horse drawn narrow boats laden with 
coal amongst other commodities slowly making their way, especially at the lock 
which was but a short walk along the towpath. The bargees would always be happy to 
chat if I ran along the towpath alongside the boats. There, at weekends, there were 
always fishermen to watch, provided one was quiet and didn’t cast a shadow over the 
water. There were some quite large fish in the canal, and when it froze over in the 
winter of 1939 I could walk on it and see the fish under the ice. So together with train 
spotting at the railway crossing, watching such grand locomotives at ‘Flying 
Scotsman’, ‘Mallard’ (which only a year previously had captured the world record by 
achieving 126mph), ‘Green Arrow’ and a host of others, time always seemed to pass 
quickly. 

Grandma and Grandpa had a collection of brass water cans, varying in size 
from a half gallon to two gallons. These, normally used for the transfer of hot water 
from the wash boiler to the bath, came in very useful during the winter of 1939/40. 
The water supply to ‘Windycroft’ froze so we had to collect a meagre supply from the 
next house along. This was an old farmhouse with a well that thankfully didn’t freeze 
and I remember quite vividly trudging through the snow with the cans full of water. 

 Grandpa Marshall kept a shop in Cannon Square, Retford, where he sold 
grocery. It was typical of the period and always smelt invitingly of fresh ground 
coffee intermingled with the aroma of the sides of bacon that were sliced on the hand 
operated bacon slicer. Butter came in small 
barrels and was dispensed with aid of two butter 
pats that were ridged and left a nice pattern on 
each portion served. Cash taken at the counters 
was sent to the cashiers by means of containers 
‘fired’ along an overhead wire by some elastic. 
The change was returned the same way – all 
very thrilling to a small boy! 

He was helped by my Uncle Nelson, 
pictured on the right during WW I when he was 
a pilot in the Royal Flying Corps. He was shot 
down twice and bearing in mind that parachutes 
were not then in use, it was something of a 
miracle that he survived both times. I learnt 
recently that he was called Nelson because 
Grandma Marshall, whose maiden name was 
Wessell, was distantly related to Admiral Lord 
Nelson. YCNSTWLEM! 

As Hitler had neither invaded England nor bombed us by the end of July 1940 
Father moved us back south to a house in Sidcup, into which he had moved while we 
were in Retford and which was only a stone’s throw from Footscray Place. It was 
impeccably bad timing as the ‘Battle of Britain’ started almost immediately and we 
were able to watch the dog-fights taking place literally above our heads. I still have 
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vivid memories of the contrails (for the meteorologically inclined – dense persistent) 
as the Hurricanes and Spitfires did battle with the German bombers and fighters, in 
the lovely weather we had in September 1940. I remember, too, thinking what fun it 
must be to fly in a Spitfire! 

 In October I began the secondary 
part of my school education at the 
Chislehurst & Sidcup County Grammar 
School for Boys at Crittalls Corner. The 
building was a well-known landmark, one 
end of which resembled a tram and one can        
still just catch a glimpse of it as one 
whizzes over the flyover on the A20 en-
route to and from London. 

 The headmaster was Mr 
C.R.McGregor Williams whose basic 
dictum for education was, “any day of your 

life you do not learn something new is a day wasted”. I have always tried to live up to 
this and I would like to see it used as the basis for education throughout the country. 
Mr McGregor Williams was known to all the boys as ‘Jumbo’ due to his diminutive 
stature. Diminutive he might have been but, like the law, he had an extremely long 
arm! Woe betide any boy who failed to wear his uniform properly or neglected to 
raise his cap when passing ‘Jumbo’ in the street. 

In those days discipline was strict, but fair, and although caning was 
considered the norm for offenders in most schools I don’t recall any occasion when it 
was actually administered by ‘Jumbo’. The very fact that he was known to keep a 
cane in his study cupboard and that he threatened to use it was sufficient to keep more 
or less every boy on the straight and narrow. However I wouldn’t want you to get the 
impression that we were all little ‘goodies’. By no means! I recall being sent to 
‘Jumbo’s’ study on one occasion after I had poked the boy sitting in front of me in the 
rump with the nib of my pen, causing him to cry out and disrupt a detailed explanation 
of the proof of Pythagoras’ theorem by Mr Grindrod, the maths teacher at the time, 
who was not amused! I forget now what caused this momentary degeneration of my 
normal behaviour, but off I was sent for a vertical interview with ‘Jumbo’. Although I 
was about 14 at the time I was taller than he, but this did not protect me from a series 
of jabs in the chest as it was made plain to me what would happen should I incur his 
displeasure again. I hardly need to mention that I never had another summons to his 
study until I left school, and that was just for him to say goodbye as he did to all the 
boys. 

I wouldn’t have been surprised if I had been sent for after The Great Coke 
Fight. I cannot remember exactly when this event took place except that it was during 
the war. The school’s central heating was fired by large coke burning boilers. The 
coke was stored outside the boiler-room in huge heaps containing many tons of the 
stuff. What started the fight and who threw the first piece I shall never know, but 
within a very short time the majority of the boys spending their lunchtime in the 
playing fields were throwing pieces of coke at one another. The sky was, for a while, 
completely overcast due to the sheer amount of coke that was airborne! Eventually the 
law, in the shape of one or more masters, arrived and put a stop to the proceedings. 
All the boys present were ordered to pick up all the coke that was spread over several 
acres of playing fields and return it to the bunkers. I am sure it was only the numbers 
involved that saved any individual from being punished, although the whole school 
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was harangued by ‘Jumbo’ at assembly next morning and told the error of their ways 
in no uncertain terms. 

I imagine that all schools had masters who were known as ‘characters’. My 
school was certainly well blessed with these, and one I have vivid memories of was 
the PT master, a certain Mr Basri, who hailed from Iraq. He was an excellent teacher 
and his method of ensuring we all went through the showers like greased lightening 
after a PT lesson was novel to say the least. He had an old cricket bat with the blade 
sawn off to about six inches. He would stand at the exit to the showers and any boy he 
considered had been tardy would ‘connect’ with his bat on one cheek of the seat of 
understanding. Highly effective since the faster one dashed out of the showers the less 
chance he had to connect with one’s anatomy. 

 School dinners could also be quite exciting. We sat at tables of eight, three 
boys down each side and one at each end. The latter two were the servers and had to 
go up to the kitchen hatch and collect the plates of meat (Spam fritters, sausages or 
whatever) and then go and collect the two dishes containing potatoes and the 
vegetable of the day. They would then serve these to each boy on his table. I was 
serving cabbage one day and in true schoolboy style I was plopping each spoonful of 
cabbage down with some force. The plate of the fifth boy I served broke! 
Investigation revealed a kitchen sink plug mixed with the cabbage – beautifully 
cooked of course! 

My education proceeded fairly smoothly for the next two or three years during 
which time we were gradually getting used to having our windows blown out and 
ceilings brought down by the efforts of the Luftwaffe. In order to be in a relatively safe 
place during air raids we were in the habit, upon hearing the warning sirens, of 
retreating to a cupboard under the stairs wearing our ‘siren-suits’, which Mother had 
copied from that worn by Winston Churchill. As time went on we got rather blasé and 
stayed in our nice warm beds until the drone of the bombers or the ‘thud’ of exploding 
bombs got too close for comfort. 

One memorable night we left it rather too late and I can still hear the noise of a 
bomb exploding in the road outside and see our front door coming straight at me as I 
came down the stairs. By deftly retreating a few feet I was not hit and was then able to 
run over the door and get into our ‘safe’ place. Steven had an even luckier escape that 
night. When we went into his bedroom on the ground floor in the morning after the 
‘all-clear’ had sounded we found a foot long shard of glass had gone, like an arrow, 
straight through the hollow in his pillow where his head had been only moments 
before the bomb exploded. After these close shaves we went back to our routine of 

going to our ‘shelter’ as soon as the siren 
sounded. 
 
Easter 1942 – Steven, Derek and Father in 
Llandudno 
 
 It may seem strange that we were able to 
go on holiday to Llandudno in 1942, but it was a 
relief to get away from the bombing. 

Food was, of course, rationed but like all 
young boys with hollow legs Steven and I were 
perpetually hungry. Mother and Father rose to 
the occasion by growing an assortment of 
vegetables and animals in our small garden. We 
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had chickens, ducks, rabbits and goats. The latter gave us a supply of tuberculosis free 
milk we drank and from which we also made cheese. To supplement the butter ration 
we used to collect the cream from the top of the bottles of milk, put it in a sterilised 
Heinz salad cream bottle and shake until a small blob of butter appeared, which 
helped to eke out the meagre ration. 

Somewhere in the vicinity of Sidcup there was a ‘Smith’s Crisps’ factory and 
by some devious means we used to get a regular supply of potato crisp sweepings 
from the factory floor to augment the feed we gave to the chickens and ducks. These 
sweepings came in old hessian sacks and tasted fine to me although I’m sure they had 
been declared unfit for human consumption. Working on the old adage that you have 
to eat a peck of dirt before you die I feel sure I had my fair share, which has stood me 
in good stead since I have never been one to have allergies, asthma and the like. 
[Modern parents should perhaps take note and although I am not advocating feeding 
floor sweepings to one’s little darlings perhaps a little less of the current overly sterile 
world would do wonders]. 

Steven and I did a lot of collecting during these years. We would go out first 
thing in the morning after an air raid and pick up as much shrapnel as we could find, a 
considerable amount from our garden where it fell after bouncing off the roof. This 
was mainly from the anti-aircraft guns, which were positioned all around for the 
defence of London. We also collected grass and dandelions for rabbit feed from the 
grounds of Footscray Place. Here there were ‘tank traps’, deep ditches with a vertical 
side nearest to London, designed to prevent or delay enemy tanks on their way to the 
Capital. Fortunately they were never needed, but after a while they filled with 
rainwater and became a wonderful place for all the local lads, including Steven and 
myself, to collect newts, both common and great crested. The latter were to be found 
in great profusion, although where they came from remains a mystery. 

Unfortunately I do not know the history of Footscray Place, but from the 
grounds one could tell that people of substance had lived there in some style. There 
were ‘ice houses’, where ice from the ponds was collected in the winter months and 
stored for use during summer and there was a particularly fascinating swimming pool 
with summerhouse in the grounds. The latter had two storeys but no obvious staircase 
to get to the upper floor. After much searching we eventually found that on either side 
of the fireplace at the end of the ground floor room was a concealed door. Behind 
these were the two sets of rather narrow stairs leading to the room above. Why the 
place was constructed in such a manner is a mystery and one can only surmise that its 
purpose was to facilitate secret trysts between lovers.  

In 1944 the ‘doodlebugs’ started to fly over us. There seemed to be some six 
different tracks for these, one of which came straight over the top of our house. These 
weapons were highly unpredictable in their behaviour – sometimes the engine would 
cut out and the bomb would immediately dive into the ground and explode – 
sometimes they would carry on gliding after the engine stopped and disappear from 
sight before we could hear the explosion in the distance – sometimes they would dive 
into the ground with the engine still at full power. When we heard one coming we 
would rush outside to see which track it was on. If it was not on ‘our’ track or once it 
had passed us we would continue with what we had been doing. Also about this time 
the V2 rockets started landing, and since they travelled faster than the speed of sound 
the noise of their arrival was only heard after they exploded. One night a V2 landed 
on the lodge of Footscray Place, some 200 yards from our house, killing the parents of 
a boy we knew. We cared for him and he stayed with us for a few days until he could 
be sent to relatives. 
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 As Mother was pregnant with my sister Nola, Father decided that enough was 
enough and on 19th July 1944 we were once again sent up north to Retford to stay 
with Grandpa and Grandma Marshall – just in the nick of time it seems, as Nola was 
born on the 29th!  Once again I went to school in Retford, again at the King Edward 
Grammar School. I walked there and back each day from ‘Windycroft’, a total of six 
miles. This was not, as one might suppose, a great hardship as I was able to go along 
the towpath of the Chesterfield and Worksop canal and then by footpath across fields 
to home, and also because we were at that time sharing the school building with 
another school (from Worksop I think), we only went to school three days a week. We 
went on Monday, Wednesday and Friday, while the other school attended on Tuesday, 
Thursday and Saturday. The footpath I used crossed, as I mentioned earlier, the LNER 
mainline from Kings Cross to Edinburgh and I spent many a happy hour watching 
more of the famous engines such as ‘Silver Link’ and ‘Papyrus’, etc., especially on 
the non-school days. I also had the novel experience of being taught carpentry by the 
same master that taught my Father when he was at KE Grammar School during the 
1914/18 war.  

Speaking of being taught things, occasionally I would come across two 
tramps, ‘Ebb and Flo’ as they travelled around the area. Ebb and Flo were reputed to 
be a son of a wealthy family and their maid, who had taken to the road and listening to 
them haranguing the general public certainly increased my vocabulary of swear words 
to a considerable degree! The two of them were decidedly odd and Ebb towed all his 
worldly goods behind him in an old-fashioned basket invalid chair, whereas Flo 
pushed hers before her in a large pram that had once seen better days. 

We returned home to Sidcup on 19th April 1945 just in time for VE Day and a 
welcome change back to some sort of normality in our lives, although my schooling 
had suffered to some degree. Early in my years at secondary school I had been in the 
‘A’ stream, but for whatever reason I was not keeping up sufficiently and I was put 
down to the ‘B’ stream in my third and fourth years. This caused my father to give me 
a lecture on the subject of ‘pulling my finger out’ and by the end of the fourth year I 
had done just that and received the form prize! Henceforth I was put back in the ‘A’ 
stream, where I remained until I left school. 

In August I went with many of my friends to a school harvest camp in South 
Petherton in Somerset. Here we had a grand time, although it was hard work, 
especially when a few of us were given the task of pulling ten acres of flax by hand. 
This involved pulling up the ripe stalks of the flax and tying them into bundles. If you 
have never done this you will be unaware how sharp flax can be! The trick to avoid 
tearing ones hands to shreds, we soon learnt, was to grip each handful of the stalks 
extremely tightly so that they couldn’t slide through one’s fingers. I forget how many 
days we took to do this, but I do remember that the weather was very hot and sunny so 
we welcomed the offer from the farmer to refresh us with some cider. This was 
homemade on the farm and we were somewhat surprised, not to say disgruntled, when 
we only given a couple of inches of the golden liquid in the bottom of a tumbler – that 
was until we drank it!! It was real ‘scrumpy’ and as we were all only about 14 or 15 
the effect on us was dramatic, to say the least. However we soon got the taste for it 
and many of our gang were to be seen carrying a bottle of the stuff down to the fields 
for the remainder of our time in that delightful county. 

 Our camp was only a few miles from Montacute House (now National Trust, 
but then still privately owned) and there was a beacon on a hill nearby. We learned 
from the locals that Montacute had a ghost, which occasionally walked abroad and 
announced its presence by lighting a fire in the beacon. Now to schoolboys of our age 
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this was not only an opportunity for fun, but a challenge as well. Consequently, one 
night we cycled to the beacon and with a suitable supply of dry sticks, paper and 
matches etc. lit up.  The talk in the village and pubs next day had to be heard to be 
believed, because prior to this everyone only knew someone who knew someone who 
had seen the beacon alight but now everyone had actually seen it!!  

Another of my interests at this time was collecting engine numbers, which 
started during my second evacuation to Retford. There was a series of books by Ian 
Allen, one for each of the railway companies, i.e. LNER; LMS; GWR and Southern 
Railway. Having twice lived cheek by jowl with the LNER I had seen most of the 
named engines and living in Sidcup I had easy access to many of the Southern 
locomotives. A pal and I would occasionally go up to Clapham Junction, then the 
largest railway junction in the world, and spend many happy hours spotting. My 
favourites were the 4-4-0 Schools 
Class engines named after the most 
famous public schools. One of them 
still survives on the ‘Bluebell Line’ not 
far from where I now live. On another 
occasion my pal and I went up to 
Liverpool Street station to spot engines 
not seen on the main LNER east coast 
line. At the time coaches were brought 
into the station from the sidings by a 
tank engine like the one shown above. We were hovering around one after the train 
had departed when the driver invited us onto the footplate. We accepted this 
unexpected pleasure with alacrity and to our considerable delight we were allowed to 
‘drive’ to the other end of the platform. This was my first experience of ‘driving’ 
anything bigger than a bicycle. 
 In spite of the discomforts of pulling flax it would seem that I was not put off 
harvest camps and in the summer of 1947 I was to be found at Kidlington near 
Oxford. I am the rather sullen looking boy eighth from the left in the middle row! 
 

Curiously I cannot remember the work we did, but I do remember that it was 
here I was introduced to the game of ‘pudducks’. This game is greatly suited to those 
gatherings where numbers are large, as any amount of participants are allowed, indeed 
positively encouraged. It is a mixture of cricket and rounders and the rules are fairly 
lax. ‘Hit and run’ is enforced and there is a bowler at each end of the pitch [22 yards] 
and the ball is bowled by whichever bowler has it. There are only two stumps and the 
two batters have a rounders bat each. A tennis ball is used, which prevents injury as 
one way of being ‘out’ is to be hit by the ball being returned by any fielder. 
Everybody fields, and all the players get a turn at batting, thus all are involved all the 
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time. As can be seen it is an ideal game for large gatherings of people, and it teaches 
you to keep your wits about you. 

Speaking of games, I never liked soccer as it is in my view totally boring, so 
instead I played lacrosse, a much faster and more interesting game. I also played 
tennis and swam a lot, once I had taught myself to swim. I did this by cycling to 

Eltham, the nearest swimming pool, every Saturday 
morning for an entire winter and although I couldn’t 
swim a width at the start, by the time spring arrived I 
could, and did, swim a mile each time I visited the baths. 
 Two other events happened at about this time. 
Firstly, when I joined the Senior Scouts at their inception 
(I had previously been a Cub and then a Boy Scout) I was 
put in the R.J.Mitchell patrol. I’m not sure that I 
appreciated what R.J.Mitchell had been famous for, in 
spite of winning a poster competition during the ‘Battle 
of Britain’ by depicting a Spitfire advertising ‘War 
Weapons Week’. However my presence in ‘his’ patrol 
might be interpreted as a pointer to my future. 

Secondly I was a very enthusiastic builder of 
model aeroplanes, including the one pictured. The Sea 

Fury was the fastest single engine 
plane built in this era and my model, 
with its 2cc engine, was also fast. It 
was a control-line job and I calculated 
its top speed to be something over 
60mph! I also built several gliders, 
one of which was so good that when I 
launched it on its maiden flight it 
soared away over some nearby houses 
and I never saw it again despite 
chasing after it on my bicycle. 
 During my time in the sixth form I was involved in several pranks. In 
retrospect some of these now seem to have been quite dangerous, although no harm 
was done to anyone and the following is one of the more harmless. The ‘senior’ 
chemistry lab had four benches each equipped with four workstations with sink, water 
tap and gas tap with Bunsen burner attached by rubber hose. It was the practice for the 
laboratory assistant to turn off the water supply at the main tap in his office during the 
lunch hour, presumably to prevent unauthorised use of the lab by us students, who 
were known to be keen to try various illicit experiments, such as the construction of 
fireworks. Anyway on the day in question after the water had been turned off and the 
assistant had gone for lunch a few of us nipped into the lab and disconnected all 
sixteen Bunsen burners from the gas taps and re-connected them to the water taps, 
turned all these full on and retired to a suitable vantage point to witness what 
happened next. The result was far beyond our expectations, because on his return the 
lab assistant unlocked his office, went in and turned on the water at the main tap. We 
were rewarded by the sight of sixteen fountains of water jetting up to the ceiling of the 
lab. Now I, and no doubt the reader, would have immediately turned off the water at 
the main, but this chap, no doubt in a panic, went and closed each of the sixteen taps 
individually, getting soaked in the process. We all made ourselves as scarce as frog’s 
feathers and kept a low profile for the rest of the day. It was just as well that ‘Jumbo’ 



10 

10 

never got to hear about my part in this as I might not have got such a glowing 
reference when I came to end of my school days. 
 Another event that made my sixth form days memorable was the visit to the 
‘Scientific Society’, of which I was secretary, of the well-known broadcaster, 
Wynford Vaughan Thomas. He had recently been with King George VI and Queen 
Elizabeth during their visits to the U.S.A., South Africa and India. During his address 
he told anecdotes to illustrate the differing philosophies of life in those three 
countries. In India a railway company was building a new line which involved making 
a tunnel through a mountain. An American civil engineer was in charge of the project 
with an Indian as his number two. The normal methods were being used, i.e. the 
tunnel was being excavated from both ends so that they would eventually meet in the 
middle. Blasting and digging continued for some months, but due to a mis-calculation, 
when they met the two ends were mis-aligned by some two feet! The American was 
most upset, saying, “Back in the States there would be a Congressional inquiry if this 
happened, etc., etc.” His Indian colleague was not in the least worried, saying, “In 
India we don’t mind if we miss altogether, because then we would have two 
tunnels!!” When I visited the Sub Continent in later years I realised just how accurate 
a description this was. 

 In the summer holiday of 1947 I 
finished building my new bicycle, for 
which I had saved up pocket money and 
any other that I gleaned from birthdays 
etc. At the time it was my pride and joy 
and in many ways could be said to be 
the start of my interest in mechanical 
engineering, which in later years I have 

heard described as ‘tinkering with cars’! I cycled from 
Sidcup to Retford, a distance of about 160 miles, to 
visit Grandpa and Grandma Marshall at ‘Windycroft’. 
This took me about 12 hours and my route was 
through London and up the A1, or ‘Great North Road’ 
as it was then known, and when it was just a road of 
just one lane each way. Apart from being quite 
surprised by my arrival by bicycle, I think Grandpa 
was quite impressed by my feat, as he had been a keen 
cyclist in his younger days and I still have the medal, 
pictured above, he received for regular attendance at 
his club’s outings. The cycle he rode was a penny-
farthing and I am sure his feats of riding exceeded 
mine by a long chalk. 

It is interesting to reflect that today it would be difficult to repeat my ride, as 
the A1 is now a prohibited road for cycles. I suppose the only way to do it would be to 
plan a route along country lanes, etc. I say that Grandpa was surprised by my 
unannounced arrival because they didn’t have a telephone. In fact they still didn’t 
have electricity and I will always remember Grandma filling the oil lamps every day 
and Grandpa walking down to the local garage once a week to take the lead/acid 
battery for re-charging and returning with the one he left the previous week. This way 
they were able to have a wireless for listening to special programmes. Too much 
listening and the battery went flat before the end of the week! 
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In May and June 1948 I sat my Higher School Certificate examinations in 
Chemistry, Applied Maths, Pure Maths and Physics. Unfortunately I managed to 
contract mumps at about this time so I had to do several papers in isolation in the 
school secretary’s office. 

In September, having passed the exams and gained Inter B.Sc I started work as 
a laboratory assistant with the Prince Regent Tar Company in Silvertown. At the same 
time I started a degree course, part time, at Sir John Cass College in Jewry Street in 
London. The hours and conditions under which I worked, which were quite normal 
for the time, would have modern students organising protest marches on the streets. 
After the usual hours, 9 to 5, at Silvertown I would travel to Jewry Street for three 
hours of lectures or laboratory work from 6 to 9pm. This happened every weekday 
except Thursday, and on Wednesday afternoons I had lectures from 2 to 5. On 
Saturdays I worked from 9 to noon. I recall that my pay was £4 10 shillings per week 
before tax! After two years of my nose to the grindstone I managed to persuade the 
Kent Education Committee to award me a grant so that I could attend University full 
time, starting in October 1950. 

Although my time at Silvertown was hard work it was not without its lighter 
moments. On one occasion we were larking about in the lab and I was wielding a 
‘Pyrene’ fire extinguisher of the type with which one pumps carbon tetrachloride onto 
a fire, with the intent of spraying a fellow lab assistant, when the Chief Chemist 
‘Jock’ walked through the door just in time to catch the blast. Fortunately for me he 
had a reasonable sense of humour and I got away with a light wigging! 

 The main ‘character’ of the lab was an elderly cockney lady called Maud who 
did all the cleaning and washing of the equipment. At Christmas she always brought a 
bottle of gin to work with her and insisted that we all have a drink with her to 
celebrate the ‘festive season’. We drank out of beakers and the whole occasion has 

been forever etched in my memory, as we had to 
drink the gin undiluted!! Yuk!! 

 During ‘Rag Week’ a number of amusing 
incidents took place, one of which was the 
cementing of a WC to a pavement in Trafalgar 
Square. This was done under the cover of a PO 
Telephone’s repair tent and it was some three weeks 
before it was discovered, by which time the cement 
was well and truly set.  

 In 1948/49 I passed my driving test and for 
a couple of years I went around on a 250cc BSA 
motorbike. As can be seen crash helmets were not 

yet compulsory. 
 In January 1951 we moved to Sutton Lodge, Sutton-at-Hone, near Dartford 
and soon after this I decided that I’d had enough of motor cycling for the time being – 
I’d fallen off a couple of times, once on an icy lane and once on the wooden blocks in 
London, which were absolute death traps 
when wet! As a matter of historical record, 
the Prince Regent Tar Company, for 
whom I was then working, made these 
wood blocks. Fortunately they were in the 
process of being removed. Although ideal 
for horse drawn vehicles for which they 
were meant, as they deadened the noise of 
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the iron-rimmed cartwheels, they were less than ideal for vehicles with rubber tyres. 
Thus I exchanged my BSA for my first car, a 1932 Wolseley Hornet Daytona 

Special. I rebuilt the engine, having it re-bored on site, and re-sprayed it bright green 
using a spray gun and an air supply from a vacuum cleaner. The result, whilst not of 
prize-winning quality, was surprisingly good and Mother named it ‘The Green 
Dragon’ – picture above. It was a very advanced design for 1932, having a six 
cylinder in line engine with an overhead camshaft at a time when most cars of similar 
size had side valve engines. I don’t know who fitted it, but the exhaust was a straight 
through Servais system with a copper tailpipe, which looked magnificent after it was 
polished, although this shine didn’t last long once the engine was started! It had rather 
a small petrol tank and I used to carry an emergency supply in a WW II vintage ‘jerry’ 
can, which I still have, and still use to store petrol! 
 Sutton Lodge, pictured below before and after the Virginia creeper had been 
removed from the walls together with several million spiders, birds’ nests etc, had a 
most interesting garden, which must have been a grand sight in its heyday. It had two 
giant redwoods and a large orchard of fruit trees. It also had wells, an icehouse and 

the remains of a 
‘Pineapple House’, 
plus the north wall 
of the garden was 
hollow, with a 
chimney at one 
end and a fireplace 
at the other. In the 

days when both coal and labour were cheap this fire was kept going during cold 
weather in the winter, allowing vegetables to be grown out of season. 

During our time there we carried on keeping chickens, much as we had done 
in Sidcup, although on a somewhat larger scale. At one time we were sure that 
someone was stealing the odd bird or two, so I rigged up an alarm system to let us 
know if the gate to the chicken run was opened. My ‘alarm’ consisted of a jam jar 
containing photographic flash powder, a piece of fuse wire connected to two 
terminals, in turn connected to a car battery via a contact on the gate. The jar was put 
in an empty 5-gallon drum to hide it and prevent injury from flying glass. I calculated 
that the device would make sufficient noise for it to be heard in the house, which was 
some distance away. To be sure it worked I thought it best to conduct a trial. To say 
that the trial was a success would be a considerable understatement. When I set it off 
there was a tremendous ‘BANG’ and the bottom of the drum became completely 
hemispherical. At this point I had second thoughts about the enterprise and abandoned 
it. Curiously, though, we never lost any more chickens, so perhaps the thief got the 
message somehow! 

About this time Mother decided to keep pigs and after Father and I had made 
suitable accommodation for them three Wessex Saddlebacks sows arrived. Soon it 
was time for them to be mated and I was despatched to a friendly pig farmer in nearby 
Horton Kirby to borrow his boar, which fortunately for me was completely docile, as I 
had to ‘walk’ it along the lanes to enable it to perform its duty, after which I had to 
‘walk’ it home again.  

After my parents moved from Sutton Lodge to Eastbourne in 1953 the house 
and grounds were sold to a developer who demolished the house and there is now a 
housing estate on the site. The first I knew of this was when I flew over the area in a 
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helicopter sometime in the 1970’s. We circled the area twice before I could convince 
myself that the house really had gone! 

 Whilst we lived in Sutton-at-Hone I became a 
member, and before long, the President of the local Young 
Conservatives. This was not so much an expression of my 
political beliefs as an opportunity to meet lots of quite 
delightful girls! One year we went to the national conference 
at the Grand Hotel in Brighton and had a jolly good time 
finishing with a party in someone’s room. One of the hotel 
staff remarked the following morning, “We can always tell 
when the Young Conservatives have been here because all 
the tooth mugs from the rooms are found in one room!” The 
delightful young lady cuddling me at a ‘Tramp Supper’ is, I 
think, ample evidence of why I enjoyed being a Young 
Conservative. 
 In October 1950, when I started full time at university I felt that a career in 
chemistry was not for me and I told Father so, suggesting that I should join the Royal 
Air Force instead. Father, however, insisted that I stick with my degree course and so 
I spent the next two years full time at Sir John Cass College. I passed the mathematics 
part of the course with flying colours, but my heart wasn’t really in chemistry, so it 
came as no surprise to find I’d failed the theory, although my marks in the practical 
were sufficient for a first class degree. This seemed to be a considerable setback at the 
time, but had I been the proud owner of a ‘crystal ball’ I would have seen it was for 
the best. YCNSTWLEM! 

In August 1952, having finished at 
university, Steven and I decided to tour 
Scotland in the ‘Green Dragon’. We set off 
with high hopes of being able to eke out our 
meagre funds by camping, or rather sleeping 
out under the stars, since we didn’t possess a 
tent. Once we got to Scotland this idea proved 
to be impossible as the weather was less than 
co-operative. We travelled to Scotland via the 
east coast as far as John O’Groats taking in 

such sights as Lincoln Cathedral, Durham Cathedral, The Forth Bridge and the Tay 
Bridge. The picture shows the Tay Bridge taken from Wormit and one can see just to 
the left of the house some of the remains of the piles from the first ill-fated bridge, 
which fell down one stormy night taking a train 
with it. 

Having reached John O’Groats we 
headed west along the north coast then southeast 
along the A838, which you can see from the 
picture right is nothing much more than a dirt 
track. Nowadays it looks more like an ‘A’ road 
as it has been covered in tarmac. You may 
wonder why I’ve bothered to include this picture 
as the scenery hardly merits its inclusion. The 
shot was taken just at the northern end of Loch Merkland and it is a pretty wild spot. 
We had stopped to top up the radiator of the ‘Green Dragon’, something we had to do 
with monotonous frequency due to a slight leak. We hadn’t seen anybody on or off 
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the road for hours, but while we were filling the radiator two men in deerstalking 
attire with telescopes hove into sight coming towards us. Naturally we stood up from 
our task and wished them ‘good morning’, but to our utter astonishment and disbelief 
they strode past us noses in the air, without saying a word. So much for Scottish 
hospitality or to take a charitable view, maybe they didn’t understand English! 

From here we proceeded to Lairg and on to Inverness, the well-named 
‘Granite City’, then along the south-eastern side of Loch Ness. This particular day we 
were having nice warm sunshine and we felt that a swim in the loch would be just the 
thing! Having donned our trunks we went into the water, which was quite shallow for 
some 30 yards from the shore at this point. This was when we discovered why people 
do not swim in Loch Ness – by the time we reached water deep enough to reach our 
calves our feet were more or less suffering from frostbite so we left the water in a 
hurry! 

It had been our intention to return home down the west coast, but due to the 
rough road surfaces one of the springs on the front of the car broke. This and the fact 
that we had by now nearly run out of funds having had to stay in B & B’s most nights 
as the weather did not allow us to sleep under the stars, made us decide to return to 
Kent by the most direct route possible. This we did, arriving at some time in the 
middle of the night, much to the surprise of our parents. Not quite the sort of tour I 
might want to do today, but at 17 and 21 respectively Steven and I felt it had been a 
worthwhile experience. 

 

 
 Another of my interests while living at Sutton Lodge was amateur dramatics. 
The left hand picture was taken during a production of ‘Mr Pym Passes By’ in 1951 
and on the right I am playing the part of the detective in ‘The Late Christopher Bean’ 
in 1952. Sir Alec Guinness I was most definitely not, but the experience taught me a 
lot about play acting, which was to stand me in good stead some five or six years 
later, although I didn’t know it at the time. YCNSTWLEM! 
 I’ve never been what you might call a talented sportsman, but while at Sutton-
at-Hone I did play a bit of cricket for the Farningham Village team. I think the main 
reason I got in the team was to make up the numbers. However it did give me the 
opportunity to play in a charity match against a team who had managed to secure the 
services of Godfrey Evans as wicket keeper. If you have never had the privilege of 
batting with one of Kent and England’s most famous keepers behind your stumps you 
will be unaware that in village games he was wont to crack jokes, which, although 
funny, definitely put you off your stroke. I went in at number eleven and managed to 
score eleven, no thanks to Godfrey. Great fun though! 
 As you read the following chapters you may come to agree that although it 
would be going a bit far to say that one’s destiny is written in the stars, it is entirely on 
the cards that looking at one’s early life can give an insight into what happens in later 
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years. Looking back at my early life I can now see, with the 20/20 hindsight that 
comes with age, that a lot of my interests in my formative years could have acted as 
pointers to my career(s)! 


