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Early days in Forest Hill
I grew up in Forest Hill, south London, in the 1930s. It was a simple and
uncomplicated childhood, without internet, iPads and mobile phones. I was
born in 1929, just after our house in Pearfield Road was built. The road was
a cul-de-sac, with recently completed semi-detached houses and a small
number of older ones. There were only four cars between the 40 or so
houses, which meant that the road was our playground. My brother John
was five years older than me, and the two of us used the road as a playing
field for cricket and football. My friends and I even chalked a race track on
the road surface for our toy cars. We went on trips to the local park in Mayo
Road with our bikes, along the footpath which led from the top of our road,
with a bottle of pop and a bag of sweets. We’d be in trouble if we weren’t
home for meal times, so we would make sure to ask the nearest grown up
for the time if we couldn’t see the clock on the pavilion at the Sydenham
end of the park.

Holidays
When I was around five or six years old – in the mid-1930s – our holidays
were spent in Kent, along the river, which took us through Shoreham,
Eynsford and Lullingstone. We rambled beside the hop fields, the fields of
corn and past the field of mulberry trees produced for the silkworms raised
by Lady Hart Dyke at Lullingstone Castle.
     I had my first sight and feel of a farm on holiday in Sellindge, near
Ashford, with its smells of the yard and new-mown hay, watching the cows
being milked and drinking the milk, fresh and still warm – things that made
the holidays so special for me.
     We then started to go further afield for family holidays. My first trip was a
week in Bournemouth, where I picked up some form of infection. There was
more disaster when the car broke down in the New Forest on the way
home. Mother and I were rescued by an AA man on a motorbike and
sidecar, who put Mother, John and I on a coach back to London.
     After that we went on another farm holiday to Manaccan in Cornwall, on
the Lizard Peninsula. That was a real adventure as we drove down in two
cars; the four or us were in one car, and in the other there was my aunt,
uncle and my two cousins – Eileen, who was two years older than John,
and Connie, her older sister. There were no motorways over the three-
hundred mile trip, and very few dual carriageways, so we made slow
progress. We broke the journey and camped where we could, finding a
good place up against the stones at Stonehenge. There were no protective
fences then.
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    Once we arrived at the farm in Manaccan, we made sure we enjoyed
everything we could – the coves, the estuaries, the fishing. I remember the
King Harry ferry, which crossed between the Roseland peninsula and
Feock, Truro and Falmouth. The estuary there had moorings upstream and
a large sailing ship, the Cutty Sark, was at anchor. To this day the same
estuary is used as a mooring for ships with no work.
    I had to miss out on some of the adventures. My father’s insistence, ‘You
are much too young to come fishing tonight’ meant that I had to miss out
while he and John went on a night fishing expedition with a local fisherman,
coming back laden with fish and a conger eel so long and big it had to be
tied to the car’s bumper to get it back to base.
    Back at home, that same ‘you are too young’ excuse was brought out to
keep me at home on the night of the great Crystal Palace fire in November
1936, which burnt down the ‘people’s palace’ in Upper Norwood. Everyone
else went to see it that night, but I didn’t go until the next morning when
Father took me. By then it was shocking to see the magnificent glass
building already reduced to a smoking pile of debris, with only two glass
towers left standing at each end of the site to mark what had been.
    After Cornwall, our next adventure was to Norfolk, north of London – a
holiday that would influence my life greatly, although I didn’t know it at the
time. Our destination was Evesham House, a town house in the high street
in Swaffham (a market town south of Kings Lynn) belonging to a farmer and
his wife, the Strattons, known to us as the ‘Strats’. I remember the wood
carving of the Pedlar of Swaffham inside St Peter and St Paul’s Church.
According to legend, the Pedlar had travelled to London only to find
treasure in his own back garden. We made many trips out in the trap with
George the pony, although he was already old, and, when he died, must
have been one of the few horses who ever had his obituary in the local
papers! I remember shooting for threepenny pieces with a Diana air rifle on
five-bar gates, especially in competition with a farmer’s son of my own age,
Jimmy Warner.
    We were made so welcome by the Strattons that, from that time on, we
spent every holiday with them, except for one summer in 1939, when we
went to Kessingland in Suffolk, with its sandy beaches. To my surprise, at
the end of the holiday, instead of going home, we were whisked off for
another holiday in Swaffham. As a ten-year old, I couldn’t understand why
this was happening as I was due to join John at St Dunstan’s – just down
the road in Catford – for the autumn term.
    The Strattons had moved to The Farm House in Ash Close, which is now
Strattons Hotel. It was a lovely, gabled house with an imposing terrace,
which I think had played a part in Mrs Strat’s childhood. Her father was
‘Razor’ Smith, a great Surrey and England cricketer, who had used the
house and area as his base for sourcing willow for the Stuart Surridge
cricket bats. 
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We settled in to enjoy our extra break, although my father had to rush back to
London. There was something serious happening, but I didn’t understand at
that time what it was that my father, mother, and other grown ups were so
worried about. Then one Sunday, Mr Stratton was driving us out in the trap,
with George, the pony, in the shafts. It was a day that changed everything for
ever. At 11 o’clock, we pulled up outside a cottage just as Neville
Chamberlain announced: ‘We are at war with Germany’. We went back to
Ash Close straightaway, to the sound of the first air raid siren sounding a
warning. That time it was just a false alarm, but to remember that sound still
fills me with a sense of foreboding and sends shivers down my spine. 
    Father rushed back to London at once, but as the heavy bombing we had
anticipated didn’t materialise, we all returned home. Things had changed. We
knew that Father and Mother had been listening to what was happening in
Spain on the wireless. Now we tried to carry on as usual, but precautions
were being taken. Father took the car to the garage to have it blacked out,
and we all felt anxious, certain that we were soon to be ‘in for it.’

The phoney war
At the end of 1939 I started my first term at St Dunstan’s College. In normal
times, this would have meant a bus ride or a walk from Pearfield Road to
Catford, but the school had been evacuated to Reigate in Surrey, so John
and I were billeted with a lovely family. Mr and Mrs Jefferies had an adult
daughter and lived near the telephone exchange in Church St in the centre of
town.
    In retrospect, I don’t know how the staff managed to teach us in the
conditions they faced. When we started, there were no premises, though I
remember that we used a scout hut in Earlswood at one time, as well as the
basement of Redhill Technical School, which was loaned out to St Dustan’s.
What I didn’t know was that I would soon be starting my travels.

1940
We came home for the school holidays in the summer of 1940. That year the
weather was beautiful, and we were lucky to have so many friends in our
road and our big garden to play in. All the boys in our gang had Hornby
Gauge O clockwork trains and track, which we pooled together to make a
large layout at the bottom of our garden.
    After the defeat of France, things changed very quickly for all of us. We
children carried on playing in the garden, but once the Battle of Britain started
in July, the sound of air raid warning sirens sent all of us kids running to our
indoor shelters. Father had torn out the floor of his study and put in nine-inch
brickwork, thickening the walls and reinforcing the ceiling, to create a shelter
for the family, and also for my friends when they were playing at the house.
Although most of the air battle was to the south, over Kent, it did reach
Croydon. Once, as we rushed to the shelter, we could see the planes twisting 
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and turning over the old Croydon airport. We used to play monopoly in the
shelter, leaving the game just as it was when the all clear siren went,
running back to play in the garden until the next raid came.
    One afternoon we had the first bombs falling near us, close to the
Sydenham gas works, which were just down the hill. Then, this was closely
followed by a massive air raid on the Thames Surrey Docks. Even in Forest
Hill the sky glowed red from enormous fires.

The Blitz
The blitz started in early September 1940, with the bombing continuing in
earnest. One night, after a particularly large explosion, Father woke up with
a start and said to Mother, ‘You and the boys are out of here first thing in
the morning.’ We were packed and dressed at first light, with the car loaded
with everything that we could anticipate we would need for a long break
from London. Mother and Father didn’t consider the billet we had in Reigate
as safe, as it was right in the firing line, so we set off north through London,
heading back to the Strattons in Swaffham, and to safety.
    As we went across south London, the journey took us through smoking
ruins and blocked roads, with the devastation getting increasingly worse as
we got nearer to the river and the City of London. At one point, we were
completely blocked from going further. However, a  City of London police
sergeant came up to the car, recognised Father as an old comrade from the
1914-18 war and arranged for us to be guided through the smoking City
and through to the far side – where we found green fields and no signs of
war.
    At Brandon, on the border of Norfolk, the Home Guard had road blocks
halfway across the road, with barbed wire pulled across. We were stopped
by soldiers in full battle dress, but once Father showed our identity cards
and his special pass (relating to his appointment to control emergency
building works) the barrier was promptly lifted.  
    We went on to Swaffham, where a new phase in my life started. When
we got there we found the Farm House, Ash Close, Hammond’s Grammar
School, and the whole bustle of the town affected by the threat of war and
invasion. Father left us and went back to London, coming to see us at
weekends when he had enough petrol, which was strictly rationed by then.
    Some months later the heavy bombing stopped, so Mother and John
returned to London, but they decided it would be best to leave me there
with the Palmers, the family of a boy in my class at school. The Palmers
had a dairy farm in Sporle, just a few miles from Swaffham, with prize-
winning Friesian cattle. They treated me with great kindness and
forbearance. Michael, my form mate, not only put up with me, but taught me
all about farming, and I’ve never forgotten the experience. 
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I did my best to help with the milking and feeding stock in all weathers, and
since then I have never lost a love of farming and respect for those that give
their life to the land.

Back to Forest Hill
London was bombed for eight months, with more than one million houses
destroyed or damaged. But by the middle of 1941, London had become
quiet again, with only the occasional air raid. My brother John had gone into
the army and it was considered safe for me to go home. I went to a
temporary grammar school in Lewisham, Colfe’s, just north of the hospital,
which catered for all of the boys in the area whose schools were still
evacuated outside London.   
    We had spells of excitement, such as the night that the anti-aircraft
rocket battery on Blackhealth shot at a German aircraft and a large shell
case demolished our chicken house. The chickens only ever roosted in the
trees after that. We had another raid which showered our road and the
adjacent ones with incendiary bombs, some of which were the new
explosive type. Our road had at least 150 of these bombs scattered on the
houses and gardens, and everyone rushed out with buckets of water and
stirrup water pumps. Father and I were called down the road to No. 28,
which had a fire in the ground floor back room, and after much pumping and
many buckets of water, we managed to put it out. A gas main in our footpath
had also been hit and was burning for some time until the leak could be
sealed, and my cousin Harold and I spent the rest of the night using our
garden hose to save the garden fence from burning. We didn’t have much
time to feel proud of our achievements as we needed to look after many of
our neighbours’ houses that had been hit. The new bombs had also
resulted in one fatality and another person had sustained serious injuries.
    Most of the time, all was quiet, except for the occasional raid. But one
day, in January 1943, we had just walked under the railway from the old
Colfe’s school site in Lewisham Park and were crossing the large bomb site
on our way to the convent in Belmont Hill where we used to have lunch,
when we were amazed to see three or four fighter planes coming over at
roof-top height. There were no barrage balloons up to deter any enemy
aircraft. It took us only seconds to spot that the planes were German and
then they were opening fire on us. We thought that they were aiming at the
station until we heard that they had put a bomb into the Sandhurst Road
school just as all the kids came out to play, causing terrible loss of life. We
could clearly see the pilots’ faces and we were scared stiff, flattening
ourselves swiftly on the ground. I’m now convinced that they knew exactly
what they were doing, and were just bent on causing the maximum number
of casualties and terror as they headed over for a hit on Lewisham station.
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The Walker and Case families, Swaffham. John and I first and second left.

Mother on Beauty at Ash Close



7

The Farmhouse, Ash Close

Father, me, Mother and John in Swaffham Lane



Invasion of Europe
After that, all was quiet for a while but then, one morning in June 1944, the
sky was full of planes all flying towards the channel. We boys were ardent
plane spotters, and the first wave we saw were American Martin B26-C
Marauders, all painted with black and white strips on the wings. There were
hundreds more above them at a greater height, all flying towards the
Channel. The invasion of Europe had started!
    We were all very thrilled, especially as so many of us had fathers and
brothers in the forces. John, my brother, had just passed out of Sandhurst
Royal Military College and was waiting to be posted to a regiment. We
didn’t think then of all those who would become casualties, adding to those
who had already died, or been injured or maimed. We boys all thought that
this was the beginning of the end of the war for us. How wrong we were!
    Only a few days later, we had an air raid warning in the night. We heard
just one plane, making a strange ‘phut phut’ noise. There was a big bang
and then silence – another plane shot down, or so we thought. On the next
day, I set off to school in Lewisham, riding my bike as usual. I had only just
arrived when an air raid warning sounded, and I heard that alarming plane
noise again. The second blitz had started.
    Our school assembly was over in seconds and we were told to go home
immediately, or if anyone didn’t have family at home, to report to the gym.
There had been several big explosions during assembly, but it didn’t
prepare me for my bike trip home down the High Street and past Lewisham
hospital. The road was covered in debris, and the alms houses (which are
now the registry office) had been flattened. All the surrounding buildings,
including the old doctors’ quarters, were badly damaged. 
    Just one V-1 or, as the Germans called it, Vengeance Weapon One, had
caused all the damage. The flying bomb, or doodlebug, as we called it, was
small and very fast, and when it ran out of fuel it delivered a 1,000 kg bomb
on impact; these bombs were really frightening. The Germans had made
thousands of them and had built lots of simple launch sites, which consisted
of rails with launch trolleys to send them on their way. These sites were
difficult to spot and destroy from the air, and we were left with the option of
destroying as many of them as possible while in flight. This was difficult
because they were very fast and small, and only our latest fighter aircraft
could catch them. Zones were established, with the fighter planes over the
sea as the first line of defence, next a belt of anti-aircraft guns on the coast,
then another fighter zone over Kent up to the downs. On the ridge around
Sevenoaks, every barrage balloon which could be mustered formed the last
belt of defence before the London suburbs south of the Thames. We
destroyed many of the V-1s, but a lot got through, doing an immense
amount of damage.
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    Early one morning after the first bomb, towards the end of June or
beginning of July 1944, Mother and I were in our indoor shelter while Father
was on duty fire watching, when we heard the noise of a flying bomb
approaching. To our dismay, the engine stopped! It seemed to be an age
before the house shook with an enormous explosion and we both knew that
the V-1 had landed very nearby. I went out into the hallway and found the
front door twisted and hanging from its hinges. The plaster from the ceiling
was still falling and the house was so full of dust, it was as if a fog had
submerged us. I went outside not knowing what I would see. The leaves on
the trees were still burning, while the houses opposite ours, numbers 44, 42
and 40, had very little of their roofs left. 
    The bomb had landed less than 100 yards away, behind the houses
opposite, on the edge of the local bowling green – fortunately burying itself
in the soft earth and leaving a large crater. I was shocked to see that the
Anderson air shelter nearby (a strong galvanised sheet steel structure) had
been moved sideways by the explosion and the family in it were obviously
in need of help. The two children were quickly taken to the air raid warden’s
post, as were their parents soon afterwards, all suffering from bleeding
noses, shock and bruises.

On my travels
Given the intensity of the attack, and with school being closed, I was once
again sent on my travels. I persuaded Mother and Father to let me cycle up
to Norfolk, this time to the family of another school friend, Jimmy. The
Warners had a farm at North Pickenham, a small village about three miles
from Swaffham.
    I set off at first light. I seemed to be in luck yet again, because just ten
minutes after I had gone under the foot tunnel in Forest Hill, a doodlebug hit
the station. So my last sight of Forest Hill for months was the pall of smoke
behind me as I crossed the ridge at the Horniman’s Museum. The rest of
the ride was uneventful, except for passing the airfields, which were very
busy. The American airforce had a base there, and I could see rows of
bright silver P47 Thunderbolt fighters on dispersal just the other side of the
hedge. I was used to seeing all our aircraft with camouflage paint, so it was
a shock.
    I broke my journey for the night in the youth hostel in Newmarket and the
next morning was fresh for the last push of my 100 miles to safety. I
approached North Pickenham from Swaffham, and about half-way there
was stopped by heavily-armed American military police manning a road
block. The top fields had become a massive air base. The Americans were
obviously expecting me, because as soon as I showed my identity card I
was waved through! I rode the next mile or so alongside the perimeter track
which was lined with B24 Liberator bombers. Pickenham was now 
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the home of two squadrons, with all their supporting crews and facilities.
Once I had gone down the hill I finally got to the farm and to a very warm
welcome from the Warners, my friend Jimmy’s family.
    That night I experienced an attack of real terror that is difficult to explain
to anyone who hasn’t experienced the same thing. A damaged aircraft was
coming in to land with a faulty engine, which was making a ‘phut phut’
noise. I just freaked out and shot out of bed, hiding under the stairs. At first,
the Warners couldn’t understand it, until Mr Warner, who had served with
distinction in the 1914-1918 war recognised it as a form of shell shock.
The Warners had adopted two American air crews, and on hearing that I
had ‘lost it’, wondered what was happening in London – as they had been
barred from going south for some time. They decided to find out for
themselves, borrowed a Jeep and drove down on a lovely sunny Sunday
morning. They drove into a peaceful St James’ Park, with the birds singing,
and had just pulled over when they heard ‘that noise’, followed by an
explosion nearby. That was the day that the Guards’ Chapel was hit. The
two men helped with the rescue work, as a service had been taking place
and there were many casualties. Then they returned to Norfolk in a hurry,
realising why they had not ‘been wasting bombs’ on bits of French coast
instead of bombing targets supporting the troops in Normandy. 

Caerphilly
The Warners could not have been more caring of me if they had been close
relatives. But Mother decided that it would be a good idea for me to do
some more travelling before I rejoined St Dunstan’s for the autumn term,
which was now evacuated to Caerphilly in South Wales.
    Mother had several old friends from her college days who wanted to tie
up with us again, so I went off as a rather poor ambassador. First I went
across country by train to Kings Lynn and from there to Crewe and from
Crewe to Workington. How Mother made all these arrangements I don’t
know. During the visit I made trips to the Lake District with a son of one of
Mother’s friends, who was my own age, and his friend. I will never forget
youth hostelling to Scarfell Pike and down to Dudden Valley; the beauty of
the fells and valleys have never left me and call me back.
    My next journey was a short trip to Blackburn, where I met with another
warm welcome and then back home. A few weeks later I was off again, this
time to school. It was a bad start, as the trip was not an easy one. First I
had to get to Manchester, with the train arriving late because of fog, and
then had to rush across Manchester to another station, only to see the
Cardiff train pull out of the station. I had missed it by seconds. There was
only one more train to Wales that day which got me to Cardiff in the
evening. The blackout was still in force, so when I arrived in Cardiff it was 
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in the dark, as there was no full lighting in the station. I was put onto the
wrong train, and another passenger got me out at the next stop. I caught a
train back to Cardiff just in time to catch the last train to Caerphilly. When I
arrived, I was greeted by Dr Fouk Jones, one of the schoolmasters, who
shepherded me to a local house for the night. 
    I later learnt that the school had sent a Master to look for me on every
train coming up the valley that day.
    Next day I was taken to find my first Welsh billet, a cramped miner’s
cottage with no bathroom or indoor toilet. This was before the time when
pits provided showers for the miners coming off their shifts, and a tin bath in
front of the range had to do. The school was not at first made welcome
locally, being regarded generally as ‘toffs’ from London, and it had great
difficulty in finding billets. But once again, I found great kindness and
generosity of spirit in the ordinary people in those days of adversity.
    I moved to a bigger house with two other St Dunstan’s boys to be nearer
to the school. It was a railway property with four bedrooms, which was
owned by the Great Western Railway and was provided for the foreman of
the railway workshops nearby. The main railway line ran just outside the
bedroom window, but it only took me a couple of days to be able to sleep
the night through in spite of the many ladened coal trains which passed.
    At that time the school developed one of the best rugby sides and we
were soon invited to play against the local grammar school. We won and
local attitudes changed overnight – if you were wearing a school blazer you
were immediately made welcome.
    Lessons were run in a school basement, which was not easy. A large old
house provided classrooms.  The junior boys were accommodated as
boarders in a large house at Penarth, away from the main school. We had
plenty of fun, including rugger kick-abouts, with the local boys. On one
occasion we were playing on a pitch which sloped down to the river. The
river was black with coal dust, so of course the ball went in, and when we
returned to our lodgings we were completely black with the dust. However,
we were met with a tolerant, ‘Did you have a good game, then?’
    I was in the fifth form, so had started in the cadet corps at the beginning
of the year. One night we helped the Home Guard and police to search the
trains coming down from the valleys for German prisoners who had made
their own version of the Great Escape! We spent the night, with weapons,
searching under railway wagons, but didn’t find anyone. We had trips to
Cardiff to concerts and to the ballet. And it was the day after seeing ‘Prince
Igor’ that Dr Jones called me out from class, to tell me that Mother had just
called him. My brother, John, had been killed in action. The dreadful trip
home and my subsequent return to Wales passed in a blur. John had been
my hero and, indeed, he was awarded the military cross. His death at the
age of 20 in many ways marked the end of my own childhood.  
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The end of the war in Europe
During that year I still had the odd school holiday at home, where south
London continued to suffer from attacks by V-2 rockets launched from
Holland. All you heard from the V-2s was a massive bang – and you knew
that if you heard it, you were all right. When Holland was liberated in May
1945, the attacks stopped, except for the German attempt to launch V-1s
from aircraft, which apparently was not successful.
    Soon the war in Europe was over. But we still couldn’t go home
immediately, but had to wait until the end of term to say goodbye to Wales
and all the Welsh kindness.
    I was in Catford for the next school term. The old buildings had been
slightly damaged and were still being repaired. But it was strange just
having classrooms again, a gym, somewhere to have assembly and all the
other things that we had once taken for granted. I spent two very happy
years in the sixth form, enjoying rugby, athletics and the army corps,
squeezing studies in when I could. When I left school in 1947 I went straight
into my National Service, and another chapter of my life began.
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