THIS ENGLAND, Autumn, 2007

Page 58

us. They were simple, unassuming coun-

ne of the most upsetting aspects
for parents to contend with at

to a world enfirely forgotten by the rest
of 20th-centdry-England. Thanks to the
unfamiliar ae,cenls and style of dress,

farewell to their ihildren at the railway
station when they were being evacuated.

there was bewilderment on both sides to
begin with. but after the initial shock we
were treated to Cornish pasties, saffron
cake and oiher delicacies that were new

the start of the war was. saying

In

many cases, they knew very little
about where their sons and daughters
were being taken, let alone who would
be looking after them or when they
would see them again. With our gasmask
in a cardboard box slung around our
neck, an identity label tied'to our clothes
and a bag of food to last us for a day, we
waved goodbye with suppressed excitement as the steam train pulled out-of the
London station.
Chaperoned by two teachers with
other children from our school, after
many tedious hours of travelling my
sister and I finally arrived at a little village snuggled somewhere in the'Cornish
countryside. Like many small villages in
the area named after saints, this one was
called St. Tudy.
We felt that we had gone back in time

to us.

Escape to
Cornwall
My sister and I were allocated to a
farm a few miles from the village. There
we met the middle-aged farmer and his

wife and their reserved, unmarried

daughter who never really calne to accept
Y

An old signpost points travellers in the right
direction on Bodmin Moor in Cornwall.

try folk who lived a narrow existence and
had never travelled further than Bodmin,
the nearest town of any significance. But
they ran their LOO-acre farm of sheep,
cows and cornfields very efficiently.
We soon settled into the routine and I
enjoyed helping with all the chores. I
learned how to make the honking sound
which told the cows grazing at the
bottom of the meadow it was time to
return to the farmyard to be milked at
the end of the day. From long experience, they ambled along the country lane
with little coaxing from me.
I helped out through all the weeks of
harvesting. I was shown how to catch and
kill the rabbits as they ran out to the
stubble as the combine harvester circled
the field. At first I was extremely upset
at the method used for their dispatch but
it is surprising how inured one can
become in a short time. One day, I
arrived back at the farmyard to see the
farmer's wife chopping the head off a
chicken on a wooden block.
After weeks of helping out during the
harvest, I was taken by surprise when the
farmer handed me two shillings and
thanked me. Although only a token payment, I was thrilled to know that I had
been one of the team.
The family had a peculiar set of rules.
There was one room in the farmhouse
that was sacrosanct, where they often
retired of an evening behind the closed
door..-ff we needed to speak to them, we
had to knock and wait to be invited in. It
was a strange ritual. They only allowed
us to listen to the BBC world news service each evening, which ended with the
playihg of all the national anthems of the
countries in the allied cause. On
Sundays, I helped harness Joey the pony
to the two-wheeled buggy and we drove
to church in the village.
The forms of recreation for my sister
and me were very limited. We cherished
the comics we could lay our hands on,
the most popular being the Dandy, the
Beano and Film Fun which featured
George Formby inevitably rescuing the
pretty damsel from the villain's clutches
and walking off with her into the sunset.
When there wasn't much else to do, I
would sit in a field with pencil and paper
and sketch the landscape. At other times
I, with a couple of friends, would go
scrumping, which involved stealthily
picking fruit from a large plum tree out
of sight of the farmhouse. Or we would
stroll along the hedgerows dividing the
meadows, collecting hazelnuts.

We

became accustomed

to

the

reserved affection shown to us by our
foster family but there was one incident
when that reserve was completely broken
down. It was late at night or early morning and, for some reason, I was wide
awake. Perhaps only those who have
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