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Prologue

‘You’re writing a book about summer holidays?’

‘Not just summer holidays: the summer holidays.’

Note the distinction. Summer holidays are a small, glamorous subset of the summer holidays. This book is about the latter. The summer holidays are the vast stretch of untimetabled time that begins as soon as you emerge through the school gates on a July morning, and goes on until the moment in September when you return, two shoe sizes larger and somehow changed.

When you step into that balmy ocean of time in mid-July, released from lessons and uniform, you feel as if you’re stepping into infinity. You can’t even imagine September; it doesn’t occur to you that such a brown, lugubrious month will ever arrive. All you can see before you in your imagination is sunlight shimmering on grass and water.

It’s this stretch of time that I’m aiming to capture through the recollections of men and women I’ve spoken to, who were actually there, being children, in the fifty years from 1930 to 1980.

The summer holidays might, if you were lucky, contain summer holidays – a week or more at a faraway place, to get to which you were crammed in the back of an overloaded car, not wearing seat belts, feeling sick as your chain-smoking parents drove along a succession of urban high streets towards a coast, dale or moor, suitcases tied down onto the roof rack. There will be ‘going on holiday’ in this book, I promise: tents will be erected, and bare feet will touch the ground of Majorca, 1969; but going-away-type holidays are only a part of the story.

‘Tell me about the non-events of your childhood summers as well as the events,’ I pleaded with my interviewees, who ranged across the social spectrum from those for whom the word ‘tea’ meant sandwiches and cake in the nursery at 4 p.m. to those for whom it meant a hot meal at 6. I was just as interested in the hours spent sitting on the pavement rolling melted tar into balls, or the long dusks hitting a tennis ball against the back wall of the house, as I was in what was on the menu at seaside boarding houses or French restaurants in 1965, though I was fascinated by that, too.

When no adult was taking any notice of you in those long summer weeks (‘my parents,’ as countless people said to me, ‘had no idea where I was’), you were properly being you in a way you could never be at school, where the tendency was always to conform in order to fit in. So this is really a book about how we discovered who we were, through how we chose to spend our free time, until someone called us in for whichever kind of tea it was. It’s about the formation of the childhood mind in the weeks when no one was barking at us. It’s about families, small or extended, and what really went on in them, not behind closed doors, but behind open doors. How did those summers form us and shape the way we lived the rest of our lives?

If my previous book, Terms & Conditions, about life in girls’ boarding schools between 1939 and 1979, was the non-fiction Mallory Towers, this one is perhaps the non-fiction Famous Five. Enid Blyton’s novels shaped both term-times and holidays: while children spent the holidays reading Mallory Towers, and then begged to be sent to boarding school because it all sounded so exciting, they then spent their term-times reading Famous Five books and vowing to model their summers on them.

In real life, were children really ‘famous’, in the old-fashioned meaning of marvellous? Were there, typically, five of them? What was the truth behind the lashings of ginger beer and the unsupervised rowing-boat trips to deserted islands? Did food really taste better out of doors?

My cut-off date for Terms & Conditions was 1979, the date of the arrival of the duvet, which put an end to the spartan existence that had made boarding schools the character-forming institutions they had been. In this book, my cut-off point is the arrival of the video game, which gave children pre-packaged alternative worlds to consume their hours, and thus lessened the need to invent ones for themselves. Binatone tennis, played on a Binatone TV Master with two paddles to make the ball bounce back and forth across the net, was released in 1976, but it wasn’t till 1978 that it started infiltrating the British playroom. I decided to nudge my cut-off date to 1980, the year before IBM introduced its first Personal Computer.

I’m going back to the 1930s, a decade further than I did for Terms & Conditions, because I wanted to meet people who were old enough to remember what they were doing at 11 a.m. on Sunday 3 September 1939. It was bad enough, surely, that it was early September so the dreaded end of the summer holidays was coming into view; now they had to deal with the fact that a war had broken out as well.

It might seem that some of my chapter titles and sections are rather negative: ‘Nothing Much Planned’, ‘Not Going Abroad’, ‘The People You Were Stuck With’, and so on. I’m aiming to reflect the truth. Summers were more a matter of stasis than travel. But, as we’ll see, it was a particular kind of stasis. And who even needed abroad, when journeys in Britain took so long that (as the Radio 3 presenter Ian Skelly recalled, describing his family’s annual journey and change of climate from Lytham St Annes in Lancashire to Branscombe in Devon when the M5 only went as far as Bristol), ‘it felt as if you were going all the way to Australia’? ‘Abroad!’ said Sir Nicholas Soames, outraged when I suggested he might have gone somewhere more exotic and warmer than the north of Scotland for a month every August in the 1950s. ‘Certainly not! No one went abroad except to fight a war.’

Although the events (and non-events) described in these pages happened so recently, this was a Britain scarcely recognisable today. For one thing, when people did travel they lugged enormous, bulging, wheel-less suitcases – suitcases so heavy that in order to carry one in your right hand you needed to do a counter-bend to the left for the sake of balance, permanently warping your spine. It actually made things easier if you were carrying two suitcases of equal back-breaking weight: hence a generation of fathers who said, ‘Here – let me carry them both’. Why it took so long between the invention of the wheel (3500 BC) and the invention of the suitcase on wheels (‘rolling luggage’ was patented in 1972) remains a mystery. The halfway stage was the suitcase-trolley onto which you fixed a suitcase with a bit of stretchy elastic, but it was useless. Suitcases flopped off these as soon as you turned a corner at normal walking pace.

For another thing, the whole country was crawling with loose children.

Whom did I interview for this book? Well, everyone I could, for eighteen months, travelling the length and breadth of the country, buttonholing market traders, visiting men and women in day-care centres, chatting to people brought up on farms, in castles, on council estates, in back-to-back houses and in suburban houses with lawns and rockeries. This is not a book of hearsay. In order to be eligible to be mentioned in this book, the thing mentioned has to have happened directly to the person who talked to me. The sample here is, of course, only a tiny fraction of the millions of people I could have interviewed. But the few speak for the many; individual recollections represent general trends among classes and types. There’s a sprinkling of the famous – politicians, writers and broadcasters whose childhoods I was nosey about – but their recollections are just part of the great mix, and, remember, they weren’t famous when they were children – they were just moping about trying to avoid boredom, like everyone else.

This is a book about lashings of time – as well as of ginger beer – in the pre-digital age. As we remember from having been children ourselves, in order to discover who you really are while you’re growing up, and whether you’re genuinely talented at something, it’s no good setting yourself precisely thirty minutes to ‘practise’ your extra-curricular activity of the moment. That’s the dismal term-time restriction. It’s even worse if a parent is making you do the thirty minutes’ practice and keeping an eye on the time. That’s death to enthusiasm: torture by Suzuki. The urge needs to come from the child. A child needs to vanish deeply into whatever it is: to lose track of time passing: to sit at the piano, or read through a whole adult library, or work out the guitar chords, or write a first novel on lined paper, or build something, or dam something, or play with a bat and ball, for days and weeks on end, so that time itself becomes the vast landscape he or she lives in.

That total immersion was made possible during those long childhood summers of – as we’ll see – astonishing levels of unaccounted-for time. What really happened inside those hours of which everyone lost track? And did those bare feet in ancient time really walk upon England’s gravel drives and tarmac pavements for so long that by the end of the summer the bases of millions of small feet were as hard as paws or hooves?

Before any of this could start happening, the summer term itself needed to come to an end. This book opens with that glorious prospect.


PART I

SUMMER OPENS OUT


1

Summer Term Ends

A sort of ecstatic craziness took over in schools at the very thought of the approaching summer holidays. The excitement started building as soon as exams were over. It was as much as the staff could do to keep a lid on things.

For children, always hopeful that life is about to get better around the corner, the prospect of imminent release is even more intoxicating than release itself. L. P. Hartley put his finger on this phenomenon in The Go-Between, describing the moment when Leo Colston comes up to his dormitory and sees his trunk with its lid pushed back, its tray ‘foaming with tissue paper in which were wrapped my lighter and more breakable possessions’. That, for Leo, was ‘a supreme moment: nothing that came after it surpassed it in pure bliss’. In the sight of that packed trunk, the whole of a child’s unalloyed optimism was encapsulated. It was pure anticipation of pleasure, untarnished by any reality.

That fictional scene took place in 1900; but in the non-fictional mid-twentieth century, summer-holiday-excitement reached just the same pitch. The daily drudgery was almost over. ‘No more Latin, no more French, no more sitting on the old school bench’, as the terrible rhyme went, chanted in playgrounds and corridors. There was a feeling in the air that life was about to change for the even-better (if you liked school) or for the infinitely-better (if you hated it).

Although every school had its official last day and moment of term, summer terms seemed to peter out towards their end, in the way a tarmacked road on the edge of a village peters out into a meadow. Windows were kept open during lessons, allowing the warm, scented air to waft in and mingle with the smell of chalk dust.

Teachers began to lighten up a bit – but the mid-twentieth century was a time when the purpose of school being in any way ‘fun’ had still not really occurred to most staff. So the young and the old were pulling against each other.

Hot weather in late June brought a tiny bit of loosening of the formalities. At boys’ schools, the first sign that there might be any possibility of release came after half-term, when a notice went up on headmasters’ noticeboards with the title ‘SHIRT-SLEEVE ORDER’. ‘From the Headmaster. From Monday 9th June, boys may come to school wearing shirts with the top button only undone, and wearing no tie and no blazer. Shirt-sleeves must be rolled up to below the elbow.’ So limited were schools’ concepts of relaxation that rolling up the sleeves was not an option. It was a rule.

Schoolteachers’ ideas of lightening up were different from pupils’ ideas of lightening up. Sports day was another of the teachers’ ideas of lightening up: a day of ruthless competition to the sound of starting pistols. The athletes enjoyed it, but it was an ordeal for the smaller children who couldn’t jump over a hurdle without knocking it over, or make much headway along the long-jump sand.

Meanwhile, in classrooms, it was time for a bit of classroom ‘fun’. This was the time of year when schoolmasters and mistresses were given the brief freedom to stimulate their pupils with their own closet enthusiasms, whether for comic writing, bridge or cryptic crosswords. History masters who never normally showed any sense of humour started reading aloud from 1066 and All That and chortling over their favourite bits. Tired old maths masters – some of them wearing gowns – came bumbling into the classroom and organised arithmetical games, such as ‘Fizz, Buzz, Miaow’, where you had to go round the class counting upwards and say ‘Fizz’, ‘Buzz’ or ‘Miaow’ instead of the number if it was a prime number, divisible by three or divisible by five. Again, this was not exactly fun, but it was fun compared with a normal maths lesson. On blackboards, long-drawn-out games of hangman were played, the mystery words reflecting the subject speciality of the setter: ‘CONSTANTINOPLE’, ‘HYPERBOLE’, ‘PYTHAGORAS’.

The pupils longed to have lessons out of doors. Benign English teachers took whole forms of excited pupils out onto the lawn for a double lesson under a tree. No one listened. Everyone just made daisy chains or tied the grass into knots. Any teacher who tried to carry on teaching normal lessons after exams (‘getting ahead on next year’s syllabus’) was reviled.

It was in these few weeks of the year that boarding schools in the middle of nowhere – places that had felt bleak, isolated and imprisoning for the rest of the year – briefly turned into paradises of midnight swims and tennis games at dusk, with the poplar shadows lengthening across the courts.

Classroom windows gave a view onto the world everyone yearned to be let out into. Post-war state schools, designed by architects obsessed with plate glass, had windows going down to the ground: ideal to gaze out of, but they made the heat inside the classrooms in early July unbearable. In their sweltering classroom at the Catholic primary school Our Lady of Mount Carmel in Blacon, Cheshire, in the last week of the summer term of 1978, the sweating nine-year-olds gazed out of the windows during Mrs Hayden’s lesson. ‘She was furious that we weren’t electrified by her lesson,’ the university lecturer Derren Gilhooley recalls. ‘She got a large piece of semi-opaque Fablon and stuck it all along the bottom half of the windows. So we couldn’t look out any more.’

That seemed a brutal act of daydream-snatching. Mrs Hayden knew that if she lightened up too much, the whole system would implode.

The concept of ‘mufti day’ or ‘no-uniform day’ was another small gesture of lightening up that schools felt they could just about risk. In the sweltering heat of that classroom, Derren chose to wear his black velour jumper with ‘77’ appliquéd on the front, ‘because it was my favourite top and I wanted to wear it for all my life. I took my style cues from the presenters of Tomorrow’s World.’ He was boiling hot. The broadcaster Caroline Wyatt, on mufti day at her Primary School in Bangor, Northern Ireland, in summer 1976, wore (instead of the usual grey skirt, white shirt and stripy tie) a sleeveless cotton dress sewn for her by ‘Nana Ward’, her parents’ former landlord in Chislehurst, who was an honorary grandmother to Caroline and made all her home clothes.
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Mufti day, 1976. Caroline Wyatt outside her primary school in Bangor, Northern Ireland



Sensing that the hold these establishments had over them was loosening, pupils pushed the boundaries, and they did so more and more as the 1950s and 1960s turned over to the more anarchic 1970s. At the more innocent end of the boundary-pushing spectrum, convent girls became so overexcited that best friends had to be separated and put into different dormitories. At the less innocent end, a group of 1970s Benenden girls kidnapped the headmistress’s West Highland White and dyed it pink. They were expelled for this. At Glenalmond in Perthshire, on the last morning of term in summer 1980, Mark Dunfoy recalled, a full food fight broke out in the dining room at breakfast, and spiralled out of control. ‘It began when the fifty leavers turned the top table onto its side and used it as a barricade, from which they hurled their cornflakes bowls at the three hundred and fifty non-leavers. It escalated ten minutes later when the dinner ladies came in wheeling their trollies laden with the main course: four hundred soft-boiled eggs.’

Behaviour on day-school buses became anarchic, the thuggier boys spitting great gobs of saliva onto the floor and bursting the lightbulbs. The sixth-formers at Nottingham High School in 1977 removed the wheels from the sweet but ineffectual chemistry master’s car and padlocked it to the railings. There was a sense that civilisation was breaking down. The staff didn’t want much more to do with these pupils; and their parents weren’t much looking forward to taking them on.

At boarding schools in the dying days of the school year, boundary-pushing escalated. The seniors at Hatherop Castle climbed out of windows to meet the opposite sex and drink cider, or sometimes get pregnant, at the far corners of the tennis courts. Etonians, as the Scottish landowner Jamie Blackett recalled, climbed onto the roof of the school library. ‘The convention was to leave something up there (such as a lavatory) to prove you’d been there.’

The only revenge the staff could take on rule-breaking pupils – apart from expelling them – was to send them home with a long summer reading list that would haunt their summer. It was a futile gesture. Not a single book on those reading lists would be read, least of all Moby-Dick. Actually, I did chat to one man, the publisher Simon Winder, who, one summer, did sit down and read every book on the Westminster School reading list, ‘just as an experiment’. It blew his mind.

School staff, at their wits’ end trying to keep their pupils on the straight and narrow till the final day, needed to come up with tasks to keep everyone busy. The nuns at the Convent of the Holy Sepulchre near Hungerford in 1960 devised an ingenious outlet for harnessing their girls’ frivolous energy. ‘Each girl was given two blanket squares that they had to tie round the bottom of each foot with string’, one Old Girl told me. ‘Then, for the next hour, we were set to “sliding”: cleaning the wooden floors of the vast Georgian house by sliding about on them with those blankets attached, spreading the floor polish that the nuns had tipped out of a tin.’ It was a balletic scene.

Depending on how happy or unhappy you were at school, you didn’t or did make a chart to count down the days, hours and minutes till the end. Children who were moderately happy made an ‘end-of-term worm’ out of coloured card, each segment denoting a day, and they cut a segment off each day till there was nothing left but the worm’s head. Felicity Shimmin, miserable at Clarendon School in Abergele in Wales, strictly run by the Plymouth Brethren, kept a handmade chart inside the lid of her desk. ‘I didn’t just tick off the days; the colours with which I obliterated each day got brighter towards the end. I was just longing for warmth and comfort and being nurtured.’

*

For boarders, the imminent change from one life to another was particularly acute. Here is Elizabeth Millman, recording the final moments of summer terms at The Laurels near Rugby in her diaries in the 1930s. It was a five-year diary, so on the same page she records what she did on five consecutive 28 Julys from 1935 to 1939. The handwriting gets more grown up each year. Note that summer terms ended later than they do these days: the summer holidays lasted from late July to late September.


28 July 1937: Packing day. Prayers in hall, then last singing. Sad. Last call-over. Then pack. Then play tennis. Too hot. Tea in the garden, ices. Weighing. I am 7 st 13 lbs. Last drawing-room.

27 July 1938: End of term, school photo taken. Colours given. I got school gym and dancing. Last mending in common room. Last singing. Joanie Parker leaving, sad. Tidied out desks. Weighing. I weigh 8 st 2 lbs. Last drawing-room. Said goodbye to early people.



Last this, last that. It was as if you were about to die, which in a way you were – to that life. Nothing would ever be the same again, after Joanie Parker had left and you’d been through a whole English summer.
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The girls at the Laurels, in Rugby, around the time of the end-of-summer-term weigh-in, 1937. Elizabeth Millman is the girl in plaits, far left, second row from front



‘Early people’: those were the ones given special permission to leave a few hours early because they were going off by ship or primitive aeroplane to spend the summer with their parents in far-flung bits of the Empire. The Foreign Office and the British Raj paid for one journey home per child every two years.

Trunks were equated with homegoing to such an extent that they acquired a mystical aura of their own. The smell of the inside of a trunk would always be associated with the change of life from one existence to another. At Queen Mary’s, Duncombe Park in Yorkshire, on the last night of term, the girls curled up to sleep inside their empty trunks. That was a symbolic act: to sleep in the container that represented going home, the ‘vessels of salvation’, as L. P. Hartley called them.

Schools differed in methods of giving out school reports. Some handed them out on the final day of term, which had the advantage of getting the agony over with. Others posted them to the parents a week later. For Jilly Cooper, just as she was properly settling down into the bliss of being at home, her life would be ruined because her school report arrived, reaching its long, nasty finger into her paradise. ‘It was always terrible,’ said Jilly. ‘The reports said I was “horribly lazy, useless and disruptive”. My parents took several days to forgive me.’ It was less cruel to have ‘closure’ on the last day of term: a tricky meeting with your tutor in which he or she ‘went through’ your report with you, and you took it home to show to your parents, tearing out a page or two on the way, or changing a ‘D’ to a ‘B’ (the easiest of the letter changes).

*

The final morning arrived in the bare-walled schools. Chairs were put upside down on desks, blackboards given a final wipe, removing the last traces of gibbet beams. Only an hour to go: but nothing was over until the whole school had sung. Schools were clever to come up with this wheeze: they knew that communal singing would lift everyone onto a higher plane and bind them together. In boarding schools, the final sing-song usually took place on the penultimate evening. Hilaire Belloc poems were recited and specially written poems were read out, full of injokes, and then everyone sang songs from The Oxford Song Book, followed by the school song, and the jollity ended with ‘Auld Lang Syne’, everyone trying not to cry as they said their final goodbyes to the leavers.

In day schools, singing was a final-morning thing. ‘And did those feet in ancient time . . . ’ could be heard coming from red-brick halls across hot towns. It was a strange hymn, if you thought about it. It began in mid-sentence with four questions in a row, all of which would be given the answer ‘no’ if you took them seriously, and then it went into a gearing-up-for-war passage, before building towards the climactic phrase ‘Till we have built Jerusalem’. No one did analyse the words. Sung to Parry’s setting, the elevated vocabulary of Blake’s poem stirred up deep patriotism and a sense of loyalty to the school that was about to be said goodbye to.

At the boys’ grammar school in Kirkham, Lancashire, which Ian Skelly loathed, the final hymn was ‘Lord, dismiss us with Thy blessing’. At last, He was about to.

Then, after the distribution of last soiled items of lost property scraped up from changing-room floors, and a short lecture by the headmaster or mistress about how not to waste the summer – it was all over. At Westminster School in the late 1940s, at the end of the final service in Westminster Abbey, the organist let rip with the final voluntary, which was, by tradition, ‘The Teddy Bears’ Picnic’. The sound of that jaunty tune ringing out along the Gothic vaulting was exhilarating for the boys walking down the nave towards freedom.

At a 1950s end-of-term assembly, the headmistress of Clarendon School, having seen girls exhibiting unseemly shows of emotion when running to greet their parents, announced: ‘Girls should NOT rush across the courtyard into their parents’ cars. Girls should be cool, calm and collected.’

Cool, calm – and collected at last. Unless they weren’t. A child’s worst dread – worse even than being the last to be picked for sports teams – was to be the last to be collected because your parents had either run out of petrol or put the wrong date in their diaries. It did happen that a forlorn child would sit on his or her trunk on the gravel long after all the others had left. ‘I sat on my own in the drive of my prep school, Ludgrove,’ said Jamie Blackett, ‘very anxious because my parents were so late.’ Parents were so out of touch with the daily lives of their children in those days that they did get the date wrong.

As soon as the parents arrived, you stepped seamlessly from one world into the other. ‘The moment I got into my parents’ car,’ said Phoebe Fortescue (at St Margaret’s, Bushy, in the 1970s) ‘I took off my navy outer-knickers – the navy “bags” we had to wear – and waved them out of the window. We all did. No one could stop us. We were free.’ The girls of St Leonards in Fife, crossing the Tay to go north or the Forth to go south, threw their hats into the river if they were leaving. It was a glorious sight, but if it was windy, which it usually was, the hats got caught in the spars of the bridges and stayed there.

One of the few personal items you’d been allowed at boarding school was a photograph frame or cube with photographs of your parents, your pets and your house. Everyone had spent hours during term-time gazing not only at their own photographs but at their friends’ photographs. Starved of home, uncertain of their social status in the group, they needed to study those photographs to remind themselves of the other world that awaited them, and to fantasise and dream about the grander life they could be living. It was to their own houses that pupils were now returning: to a small house with dormer windows, or to a vast house with a portico, or to an urban or suburban house, or (for colonial children) to a funny looking house with a tin roof.
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The house with a tin roof that Steph Worsley would be going home to



Day pupils walked up the path, opened the door and arrived home, at an unusual time of day. It might not seem dramatic: some of them had done a paper round that very morning and would do another one tomorrow, as they in fact did on 364 mornings a year.

But it would be different, because British summer time had begun.
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