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-1I do not like to think of my experiences and memories as part of history just yet, but, thinking about it, many of my childhood experiences are based around places which are now long gone, so I must face facts! I must say that these are childhood memories, some accurate and some, possibly not.

I was born in The Warren, the maternity hospital at the time, on 20th August 1954. I was the second child of Dorothy and Robert Guntrip, born four years after my big brother, William. 

My Mother tells me that she, and other mothers, emerged from the warren with TB. 

Imagine, she had a four year old, a new born (me), who, apparently, cried a lot, and had to under go the nasty daily treatment for TB. And yet, in those times, there was no investigation, no furore; the new Mums just had to get on with it. 

She still speaks highly of her GP, Dr Randall, who, apparently lived a long and good life. He was the person who helped and supported my mother, giving her all the time she needed, in his surgery at the Vineyard. Thank you Doctor. I remember going to have an innoculation there, along with Will. I was brave. He was not. I got a sweet as a reward. He did not.

I spent the first few years of my life with my mother, father and brother in various council houses up in the Fitzharries school area of town, but I remember nothing of that. My parents separated when I was 3 or so (not easy or the done thing at the time)

My memories begin after this, centred around my grand parents, with whom I spent much of my time  My brother, after our parents marriage had broken up, lived with them. They lived in the grounds of Caldecott House, built in 1738. By the 1880’s the Bailie family owned it, it was a hotel for a short spell the 1940’s until requisitioned in the war years when, myaunt tells me, it was used as the headquarters of the Minisrty of Aircraft Provision. After the war, it became a Dr Barnardos home.

Grandad was the gardener there from  before the war  until 1972, when the house was demolished and the grounds, so dear to me, were given over to a housing estate.

The entrance to the grounds still remains; a quaint gate house to the right of the drive. Behind that was an area, planted with trees and large shrubs. Deep within it was a toilet; I have no idea why.

Emerging from the other side of this mini forest, which seemed enormous in my childhood, criss-crossed with pathways (although logic now tells me that it was only a small area), a small gap through a hedge led to my grand-parent’s home. It was otherwise reached by entering the main drive to Caldecott house and taking the first turn to the right, which was not as exciting, of course. 

The very hedge, through which we children emerged, and which grown ups drove round, was yew, with its squidgy red berries, which I used to delight in squashing underfoot. 

The hedge featured a huge dent. Legend had it that my aunt drove into it when she was learning to drive. It never recovered and she never passed her driving test.

I have to return momentarily to the dark toilet in the deep dark forest. I don’t remember ever using it, or anyone ever using it. I did, however, have nightmares about it well into my teens. Unsurprisingly, I dreamt about being chased through the forest by some dark, faceless monstrous being. Obviously, when I tried to lock myself in the toilet for safety, the door was not wide enough to fit the doorframe and offered me no refuge at all. Thankfully, I always woke up just before the creature got me.

 So, returning to reality..

Gran and grandad lived in part of the arch house. (I presume that is what it was called, for it was a large building with an arch through it.)

Their front door was to the left of the arch. The ground floor comprised a hallway and two rooms.

The first was a bathroom. Enormous, bare, with a hard concrete floor and, above all, cold as charity. All I can recall being in there was a toilet, butler sink and a bath. I don’t remember ever having had a bath. If I did, it would surely have been a quick one!

The next room, to the back of the building was much more interesting. It was a store room and workshop. It was dark and mysterious, with odds and ends of old carpet forming a patch-work on the floor. There were shelves all around the room, straining under all sorts of things which I did not understand; I now know, of course that this room housed grandad‘s unending collection of tools, engine parts, jars of screws and nails, string, in fact anything which he came upon which he could imagine might one day be useful. Unlike the nasty bathroom, this was a warm, friendly place; entirely Grandad‘s domain. I don‘t remember Gran ever being in there. To this day I can see Grandad sitting on an old wooden chair, in the middle of the room, under a single bare light bulb suspended from the ceiling, polishing his shoes. I don’t think Gran would let him do it in the house. 

There was also a back door, out to the courtyard area, otherwise reached outside by going through the arch.

Returning to the front hallway, we ascend to the living part of the house, on the first floor, accessed by a particularly unfriendly stair case. This, too, was concrete, steep, each tread edged with a strip of metal. I was scared of this staircase. Another legend has it that my Uncle (Bob) threw my Aunt (Cath) down it, they having very badly fallen out about something. I don’t think this can have been true, for she would surely not have lived to tell the tale!

At the top, assuming one safely reached these dizzy heights, was a small landing. To the left were four steps, to the right were two.

 We will go to the right first, entering, through a wooden panelled door, the heart of the house, the kitchen. 

Next to the door was a worn old armchair; the only easy chair in the room. Gran used to sit in it, doing her knitting. 

In one corner was a huge fitted cupboard, from floor to ceiling, painted dark green, as was all the woodwork. The only contents that I can remember were an ostrich egg, and mouse droppings. I remember no fondness for either.

In the opposite corner was a butler sink, housed, also behind a pair of large green doors. The wooden draining board was always damp and slimy (god forbid), as was the bar of soap which skidded across the draining board out of reach every time I tried to use it.. Of course, being shut behind doors when not in use, nothing ever  got a chance to dry out. I was always impressed, though, by the hidden sink.

The gas cooker was ancient! When I stayed, Gran would warm milk for me in an enamel saucepan before I went to bed. One evening, the milk had a skin on it. I never drank warm milk again.

My favourite thing in the entire room was a red planter. It was full of buttons, loads and loads of buttons. I used to spend hours sorting them, by shape, then size, then colour…

My grand daughter now does exactly the same thing with my collection of cotton reels. I have 63, she tells me.

There was something very special about the lino flooring. In one little place, the floor must have been uneven, causing the lino to wear into a hole. Through this hole one could see a glimpse of the lino before, the one before that… I remember 4 layers of times gone by.

The whole room, though, was dominated by a huge wooden table in the middle, worn by years of scrubbing it clean, and criss-crossed at one end with knife marks. I don’t think Gran had a bread board.

 I can remember one day when my Father visited. At one end of the table was my brother with an apple, which was a ball. He rolled the ball at great speed towards the other end, where my father had a ‘goal’, formed of one empty bottle and one full bottle of orange squash, both made of glass, of course. Dad would move the goal posts, as it were, to stop Will scoring a goal with his apple. Eventually, inevitably, the bottles crashed together. Also inevitably, it was the full bottle of sticky orange squash which broke. Gran was furious and Dad left promptly.

Dad was a test driver for MG. In later years, I was a boarder at St Helen’s school. He used to collect me to stay the weekend with him. He would scream to a halt in his own MG on the gravel drive of the school, attracting the attention of just about everyone there. This caused me profound embarassment . It was a contradiction to me at the time that I was in this middle class boarding school in the week and yet spent most of my weekends on a council estate (he lived in Gainsborough Green by then). I appreciated then, and even more in years to come, that so called ”class” meant nothing to me; I belonged in both worlds.

Anyway, back to the house…

Through the kitchen, four more steps led up to Gran and Grandad’s bedroom, which was over the arch. We children rarely went into this room, so my memories are limited to:

1. It was huge.

2. It was very, very cold.

3. In her later years, when arthritis stopped her going down the mean stairs to the nasty bathroom, it had a commode in it.

4. On the dressing table was a ceramic dish, in which Gran kept her hair clips. I have since been able to identify it as early Kensington Ware.I have it in my home to this day; it means the world to me. 

Back down the four steps into the kitchen, out through the door, down two steps onto the landing of the nasty main staircase, and straight on, up four steps brings us to the other side of the house, inaccessible to Gran in later years. To the left was the front room, to the right, Will’s bedroom. 

Will’s room was dominated by a double bed (never made in my entire memory) and shelves, bearing books and books and books (Dennis Wheatley springs to mind) and albums which he would play at high volume (Black Sabbath, Deep Purple). He has calmed down by now. 

Will had a chemistry set. In those days they had mercury in them (unimaginable today) Mercury has a pleasing habit of being a liquid metal. I was sitting on the floor in Will’s bedroom, tipping the mercury from one hand to the other. I was only little. I got it wrong. The mercury fell from my hands and disappeared through the floor boards, never to be seen again. Will was not pleased.

Will always had a leaning towards chemistry. I have half a memory that he concocted a cocktail from his chemistry set and blew up part of a wall. In later years he became a chemist at the Pavlova leather works.

He could also write, though. He sent a couple of pieces about motorbikes to a magazine. They liked what he had written and engaged him He has been in journalism ever since.

One room remains; the front room, used, as was the case in those times, for high days and holidays. Logic tells me that I must have slept in there when I went to stay, but I do not remember that. There was a sofa, a table with a lace cloth on it, a piano (which I can never remember being played), a high window sill which I used to climb up to and sit in, and a fireplace, decorated with the beige tiles of the time. At Christmas, which is the only time I can remember this room being used, Gran would set off indoor fireworks on this fireplace. I remember particularly the volcanoes which would spew out sticky stuff, to our great amusement.

I often think of Gran. She had dreadful arthritis in the end. She was confined to the kitchen and her bedroom, never going out, for she could not get down those nasty steep stairs. I also think of my brother Did he ever have his room cleaned or sheets changed. (What adolescent is ever going to do that for himself??)

Moving out of this part of the building, via the mean sharp staircase, it is time to explore further.

Gran and Grandad lived to the left of, and on top of the arch. To the right of it, lived a man who, I think, was a handiman, or perhaps Grandad‘s assistant gardener. I cannot remember his name and I never went into his part of the building. If I met him today, I am sure I would regard him as a gentle, quiet man, with a kindly smile, but as a child, I was very wary of him.

Through the arch..

The paving under the arch, unlike the main drive, which was tarmacked, was red brick, cobbles or those grey Victorian bricks. I don’t remember which, but I know I liked it, and would today, come to that.

Emerging from the shade of the archway, one emerged into the bright sunshine (I never remember rain in my childhood, apart from a camping holiday in Wales, and another in Austria, which I won’t go in to), of the rear courtyard. It was the gravel surface and the brick wall which made it feel like a courtyard, but, in dimensions, it was more of a drive, providing access to the service buildings of the big house. To the left was rear access to grandad’s workshop, and the attached buildings beyond, and, eventually, to the side of the main house. Ahead was a gateway through the glorious red brick wall into the kitchen gardens. 

To the right, was Uncle Bob. And geese. We accessed Uncle Bob via a roofed shed affair, open at both ends; a bit like a car port except that the roof was of grey tile with a pitched roof. This area was full of mechanical things, which I had no interest in at the time. I think they were lawn mowers and other such gardening machinery. There were also, inevitably,  motorbikes, in various states of repair. All of my family, for generations, have had a love of motorbikes. In this, I am the runt of the entire family. I don’t like them. They do not have enough wheels.

Anyway, the most abiding memory of both this shed and the outside area beyond, in front of Uncle Bob’s workshop, was the ground beneath my feet. It was black and soft. I think it was oil, years and years and generations of oil changes for all these agricultural machines and accursed motorbikes. Everyone smoked in those days. Terrifying really, oil sodden earth and cigarettes?.

Through the shed, into Uncle Bob’s domain. He was a carpenter, in a workshop full of noisy, terrifying electrical saws and routers, and seriously sharp chizels and saws. I knew this because Uncle Bob was missing the tip of a finger; exactly the same finger tip as my other uncle, also a carpenter. I visited often, but never went near those noisy or sharp things. But, oh, the lovely smell of wood! I love it to this day. There were two equal delights; wood shavings and sawdust. Wood shavings were delightfully curly; some opaque and yet you could still see the grain of the wood. Sawdust was just so soft and warm; I loved to pick it up and let it run through my fingers.

I suppose, now, that Uncle Bob rented this space, and that he was also allowed to keep and tinker with his motorbikes there. It didn’t matter to me at the time, of course; it was how it was. 

Oh, the geese. They were always in the yard in front of Uncle Bob’s workshop. I don’t know whose they were, or why they were there, but they were nasty, fierce things. They were always sinchronised, like a well trained army; always marching in the same direction (usually towards me), making that awful, threatening noise. I never lingered long enough to see what would happen if they reached me. I did not like them at all.

Back, then through the covered area and out into the courtyard area. To the left, the arch and the back entry to Grandad’s workshop, and to the right, the entrance into the kitchen gardens.

 I remember only one other part of the gatehouse building, it was a room on the first floor next to Grandad‘s home. 

The room was entirely devoted to an enormous model railway, set up on a huge table. I do not know who it belonged to, but I only saw it a couple of times and each time the experience was preceeded by stern warnings to be very careful.

Across the courtyard, then, through an arch built into the red brick wall and into the kitchen garden. Beautifully trained peach trees clad the walls. The beds, planted with every type of vegetable, were laid out in large rectangles, separated by wide gravel paths. Each bed was edged with a low box hedge; kept perfectly trimmed. I loved, and still do, the scent of those box hedges.

Beyond, were the greenhouses, within which I spent many happy hours with Grandad, taking care not to trip over the spaghetti of hosepipes trailing over the floor, closely watching him pollinating plants with a feather, pinching out, potting up and blowing cigarette smoke at aphids; a means of control which he swore by.

He was a great teacher, chatting constantly about what he was doing. Many years later, long retired, he sat in his front room with my ten day old daughter on his knee. Horse racing was on the TV. He chatted away to her in exactly the same way, explaining how to choose the winner.

Beyond the greenhouses, footpaths led to two more remembered places. Firstly, the river. My brother and I would paddle in it and have grand adventures. There was a little wooden building; it was a summer house, I think.

And then there was the wilderness! There must have been a time, long ago, when this was a controlled, designed wilderness, for the delight of the Hyde family, but by my time, it was overgrown, but there were echoes of its illustrious past; I particularly remember a Japanese inspired bridge. I days gone by, of course, there would have been an army of gardeners to keep the gardens as the Bailie’s wanted it. By my time, there was only grandad and the man who lived at the other side of the arch. Maintaining the Wilderness could not have been a priority. Will found a snakeskin in there once, shed by a growing adder, he told me. I did not like that at all.

The other grounds constituted the main back and front gardens of the main house. I remember extensive lawns and cedar trees. I remember being in the grounds to the rear of the house once; it was a fete, I think. This was also the only occasion I remember being in the main house; in the kitchen area, as I recall. There were corridors, painted in shiny gloss paint; pale green, I think. The shininess made the corridors feel cold and unwelcoming; I didn’t like it. 

The final building which I remember was out of the front of the main house. It was a large wooden structure, like a scout hut. It was used, I was told, for jamborees, but I didn’t know what they were. It was also used by Will and his mates as a rehearsal room for their fledgling rock band. Will played the drums. Gran and Grandad must have been grateful that he had this resource and did not have to resort to playing drums in his bedroom!

I had left Abingdon, still so dear to my heart, by the time Caldecote House was demolished. My Mother and Step-father had moved into Oxfordshire and I left St Helen’s and went with them. I knew Grandad had retired and moved into a bungalow, which was much better for Gran. I didn’t realise at the time that the house was being knocked down. I wish I had.

I have never lived in Abingdon again, but all this reminiscence prompted me to visit. I wandered round the estate built on the land where Caldecote House was, looking for…something. There were mature trees, could they have been the ones which were there in the old days? I hoped so, but I wasn’t sure.

For old times sake, I went for a coffee at the Upper Reaches, which I frequented once in my teens. I told the hapless eastern European waiter that, last time I had been there, I paid a shilling for my coffee. He didn’t understand.


