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hiding underneath.
Joan wiped her eyes. Perhaps it was silly 

getting upset but she just couldn’t bear the 
thought of her Michael getting married without a 
proper cake. 

Later, as she sat at the kitchen table giving her 
mother’s silver candlesticks their weekly polish, 
Joan heard the front door opening and smiled. 

“Ma, are you there?”
It was Michael, back from work. Her two eldest 

boys had already been called up, Peter serving in 
the army and David the Navy. One of the hardest 
things to bear was not knowing where the boys 
were, but at least Michael was still at home, still 
safe. For now. 

“Hello son, had a good day?”
“Oh you know Ma, usual thing. What’s for tea?”
Ever since the boys were little that had always 

been the !rst thing they’d asked when they came 
home, and Joan had looked forward to hearing it 

all day. Nowadays with the 
rationing and the shortages, 
it just made her heart sink. 
Joan remembered the two 
miserable little sausages that 
would be the family supper. 
I don’t care what it takes, she 
thought, my boy is going to 
get his wedding cake. 

The letter came the next morning, the o"cial 
looking brown envelope that Joan had been 
dreading since war was declared. 

‘If I put it on the !re no-one will ever 
know and then Michael could stay at 
home’, she thought. ‘Surely they’ll let 
me keep just one of my boys?’ But in 
her heart, Joan knew there was nothing 
to be done and she left the letter 
lying beside Michael’s plate on the 
breakfast table. 

That evening Michael told his 
parents that he and Kathleen had 
decided to bring the wedding forward so 
that they could be married before Michael 
reported for duty. Joan had been half expecting 
it, but their decision didn’t give her much time to 
get things ready. 

Later, after Stan and Michael had gone to 
bed, Joan stood in the larder and gazed at its 

‘Joan made a start on the 
housework but found that 
she couldn’t stop worrying 
about Michael’s wedding’

RECIPE
A family

In the midst of rationing, making a 
wedding cake is an almost impossible 
task, but Joan is determined to give 
her son only the very best 

Joan stared down at the two small 
sausages lying on the kitchen table. 

“Well Mr Churchill, it’s all very well 
telling us to !ght them on the beaches 
but how about telling me how to feed 

my family on that?”
Of course Joan admired the Prime 

Minister - they all did - but he never 
seemed to mention her !ght and that of 
millions of women who fought through 
the queues and battled with rationing to put 
a decent meal on the table every night. With 
a sigh, Joan picked up the sausages, wrapped 
them carefully in greaseproof paper and put 
them in the meat safe for later. At least there was 

enough for Stan and Michael and she could just 
make do with bread and marg again. 

Picking up her duster and a tin of polish, Joan 
made a start on the housework but found that she 
couldn’t stop worrying about Michael’s wedding. 
It wasn’t that she disapproved. She was pleased 
for him, though she had been worried when her 
youngest brought his girl home the !rst time. 
Kathleen was a nurse at the local hospital, a blue 
eyed, dark haired Irish girl and Joan had been 
convinced that such a pretty girl was bound to be 
trouble. But instead Kathleen had turned out to 
be a sensible young woman with a sweet nature 
to match her lovely face. 

No, the problem that had been bothering her 
since Michael and Kathleen announced their 
engagement was quite di#erent. 

Before her marriage to Stan, Joan had loved 
working as a cook, taking pride in her skill. A 
quiet and self-contained woman, she had always 
found it easiest to express 
her love for her husband 
and her boys through her 
cooking. Sunday joints 
with crisp roast potatoes, 
steak and kidney pie with 
a buttery crust, beef stew 
with dumplings like small 
$u#y clouds. And when the 
boys got back from school, starving hungry, she’d 
made sure there was always a cake in the tin to 
tide them over. Stan used to grumble that she 
spoiled them, but Joan didn’t care. She could see 
them now, Peter, David and little Michael, cutting 
great wedges of golden, featherlight sponge cake 
or slabs of rich, dark chocolate cake. Best of all 
had been the fruit cakes made from her mother’s 
recipe, studded with plump sultanas, raisins and 
glacé cherries. The funny thing was, all the boys 
stayed as thin as rakes, just like their father. Joan, 
on the other hand, only had to look at a slice of 
cake to put on weight. 

She thought back to her niece’s wedding  
last year. There had been a magni!cent wedding 
cake on the table and Joan recalled wondering 
how on earth they had managed it. But then, 
when it was time for the happy couple to cut  
the cake, it turned out to be decorated cardboard 
with a miserable excuse for a sponge cake  

By Amanda Wales
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meagre contents. There was enough !our left and 
a tin of condensed milk she had been hoarding 
since the war began. The result might not be a 
patch on her mother’s recipe but needs must. The 
real problem was that you couldn’t make a fruit 
cake without fruit and there wasn’t so much as a 
sultana or raisin in the house. 

With a sigh, Joan wandered into the front 
room. On the mantelpiece her mother’s silver 
candlesticks gleamed in the lamplight. She 
remembered them sitting on the mantelpiece 
at home when she was a child and how her 
mother used to polish them every Friday until 
they shone. For the last ten years, ever since 

as she watched Michael and Kathleen cut their 
wedding cake as the guests cheered and clapped. 
Joan had been so relieved that the cake turned 
out well, deliciously fragrant and studded with 
dried fruit like tiny jewels. 

“It looks marvellous Joan. However did you 
manage it?” asked Stan as he stood beside her, 
holding his cup of tea. 

“Oh, well, you know. I had a few bits and pieces 
tucked away,” said Joan, her cheeks !ushed. Stan 
didn’t seem to have noticed that the candlesticks 
had disappeared, and she wasn’t about to tell  
him now. 

Joan stepped forward to slice up the cake for 
the guests but at that moment came the drone  
of the air-raid siren. 

“Oh, would you believe it? Of all the times  
to pick.” 

The guests muttered their goodbyes and left 
hurriedly. Without thinking, Joan started to  
clear the table, but Stan took 
her arm. 

“No love, leave that. Let’s 
get to the shelter.”

Joan, Stan and the 
newlyweds all bundled into 
the damp Anderson shelter 
in the back garden, sharing 
two bottles of brown ale and "nishing o# a plate 
of sandwiches that Stan had grabbed on the 
way out. The all-clear sounded after two hours 
and they emerged blinking in the late afternoon 
sunshine. 

“Well at least you can have a piece of cake 
before you go,” said Joan. Michael and Kathleen 
had planned to spend a couple of nights at a 
seaside B&B before Michael reported for duty. 

“Sorry Ma – no time. Keep it until I’m home on 
leave.” 
Michael turned to his new wife. 
“Come on darling, we’ll have to run if we’re going 
to catch that train.” 

Joan and Stan watched as the young couple 
ran up the road hand in hand, laughing with 
sheer joy. 

Gazing after them, Joan sni#ed and dabbed 
at her eyes. She felt Stan slip an arm around her 
shoulders. 

“Sorry about your cake, love. But Michael’s 

right – it’ll keep until he comes home on leave.” 
Joan shook her head. 

“Oh Stan, I thought it was so important for 
Michael to have a proper cake. It was a way to 
show him…to show him how much I love him. 
But really the only thing that matters is seeing 
them both so happy.”

“You’re right there, love.” Stan gave her 
shoulders a little squeeze. “And don’t worry, 
he knows how you feel, all the boys do. You’ve 
always said that actions speak louder than words 
and you’ve shown them nothing but love every 
day of their lives.”

“Stan,” Joan murmured, too ashamed to meet 
his eyes. “I’ve been a bit of a fool. I – I pawned  
our candlesticks to buy all that dried fruit. All  
my boys are gone and now I’ve nothing left of  
mum’s either.”

Her husband was quiet for a moment. 
“The boys will be back on leave before you 

know it, love. And as for 
the candlesticks, I noticed 
they’d gone the other  
day and…” Stan smiled  
at her. “Well, I met Alf 
Palmer in the pub the other 
night. We got talking and  
he told me you’d been to  

see him and I guessed the rest.”
“Are you angry with me Stan?”
“Of course not, love. How could I 

be?” Stan took her hand. “Come on, 
let’s go and have a nice cup of tea.”

As they walked into the front 
room Joan looked up and gave 
a little cry. “My candlesticks! Oh 
Stan, however did they get there?” 
Her husband grinned. 

“Well, after Alf spilled the 
beans I worked a couple of 
extra jobs and went back to that 
pawnbroker to get ‘em back for you. 
They’ve been there since this morning, 
but you’ve been so busy you never  
noticed.”

“Oh Stan, you did all that just for me?” 
Stan took his wife in his arms. 
“I’d do anything to make you happy 
Joan. Now let’s have that cup of tea.”

her mother’s death, they had sat on Joan’s 
mantelpiece – the only thing of her mother’s that 
she had left. Joan reached out and picked up one 
of them, feeling the familiar weight of it in her 
hand. Perhaps there was a way to resolve the 
problem after all. 

Early next morning, Joan found herself staring 
up at the door of the pawnbroker’s shop, trying 
to pluck up the courage to go in. ‘Come on’, she 
thought, and pushed open the door. 

The man behind the counter examined the 
candlesticks for a few minutes before speaking. 

“I’ll give you 10 bob for ‘em,” he said. 
“But they’re silver,” said Joan. “Antique.”
“Silver plated,” replied the pawn broker. 

“And there’s not much call for this type of thing 
nowadays.”

“They’re worth more. You know that.” Joan 
stared at the man and he looked away. “Alright, 
15. Take it or leave it.”

Joan left the pawnbrokers with the notes 
safely tucked away in her purse. She’d heard 
that Elsie Palmer’s brother-in-law Alf could get 
anything you wanted for the right price, no 
questions asked, and a few minutes later she was 
knocking on the Palmer’s door. 

“Hello Elsie, I wanted a word with Alf. Is he in?”
Joan left ten minutes later, her mission 

complete. Alf had promised delivery that night 
and, true to his word, he knocked on the back 
door at nine o’clock that evening, handing over  
a large cardboard box. Feeling a bit like a 
criminal, Joan hid the box in the larder under 
some tea towels. 

The next morning, she could hardly wait for 
Stan and Michael to leave so that she could make 
a start. Taking the box out from its hiding place, 
Joan set to work, humming to herself as she 
started to weigh out ingredients. 

It was time to cut the cake. The church service 
had been lovely. Michael looked so smart in his 
best suit and Kathleen was beautiful in a white 
satin gown borrowed from her maid of honour. 
With Kathleen’s family back in Ireland, Joan had 
organised the wedding breakfast and had been 
up since "ve o’clock, cutting sandwiches and 
baking scones. Now she felt a lump in her throat 

‘One of the hardest 
things to bear was 

not knowing where 
the boys were’

‘I pawned our candlesticks 
to buy all that fruit. All my 
boys are gone and now I’ve 

nothing left of mum’s either’
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Good news, Joanie!”
Joan got o! her bike, weary  

after a day at the factory. Her 
mother’s ‘news’ was usually about 
the cut of meat she’d wheedled 

out of the butcher. Mind you, Mum did wonders 
trying to feed the three of them, what with the 
rationing and shortages. Mum chatted on as  
they went inside.

 “You’ll never guess, Mrs Curtis-Smythe’s  
son Colin says he’ll teach you to drive! I always 
said he liked you!” 

Wow! Joan couldn’t believe it – she’d wanted 
to learn for ages. Being nearly 18, she saw it 
as a way of getting on, as well as a way out of 
that ammunition factory. OK, she knew she 
was already helping the war e!ort by working 
there. If it weren’t for the thousands of women 
assembling planes and things the country would 
be in trouble, but Joan longed to do something 
more exciting. Driving an ambulance – a really 
important, dangerous job – was her big ambition.

And having Colin teach her was a dream come 
true! Like all the girls in the village, she thought 
dark, good-looking Colin was gorgeous. Mum 

so ago and Derek had sat quietly in a corner of 
the shelter trying to read in the dim light. That 
was until Mum and their neighbour, Mrs Butler, 
started arguing loudly about Mr Churchill. Derek 
had looked up, grinned, then winked at Joan. 
Her heart had "ipped over at the warmth in his 
brown eyes and everything seemed to turn cosily 
romantic in the dim para#n 
lamplight. 

Joan sighed. Colin might be 
the local ‘Clark Gable’, yet she 
secretly wished it was Derek 
who had o!ered to teach her 
to drive. 

“Bother those sirens! I was 
just about to serve up the 
stew,” fumed Mum. 

Joan glanced in the mirror and quickly dabbed 
on some lipstick. But, sadly, there was no sign of 
Derek in the shelter today. He’d probably gone 
somewhere with Jessie. Had she seen too much 
in his glance that $rst night?

Joanie knows she should be  
delighted that the local 
dreamboat wants to take her 
for driving lessons, but her 
thoughts are elsewhere…

actually cleaned for the Curtis-Smythes, who 
owned a large farm, and people looked up to the 
family as if they were royalty. Nothing like her 
family with her mum as a cleaner and her dad 
exempt from the Forces because he worked at the 
gas works. Not that she wasn’t proud of them, of 
course. 

“How nice of him, Mum!” she answered. “But I 
just can’t see me swanking around the village in 
his posh sports car.”

 “Don’t be daft – you’re as good as he is, Joanie.”
A loud wailing interrupted her. Joan 

shuddered at the sound of the air-raid siren. 
Yet she felt a shiver of excitement, too because 
it meant a jaunt down to the garden air raid 
shelter – and seeing Derek again. Derek was tall 
and fair and not particularly good-looking, yet 
there was something about him. He was one of 
the Curtis-Smythe farm workers who, along with 
Jessie, a Land Army girl, was using their shelter 
because of overcrowding in the one at the farm. 
The pair had arrived for the $rst time a week or 

As her driving lessons began, Colin proved 
to be a good teacher. Joan found herself quite 
good at it and whenever he praised her, she 
felt proud and con$dent. But she felt a lot less 
con$dent about Colin’s MG. He was taking a big 
chance, allowing her to learn in such a valuable 
car. When, on her fourth lesson, she voiced her 

worries, he just laughed.
“Fancy coming to the 

village dance next Saturday, 
Joan?” he asked casually.

“I’d love to, Colin!” she 
stuttered.

Joan was ecstatic. 
Uncertain up to now whether 
they were actually ‘courting’, 

she $nally guessed they must be! 
A few days before the dance there was yet 

another air raid and this time Derek and Jessie 
made it to the shelter. Pretty, blonde Jessie was in 
a giggly mood, trying to grab Derek’s book. Joan 
noted with a jolt that they seemed closer than 

By Barbara Dynes

‘Derek had looked up, 
grinned, then winked 
at Joan. Her heart had 

!ipped over at the warmth 
in his brown eyes’

Apple
blossom  
time
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ever. Never mind, she had her own date to look 
forward to.

Mum was busy knitting and chatting – far too 
loudly – to Mrs Butler.

 “Colin has only asked Joanie to the village 
dance!” she beamed.  

Joan hoped Derek hadn’t heard her mother 
showing o!. But he obviously had and looked a 
bit puzzled as he glanced across before swiftly 
turning back to Jessie.

 On Saturday, Colin was late. Feeling 
overdressed in her green frock and high-heels, 
Joan hurried out to the car. A dapper-looking 
Colin, in a smart grey suit, 
apologised but barely glanced at 
her. Joan shrugged. All that e!ort, 
trying to look nice . . .

The "rst person Joan 
recognised in the smoky, noisy 
hall, was none other than Derek, 
already on the dance #oor with 
Jessie. To the tune of ‘Boogie-
Woogie Bugle Boy’ he was trying 
to swing around Jessie who 
looked so glamorous in a stunning 
yellow pleated skirt. Derek, on the 
other hand, in his ill-"tting blue 
suit, seemed somewhat uneasy. She 
gave herself a little shake, reminding 
herself her partner was the rich, good-
looking Colin Curtis-Smythe. 

Colin proved to be an excellent dancer and 
later, when they waltzed to one of her favourite 
songs, ‘Apple Blossom Time’, she felt content. 
She gazed up at Colin, catching the drift of his 
expensive pine after-shave. 

“Good band, isn’t it?” she smiled.
“Eh?” Colin was staring over her head. “Oh, yes; 

grand!”
Joan frowned. Colin seemed distracted. Was 

she that boring? 

At the end of the evening, Colin let her drive 
home. Joan loved the experience of driving in the 
dark and, as Colin sat back with a cigarette, she 
put her foot down.    

“Joan, not so fast! These lanes are too narrow.”
Joan applied the brake but, too late! The car 

swerved across the road and dived straight into 
a ditch. An almighty screech was followed by 
a dreadful silence. After a few moments Joan, 
numb with fright, looked across at Colin’s white 
face. Thank God he seemed alright! Tentatively, 
she touched her own limbs with shaking hands. 
All intact, thank goodness, though her new frock 
was torn and her hair a right mess.

“I’m so sorry, Colin.” 
“You silly, silly girl!” he shouted angrily. 
Joan bit back the tears. Her fault, of course. Yet 

her ‘teacher’ had not really been paying attention, 
had he? Colin got out to inspect the car.

“I’m so very sorry,” she said again, moving 
gingerly across the seats to get out his side. 

Her own door was completely 
buckled. “But we’re both OK.”

“And my car?” he yelled. “Dad 
will go spare! We’d better start 
walking!”

Ruefully, Joan removed her 
shoes; no way could she walk in 
those. Her precious stockings 
would soon be in shreds, but 
she was past caring. Who’d have 
thought such a lovely evening 
could end in this way?  She’d seen 

another side of Colin, too. 
They trudged through the black-

out in silence, Joan trying to ignore 
her sore feet. Arriving at her house, 
she tried again to apologise but Colin 
ignored her and hurried on alone.            

Mum, bless her, was still waiting up.  
“Joanie, whatever – “
“I’m "ne, Mum! I’ll tell you in the morning,” 

Joan said wearily, longing to get to bed. But, right 
on cue, came the familiar wail of the siren.

In the shelter, all Joan could think about was 
that damaged car. It also meant the end of her 
driving lessons. 

“Right, let’s be having you,” ordered Mum. 
“What happened? “

Joan took a deep breath and played the whole 
episode down as much as she dared. Mum just 
looked shocked.

A tiny beam of light from a torch appeared 
at the entrance. Derek came down the steps, 
followed by Jessie. To Joan’s surprise Derek, 
holding out a letter, made a beeline for her. 

“A note from Mr Colin, for you, Joan. I say, are 
you alright?” he added, seeing her dishevelled 
appearance.

Joan nodded as she opened the envelope.
‘Dear Joan, Sorry I was a bit short with you. 

It was probably as much my fault as yours. The 
truth is, Joan, I’ve met someone else. She’s not 
happy about the driving lessons, so we’ll have to 
call it a day. Sorry and all that, but the car’s out 
of action, anyway. Siren gone, so I’ll send this 
with Derek, who uses your shelter. Regards, Colin 
Curtis-Smythe.’        

Joan blinked. Well, she’d expected that about 
the driving. But not about the other girl. So, why 
didn’t she feel that upset?

“Seems my driving lessons are over, Derek,” 
she sighed, telling him brie#y what had 
happened. The news would be all around the 
village soon enough. “I so wanted to be an 
ambulance driver, too,” she added, then  
looked away. 

“You know, I could help,” Derek added.  
“I suppose you don’t fancy being taught in my  
old banger though?”

“You’d teach me?” Joan repeated. “But what 
would Jessie say?” 

Derek frowned.
“Jessie won’t mind. She’s about to be engaged, 

besotted with a nice chap called Arthur, who’s 
in the Air Force. I told him I’d look after her. I 
think she now regrets that promise, seeing as  
I can’t dance for to!ee. I completely ruined her 
new shoes!”        

Joan laughed. It was as though the sun had 
come out, right there in that dismal shelter.

“Your old banger sounds "ne to me!” she said. 
“It’s so kind of you –“ 

 “Not really. Driving lessons are a great way to 
get to know someone. And when that someone is 
a nice girl keen to help the war e!ort, I’m all for it.”

The expression in Derek’s brown eyes was so 
warm that Joan wanted to cry with happiness.
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‘An almighty screech 
was followed by a 
dreadful silence. 

After a few moments 
Joan, numb with 

fright, looked across 
at Colin’s white face’
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Ginny held the beaded emerald 
evening gown against her black-and-
white maid’s uniform and looked in 
the full-length mirror. The colour 
matched her eyes.

Humming, she began to sway. Then she 
stepped to one side and twirled around.

“You’d better not let her ladyship catch you 
doing that,” said the housekeeper, who was 
standing in the bedroom doorway holding a pile 
of towels.  “And watch you don’t snag the silk. Who 
do you think you are – Ginger Rogers?”

As the housekeeper’s footsteps faded into the 
distance, Ginny did one more twirl. Then she 
sighed and laid the dress out on the bed so that it 
would be ready for Mistress to wear that evening.

She wished more than 
anything that she was Ginger 
Rogers. She’d loved musicals 
ever since she saw Gold 
Diggers of 1933 at the cinema 
on her afternoon o!. But her 
favourites were the "lms in 
which Ginger Rogers danced 
with Fred Astaire. 

Setting out a pearl necklace and matching 
earrings on the dressing table, Ginny wished her 
parents could have a!orded dancing lessons. 
Instead she practised the steps she’d seen in the 
"lms when no-one was around.

A horn honked outside. Looking through the 
window, Ginny saw a shiny motor car pull up. He 
was here or, rather, they were here.

“Why did her ladyship’s "ancé need to bring his 
own valet?” she asked the cook, who was busy in 
the kitchen. “We’ve plenty of servants here.”

The cook reached for a heavy pan. “Get away 
with you. When they’re married, you’ll be working 
for both of the happy couple so mind you don’t put 
a foot wrong.”

On her way back upstairs, Ginny couldn’t resist 
a quick tap dance across the tiled #oor in the hall. 

Hearing someone clapping, she turned to see a 
smart young man with slicked-back hair coming 
down the sweeping staircase. He nodded as she 
hurried past him, blushing. ‘Really,’ she thought, 
‘was there nowhere she could dance without being 

watched?’ Presumably he 
was the valet.

When the sta! sat down 
together for their evening 
meal, Ginny noticed the 
young man look her way 
more than once. He seemed 
nice, handsome even, but 
she was still embarrassed by 

their "rst encounter, so as soon as she’d "nished, 
she slipped outside for some fresh air.

The sound of music was coming from 
the drawing room. Someone had put on a 
gramophone record. She recognised the song. It 
was Cheek to Cheek from the "lm Top Hat.

Just then the valet came outside and smiled  
at her.

“Shall we dance?” he said. “I love dancing.”
Before Ginny could reply, he added, “I’m Alfred, 

by the way. But you can call me Fred.”

Ginny may be a lady’s maid, but 
that doesn’t stop her dreaming of a 
life like her icon, Ginger Rogers

Ch!k to
 ch!k

‘On her way back upstairs 
Ginny couldn’t resist a quick 

tap dance across the tiled 
!oor in the hall. She heard 

someone clapping...’
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Raise a smile

2!MINUTE 
READ

By Suzan Lindsay Randle
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A touch of romance
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By Jill Mirza

Short story 
winner 

It had been the most 
humiliating day of his life. 
Stephen Barlow had 
no wish to relive it but 
his granddaughter had 

found the silver sixpence in the 
sideboard drawer, and wanted 
to know what it was. When he 
told her it was very old money, 
she asked why he’d kept it if he 
couldn’t spend it. 

He sighed and lifted six-year-
old Emma onto his knee. 

‘There was a girl in my class 
at junior school,” he began. “Her 
name was Marigold Hooper. I’d 
never spoken to her but I loved 
her more than anything in the 
world. She had long blonde hair 
and big blue eyes and one day, 
when I was trying to count how 
many freckles she had on her 
nose, the teacher yelled out, 
‘Stephen Barlow! I know we are 
discussing the prospect of Apollo 
11 landing on the moon, but you 
will not see any astronauts !ying 
past the classroom window. If you 
want to daydream you can do so – 
in detention!’ Everyone laughed, 
but I didn’t mind because for the 

‘Hello, Marigold. Do you want to 
go to the chip shop with me?’   
I said it over and over again so  
I wouldn’t forget. Everything  
was going well, but then my  
plan fell apart.”

“What happened?”
“First of all she did something 

totally unexpected. She crossed 
the road and squeezed through 
the railings and went into the 
park. I followed her, and had 
to "ght my way through lots of 
prickly trees and bushes. By the 
time I got out of the bushes I was 
covered in scratches. Then I saw 
Marigold. She’d taken her du#e 
coat o$ and was standing in the 
middle of the paddling pool, 
which had been emptied because 
they were doing some work on it. 
And you’ll never guess what she 
did next.”

“What?”
“She began to dance.” Stephen 

fell silent and stared over the top 
of Emma’s head with a faraway 
look in his eyes. “She swayed and 

twirled and leapt and spun. She 
went around and round, faster 
and faster… then suddenly she 
vanished.” He looked down at 
Emma. “All I heard was a very 
loud ‘Ouch!’ I ran over to the pool, 
and there she was, lying on the 
bottom of it. I knelt down next to 
her and said, ‘Marigold, it’s me. 
Stevie Barlow.’ And do you know 
what she said?”

Emma shook her head.
“She said, ‘I know who you are. 

You’re the one who’s always day-
dreaming.’ She’d cut her knee, and 
blood was pouring down her leg. 
‘Don’t just stand there,’ she said. 
‘Pass me a tissue. There’s one in 
my coat pocket. And hurry up. I’m 
bleeding to death.’ 

“I gave her the tissue then 
asked her if she wanted me 
to help her up.

She rolled her eyes. 
‘Of course I don’t. I love 
lying in the mud.’ 

“I wasn’t sure if she 
meant it or not, so I 
waited while she climbed 
out of the pool. It was then 
that things went from bad to 
worse.”

Stephen took a sip of the tea 
that his wife had just made. 
“Marigold said her dress was new 
and that her mum would kill her 
because it was all covered in mud. 
I thought I’d try and clean it for 
her so I took my hanky out of my 
pocket.” Stephen smiled. “How 

It turns out romance
is a lot more
complicated than 
buying someone a bag 
of chips for sixpence
as young Stephen
Barlow learned many
moons ago

and
Love

chips

 “ Marigold 
swayed and 
twirled and 
leapt and 

spun… then 
vanished!

 “

very "rst time Marigold noticed 
me. But I still didn’t have the 
courage to speak to her.”

“Why not, Granddad?”
Stephen remembered how, 

at break times, Marigold had 
always been in the centre of an 
eddy of chattering friends. To 
him, the world of girls had been 
mysterious and frightening; it 
was full of secrets and whispers 
and furtive glances followed by 
giggles. It was a world he hadn’t 
dared to enter, even if he’d known 
how to.

“I was very shy,” he explained. 
“Then one day one of my friends 
said that if you bought a girl a  
bag of chips, she’d fall in love  
with you.

 “So I made a plan. I knew that 
on Saturday afternoons Marigold 
had ballet lessons in the church 
hall so I put that sixpence in my 
pocket and waited outside the 
dance school for her to come out. 
The hall was near the park, and as 
she always walked home on the 
side of the road where the houses 
were I decided to walk a bit 
behind her on the park side of the 
road. When she crossed over at 
the bottom I would ‘accidentally’ 
bump into her and ask her  
if she wanted to go to the chip 
shop with me. She would say yes, 
I would buy her six-penny-worth 
of chips, and she would fall in 
love with me.”

Stephen paused as the memory 
of that disastrous day returned 
to him. It had been pouring with 
rain. He was soaked by the 
time Marigold came out of the 

hall, but at least she was on 
her own. She was wearing 
a du#e coat and her long 
white socks lay in wrinkles 

round her ankles.   
 “As I followed her I kept 

practising what I had to say: 



A touch of romance

was I to know that my compass 
was accidentally tangled up in it? 
As I wiped the front of her dress, 
the point of the compass made 
a big tear in it.  She pushed me 
away and told me not to come 
anywhere near her ever again. 
Then I asked her why she was 
dancing in the paddling pool,  
and she said that was just a 
stupid question.”

Emma frowned. “That wasn’t 
very nice, was it? Especially after 
you were only trying to help her.’

“No, it wasn’t. Anyway, as we 
made our way back through the 
bushes I held the branches up for 
her so she didn’t scratch herself. 
But the problem was she didn’t 
duck when she was supposed 
to, and when I let one of them 
go it hit her in the face and her 
lip started bleeding. By the time 
we got back to the road her dress 
was all torn, she was covered in 
blood and mud, and to cap it all 
she then started to cry.”

“Why?” asked Emma. 
“I thought she was worried 

about her mum killing her, so I 
told her that mine said that all 
the time, but up till now she 
still hadn’t actually done it. 
Then she told me that she was 
crying because her ballet class 
was closing down, so she would 
never be able to become a ballet 
dancer which had always been 
her dream. I asked her why 
she couldn’t be something else 
instead.” Stephen pulled a face. 
“That didn’t go down very well. 

 “She pushed 
me away and 
told me not 

to come near 
her ever again

 “

When we got to her front gate I 
plucked up all my courage and 
told her that I loved her. Then 
I did something really silly – I 
tried to kiss her.”

Emma giggled.
“I wasn’t sure what to do. 

Especially as her lip was still 
bleeding. In the end I decided to 
aim in the general direction of 
her face and hope for the best. I 
pushed my glasses up my nose 
and stood on tiptoe, but just as 
my lips were almost level with 
hers, I sneezed.”

“Yuck,” Emma said and then 
rolled her eyes. 

“She then told me I was the 
most disgusting boy she’d ever 
met. She pushed me back, and 
I landed on her white wooden 
gate which under my weight, fell 
o! its hinges. Her dad came out – 
he was really angry and told me 
to ‘hop it’.”

“Poor Granddad,” Emma 
sympathised. 

“And the worse thing was that 
on Monday morning Marigold 
told her friends what had 
happened and they all laughed 
at me.”

Stephen took Emma o! his 
knee. “And that, young lady, 
is the story behind the silver 
sixpence.”

“That Marigold sounds really 
horrible. I’m glad you married 
Grandma instead.”

Mrs Barlow gave her husband 
an a!ectionate smile. “So am I. 
Mind you, I’m still waiting for 
that bag of chips.”

She began to cry even louder 
and I looked around, hoping 
that no one would hear her sobs 
because if they did I knew I’d get 
the blame.”

Emma nodded wisely in 
agreement. “That always 
happens.”

“She said she loved ballet, 
but I wouldn’t understand that 
because I was just a boy. She 
said boys don’t know anything 
about love.

“Talking about love reminded 
me of why I’d gone to meet 

her in the "rst place, but with 
everything that had gone on,  
I couldn’t remember what I  
was supposed to say now. By 
then we were nearly at the 
bottom of the road and I was in 
a panic. In less than ten seconds 
Marigold would be gone and so 
would my chance of getting her 
to fall in love with me. Luckily, 
at the last minute it all came 
back to me and I asked her if  
she wanted to go to the chip 
shop with me to get some  
chips. She said that ballet 
dancers never eat chips – like  
I was supposed to know that.  
I didn’t know what to say, so  
I just stood there staring  
at her.”

“What happened next?” 
Emma asked inquisitively. 

“She said I could walk the 
rest of the way home with her. 
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Touching Tales

Isn’t it amazing, even 50 years later, Gran?” 
Josh didn’t take his eyes o! the TV.

Janet smiled as she watched the 
rocket soar upwards, with orange "ames 
stretching behind it like #ery ribbons. 

“It looks even better than when I #rst saw it on 
a tiny black and white television.”

Josh switched o! the TV. “No colour TV? That 
must have been awful.”    

“Did I ever tell you about 
the letter I wrote to Neil 
Armstrong?” Janet rose to make 
a cup of tea.  

Josh laughed. “No, you didn’t. 
Did he write back to you?”

“He did. Such a lovely letter. I’ll tell you the 
story while we have a slice of my Victoria sponge. 
Then I’ll show you his letter.”

In her head, Janet raced into her grandparents’ 

house, auburn plaits "ying behind her.
“Granddad, my teacher says men are going to 

take o! in a spaceship and walk on the moon. 
Isn’t that amazing?”

“It is lass,” Granddad put down his newspaper 
and smiled. 

Gran tutted as she laid cutlery on the table.  
“Stu! and nonsense, as far as I can see. What’s 

the point of it?”
Janet and Granddad looked 

at each other.     
“It’ll be Man’s greatest 

achievement if they pull it o!,” 
Granddad said. 

“Oh Granddad, surely they will make it. What if 
they don’t come back?” Janet clapped her hand to 
her mouth. 

“Of course, they will,” Granddad reassured her. 
Gran ladled homemade vegetable soup into bowls. 

BY SHARON HASTON

on the moon
!e man

Half a century on, Janet remembers the valuable lessons she 
learned from that childhood letter to Neil Armstrong 

‘Did I ever tell you 
about the letter I wrote 

to Neil Armstrong?’

SHORT  
STORY  

WINNER
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Touching Tales

“It’s dangerous, if you ask me.” She pointed the 
ladle at Granddad. “I wouldn’t let you go.”

Granddad winked at Janet 
as he buttered his bread. 

“I think that means your 
Gran still loves me.” 

“Get away with you,” Gran 
said, smiling as she salted her 
soup.  

Janet loved having lunch 
with her grandparents. They lived closer to her 
school than her mum and dad, so she went there 
every day. 

“It’s to be clear skies this Friday night,” 
Granddad said. “Ask your mum if you can stay up 
late and I’ll show you the constellations.” 

Janet sounded out ‘con-stell-ation’. She loved 
learning new words, writing them in her diary. 

“What’s a constellation, Granddad?”   
He tapped his nose. “You’ll learn on Friday.”  
“Stu! and nonsense,” Gran sni!ed as she 

cleared away their plates.
On Friday, Granddad handed Janet his 

binoculars as she stared up at a sky that looked as 
if someone had scattered silver glitter across it. 

He pointed out Orion’s Belt and the Plough. 
Janet jumped up and down. “The moon looks 

the same size as a football from here. I can’t wait 
to see the astronauts walking on it.”

 “Me neither,” Granddad said.
They both stared up, in awe, at the sparkly sky.
“Are you two coming in? It’s freezing.” Gran 

shouted out of the window. 
“It’s amazing, Gran. Come and see.”  
But Gran just tutted as she shut the window. 
“Just think, those astronauts will be up among 

the stars. I want to be an astronaut when I grow 
up Granddad,” Janet said. 

Granddad ru"ed her red curls. “You can be 

anything you want to, lass.” 
Janet stayed at Gran and Granddad’s house 

that night but she couldn’t sleep. She’d asked 
Granddad if she could stay up to watch the 
astronauts when they landed on the moon as it 
would happen during the night. 

Granddad said yes, but Gran pursed her lips 
and said Janet needed her sleep for school. 

Granddad laughed and said everyone would  
be watching the moon landing so they would  
all be tired.

Janet couldn’t understand why Gran wasn’t 
excited about the men who would walk on the 
moon. She said it was a waste of time. 

This puzzled Janet as Gran was usually right 
about everything. She’d been right that Janet 
would love her little brother, even though she 
really wanted a sister.

She’d been right when she said Janet would 
love school even though she wiped away her 
tears on that scary #rst day. 

But Janet was sure Gran was wrong about the 
moon landing. 

Later that day as she looked through the books 
by her bed at home, she stopped on one and stared 
at the cover illustration. She had to talk to Gran!

“Gran, I need to talk to you about the moon 
landing.” 

“First, you need to take o! those roller-skates. 
I don’t want you skidding all over my new 
linoleum,” Gran shook her head. 

Janet sat on the $oor and unbuckled the roller-
skates she’d strapped on so she could get to Gran’s 
faster. 

She held up the book she’d found. “Gran, the 
moon landing isn’t a waste of time. It’s exploring, 
just like Captain Cook did when he sailed to 
Australia.”

Gran took the Captain Cook Ladybird book and 
thumbed through it. 

“Remember you used to read this to me when 
I was little,” Janet said, pointing at the picture of 
the Endeavour ship. 

“But Captain Cook wasn’t going to another 
world,” Gran frowned. 

“But those other countries he found were 
another world then. And if he hadn’t found 
Australia, Uncle Jim wouldn’t have been able  
to move there.”

Gran smiled. “You’ve got me there. Maybe 
there is something in this moon business.”

“Will you watch it with us, Gran, please?” 
Gran nodded. “Yes, although I can’t promise 

not to nod o!.”      
On the special night, Mum woke Janet so she 

could sit with the family to watch the moon 
landing. 

They all gathered round the 
TV which was Janet’s dad’s 
proudest possession. It was 
surrounded by teak wood, with 
silver push buttons for the three 
channels. 

Gran and Granddad, Auntie 
Cathy, Uncle Bert and her 
cousins James and Bobby were there too.

Mum had made cheese sandwiches and 
sausage rolls. 

“It feels like we’re having a Moon party,” Uncle 
Bert joked. 

When Neil Armstrong stepped out, everyone 
cheered, almost missing him saying, “That’s one 
small step for man, one giant leap for mankind.”   

Janet shouted, “Let’s go outside and look up at 

on the moon
!e man the moon to see if we can see Neil.”

The adults laughed but everyone joined her 
outside, staring up at the moon in wonder that 
Neil was actually walking on it. Janet knew she 
would never forget this moment.   

She sneaked a look at Gran and smiled as 
Gran also stared in wonder at the moon and took 
Janet’s hand.

“You were right lass. It is exploring. Just like 
Captain Cook.”

The next day Janet wrote a letter to Neil 
Armstrong, telling him how much she had 
enjoyed watching him. She also told him that  
her family waved up at him as he took those 
historic steps.

Janet handed Josh Neil’s handwritten reply. 
Josh took the fragile note and read, 

“Thank you for writing to me Janet. I’m glad 
you enjoyed watching us landing on the moon. 
I hope you achieve your dream to become an 
astronaut.”       

“Wow! That’s amazing Gran. Something to 
treasure.”

Janet nodded. “Yes it is. Of course, I didn’t 
become an astronaut, but I did become an air-
hostess, so I still got to $y high up in the sky.”

She showed Josh a photo of her in her smart 
tailored blue skirt suit and pill-box hat. 

“Where did you $y to Gran?” Josh asked.
“Just about everywhere apart from the moon,” 

she laughed, clearing away their teacups.
She still remembered the #rst 

day Gran saw her in her uniform. 
“I knew you would get the job, 

lass,” she’d said, covering up her 
happy tears by joking, “You’ve 
always had your head in the 
clouds.”     

Josh got up to leave as he was 
playing football with his school team.  

“I’m glad you managed to persuade your gran 
to enjoy the moon landing. You know what, I 
think I’d like to be a pilot when I grow up.”

Janet handed him his kit bag, echoing her 
granddad’s words as she told him. 

“You can be anything you want to be. That’s 
what I liked best about the moon landing.  
It showed anything is possible.” 

Janet shouted, ‘Let’s 
go outside and look up 

at the moon to see if 
we can see Neil’

‘Those astronauts  
will be up among the stars. 

I want to be an astronaut 
when I grow up, Granddad’ 
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RETRO   Birthday parties

It’s my 
party…
(and I’ll cry if I want to)
Sometimes the excitement around the big day did 
result in tears before bedtime, but the expectation of 
!sh paste sandwiches, Iced Gems and rabbit-shaped 
blancmange shared with friends was worth it

After games 
such as musical 
chairs, kids in the 
Sixties devoured 
meat-paste or jam 
sandwiches, jelly and 
cream and, of course, 
birthday cake to 
the sound of Happy 
Birthday To You. 

Birthday parties were the highlight of our young lives and 
almost as eagerly anticipated as Christmas. It was a time to 
invite half a dozen of your school friends along to mum and 
dad’s house for a celebration around the dining table. 

There was no expectation of inviting your whole class to the party 
and the idea of hiring a special location for the big day would have 
been considered a waste of money, especially if you had siblings all 
demanding equal rights.

As a young girl, dressing for your party meant having a new frock 
or at least a hair ribbon or slide. The frock would then make countless 
appearances throughout the year until you outgrew it and your sister 
inherited it as a hand-me-down. 

Tea was the main event. The big reveal came as the dining room 
door opened to reveal a paper cloth-covered table extended to 
accommodate your friends who all oohed at the sight of slices of  
Swiss roll and Shippam’s salmon paste sandwiches cut into dainty 
triangles that mum never normally did.

Jelly and ice cream was eagerly anticipated, especially if 
mum!had poured it into a rabbit-shaped mould and chopped up 
lime jelly to look like it was sitting on grass. Often the excitement 
of it all and eating too much made someone feel ill… hopefully 
not the party host, though, because there was the "nale of cake 
and candles to tackle. 

With lights dimmed, mum would triumphantly enter leading 
the chorus of Happy Birthday To You… it heralded the end of 
your special day and everyone went home happy with a slice of 
cake wrapped in a paper napkin. Sometimes you got a balloon 
you had to in#ate yourself… you hoped it wasn’t a zeppelin-
shaped one as they were really hard to blow up… even for dad!

THE GAMES WE PLAYED
Party game traditions haven’t changed 
a"great deal over the years; it’s just the size  
of prizes that has altered.

Pass the parcel was a great time !ller for 
mum as young guests sat in a circle passing 
around a wrapped gift. There was always one 
child more reluctant to let go as the layers got 
nearer to the present hidden inside. 

Today children get a gift as each layer 
is peeled away. No such pandering to the 
philosophy that everyone can be a winner 
from yesteryear’s mums and dads. 

Pin the tail on the donkey and musical 
statues were good fun but it was Kim’s 
Game that made you concentrate. A random 
selection of oddments placed on a tray and 
a"few seconds to memorise them before they 
were covered up and one item taken away… 
but could you identify what was missing?
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RETRO   Birthday parties

Retro Editor, Sharon, 
and Commissioning 
Editor, Natalie, share 
memories of their 
brothers’ cakes, from 
a!simple iced one in 
the Seventies (left) to 
an Eighties mouse-
themed one (top left). 
Not forgetting the 
teacakes and chocolate 
biscuits (right).

FOOD GLORIOUS FOOD
It was so exciting peeping inside the room 
where your birthday tea had been laid out. Desperately 
trying to resist the temptation to steal a crumbly pink wafer 
biscuit… surely no one would notice one missing. Iced Gems were 
so dainty and party rings a colourful treat. Birthday sandwiches 
tasted so good… always white sliced bread with a choice of two 
!llings. If mum was feeling #ush she would open a tin of John West 
pink salmon and douse it in vinegar before spreading on the bread. 
The food was simple but it never tasted so good!
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RETRO   Family fun

Child’s 
THE GAMES WE LOVED

PLAY
Gathering around a board game was an 
essential part of Christmas, as were the 
ensuing arguments about cheating!

Board games have been enjoying 
a renaissance during 2020, with 
families across the UK rediscovering 
their simple pleasures. However, 

back in the Fifties, despite the introduction 
of televisions into many homes, board games 
were the main form of entertainment. The 
likes of Monopoly, Cluedo, Scrabble, and 
Snakes and Ladders brought the thrills and 
perils of risk and luck into the living room. 
And there was no better time to play them 
than at Christmas – with the whole family 
gathered, board games were a way of uniting 
the generations. 

It was during the Sixties, however, that 
board games really evolved – the industry was 
booming and families were not only getting 
bigger but they were spending more money 
on their children. Games that would go on to 
become classics were launched during this 

DID 
YOU 

KNOW?

Cluedo was developed from an 
idea Anthony E. Pratt came up 
with while passing time in 
London bomb shelters during 

the Second World War. There 
was an urban legend that David 
Bowie invented Connect Four 

(it was started by broadcaster Stuart 
Maconie). What is true is that the simple 
game has 4,531,985,219,092 possible game 
board positions!

golden era – Game of Life, KerPlunk, 
Mouse Trap, Operation, Go for Broke, 
and Twister for instance. A plethora of 
shiny plastic and 3D parts elevated game 
playing, and old games such as Battleship 
were given a new lease of life once the 
pen and paper format was replaced with 
a!plastic grid, while Twister upped the ante 
by getting players to use their body parts as 
‘playing pieces’. Hours of innocent family fun were 
had with board games, although things could get 
a!little tense when Dad was accused of cheating 
and Gran made up her own rules! Simple times.
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By Katharine Wootton

A s we look at the familiar 
coins in our pockets 
and purses, it’s funny to 
think that money was 
once the source of great 

debate and confusion. 
50 years ago this month, as 

many of you may remember, Britain 
marked the move to decimalisation. 
Known as ‘D!Day’, it signalled the 
moment shillings and pence – not 
to mention guineas and half-crowns 
– were abandoned in favour of the 
shiny new coins we use today. And 
what a change it was!

The move to decimalisation 
was one of the biggest economic 
upheavals in history but it was also 
a long time coming. As far back 
as 1847 Parliament had discussed 
changing the imperial system that 
had been in place since the time of 

King Henry II to a currency based on 
units of ten, implying such a system 
would be simpler. Other nations around 
the world adopted decimal currency, 
but it would take until 1966 for the 
British government to announce we 
were "nally joining the decimal club 
as part of then Prime Minister Harold 
Wilson’s vision for a ‘modern’ Britain. 

To get the UK ready, the Decimal 
Currency Board sprang into action, 
gently introducing new 5p, 10p and 
fancy seven-sided 50p coins into 
circulation in advance to get us used to 
the new money. As we tried to forget 
the mantra of ‘12 pence in a shilling and 
20 shillings in a pound’ that had been 
drummed into us, public information 
"lms soothed and reassured, explaining 
that “thinking decimal” would only 
make our lives easier. 

In reality, though, while we grasped 
the idea of 100 pennies in a pound, 
remembering how a sixpence was 
now worth 2.5p and a halfpenny was 
0.2p and so on, tended to give us a real 
headache! TV shows tried to help such 
as the daily BBC show Decimal Five 
and ITV’s possibly rather patronising 

Granny Gets the Point, 
where an elderly 
woman is taught how 
to use the new system 
by her grandson. 

Even the much-
loved performer Max 
Bygraves was roped 
in for moral support 
with the release of a 
surprisingly catchy song 
featuring chants of  

housewives in particular had no 
chance of ever understanding the new 
system. Another concern was that 
going decimal would allow sneaky 
shopkeepers the opportunity to hike 
their prices without anyone realising. 

Nevertheless, for all the doubters, 
on February 15, 1971 – a date speci"cally 
chosen because it was thought to be a 
quiet period for banks and businesses 

D!E!C!I!M!A!L!I!S-ation that soon  
rang out around football stadiums  
and school assembly halls across  
the country. 

For all the encouragement, though, 
many people were still understandably 
suspicious of decimalisation. Some 
argued the old coins were too ingrained 
in our British heritage to be lost while 
others insisted, with good intentions 
but in a somewhat 
condescending tone 
of voice, that the 
elderly and poor 

– Britain went decimal, with 
the new 2p, 1p and !p coins 
added into circulation. 

In shops around the 
country there were currency 
converters and decimal 
adders to help work out the 
di#erence between old money 
and new. Harrods even had 
an army of girls in boaters and 
blue sashes, known as ‘decimal 
pennies’, who were employed 
to help confused shoppers, 
while Selfridges did the same 
with girls dressed in what they 
called ‘suitably mathematically 
designed’ costumes. 

Largely, Decimal Day went smoothly 
although there were a few hiccups 
that made the headlines from new 
coins jamming payphones to London 
libraries accused of pro"teering from 
"nes because of the change. One of 
the most comical stories of the day, 
though, was how 50 Yorkshire children 
had been driven o# to a police station 
after refusing to pay 5p for their bus 
fare, having worked out it should only 
be 3p in new money. In the end the 
children were proved correct all along. 

For a short time after decimalisation, 
old and new currencies operated in 
tandem, meaning people could pay 
in pounds, shillings and pence and 
receive new money as change. It had 
been planned that the old money 
would be phased out of circulation 
over 18 months, but things went 
so smoothly that the old penny, 
halfpenny and threepenny coins were 
taken out of circulation in August 1971 
while the Decimal Currency Board 
did themselves out a job after just six 
months. Thanks to public demand, 
the sixpence lasted until 1980 and 
the $orin until 1993, while the !p 
was abandoned in 1984 and the 20p 
introduced in 1982 along with the £1 
coin in 1983. But in our increasingly 
cashless society, who can say what 
comes next?

DID YOU KNOW? 
According to Government 
papers from the time, the 
Decimal Currency Board’s 
biggest fears on the eve 
of decimalisation were 
that the Queen would die 
before the four billion 
coins bearing her likeness 
entered circulation and 
that Ford car workers 
would strike over changes 
to their vending machines! 

On the 50th anniversary 
of decimalisation in 

the UK, we remember 
the tabloid panics 

and confused faces 
that marked the great 

currency change

For some, working out 
the new coins involved 
asking for help! 

The Decimal Currency Board’s 
Shoppers’ Table helped us 
understand ‘new’ food prices

Do you remember 
the Max Bygraves 

decimalisation song?

‘What’s that  
in old money?’
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You can do it
In 1969, the !rst B&Q store opened 
in Southampton to meet the 
demands of this new generation 
who wanted to do it all themselves 
and going into the Seventies, 
DIY experienced something of a 
golden age. Emboldened by the 
new products and equipment at 
our !ngertips, DIY got even more 
ambitious in our bid for a ‘trendy’ 
home of avocado bathroom suites, 
psychedelic wallpaper and swirly 
Artex ceilings.  

Then came the innovation 
that would change everything: 
"atpack furniture. Love it or hate 
it, "atpack revolutionised the way 

we improved 
our homes. 
We no longer 
had to spend 
hours !guring 
out how to put 
things together 
for ourselves – 
we could spend 
days fathoming out 
complicated instructions instead! 
The supposed ease of "atpack also 
paved the way for a move  
towards simpler DIY  
solutions from self-adhesive 
wallpaper to the ‘no nails’ picture 
hangings we’re used to today. 

Make do and mend 
The British interest in 
DIY was ignited by the  
wartime spirit of ‘make 
do and mend’. This really 
made DIY a national 
hobby, not least as skilled 
manpower became hard 
to come by with so many 
handymen !ghting on the 
front line. 

Going into the Fifties and Sixties, 
home ownership boomed and so too 
did an interest in home improvements. 
A shorter working week meant families 
had more time to work on home projects, 

while better pay 
for some gave 

people the funds 
to invest in their 
houses. 

The rise in TV 
also played a part 
as 1956 saw the !rst 
ever TV handyman, 
Barry Bucknell, a 
smartly dressed 

former car engineer who, through his 
broadcaster wife, accidentally ended 
up presenting his own slot on the BBC 
afternoon show, About the Home. 

Just a year later, Barry had his own 
show, Do It Yourself, where he became 
the bane of husbands who were 
now expected to put up shelves or 
plaster walls themselves. ITV quickly 

followed suit with its own, Handy 
Round the Home programme, where 
presenter Harry Greene gave practical 
demonstrations as he renovated his 
London "at.

TV ads of the time showed DIY as the 
perfect activity for harmonious marital 
bliss, though in our experience DIY 
usually has the opposite e#ect!

retro favourites

TV DIY explosion!
In the Nineties and early 2000s, the craze for home 

improvement shows brought us Changing Rooms 
with Carol Smillie and ‘Handy Andy’ (left), regularly 

drawing in 10m viewers with a combination of DIY 
and soap-opera drama if one of the couples didn’t 

like the way their friends had decorated their 
room. DIY SOS, Ground Force, Grand Designs, 

60-Minute Makeover, House Doctor and so 
many more also !lled up the TV schedules.

Caption fddj ghd 
"kgh f fhd  jgk dfh

By Katharine Wootton

As a nation we’ve always 
loved a bit of do-it-
yourself, especially at 
this time of the year 
when the August Bank 

Holiday usually sends us in hoardes 
to the nearest hardware store. From 
the triumph of completing a task 
long overdue, to the DIY disasters 
and inevitable household arguments 
of, “You’re not doing it right!” home 
improvements are part and parcel of 
British culture. 

But this year DIY has boomed 
like never before as the recent 
lockdown saw many of us picking 
up our paintbrushes and digging out 
the drill to crack on with those  
DIY projects we’ve been putting o# 
for years. 

Since the pandemic hit, as many 
as 85 per cent of us have undertaken 
home improvements, while stores 
selling DIY products have reported 
unprecedented sales. You only need 

to look at photos of the eye-watering 
queues at B&Q stores when they !rst 
reopened to realise lockdown Britain 
went DIY-mad. But pandemic or not, 
where does our obsession for doing-
it-ourselves come from? And why 
not just ‘get a man in’? 

DIY was sold to people 
as the perfect activity for 
harmonious marital bliss...

Barry Bucknell 
with his tools of 

the DIY trade

What lies 
ahead?
Today, DIY TV shows 
are still popular but 
home improvers have 
increasingly been 
tuning in to website 
tutorials for handy tips. 
YouTube o!ers a huge 
selection of quick  
how-to tutorials rather 
than sitting through 

a whole home 
makeover show. 

As for the future 
of DIY, perhaps 
one day robots 
will do it all for 
us… but then how 

would we spend 
our Bank Holidays? 
And wouldn’t we miss 
the joy of mastering 
something new that 
makes DIY such an 
unparalleled British 
pastime? But possibly 
not the arguments, 
bruised "ngers and 
decorating disasters!

FUN FACT! 
Half of us say  

decorating our homes 
boosts our mood, with  

54 per cent saying they prefer 
getting !t doing DIY  

to exercising on a  
treadmill, according to  

a recent survey

Tools, tantrums
                 & triumphs!

As the last few months have taken the British obsession for home improvements to  
new heights, we explore where our love for DIY !rst came from and how it’s changed 

DIY magazines 
touted the 
tools every 
household 

should have!
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RETRO   Eating out

Sharon Reid remembers when our  
idea of culinary sophistication was a 
Wimpy burger on your birthday…

A taste for 
the past 

How often did 
you go out to 
eat when you 
were younger? 

When I was a child it was 
a rare treat to have a packet 
of Smoky Bacon Crisps 
and a bottle of Dandelion 
& Burdock in a pub beer 
garden, or !sh and chips 
from a newspaper on the 
prom. Rarer still though 
would be a ‘sit down’ meal in 
a restaurant or pub. 

Then, along came 
Wimpy... Cooked and served 
quickly, for most Brits this 
was our introduction to fast 
food and our !rst taste of a 
burger-based meal. For some 
it spelt an uncomfortable 
Americanisation of British 
culture, but for many it 
meant access to unfussy food 

in a relaxed atmosphere at 
a"ordable prices. 

Newspaper columnist 
Art Buchwald wrote in a 
review of his surprise that... 
“Food was served at the 
table within ten minutes of 
ordering and with atomic 
age e#ciency. Drinks served 
in a bottle with a straw and 
condiments in pre-packaged 
single-serving packets.” 

Although usually thought 
of as a Fifties’ hamburger 
restaurant, the British 
franchise also served ham or 
sardine rolls called torpedoes 
and a cold frankfurter 
with pickled cucumber 
sandwiches called Freddies.

As well as burger and 
breakfast you could order a 
Shanty Brunch (!sh in batter 
with tartare sauce) and a 
Whippsy milkshake. For 
pudding there was Brown 
Derby (doughnut topped 
with ice-cream and nuts) or a 
Banana Split. 

Wimpy always felt 
like somewhere that was 
respectable without being 
stu"y. A place where 
Mum felt happy taking us 
children without Dad and so 
occasionally (if we pestered 
enough) we’d pop in during a 
Saturday shopping trip. 

Choosing from the menu 
was such a treat, especially 
as we came from a culture of 
‘you’ll eat what you’re given’. 
I always went for the Bender 

Brunch because I loved the 
way they cut the sausages 
so they curved around 
the grilled tomato (which 
incidentally, I inevitably left 
on the side of my plate).

The best treat of all 
though was saved for 
birthdays – the only time 
we were allowed to order 
a Knickerbocker Glory. The 
American-style sundae 
of ice-cream, fresh cream 
and fruit, served in a tall 
glass and with an extra-long 
spoon to reach the syrup at 
the bottom. Bliss!

YOU’RE BETTER OFF AT A BERNI
After a trip to America, brothers Frank 
and Aldo Berni hit on a magical formula to 
cheer up gloomy post-war Britain, opening 
their !rst Berni Steakhouse in 1955 in The 
Rummer, Bristol’s oldest pub. 

Styled with mock-Tudor beams and 
whitewashed walls, Berni Inns prided 
themselves on consistency. The limited 
menu and tightly controlled kitchens 
meant you could go to any of their 147 
restaurants and order the same three-
course meal for 7s 6d (37.5p).

The idea of having a starter was the 
height of sophistication and there was a 
choice of melon boat with maraschino 
cherry, or prawn cocktail. For the 
main course most people went for the 
Argentinian steak served with chips, peas 
and a roll and butter. Alternatively, there 
was gammon steak (with pineapple of 
course), plaice or chicken in a basket. For 
pud it had to be Black Forest gateau, and 
all washed down with an Irish co"ee and 
After Eight mints. 

If you were travelling there was always 
Little Chef. Started in 1958, the same 

year as Britain’s !rst motorway 
opened, the chain began in an 
11-seat diner caravan outside 
Reading. By 1976 there were 
174 Little Chef restaurants, 
spread from Aberdeen to 
Plymouth, where you could 
order an Olympic breakfast 
or Jubilee Pancake and cup 
of tea at any hour of the day 
or night. 

DID 
YOU KNOW… 

The Wimpy restaurant’s 
name  was inspired by J 

Wellington Wimpy, a character 
in the Popeye cartoons who 

was often seen munching 
hamburgers (sometimes 

two at a time)!

The !rst UK Wimpy Bar 
opened in the Lyons Corner 
House, Coventry Street, 
London in 1954. It was our 
!rst experience of a burger 
meal – and we loved it. By 
1970 Wimpy was a global 
phenomenom with more 
than 1,000 restaurants in  
23 countries around 
the world. In 1970 the 
Wimpy chain was hit 
by controversy when 
they banned women 
from coming into their 
restaurants alone after 
midnight on the grounds 
that ‘only prostitutes would 
be out at that time’!
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RETRO   Sensational Sixties

DEFINING THE DECADE

1959 AN ICON 
IS BORN

1963 EMOTIONS 
RUN HIGH

1961 FREEDOM 
FROM FEAR

1960 END OF 
AN ERA

1964 POP 
EXPLOSION

1962 ROCK ’N’ 
ROLL SWINGS!

Costing £497 on 
its launch, the 
Mini becomes an 
icon, a fashion 
statement as 
much as a mode 
of transport! 

In Texas, President 
John F. Kennedy is 
assassinated, sending 
the US into mourning.
Hysteria of a di!erent 
kind hits Britain with 
the rise of Beatlemania.

In the same year 
the "rst man goes 
to space, the 
contraceptive pill 
becomes available 
on the NHS, making 
sex more carefree. 

Twenty-one years 
after it was "rst 
introduced, National 
Service is scrapped, 
a#symbol of the 
di!erent times we 
were living in.

In the North Sea, 
Radio Caroline 
meets the 
demand for pop 
music until 1967. 
Its closure leads to 
Radio 1 launching. 

On July 12, a 
roomful of people 
hear The Rolling 
Stones play their 
"rst ever gig at 
London’s Marquee 
jazz club. 

LONDON
‘The swinging city’

April 1966, and the cover of 
Time magazine declares: 
“London: The Swinging 
City”,  explaining that 

“In a!decade dominated by youth, 
London has burst into bloom.” Of 
course, this was just con"rmation of 
what we already knew: the capital 
was experiencing a cultural explosion, 
encompassing music, fashion and art, 
and Carnaby Street, the King’s Road 
and Kensington were at the epicentre.

Post-war austerity was over, and 
the economic boom, the end of 
national service, the introduction 
of the contraceptive pill, and the 
decriminalisation of homsexuality 
gave a new generation more money 
and freedom than ever before.  

Naturally, it was a time to turn 
your back on traditions and formality, 
to tear down the old ways, the 
hierarchies, and a spirit of 
rebellion took hold. This was 
most visibly seen in the 
way people dressed – men 
became peacocks, women’s 
hemlines got shorter and 
shorter – but also it became 
a decade of protest, where 
the youth demanded power 
to the people. The modern 
age had arrived.

During the Sixties, social 
changes collided with an 
explosion of fashion and 
pop, and there was only 
one place to be seen…

Above: Carnaby Street was one of the hippest places to be seen in London, 
and the car to be seen in was an E-type Jaguar, which was launched in 1961. 
During the Sixties the number of car owners doubled.
Left: Nostalgia reigned at Carnaby Street’s I Was Lord Kitchener’s Valet. 
Mick Jagger bought a red Grenadier guardsman drummer’s jacket from the 
boutique, which also sold Victoriana, Union Jack shirts and fur coats. 
Far left: The modern dandy was happy to wear frills and furs, challenging 
the rules of the traditional masculine image.

DID YOU KNOW 
In 1966 the 
paper dress 
– which was 
actually made 
of cellulose, 
rayon or 
polyester – and 
emblazoned 
with brightly 
coloured, 
bold patterns, 
became hugely 
popular. The 
disposable 
garments were 
"rst created as 
a marketing 
stunt for an 
American 
company that 
manufactured 
sanitary 
products.



RETRO26 27RETRO

RETRO   Sensational Sixties

   

Now showing
Silver screen debuts

40 YEARS AGO: 1941
This chaotic comedy set just after the 
Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor and 
featuring John Belushi was a rare early 
!op from Steven Spielberg. He soon 
bounced back, however, dominating the 
Eighties blockbuster scene.

60 YEARS AGO: 
The League of Gentlemen
Jack Hawkins is masterful as Colonel 
Hyde in this tale of posh ex-servicemen 
who plot an elaborate bank robbery. As 
Hyde says to his men, “Your presence 
here restores my basic disbelief in the 
goodness of human nature.”

50 YEARS AGO: Airport
The "rst in a series of four "lms that kicked 
o# the disaster "lm genre. Burt Lancaster 
plays an airport manager struggling in 
the face of both a snowstorm and a bomb 
threat. Lancaster didn’t rate the "lm. “It’s 
a$piece of junk,” he said later.

1965 FAB FOUR 
SUCCESS

1968 FIGHT 
FOR RIGHTS

1969 A LEAP 
FOR MANKIND

1966 TOP OF 
THE WORLD

1967 PEACE 
AND LOVE

The Beatles are 
awarded MBEs.
Lennon 
returned his in 
1969 in protest 
at Britain’s 
foreign a!airs.

A three-week 
strike at Ford 
Dagenham 
leads to the 
Equal Pay Act 
two years 
later.

The world 
watches and 
celebrates as 
NASA’s Apollo 
11 moon 
landing seals 
the decade.

England beat 
West Germany to 
win the football 
World Cup and a 
nation celebrates 
its new sense  
of pride.

Londoners brie$y 
embraced the 
hippy movement 
with a summer of 
love – the $owers 
began to wilt the 
following year.

DEFINING THE DECADE

HAIR REVOLUTION!
In 1966 fashion designer Mary Quant started 
selling the mini skirt, which went on to 
become the most iconic fashion item of the 
decade and was a symbol of con!dence. But 
her own iconic look was created by hair stylist 
Vidal Sassoon (both pictured above), who 
lopped o" her bob in favour of a short crop. 
Sassoon’s geometric hair designs gave 
maximum impact – accentuating the 
cheekbones and drawing attention to the 
eyes and neck. His styles weren’t just cutting 
edge – they liberated women from rollers and 
hairdos that required e"ort, and gave us 
more time to spend having fun! It’s little 
wonder the crop became one of the most 
popular hairdos of the decade.

FOLLOWERS OF FASHION
The Sixties saw a huge array of 
fashions, with traditional, sti# 
petticoats (below) going out of 
favour and being replaced by a 
looser style of fashion, including 
mini dresses and boas (bottom). 
Men’s fashion became ‘a thing’ – the 
decade would see men sporting 
chi#on scarves, tweed suits, vintage 
military jackets, $owery shirts with 
big collars, and more. Capability 
Brown on Carnaby Street (right) was 
the place for men to shop.

GLAMOUR ON 
THE CHEAP
In 1964 Biba – an  
a"ordable high-fashion 
brand for everyone – 
opened its !rst store 
in Abingdon Road, 
Kensington, with all 
the stock selling out on 
the !rst day. It quickly 
became popular for 
its designs inspired 
by decadent, bygone 
eras – women loved 
the satin dresses and 
co-ordinated separates 
in murky olives, 
purples, and pale greys. 
Two years later it moved 
to its bigger Kensington 
Church Street location.

Named the ‘Face of 1966’, 
Twiggy burst on to the 
fashion scene – her 
willowy !gure, short hair 
and big eyes became 
the look to emulate.
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RETRO   Working nine-to-!ve!

Many large companies  
had a typing pool 
department employing 
dozens of young women 

making their !rst tentative steps  
into the workplace.

For lots of girls, typing was taught 
at school or college and that !rst 
day at work closely resembled the 
classroom as desks were lined up in 
regimental rows with all heads facing 
the front where a supervisor would sit 
to observe the speed and dedication of 
her young workforce.

The banks of black Imperial 
typewriters stood to smart attention 
on every desk, ready to burst into 
life under the rapid !re of typists 
hammering away on their QWERTY 
keyboards without casting a glance at 
their fast-moving !ngers. Then came 
the satisfying ring of the return carriage 
bell as a line of black type appeared on 
the pristine-white paper and the sheet 
roller was slammed back into its start 
position for another line of perfect 
prose to appear. 

It was a deafening scene repeated up 
and down the country as generations 
of women learned a skill they’d have 
for life… or at least until they married 
and had children.

Training as a shorthand-typist took a 
year after leaving school, usually at the 
local technical college. There was no 
shortage of places, just as there was no 
shortage of jobs for shorthand-typists.

The typing was 'touch-typing' which 
meant the typist was not allowed to 
look at the keys while she typed. This 
meant she could keep her eyes on her 

The typing pool culture that 
dominated o!ce life from the 
turn of the Twentieth Century into 
the Eighties was a world of strict 
time-keeping, shorthand skills, 
discipline and speed… plus a 
huge dose of unchallenged sexism

Take a letter 
Miss 
Jones…

shorthand notebook and work faster. 
The keys were covered with a cloth or 
board to help with training. 

The typing pool ranged in numbers 
depending on the size of the business; 
the bigger the company the more 
typists. The only people allowed 
personal secretaries were usually the 
managing directors – everyone else 
had to use the typing pool.

HIGH DEMAND 
Shorthand typists were in demand 
as most bosses wanted to show they 
were important enough to dictate 
letters. With their additional Pitman’s 
shorthand skills these women 
commanded a higher wage than their 
fellow copy typists. 

As a shorthand typist, you had to 
have a minimum 80 words per minute 
shorthand speed. The supervisor 
signed you out to take the dictation 
and then signed you back in with 
the number of pages completed 
to everyone’s satisfaction. After it 
was checked through it had to be 
submitted back to the author, who 
would then sign it o" or make changes. 
No delete button for these workers. If 
anyone had second thoughts an entire 
page often had to be retyped. 

For individual letter corrections 
there were special strips of white-
coated paper that could be rubbed 
over the mistake to cover it up or liquid 
Tipp-Ex that could be painted on.

 If you didn’t wait 
long enough for it to 
dry it would get 
messy!

Aligning the paper to do the 
correction was virtually impossible so 
mistakes were obvious.

The working day was strict with 
permission needed to visit the toilet 
and the absence was timed. 

CARBON COPIES
Exact details about the layout of 
letters were given. Every o#ce would 
have its own company style – perhaps 
indented paragraphs and narrow 
margins to save paper. Headings had 
to be centred and at least one, and 
often as many as three, carbon  
copies taken.  

Typewriter ribbons were often 
bicolour — the top half black and  
the bottom half red. A shift lever  
gave you the option to choose your 
colour depending on the subject of  
the letter. Overdue invoices would  
get red ink.

Typewriters were workhorses that 
needed to be maintained and serviced 
by a team of mechanics. But every 
typist would be supplied with her own 
cleaning kit of two brushes… one for 
removing the rubber dust, one like a 
large sti" toothbrush for cleaning the 
typeface – and a duster. A woman’s 
work was never done …

With the birth of the computer age 
the need for typing 
pools faded away 
as men made a 
major discovery 
– they could type 
after all! 

Typewriters required a certain amount of pressure on the keys to give a 
nice crisp end result. Left and above: women in the Fifties workplace sat 
in neat rows with no time to chat as they were overseen by a watchful 
supervisor. With the strict regime it wasn’t that di!erent to being at school!

With the arrival of the desktop dictaphone women stayed at their 
desks while listening through headphones to type out their work

DID YOU 
KNOW…

  The world record 
for typing the English 

alphabet from A to Z is 
1.36 seconds
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audience of pre-schoolers. 
So BBC bosses turned 

to Freda Lingstrom, 
who’d created BBC 
radio’s Listen with 
Mother, to come 
up with an 
experimental new 
programme that 
would appeal to 
three-year olds. 
She roped in the 

help of 
her long-
standing 
friend and 
programme-maker 
Maria Bird and together 
they wrote a script while  
Maria also composed songs  
for the show. 

Their plan, of course, was 
a show about a puppet called 
Andy Pandy who, as a toddler 
himself, would feel like a 
friend to the young audience. 

With a basic premise in hand, it was 
then a stroke of luck when Freda 

one day found herself on a 
train sitting next to a lady 

called Audrey Atterbury. 
As Freda got chatting 
about the new  

project she was 
working on, 
Audrey was 
intrigued and by 
the end of the train 

ride, Freda had 
persuaded her to 

train as a puppeteer 
and hold Andy Pandy’s 

strings on the new show, 
which she did with brilliant skill. 

It’s said the Andy Pandy puppet was 
even modelled on Audrey’s son, Paul 
Atterbury, who is now an expert on the 
BBC’s Antiques Roadshow. 

The !rst Andy Pandy episode aired 
on July 11, 1950. While there were only 
about 350,000 TV sets in the UK at the 
time, the show was a hit, especially with 

‘Andy Pandy couldn’t compete 
with the action-packed shows 
of the Seventies...’

Happy birthday  
         Andy Pandy

As we mark 70 years since 
the !rst episode of Andy 

Pandy, we look back at how 
the much-loved show was 
created, along with some 

other classic children’s 
shows from the time

In 1953 Andy Pandy was 
incorporated into Watch with 
Mother, a selection of programmes 
for pre-school children. 

Initially the shows broadcast 
between 3.45pm and 4pm, so  
mums were hopefully able to have  
a bit of a rest before the older children 
came home from school!

Alongside Andy Pandy there were four 
other programmes, the Flower Pot Men, 
The Woodentops, Rag,Tag and Bobtail 
and Picture Book. 

All in black-and-white, typically no 

more than 26 programmes were !lmed 
for each show.

They were later joined by Mary, 
Mungo and Midge, Camberwick Green, 
Tales of the Riverbank, Pogles Wood, 
The Herbs, Trumpton, Chigley, Barnaby, 
Fingerbobs, Bod and Bizzy Lizzy.

A Which well-known presenter 
was the sole narrator and 
singer for Chigley, Trumpton 
and Camberwick Green? 

B Who were the Trumpton 
!remen? 

C Can you name the twins from 
the Woodentops and the 
family’s dog?

D Which famous newsreader 
narrated Mary, Mungo and 
Midge?

E One of Andy Pandy’s friends 
was Looby Loo, what was the 
other one called? 

A Brian Cant  B Pugh, Pugh, Barney McGrew, Cuthbert, Dibble and Grubb C Jenny and Willy and Spotty Dog  D Richard Baker  E Teddy

mums who could enjoy 
15 minutes of peace and 
quiet while their little one 
got lost in Andy Pandy’s 
world. 

Although in the !rst 
episodes, we met Andy 
Pandy in his unusual home 
of a picnic basket, it wasn’t 
long before we discovered he had 
some friendly housemates in there 
with him in the form of Teddy and rag 
doll Looby Loo.

Unlike most of today’s children’s 
characters, Andy Pandy and his friends 
never actually had a word to say for 
themselves; instead the narrator spoke 
to both the characters and the audience. 
“We must sing something for the 
children !rst,” she’d coax him, and he’d 
dance and frolic with his friends as we 
were encouraged to join in. The narrator 

was always a bit like an auntie, telling 
Andy o" when he verged on being 
naughty but still friendly and fun. At the 
end of it all, Andy Pandy would wave 
goodbye and we’d wave back. It was 
simple and safe with all the action kept 
to Andy Pandy’s nursery and garden, 
but it was charming and delightful, too. 

Originally Andy Pandy was 
broadcast live, until producers were 
eventually able to record episodes 
to be watched again at later dates. 

A total of 26 stories were !lmed 
and repeated until 1969 and then in 1970 
a brand-new series was made, this time 
in colour. Eventually, though, Fifties’ boy 
Andy Pandy couldn’t compete with the 
louder, more brightly coloured action-
packed children’s shows of the Seventies 
and his popularity waned. Luckily he did 
make a comeback in 2002. “Here comes 
Andy Pandy and Looby Loo, happy as 
they can be, Teddy, too…” opened the 
show and he began to entertain a whole 
new generation of little ones with the 
same kind of gentle fun.

 
 

Actor Tom Conti  
was the voice of  

Andy Pandy  
when the puppet  
made a  

comeback  
in 2002

Did you know..?

By Katharine Wootton

Andy Pandy’s coming 
to play, la la la la la la”. 
There’s something 
about just hearing the 
opening credits  

to Andy Pandy that makes us feel  
a bit fuzzy. 

Whether you remember as 
a child being enthralled by the 
!rst black and white Andy Pandy 
episodes of the Fifties, or came 
to love the colour version of later 
years, there’s no doubt sweet little 
Andy in his blue and white romper 
suit has a special place in many 
of hearts. And while on 
screen Andy Pandy has 
always been three years 
old, this month the show 
celebrates 70 years since 
his TV debut. 

With his visible strings and 
absence of much of a storyline, the 
!rst Andy Pandy episodes might 
look a bit prehistoric to today’s 
children. But back in 1950, the 
programme broke new ground. 

While the BBC had been 
making shows for children since 
1946, they’d never created a show 
aimed speci!cally at the youngest 

QUIZ 
ANSWERS

Watch with 
    Mother

Quick 
quiz

   We loved  

Freda Lingstrom

Test your children’s TV knowledge!

Tots’ favourites 
Camberwick Green, 
above, and Mary, 
Mungo & Midge

Above, Bill and Ben, 
below Pogles Wood 
creators Oliver Postgate 
(left) and Peter Firmin, 
on set in 1966 
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Happy birthday 
Andy Pandy
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When telly  
TURNED 
TEACHER

A s families get to grips 
once again with home 
schooling, millions are 
turning on the TV to 
access the BBC’s new 

o!ering of curriculum-based schools 
programming. 

From words and numbers for little 
ones to geography, science, history 
and lots more for the older children, 
this may be the BBC’s biggest ever 
educational o!ering on TV but it’s 
certainly nothing new. 

as Living in the Commonwealth, and 
Science Helps the Doctor, as well as 
features on contemporary topics, 
some of which weren’t always totally 
appropriate for children, such as a 
rather savage one on Blood 
Sports that was shown in 
1957. After that, came 
literally hundreds 
of programmes all 
of which revolved 
around the 
curriculum. 

There were shows 
to help us with reading 
and writing such as Look 
and Read, launched in 
1967 and aimed at reluctant 
readers. We could read along with a 
fully-dramatised adventure story that 
often took breaks to point out some 
‘fun’ grammatical lesson we should 
notice, or to burst into a song about 
punctuation.  

A spin-o! to Look and Read began 
in 1970 in the form of Words and 
Pictures, aimed at helping children in 
the very "rst years of school master 
reading skills and phonics. Along with 
the presenters, there was the beloved 
animated puppet Charlie whose main 
job seemed to be to shout the odd 
‘wahey’ and ramp up the excitement 
levels about the prospect of practisng 
the letter ‘m’. And from that same 
show, who could forget the magic 
pencil that #oated through the air and 
taught us how to write our letters? 

Then it was time to practise our 
numbers with the help of shows 
such as Let’s Go Maths, Basic Maths 
with Fred Harris or Maths in a Box, 
in which we learned with the help of 
two schoolchildren who befriend an 
alien living in a dice who happens to be 
desperate to learn about geometry!. 

Other shows took us to whole new 
worlds such as 
How We Used to 
Live, Yorkshire TV’s 
history drama that 
revolved around 
the lives of family 
members set in 
di!erent eras, from 

the Victorians to the Second World 
War. Meanwhile, the likes of ITV 
Schools’ Experiment and the BBC’s 
Chemistry showed close-up science 

experiments that had us all 
reaching for the nearest 

Bunsen burner. 
Then there were 

the miscellany of 
shows including 
Stop, Look, Listen 
for road safety, 
and People of 
Many Lands that 

took us into any 
number of topics, 

including a few that 
taught us about the 

birds and the bees while our 
teachers tried to hide their red faces.

Towards the Eighties, school 
programming changed as schools took  
advantage of video recording, meaning 
they didn’t have to haul out that giant 
telly at a speci"c time . 

As computers and the internet 
gradually came along, educational 
television became redundant and 
the BBC channelled its e!orts into its 
educational website BBC Bitesize.  
Now, though, in recognition that not  
all families currently schooling children 
at home have access to the internet,  
it looks like good old-fashioned schools 
television has come to the rescue  
once again. 

As the BBC delivers 
the biggest education 
programming in its 
history to help children 
learn from home during 
the pandemic, we 
remember schools’ TV 
from our childhood 

By Katharine Wootton

    Remember  
How We Used to Live?
This long-running British educational history 
TV series was part drama part documentary. 
It traced the lives and fortunes of various 
!ctional Yorkshire families from Victorian 
times until the early Seventies.

Whatever your 
age, chances are 
you’ll remember the 
educational TV that 
punctuated our own 
schooldays, when a 
heavy, wood-encased 
television on a trolley 
was dragged into the 
classroom or assembly 
to the accompaniment 
of excited chatter. It 
then often took more 
than one teacher and the school 
caretaker to get the thing working 
while the noise of "dgety children 
reached fever pitch! At last, the screen 
would crackle into life, just in time to 
see the television clock count down to 
the start of the programme. 

Broadcasts for schools have actually 
been around since 1924 when the BBC 
started educational radio programmes 
targeted at classrooms. Following the 
world wars which cemented the BBC’s 
role as a public service, they then 
tried educational TV programmes, 
initially trialled in 1952 by transmitting 
broadcasts from Alexandra Palace 
to just six local schools using a 
wavelength not otherwise in use. 

Five years later, the BBC Schools 
output was o$cially launched 
nationwide but not everyone was 
happy about it – the Archbishop of 
Canterbury at the time said it would  
be a, “perfect disaster” because it 
“drove a wedge between the teacher 
and the child.” 

However, television as a teaching 
tool quickly took o!. Early broadcasts 
introduced children to shows such 

DID YOU 
KNOW?  

By 1980 the BBC and ITV 
were making around 50 series 
for schools and colleges every 

year with 84 per cent of primary 
schools and 69 per cent of  

secondary schools making use 
of daytime programmes  

in lessons

Above: Today, the BBC are creating programmes 
to help children learn at home during lockdown.  
Left: Cosmo and Wordy in Look and Read, 1980

Video recorders ended 
the need to watch the 
programmes live

Schoolchildren learned 
what life was like for families 
throughout the various eras
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In 2007, the handwritten script for the 
famous ‘Fork Handles’ sketch sold at 

auction for £48,500 after turning up  
on an episode of Antiques Roadshow

It ’s a fact!
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   The genius of 
The Two 
           Ronnies

50 years since the !rst 
episode of The Two 
Ronnies, we remember 
the much-loved sketches 
and inimitable on-screen 
chemistry that made the 
show so memorable 

By Katharine Wootton

It was a Saturday night, April 
10, 1971, when at 8.15pm a 
quarter of the UK population 
sat down to tune into a brand-
new comedy TV show. Looking 

back at us from the screen were two 
men with the same name and the 
same genius knack for making us 
laugh. On that night 50 years ago 
this month, The Two Ronnies 
brought us a comedy 
partnership that made 
us cry with laughter – 
and saw the start of a 
television institution 
with a lasting legacy. 

The very 
possibility of The 
Two Ronnies came 
about after a chance 
encounter in 1963. At 
the time Ronnie Corbett 
was an actor working 
between jobs behind the bar 
at the Buckstone Club in Soho. 
Ronnie Barker, meanwhile, was the 
well-known star of the radio comedy, 

The Navy Lark and was 
enjoying a pint at this 

popular theatrical 
haunt when he heard 

“Evening sir… 

what can I 
get you?” 
from a tiny 
bartender 

he later 
claimed had 

to stand on 
boxes to see over 

the bar. The two 
men got chatting. 

Shortly afterwards the two Ronnies 
found themselves meeting again, this 
time to work on the BBC’s satirical 
sketch show, The Frost Report. Among a 
cast and writing team of mainly Oxford 
and Cambridge graduates, these two 
grammar school boys who’d never 

stepped foot in a university gravitated 
towards each other and their 
friendship blossomed. Among the 

many sketches they performed 

together for the show, ‘I Know My Place’ 
in which a working-class Corbett stood 
next to a mid-sized middle-class Barker 
and a towering to! in the form of John 
Cleese, became a well-loved classic. 
Already TV crews were picking up on the 
special chemistry between these two 
comics, but it was a technical mishap at 
the 1970 Baftas that sealed the deal as 
the two Ronnies stepped up to the mic 
with totally improvised comedy gold 
when things started to go wrong. As the 
audience howled with laughter, BBC 
bosses hatched a plan then and there to 
give these two their own show.  

Opening and closing with spoof 
news headlines, The Two Ronnies 
sandwiched in each show a series 
of hilarious sketches, many of 
which have now gone down in 
comedy history. There was the 
serial, The Phantom Raspberry 
Blower of Old London Town 
about the Jack-the-Ripper-esque 
madman who massacred the 
capital with his fatal raspberry 
blowing. There was the Worm 
that Turned, which imagined 
women ruling the world with 
Diana Dors lording it over pinnie-
wearing men. Mastermind took a 
turn when Ronnie Corbett’s specialist 
subject was hilariously giving the 
answers to the question before last. 

And, of course, who can forget 
the moment 
slow-witted 
handyman 
Ronnie Barker 
asked the 
shop assistant 
(Corbett) for 
‘four candles’ 
– or was that 
‘fork handles’? 

Rambling monologues in which 
Ronnie Corbett took endless diversions 
and round-the-houses tangents to tell a 
simple story from a battered armchair 

became part and parcel of what we 
expected from the show, as well as a 
comic musical "nale. 

Over 94 episodes that at its peak 
attracted audiences of 18 million, The 

Two Ronnies 
became a well-
oiled machine, 

made possible 
by a huge range 

of writers from 
John Cleese to 

Spike Milligan and 
Michael Palin. One 

writer who stumped 
everyone was Gerald Wiley, who sent in 
marvellous sketches but never turned up 
to meetings. 

After lots of head scratching it 

emerged this Gerald Wiley was actually 
the self-e!acing Ronnie Barker, full to 
the brim with ideas but never wanting to 
bully his stu! on the screen. 

In fact, for such an endlessly 
talented writer and comic, Barker 
always struggled with con"dence, 
hating anything that required him to 
play himself. While Corbett would 
often introduce the studio audience 
to the show with a little warm-up, 
Barker preferred to hang back until 
he could hide behind the cloak of one 
of his characters, whether that was a 
bu!oonish lord or a Welsh coalminer. 

In the end, though, it was dressed as 
a Viking that Barker turned to his mate 

in between "lming to say he wanted to 
retire. He was almost 60, had already had 
a few health scares and was struggling 
to "nd fresh material that would grab 
audiences whose comedy tastes were 
slowly changing. 

So it was on Christmas Day 1987 that 
the "nal episode of The Two Ronnies 
aired on our screens. Barker and Corbett 
would remain lifelong friends as well as 
national treasures in the eyes of the public. 

But apart from a series of The Two 
Ronnies Sketchbook in 2005, the 
Christmas episode of which was 
broadcast after Ronnie Barker’s 

death that October, we would never 
again hear those immortal "nal 
words: “It’s goodnight from me… and 

it’s goodnight from him.”John Cleese, Ronnie Barker 
and Ronnie Corbett in the  
‘I Know My Place’ sketch

Who could forget the hilarious 
‘fork handles’ sketch?

The boys get ready to 
catch The Phantom 

Raspberry Blower of 
Old London Town

Above, Ronnie Barker 
as Arkwright in Open all 
Hours (1973) and below as 
Fletcher in Porridge (1979) 

Ronnie Corbett 
as mummy’s boy 
Timothy Lumsden 
in Sorry! (1981)

The Two Ronnies’ wives, Anne and 
Joy, would always sit in the middle of 

the audience during !lming so their 
husbands could call out to them to check 

they were talking loud enough on-stage 

Did you know?
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The genius of
The Two 

           Ronnies


