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�
PROLOGUE

It seems that when we are most greatly beset and exhausted by the exigencies 

of what has come to be seen as a futile life, there can occur some moment 

of glimpsed distraction or inspiration that suggests solution, some promise of 

rescue. 

In 1958, some such incident occurred for myself through a chance attend-

ance, having nothing better to do, at a workshop held in St. Mary’s University, 

Halifax, Nova Scotia. It provided an opportunity for those attending a course 

given by a visiting scholar to ask questions. Th e audience seemed to consist 

largely of professional philosophers and theologians, and the level of discus-

sion passed far above my head. I became, however, utterly fascinated by the 

level of academic virtuosity of the man in the armchair in the middle of the 

room, with a tape recorder running at his feet.

Perhaps there was a meaning to life that could be found and employed 

in some catalysis of feeling towards an anticipation that soared brilliantly 

into an evolutionary future, something beyond the grave for which we are 

each individually called in participatory preparation! Mind could possibly 

be a “personalization” of the biological brain in terms of an incredibly com-

plex aggregate of meaningful events, synthesized into a single unity. Certainly 
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the speaker could handle convincingly an extraordinary range of questions, 

whether in philosophy, mathematics, science, psychology, literature, history, 

all of which turned out to be but facets of theology. 

So I bought a copy of his major work, Insight: A Study of Human 
Understanding and accepted his invitation to an experimental journey into the 

nature of my own consciousness. It is a journey that continues to grow expo-

nentially with respect to both conviction and prospects that are implied. 

Th ere is a basic theme underlying my own personal application of the psy-

chological, philosophical and theological work of Bernard Lonergan, and that 

is the need to move beyond the categories and metaphors of elementary reli-

gious instruction and the self-attentive entry into the realm of consciousness, 

into the realm of one’s own intelligence, into the noosphere. We are each born 

into some community that has a profoundly formative infl uence on our sub-

sequent journey through the years of our allotted time. Th ere is some level of 

meaning that has already been attained. Th ough most powerfully embodied in 

human persons, it commonly fi nds its expression in words that expedite signifi -

cant sharing in the meaning acquired by other human heads, both of the past 

and of the present. It is in that history that strong indications of our evolution-

ary past and evolutionary destiny are to be found.

Th e educated person in any sphere whose piety remains simple would 

seem to set a barrier to both personally integrated growth and to secular op-

portunities of divine communication. Th e question arises as to whether the 

approach is in some sense verifi able, whether it can stand up to the concrete 

test of performance. Th is can only be done through some accessible fund of 

common experience. My own experience may be of some interest in this re-

gard, involving as it did a rudimentary grasp of Lonergan’s basic analysis of the 

norms of human conscious procedures as a practical “feedback” model, the use 
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of prayer and meditation as a moderator of negative and limiting feeling states, 

and the need for action which would lead to higher levels of understanding 

and spontaneities of positive feelings. Th is would engender not only a slowly 

growing appreciation of the universe as it really is, but a concomitant sense of 

excitement at the nature and destiny of the human spirit. 

It would seem increasingly probable that, at the end of each human life, 

there is an aggregate of contents once conscious, which has become an individ-

ual. I would describe such an aggregate as a unity in the realm of spirit that, as 

such, enters into full complementarity with the aggregate of collective human 

consciousness contents that has already preceded us – a realm of spirit which 

still awaits the full realization of being in the universe, the totality of all that is 

known with all that remains to be known. 

Th e following constitutes merely one account of a myriad such journeys 

that have occurred or are yet still to occur. For myself, the outcome to date has 

revealed an extraordinarily exciting evolutionary vision of the universe, a vision 

in which consciousness of the human type is now considered to be the leading 

off -shoot, at least in the solar system if not our galaxy. It would seem that this 

account of my own journey is consonant with the increasingly rapid movement 

into the information age.

As the ability of the energy resources of the universe appear to be com-

ing less and less accessible to produce change, there is a concomitant evolution 

of diversifi cation, order, complexity, system. At the forefront of this develop-

ment is that which can refl ect upon itself – ourselves. Human heads produce 

meaning which can be communicated from one head to another, which is ac-

cumulative and progressive, at least if emergent in the context of the norms of 

its own procedures. It is probably emergent at other locations in the universe 

where the fundamental laws that govern our own emergence would seem to be 

equally applicable.
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At the close of each human life there would seem to be some unity, some 

aggregate of meaning that one accepts as uniquely as oneself. Does it terminate 

with the dissolution of its biological substrate? Th ere seems to be some intel-

ligible overall direction to evolution, the emergence of higher levels that are 

unpredictable from lower levels. It is increasingly probable that the next step 

would seem to involve a role for each of us, as discrete ‘interactable’ increments 

of meaning in the next higher phase of evolution. Th at probability would seem 

in proportion to the amount of eff ort put into genuinely living out our own 

increment of a titanic drama. Eventually that probability can become so over-

whelming that it becomes a love aff air with some totality of the intelligible 

universe itself, the immanence of a sublime beauty that has to be earned by our 

own work. For T. S. Eliot, as for Julian of Norwich:

All shall be well
All manner thing shall be well
When the tongues of fl ame are infolded into the crowned knot of fi re
And the fi re and the rose are one.

Th e signifi cance of recounting such a journey lies, however, not merely in 

a narrative of events, but in some delineation of the accompanying aff ects, of 

feelings associated with the stream of sensory impressions, in particular those 

attended to in consciousness and raised to the level of symbol by an aff ective re-

sponse that arises spontaneously from within, beckoning towards some course 

of action. Symbols invite thought. Th ought gives rise to meaning, meaning 

which is laden with feelings, feelings that constitute immediately sensible 

energy.

It is in the role of relations with others that we encounter the greatest 

evolutionary fl exibility of diversifi cation arising from spontaneities of feeling. 
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Others can themselves constitute symbols of performance that powerfully 

conduce to doing likewise ourselves. Th us can the human mind, for good ev-

olutionary purpose, seek to acquire and exercise power over others through 

authentic leadership. If such an endeavour, for purposes of selfi sh satisfaction, 

fundamentally frustrates the freedom of others to seek the emerging truly good 

that is appropriate for their own development, their own expansion of con-

sciousness, then there is an encounter with the dark side of human nature, the 

emergence of moral evil, the social concomitant of the innate perversities of 

the physical world that insist on fi nding solutions to the changing problems of 

human survival. 

Over the years, there should occur a shift  in our symbols of transforma-

tion and transvaluation, such that what once moved no longer moves, what 

once failed to move now moves, of an inner restlessness that cannot be stayed 

until at last there is an intelligent, aff ective and enduring awakening to spiritual 

reality. Failure in such transformation of symbols points to a blockage in de-

velopment. It is well to confi rm the authenticity of that journey in instances of 

similarly experienced growth of meaning in the immensely varied resources of 

literature now available. Th is would seem to require a constructive eclecticism 

that functions in terms of the questions that feel really important and give rise 

to a unique increment of meaning that is all that is asked of us. In the words of 

T. S. Eliot:

We are born with the dead
See they return, and bring us with them.

To condense some eight decades of experience into a few pages may per-

haps imply an almost certain simplicity in the working out of these matters. In 

point of fact, there is required much patience and persistence for the scripturally 



pledged outcome leaves open the time scale of petition and response. It is, how-

ever, to tell a story, and stories should start somewhere about the beginning. As 

so strongly emphasized by Carl Gustav Jung, our early years, and family back-

ground, have a profound formative infl uence on the subsequent development 

of that aggregate of ‘once-conscious materials’ that eventually becomes each 

unique individual human person.
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GROWING UP IN ENGLAND
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�
CHAPTER I

FAMILY HISTORY

Just west of Dublin, beyond the Phoenix Park, by the humpbacked railway and 

canal bridges carrying the road between Castleknock and Blanchardstown, 

there once stood an old house, Roselawn, owned by my maternal grandfather 

Henry Morris. Th e house, as I remember it, was then going to ruin, though 

there still remained one prominent memento of better days. In the billiard 

room that looked out onto a small walled garden, there was an ornate clock 

presented to him, according to the corroded inscription, by the offi  cers of some 

regiment stationed in Dublin. It had long since failed to keep the hours that 

measured the dissolution of its setting. Henry Morris had owned a livery stable 

in Parkgate, appropriately enough the Dublin entrance to the park. With the 

rise of the automobile and departure of the British Army with its cavalry and 

games of polo, the horse business failed. He himself died in 1909.

Th e family had once had extensive estates of fertile farmland in County 

Meath. Family tradition had it that originally the family were Cromwellian 

settlers from Wales. My great grandfather, Robert Brabazon Morris was born 

in 1804 and reputedly became the fi rst Catholic in the family. Th e same tradi-

tion had it that there was a gambler in the family and that one should never 

go to law. His forebears occupied extensive estates in County Meath associ-

ated with such names as Mullagha, Tankardstown, Skreen, Collierstown, and 



2   ✦ PATRICK B. CREAN

Gaulstown. His great grandfather, Brabazon Morris, lived at Tankardstown 

and had a thousand acres under plough. He and his brother were the fi rst to 

introduce threshing machines, at the General Quarter Sessions of the Peace 

held at Trim on the 18th January 1772, where his commission as a Justice of 

the Peace from George the Th ird was read, requiring him to “keep our Peace 

in the County of Meath, and keep and cause to be kept all Ordinances and 

Statutes made for the good of our Peace and for the conservation of the same 

and for quiet Rule … and to Chastise and Punish all off ending … and to in-

quire into all manner of Treasons, Murders, Burnings, Robberies, Witchcraft s, 

Enchantments, Sorceries, etcetera.”

It was in Roselawn that my mother and her twin sister, Monnie, were 

born. Monnie had a quick tongue and usually led in any adventure. Once, 

when illegally riding their lampless bicycles back through the main drive of 

the Phoenix Park at night, a large policeman stepped out with peremptory de-

mand, “Where’s your light?” With a gay greeting from Monnie of, “It is a nice 

night, offi  cer,” they sped off  into the dark.

With the decline in family fortunes, it was necessary to fi nd careers. My 

mother became a shorthand typist and was later singled out to record the pro-

ceedings of the 1923 Imperial Economic Conference in London, hailed in the 

press as a signifi cant contribution to the promotion of cooperation among the 

English Speaking Peoples. Monnie trained as a nurse and served in casualty 

clearing stations behind the front lines in the First World War. Against all 

regulations, she actually got up into the front line herself, and later, charmed a 

young offi  cer into letting her drive one of the fi rst tanks.

Th ere were three others sisters: Aunt Rosalie, who entered the Sacred 

Heart Convent, High Park, in Drumcondra, a suburb of Dublin, and where 

grand-aunt Catherine Morris had died in 1917 (two other grand-aunts entered 

religious orders with the Sisters of Charity of St. Vincent de Paul, one dying 
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in Paris in 1888, the other dying in Sedan in 1899); Aunt Madge, who suf-

fered from a chronic injury received in a riding accident; and Aunt May, who 

seems to have spent her life looking aft er Madge. May was reputedly a talented 

musician, though when Madge married she remained with the couple and sup-

posedly never developed this musical talent. 

Th ree brothers made up the Morris clan. Uncle Joey who, with the failure 

of the horse trade, emigrated to America to fi nd work. He was a gentle, kindly 

man. I was a small boy when he visited us in Twickenham, and I well remember 

his taking me for long walks by the river to Richmond. A tall stooped fi gure 

with his fl at cap, open rain coat and hands in his trouser pockets, glancing 

down at me as he chatted away about his life in far away Cleveland. Th ere he 

would die of cancer, with an unused plane ticket to return home found among 

his eff ects.

Uncle Harry and Uncle Edmund held a very special place for me because 

they were marine engineers and I loved the sea and engines. Th ey had appar-

ently served their apprenticeships at the steam locomotive works at Inchicore. 

Th e hours were long and involved a walk of four miles back and forth from the 

house to the works. Harry I never met for, on the 17th April 1917, his ship, an 

Elder Dempster passenger cargo vessel the S.S. Aburi, en route to West Africa 

from Liverpool, was sunk in an underwater torpedo attack by the U61, 125 

miles north-west of Tory Island. According to my mother, he had just come off  

watch when the torpedo struck below his cabin. He was killed instantly, at the 

age of twenty-six.

Uncle Edmund joined the Bibby line and an enthusiastic postcard, treas-

ured by my mother, dated 8th February 1906 shows a picture of the S.S. 
Worcestershire, then “off  Marseilles, bound for Rangoon with seventy fi rst class 

passengers.” Much later I would meet him, as an engineer with the British 

and Irish Steam Packet Company, aboard the Lady Meath, a cattle boat plying 
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between Dublin and Liverpool. My fi rst visit to her engine room amounted to 

something of a frightening, but nonetheless profoundly symbolic, if not mysti-

cal, experience. Th e heat, the smell of oil, the glittering steel of the engines, the 

sense of immense controlled power fascinated and entranced me more than 

anything else in the world. I knew that I wanted to work with such engines. 

Th ere was also a delightful human element to off set the implacable majesty 

of that machinery of power. When the cows came on board, some of them 

would be milked and a churn, driven by the propeller shaft , would provide 

fresh butter for all by the time she docked in Liverpool. Th at delighted me. It 

was just the sort of thing machinery was for. However, much later we would 

hear that along with the butter churn and many head of cattle, a merciless ex-

plosion of a drift ing Nazi mine sunk the ship off  Holyhead in the Irish Sea. 

Uncle Edmund survived, but later, in another distressed ship, he would be ter-

ribly scalded by live steam as he urgently closed the throttle valves to the main 

engines and found his way in the roaring darkness up the ladders and out on 

deck, only to realize the extent of his injuries.

I have always thought of my mother’s side of the family as courteous and 

gentle and in symbolic terms, ranging from that stillness of listening attention 

characteristic of the cloister, to the skilled practicalities of meeting the chal-

lenge of the sea and surviving, doing one’s job to the best of one’s ability simply 

because it’s the sort of thing one does.

I knew much less about my father’s side of the family, perhaps because there 

was little discussion of them, yet, in other quite profound and deeply forming 

ways, my father and his immediate family would leave an indelible imprint on 

my psyche that would take me many decades to live through and come to un-

derstand. In time I would learn from my mother that there was something of a 

long played out tragedy being enacted in the lives of my paternal grandmother 

and aunts, many aspects of which I would later witness for myself during my 
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undergraduate days in Dublin. In autobiographical time, the appropriation of 

my own storied layers resides in the telling of such unfolding insights.

It seemed that I had three granduncles; Jim, Michael, and Hugh. Jim, 

whom I used to visit during my student days in Dublin, knew much of the fam-

ily history and from him I gleaned more. Th ey came originally from County 

Sligo, where an earlier James Crean is recorded as being High Sheriff  of the 

County in 1590, also an Andrew Crean in the mid 1600s. A branch of the 

family had moved to County Kerry where, according to Jim, they had devel-

oped their own leather money. He was immensely proud of them. Michael and 

Hugh I knew less about. My only salient memory is Michael’s possession of a 

pipe presented by Admiral Lord Nelson to some member of the family who 

had been one of his captains. 

Tom Crean (1877 to 1938), a distant relative, had achieved distinction in 

Antarctica for extraordinary stamina and courage. He had been with the last 

support party to see Scott off  on his fatal journey to the South Pole. On the 

return with Lashley and Evans, the incapacitation of the latter by illness led 

to Crean’s extraordinary eighteen-hour, terrible journey, through ice fi eld, cre-

vasses and soft  snow. He later received the highest civilian award for gallantry, 

the Albert Medal. Later he survived a journey of 800 miles in a ship’s boat and 

was one of the exhausted trio who with Shackelton and Worsley, managed to 

reach the whaling station at Stromness and bring rescue to the remaining crew 

of the Endurance that foundered aft er being crushed by ice in the Weddell Sea. 

Another member of the family had received an award for gallantry while serv-

ing in the Boer War.

Th e story of Tom Crean was always a source of inspiration, of getting on 

with what one had to do no matter how appalling the circumstances of that 

doing. Th at courage was rooted in a faith, in turn to be found in my own Irish 

roots, themselves born of untold historical national hardship and suff ering. 
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Perhaps, most of all, it was symbolized in that last desperate eff ort to cross the 

high mountains of South Georgia and reach the whaling station at Stromness, 

the only accessible outpost of civilization, and the independently sensed 

presence to Shackleton, Worsley and Crean of a “fourth man,” a discarnate in-

telligence, willing and guiding the successful outcome of that terrible journey. 

According to my mother, my paternal grandfather Patrick Crean was a man 

that she greatly liked and respected and who had welcomed her into the family. 

For all that, there seemed to be an aura of mystery that surrounded him, my 

grandmother, and the family as a whole. He was apparently born in 1874 and, 

in his late teens, joined the Royal Irish Constabulary. He had married, “outside 

of regulations,” a young woman of the same age called Catherine Dawson. He 

was dismissed from the force and when my father was born in 1894, the birth 

certifi cate described my grandfather as a “traveler.” In any event, he eventually 

became a detective and went to Cardiff , South Wales. My grandmother elected 

to stay in Dublin with my father and his two sisters, Mary and Martha. Th e 

family lived in a four-bedroom terraced house, standing well back from the 

road on Upper Mountpleasant Avenue in Rathmines, an agreeable residential 

area of Dublin, well placed for convenient access to the city. On the 3rd March 

1925, at the age of fi ft y-one, my grandfather came off  duty, saying he felt unwell 

as he made his way up to his bedroom. During the night, he died of infl uenza. 

I visited the house on Upper Mountpleasant Avenue during my student 

days in Dublin and found the squalor of my grandmother’s and aunts’ sur-

roundings repugnant. Th ough innured to rather Spartan accommodation 

myself, this house constituted something unique in my experience. My mother 

told me that the menage ruled over by my paternal grandmother constituted 

the great tragedy of my father’s life, as did the impoverishment wrought on the 

lives of his two sisters, Mary and Martha. It was only many years later that I 

would discover an account among my father’s papers of the tragedy that fi nally 
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unfolded in that household – a part of his life of which he had never spoken a 

word to me.

My father attended a Christian Brothers school, which, as he told me later, 

he detested. According to my mother, his very poor eyesight was at least in part 

due to his mother’s refusal to provide light for his homework and he had to 

make do on winter evenings with the light from the fi re. He would later train as 

a teacher in a training college in Dublin, teaching then in a slum school. It was 

there that he developed a loathing of alcohol because of the terrible poverty 

and suff ering that it caused in families.

I was fascinated by some of my father’s stories concerning the rebellion 

and civil war in Ireland. On Easter Sunday, 1916, an armed force of insurgents 

seized the General Post Offi  ce, on what is now called O’Connell Street, in 

Dublin and proclaimed Irish Independence from English Rule. A British cav-

alry troop approached but were driven off  by small arms fi re. Reinforcements 

took up positions in the cover of surrounding buildings. Outside the city ru-

mours were fl ying, and my father cycled off  down beside the Liff ey Quays to 

fi nd out what was happening. Th e only thing he saw were some soldiers man-

handling a fi eld gun in a side street, so he turned up O’Connell Street to see 

what was going on there. He cycled to a stop outside the General Post Offi  ce 

and, with one foot resting on the pavement, had a look around. Th ere were 

some dead horses in the street and all sorts of noise and shouting from the 

building with men shoving furniture up into the window openings. Curiosity 

satisfi ed, he peddled off  to report to the Morris family out near Castleknock. It 

was only later that he realized the nature of his vantage point, square in the fi r-

ing line between the aiming British troops awaiting orders to commence fi ring 

on the one side and similarly inclined insurgents on the other. He said, “I was 

the biggest bloody fool on God’s earth!”

Another story I loved was of the time he was visiting my mother’s sisters 
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at their home in Grove Park in Rathmines, where they lived with Madge’s hus-

band, Jack Roche. He was having a bath at the back of the house when he heard 

one of the Black and Tans’ Crossley tenders and a lot of commotion. Unwisely, 

he peeked around the corner of the window and was ordered to stand up, stark 

naked in the window, before the irate soldiery, with weapons aimed from the 

back of the tender, were satisfi ed! 

My father came to London to work as a teacher with the London County 

Council and to complete an external part-time degree at the University of 

London. Subsequently he continued to complete, over seven years, an external 

doctorate. My earliest memory of him is of drift ing off  to sleep to the scratch-

ing of his fountain pen, as he sat at a small table in the corner of the bedroom, 

working on his Ph.D. thesis by the light of a heavily shaded reading lamp. Th e 

topic involved the English stage in the 18th century and, since some of the 

major fi gures involved were associated with Twickenham, he was a mine of in-

formation on local history. A letter to the Times Literary Supplement dated the 

30th November 1930 requested permission to see any letters or other docu-

ments pertaining to Kitty Clive, an eighteenth century actress. His supervisor, 

Professor Allardyce Nichol, was of the University of London and one day I was 

brought to meet the great man. I was fascinated by his miniature stage with its 

performing puppets. My father’s degree was awarded in 1933.

My father’s school, where he was to become headmaster, was located on 

Macklin Street in that confi ning tangle of narrow roads and high buildings in 

the angle of the Kingsway, the Strand, New Oxford Street and Covent Garden 

in central London. It was a Catholic school run by the London County 

Council. Many of the children came from immigrant families who were living 

in the poorer back streets. He appears to have been a major source of assistance 

in helping them to deal with the various local authorities. Some women from 
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the Sisters of Mercy convent in Tavistock Square, from which the convent in 

Twickenham had been founded, also taught at the school. 

Occasionally he would bring me up to his school and Sister Camillus 

would bring me into the stock room and give me a pencil. Oddly enough, the 

school provided me with my fi rst introduction to America. In the school li-

brary were to be found the adventures of Th e Hardy Boys. Th e Hardy boys had 

the use of such undreamed of marvels as motor bikes and motor boats, and had 

tremendous adventures in a fantastic land called America. I could borrow the 

books and take off  into this extraordinary world only to come back down to 

earth in boring old Twickenham!

A favourite project of my father’s was his extra-curricular elocution class. 

Th is was, aft er all, a society where accent immediately disclosed not only one’s 

social standing but also one’s prospects. Every Saturday some group of older 

students would come down to spend the day with us in the rural atmosphere of 

Th ames-side Twickenham and Pope’s Lodge and garden. 

Such was the formative background, perhaps more unconsciously sig-

nifi cant than in any explicit sense. Th ere were both Catholic and Protestant 

threads to that ancestral weave from the past. Th e stories I like best in that re-

gard, were of the Catholic High Sheriff  who risked life and fortune in trying to 

get his Protestant friends to the safety of the nearest English garrison at Boyle 

from Sligo, and the wealthy Protestant landlord who built a “very good range 

of houses” for his Catholic labourers! 
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CHAPTER II

CHILDHOOD

In my end is my beginning.
—T. S. Eliot

TWICKENHAM, LONDON BOROUGH OF RICHMOND 

UPON THAMES (1926–1936)

The room was high ceiling’d and contained several other cots. It was my 

fi rst recallable adventure into consciousness, an awareness of myself 

through what was other than myself, and, according to my mother was, as far as 

it went, substantially correct. It was the nursing home on Stockwell Road not 

far from the house in Durand Gardens where my parents rented a small fl at. 

I must have been about two when I remember my mother bringing me on 

a search for more adequate accommodation. Th e only place I really liked had a 

small garden pond that, at the time, had the dimensions of a lake promising all 

sorts of adventures. But then there came the most wonderful place of all, the 

gardener’s cottage in the grounds of the Sisters of Mercy convent on the banks 
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of the River Th ames at Twickenham. Th e gardener’s cottage was across the road 

from the riverside convent, where the path from the grotto sloped upward to 

the level of the garden. Th e grotto under the road, that had once known the 

social elite of England in the early part of the 18th century, would eventually 

provide me with convenient access back and forth to class.

Packy very quickly became my favourite! More formally, Sister Patrick of 

the Sisters of Mercy. Aft er recital of the Divine Offi  ce in the convent chapel 

and breakfast in the refectory, she would boil a large pot of potatoes and then 

make her way through the grotto under the road to feed them to the chickens. 

From 1926 to 1939 I lived with my family in Alexander Pope’s Coach House 
which eventually became the gardener’s cottage for the Sisters of Mercy convent 
by the River Th ames across the road. Pope constructed a grotto under the road 
between Tedington and Twickenham for private access to his garden, which many 
years later became a daily path I trod throughout my primary school years. Behind 
Pope’s Lodge was the home belonging to the Yardley family of cosmetic fame.
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I could usually manage an intercept and augment my own start to the day with 

a hot boiled potato! Packy would soon be joined by Sister Maurus, a young 

twenty-four-year-old postulant. Th ose formative days of my childhood lay the 

foundations on which the conscious events of a lifetime are built and I still 

think of Maurus, even aft er her death in her ninety-fi rst year, as the “new one.” 

Within the convent walls the classic domestic strata of Victorian upstairs/

downstairs was retained. Th e former consisting of the teachers and senior staff , 

the latter of sisters like Packy and Maurus, recruited from impoverished rural 

Ireland. Th ere was no doubt whatsoever as to where my primary aff ections and 

allegiance lay. 

Th e convent itself was located on that great bend in the River Th ames that 

lies between Twickenham and Teddington where the locks then marked the 

Kitty is holding me here at about two years of age with Sister Camillus and 
Miss Corcoran looking on, both of whom taught at my father’s Macklin Street 
Elementary School in central London.
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tidal limit of the river. Originally the site of Alexander Pope’s celebrated river-

side home, it was separated from his garden by the public road that paralleled 

the river between Twickenham and Teddington. He had excavated a grotto, 

which, much embellished with rock and stone, provided private access to the 

garden. Two fl anking chambers at the riverside end aff orded a view of the pass-

ing river in the heat of summer. In my time, that was all that remained. Th e 

house itself had been bought and enlarged aft er Pope’s death in 1774 by Sir 

William Stanhope who had also made improvements in the garden, though 

as such, he would appear to have been alone in that opinion. Subsequently 

purchased by Lady Howe, the house was torn down because of the sustained 

interest on the part of visitors whose literary susceptibilities she did not share. 

Th us she would go down in local history under the unfl attering soubriquet, 

“Queen of the Goths.” 

Her house was also demolished and in its place was built the house that 

would become the convent, purchased by the Sisters of Mercy in 1919. It was 

built by a wealthy Victorian tea merchant and has been described as a combi-

nation of Elizabethan half-timber and Stuart Renaissance with the addition 

of Swiss, Italian, and Chinese features. A school was added in 1928 as a major 

extension, with two large stories of classrooms being partially superimposed on 

an arched playground at ground level by the spacious gymnasium. 

My favourite place was the high clock tower, with its little iron balcony 

immediately below the large dial with gold-painted lettering. Th e view was 

wonderful! I could see all the way from the treed embankment at Twickenham, 

looking across to Eel Pie Island with its moored fl otilla of river steamers, and 

along on our own side past Radnor Gardens, with its big house and weeping 

willows, across to the wooded tow path and Ham Fields, along the river bank, 

to Teddington with its church surmounted by a high green patinated roof. In 

front lay the constant traffi  c of the river, tugs fussing along with their barges, 
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river steamers with their rows of passengers looking back up at me, perspiring 

gentlemen in their shirtsleeves rowing ladies, languidly steering graceful shiny-

varnished skiff s. 

Th e garden itself was divided in two parts and surrounded in its entirety by 

a high brick wall. Th e lower part near the convent enclosed a large grass hockey 

pitch and tennis court. Th ese were further surrounded by a gravel path leaving 

space between it and the wall for a narrow perimeter of trees and shrubbery. 

Th is proved highly eff ective in the provision of privacy from the prying eyes 

of neighbours in adjoining suburban houses. Th us could members of the com-

munity pace the path undisturbed in their reading of daily prayer as mandated 

for religious orders in Th e Offi  ce of the Hours.
Th e upper garden, which could be entered through a central gate in a large 

dividing wall, was of roughly comparable size and was divided into four plots 

by two gravel paths intersecting at right angles. In the intersection was a crude 

oval concrete fountain. Th e fountain itself, rarely turned on, consisted of the 

perforated spray head from a watering can fi xed to the water pipe. Th e plots 

were alive with rows of carefully tended vegetables, fruit bushes and apple, pear 

and plum trees. Th e edges of the paths were neatly picked out by well trimmed 

little box hedges. In summer one could always fi nd a plump gooseberry, a juicy 

apple or a tomato in the greenhouse.

Th is was Packy’s territory. She was weather beaten, at least as far as her reg-

ulation coif allowed, a wiry little countrywoman from Toomyvara in County 

Tipperary. She spent her days with her garden fork turning over the dark soil, 

planting and weeding, turning up endless fragments of broken clay pipes from 

generations that had tilled the same land before her. She always had time and 

an apple, or something, for a cheeky little boy who took for granted the ex-

traordinary depth of gentleness and love in those kindly eyes. She could, of 
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course, be much exasperated by the occasional perversities of nature and then 

it was an explosive “Bad cess to it!” – whatever that might be!

Our kitchen was a primary port of call for the community and visitors 

were frequent. My mother was a great favourite with the nuns who always 

called her Kitty and so for me, Kitty she became. Th e kitchen itself had actually 

been a stable in Victorian days. Over the ancient gas stove was that charac-

teristic piece of curved timber that swept down from above the hayrack and 

out to just above where the half-door of the original horsebox once stood. It 

still contained a large staple and ring once used to tether the horse. Th ere was 

no shortage of eager babysitters, notably Packy. One night the lead water pipe 

down the kitchen wall to the sink sprang a leak and there was Packy, frantically 

hopping about trying to stop it with her thumb while groping for something to 

stem the fl ow. Th en, of course, “Bad cess to it!”

At the furthest end of the upper garden was Stanhope’s Corner. A cluster 

of trees and thick undergrowth contained a path leading down to the entrance 

of what had once been another grotto. Th is had led under the little used public 

road to another property that Stanhope had acquired, but had long since been 

sealed off . Th e arch of rough stonework remained and contained a broken plas-

ter bust in a niche that it shared with a large birds’ nest. Th e tablet below the 

bust bore the inscription:

Th is humble roof, the gardens scanty line,
ill-spoke the genius of a bard divine,
But fancy now displays a fairer scope,
as Stanhope’s plans unfold the soul of Pope.

I had no idea of what it meant, but it seemed appropriate in that place which 

conveyed such a profound sense of mystery, of earlier presences that somehow 

watched, understood and shared it with me. Th ere was a large irregular stone 
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slab where, in the heat of summer, there was coolness and I could lie and watch 

overhead what I have always thought to be one of the most beautiful sights in 

the world, the tracery of high green foliage against the endless blue of a sky to 

which one could set no bound.

I suppose it was in the winter of 1928, at the age of two, that my newfound 

wonderful little world nearly came to an end. My mother told me that I con-

tracted whooping cough, diphtheria and pneumonia. All I remember is my 

upstairs bedroom in the Lodge, the coughing and gasping, the shadows cast by 

a night light in a little open sided stove with a metal cup that gave off  a pungent 

odour for assistance in breathing, the leisurely fl icker of shadows on the ceiling 

through the long restless nights. My father would oft en sit by me to sing me to 

sleep. Well do I remember the opening lines of his favourite song:

Oft  in the stilly night, when slumber’s chains hath bound me
Fond memory brings the light of other days around me
Th e joys the tears of boyhood years, the words of love then spoken. 

Little did I know of the torrent of prayer that was being poured out into 

the immensities of the universe from the community across the road. Sister 

Camillus always insisted that it was she who was holding me when, against all 

probability, the moment of crisis passed. 

It was then thought that it would be warmer for me to sleep downstairs in 

the kitchen because of the heat from the large iron fi replace that was set into 

the outer wall. During the day I would play in front of it or look at my favour-

ite picture book about “Dr. Owl.” One night I woke up coughing to fi nd the 

place full of smoke. My father rushed down to pull out the large sheet iron fi re 

place and fi nd that the half-timbering in the wall behind had caught alight. He 

doused it with buckets of water. I felt very proud when he told me that I had 

saved all our lives.
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My mother brought me down to the seaside to recuperate and, in the little 

rented back kitchen, would prepare one of my favourite delicacies, egg-in-a-

cup with lots of crumbled bread and butter. Th en we would head off  down to 

the beach with my little shrimp net. Other times I would race down along the 

sea front on my little tricycle, singing away to myself. Life was back on track.

Well, not quite perhaps, for one morning Kitty told me that we were 

going to visit a hospital. We went into a large ward and before I knew what 

was happening, I was seized by a large matron and bundled into pajamas with 

the jacket put on backwards and buttoned up so I could not get at them. Th en 

Kitty left  and I found myself alone in a little black iron bed in the middle of 

this large ward. Some people appeared with a trolley and I was wheeled off  into 

some little room where I was surrounded by masked fi gures all dressed in white 

without the slightest idea of what was happening. 

Watched by all these eyes from above the masks, something was put over 

my face and I could only gasp in some nauseating vapour. It seemed to be some 

ultimate moment of extinction. However, I regained consciousness to fi nd 

only pain and vomiting. So it was that I had my tonsils removed. Th en Kitty 

brought me home and there was a big fi re in the living room of the Lodge and 

before it a large bright red toy fi re engine. Kitty said she had not told me what 

was going to happen because I would refuse to go with her. It still seems that 

some sort of prior warning might have helped. I was certainly left  with a sense 

of utter terror at the thought of hospitals and the medical profession.

One day in April 1930, I was playing by the kitchen door when the ancient 

motorcycle and sidecar that was my father’s pride and joy pulled in. Kitty was 

holding with her in the sidecar a small warmly wrapped bundle. Even for a three 

and a half year old, my response was less than cordial; “What does she have to 

come for?” Each member of the community contributed to a list of possible 
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names which I subsequently found among Kitty’s papers. Packy’s selection was 

Kathleen and so Kathleen she became. 

Sibling rivalry would not be uncommon. It seemed from the beginning, 

that there was such a dissimilarity of temperament and interests that we had 

very little to do with each other. Later Kathleen would attend evening classes 

at Daphne de Lisle dancing school a short distance down the road and became 

a star performer excelling particularly in gymnastics. I would go down to bring 

her home. But dolls and dancing were not prominent on my agenda! Th e gap 

between us was further widened by the adroitness with which emotional dis-

tress could be employed. Th is seemed to me to be quite unfair, especially when 

the matter involved some escapade of my own, as I would usually come out the 

villain! Over time there would grow an attitude of distrust between us.

Choice is a determinant in personal development and by free acts we make 

ourselves. Indeed, the series of choices over my lifetime gave me the character 

that I have. According to the Jewish psychiatrist, Viktor Frankl, imprisoned for 

three appalling years in Auschwitz and other Nazi camps, the ultimate human 

freedom is the ability to choose our attitude in a given set of circumstances, to 

choose our own way. It was known to the writer of the Book of Job as expressed 

in the initial Divine injunction to Satan, “Keep your hands off  his person,” per-

son being that unique “information unity” that one thinks of as a “me.” In any 

event, many years later, Sister Maurus, who knew of both Kathleen and myself 

so well over the years, was adamant in her conviction that, “Psychologically, 

Kathleen and myself were totally diff erent people.” Certainly, there was a 

signifi cant sense in which my choices were very diff erent, a fact that would 

become all too clear many years later. 

My father would bring me for long walks along the towpath to Richmond 

and then lift  me up so I could watch the skaters on the big indoor ice rink near 

the Richmond Bridge. Th en we would walk back on the other side of the river 
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by Petersham Churchyard, where Captain Vancouver lies buried, and return to 

be rowed back across the river by the Twickenham Ferry. Sometimes, when he 

came back from work, we would play football, keeping goal in the net of the 

grass hockey pitch. As I mustered all my strength to kick the ball, he would 

start hopping up and down, his hands dangling in front of him and kicking his 

legs alternately left  and right. I would laugh so hard I couldn’t kick the ball!

Th ere is little doubt, however. that diligence in schoolwork and fi lial 

obedience were not among my strong points. On occasion, when greatly exas-

perated, he would say something that would much disturb me; “You will not 

always have your Daddy!” Th ere was such a thing as death. Watching from my 

bedroom window across the road, I had seen the ambulance men carrying the 

shrouded fi gure of my old catechism teacher, Sister Augustine, from the front 

door of the convent. I never saw her again. But the prospect of life without my 

father was too appalling to even wonder about.

Th e upstairs/downstairs division of the community across the road seemed 

to accord with some sort of division in my own thoughts. Th e upstairs crowd 

were concerned with school, homework, making something of oneself. In my 

wanderings around the grounds I would keep a wary eye out in case of an inad-

vertent encounter that would culminate in prolonged high moral exhortation. 

Th e worst, but to give her due, one of the nicest, was Sister Gertrude. Slight, 

rosy-cheeked, tall, bespectacled, and immensely serious, with closed eyes and 

hands folded in her spacious sleeves, she became unstoppable. On one occa-

sion, I quietly tiptoed away and left  her to it. In the meantime my father came 

round the corner. When she opened her eyes, she was startled to fi nd him the 

puzzled recipient of her morally uplift ing soliloquy. Aft er that I was always 

fi rmly moored by a button or shirt collar resolutely grasped between fi nger 

and thumb!

Th e downstairs crowd better accorded with some much deeper inner 
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level of consciousness, of intentions, personal images, and emotional intensi-

ties where I could be myself. Th ere was always an enormous welcome in their 

kitchen and some such delighted cry from Sister Ethelburga as when there ap-

peared round the corner a small curly head roughly level with the table top, 

accompanied by an old bag containing a couple of my father’s rusty spanners; 

“Here’s Pat, come to mend the gas stove!” My life-long fascination with the 

symbolism of tools still remains, as does the infl uence of, and my respect for, 

such warmly authentic manifestations of the feminine.

Th ese loving and hard-working Irish women were always my great support-

ers as, for example, at the school concert, when rattling off  by rote the speech 

from the dock by the Irish patriot Robert Emmet aft er he was sentenced to 

death, loud whispers fl oated up from the darkness at the back of the hall with a, 

“Good man, Pat.” All of them were only too familiar with the attempted brutal 

military pacifi cation of Ireland by the notorious Black and Tans.

On another occasion, when the boys from the junior class were not al-

lowed to play football with the girls from a senior class in a covered playground 

by the river, I waited my chance and booted the ball into the river, then took 

off  like a scalded cat through Pope’s Grotto for the concealment and relative 

safety of Stanhope’s Corner. Th e kitchen crowd immediately mobilized, some 

getting a long ladder, someone else the long handled broom for removing cob-

webs from the loft y ceiling of the gymnasium. It was low water and the turn of 

the tide. While Sister Maurus held the ladder down the timbered frontage of 

the embankment, Packy successfully negotiated the ladder, retrieving the ball 

bobbing about just within reach of the long broom!

A new tennis court had been installed in the lower garden by the big cop-

per beech guarding the gate leading to the upper garden. Th e day the workmen 

were painting the ironwork dark green, I found their empty tea mugs and 

judged them to be in a deplorable state. To cheer them all up, I painted them 
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green! It was, of course, the downstairs crowd who provided them with new 

mugs and spared me their considerable wrath.

Sunday aft ernoons a pair of the kitchen sisters would head off  with baskets 

of food to visit the “soldier’s wives.” I had no idea of what this was about, of 

the enormity of carnage, of the human suff ering endured by armies and their 

dependents during and aft er the First World War. It was simply what the sisters 

did on Sunday aft ernoons.

My own overwhelming preoccupation was with discovering, experiment-

ing, exploring. On occasion this could have unfortunate consequences. Th us 

for example, I discovered the contents of a can, deliberately put out of my reach 

on a shelf in Packy’s tool shed in the upper garden, by tipping the contents over 

my head. It was creosote! 

On another occasion I satisfi ed my curiosity as to what happened when a 

large cloud of fl ammable gas was ignited, instead of in the accustomed manner 

of the lighting of the gas jets and mantle in the Lodge. Th ere had long been 

standing an old tin of calcium carbide in the garage, left  over from the days 

of acetylene lamps for bicycles. It was a simple matter to empty it into an old 

pot, let it fi zz up and bubble and then apply a match. Th e result was a great 

white fl ash, the loss of some hair, and the hand holding the match going numb. 

Perhaps it was better to stick to mantles.

While digging a hole in the garden near the chicken run, I discovered a 

small oval-shaped iron bottle that aroused great curiosity. Perhaps it was only 

an old weight from a cuckoo clock. On the other hand it had a small stop-

per that was fi rmly rusted in. I brought it along to the garage and clamped it 

into the vice. I was hammering the stopper with an old chisel when my father 

found me and became immensely upset. He ran off  with my bottle through the 

grotto and threw it into the river. A few years later, when our instructor showed 

us a No. 36 Mill’s Hand Grenade the outline was all too familiar. In fact, a 
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month aft er the childhood incident, a short paragraph in Th e Richmond and 
Twickenham Times reported that the police had found a hand grenade at low 

water, a few hundred yards downstream from the convent. It had been taken by 

the military and exploded, though not, I warrant, with a hammer and chisel!

My fondest possessions were kept on a shelf in the garage. Th ese included 

a small stationary steam engine with its little boiler and spirit lamp. I also had a 

small dynamo and an electric motor. Th e most treasured of the lot was a small 

bulbous heavy stone jar of liquid mercury. Whatever present concerns about 

its toxic qualities, I loved to hold a little of it, transferring it from one hand to 

the other. Th ere was something profoundly moving about a metal that had the 

properties of a liquid. Th en one day I found the jar empty and a broad path of 

tiny silvery particles leading from the bench to the drain. Th ere was little doubt 

as to the culprit, however strenuous the denials. It served to deepen my dismay 

and, unfortunately, my distrust.

In 1935, there was great excitement as work commenced on the construc-

tion of a new wing to the central building of the convent, including extended 

sleeping quarters for the community but, most importantly of all, a beautiful 

loft y new chapel, with elegant rows of choir stalls facing inward from the grace-

ful background of hardwood paneling. When the workmen left  every evening 

I would explore their day’s eff orts clambering delightedly over ladder and scaf-

folding. Th e grotto now opened out onto a breezeway across which it faced the 

entrance to the new science laboratory.

A new dimension of life opened up when my father brought me for my 

fi rst visit to the Luxor Cinema that used to stand at the corner where Cross 

Deep joined Twickenham High Street. I was totally mesmerized by the events 

unfolding on the great silver screen that concerned events in the life of some-

one called Tarzan. But the dangers seemed all too real and left  me terrifi ed. 



24   ✦ PATRICK B. CREAN

Th ereaft er, I had a horror of jungles and their rivers, the ready immanence of 

impromptu death by edibility.

However, when my father asked me if I would like to see a picture about 

the sea, I was enthusiastic. It was a 1937 fi lm based on Rudyard Kipling’s 1897 

story, Captain Courageous. Again, I was completely transported into another 

world – that of a fi shing schooner on the Grand Banks of Newfoundland. I was 

wide-eyed with anxious anticipation when great seas poured over the vessel! I 

wept when the kindly Portuguese dory man who had chastised, reformed and 

then befriended the spoiled brat who had fallen overboard from a transatlantic 

liner, was fatally injured in a tangle of gear fallen from aloft , and then accepting 

of his own drowning. 

One of the major annual events was the “School Journey.” As part of the 

Macklin Street school curriculum, my father and some of the other teach-

ers would take the senior form to some holiday resort for a week. One year 

it was the Isle of Wight, where the diminutive size of the local railway trains 

encouraged some of the more daring spirits to descend from the platform and 

wander about on the track, at least, until discouraged in no uncertain terms by 

my father. Another year we went to Teignmouth and one of the most memo-

rable outings was to the beautiful Benedictine Abbey at Buckfast, where the 

river comes tumbling down from the moors over its rocky bed. It turned out 

that one of the monks was an old school friend of my father. Kitty bought me 

a small monstrance, of the type used to expose the Blessed Sacrament, with 

which I was well pleased, also some pots of honey for which the monks’ api-

ary was widely known. Th e monk said that someone had broken into the shop 

during noonday prayer and emptied the till which seemed a crime appalling 

beyond belief. 

Th en there was the trip to Cromer, where the shingle banks and salt 

marshes of Norfolk come to the low cliff s and resort town on the coast of the 
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North Sea. Th e really important thing here was that I was allowed to sit in 

the large lifeboat as it slid down its launching ramp on a short exhibition run 

for the public. As a souvenir, I was given a small model lifeboat of some sort 

of coated cardboard construction. Now lifeboats joined lighthouses and ships 

near the top of my list of most favourite things. 

I became the server, in my black cassock and white surplus, before the altar 

of the convent chapel. I enjoyed swinging the thurible! My estimate of priestly 

worth depended on the amount of incense that would be dropped onto the 

burning charcoal at the appropriate moment in the service of Benediction, de-

signed to “honour” the Blessed Sacrament – watching us from the glittering 

elegance of the elaborate monstrance. “Honour” away I would, to see if I could 

completely enclose the proceedings in a worshipful aura of holy smoke, while 

the community worked its way through the decades of the rosary. For this, it 

was my duty to kneel on the altar steps to the right of the priest.

On one occasion, I realized to my consternation that I was kneeling on 

the steps behind the priest instead of on his right. Th e solution was simple, I 

could inch my way over to the proper position and nobody would notice. All 

went well, though the responses of the community lacked the usual vigour, 

until it seemed that the matter was being pretty much carried through by the 

Reverend Mother and the unsuspecting priest. I was surprised to learn much 

later that the explanation lay in the eff orts of the community to stifl e their mu-

tually escalating hysterics of laughter at my innocent progress!

Th e motorcar and sidecar disappeared in mysterious circumstances. My fa-

ther had lent it to the mechanic at Abbott’s garage, a few hundred yards down 

the road, with its glass roof over the petrol pumps, just across the road from 

the imposing bulk of Radnor House with its Italianate tower. Apparently the 

bike had been found burnt out and abandoned. Shortly aft er it was replaced 

by an ancient Morris Oxford with its heavy semi-spherical chrome ‘bullnose’ 
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radiator. Out of it stuck a little temperature indicator with its little needle 

mounted between the two glass faces. It was a heavy dull brown in colour and 

had little latches on the doors like garden gates. Th ere was a huge knobbly rain 

hood and panels of leather-bound celluloid window panels that could be stuck 

on two little metal spikes that fi tted into holes in the doors. Heavy chrome 

levers for adjusting the timing and the mixture were mounted in the centre of 

the steering wheel. My father explained all this to me, as well as occasionally 

letting me sit in his lap to steer the car in the driveway. He had bought the car 

from Father Welchman for eleven pounds.

It now became possible for an occasional family outing down to visit 

Kitty’s twin sister Monnie – a remarkable character in her own right who was 

trained as a nurse at the Rotunda Hospital at the top of O’Connell Street in 

Dublin where they herded the prisoners from the General Post Offi  ce at the 

time of the Easter Rising in 1916. She had become a nurse and companion to 

Lord and Lady Boston who lived in their magnifi cent house, Monk’s Hatch, at 

the top of an interminable, tree-lined driveway leading up to it from the Hogs 

Back near Guilford. Th e house looked out over an elegant lawn to command a 

beautiful vista of rolling countryside in the front, and a steeply rising timbered 

hillside in the back. A sweep of gravel drive led to the imposing front door 

with the biggest doorknob I had ever seen! I was under strict instructions to 

stay away from the family quarters, particularly the front lawn. Nevertheless, I 

set off  exploring in the forbidden area and met an old man on the lawn who 

off ered me a half-crown. I refused, because I was not supposed to take money 

from strangers, even, as it turned out, from a peer of the realm!

I had actually been sent to stay with Monnie at the time of the coronation 

in 1936. From her room with its little balcony I could see the celebratory bon-

fi res on distant hilltops. Th at night someone else celebrated in their own way 

by sawing off  the magnifi cent brass knob from the front door! During my visit 
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I became great friends with the chauff eur and liked to help polish the beautiful 

big Rolls Royce parked outside the garage below his living quarters. 

It must have been about the summer of 1936 when we all took off  in the 

ancient Morris ‘bullnose’ on what became the greatest of my childhood ad-

ventures into an unseen and unsuspected world. We drove to the docks in 

Liverpool. Th e car was then driven onto a large cargo net, and hoisted by der-

rick up onto a hatch cover of one of the British and Irish passenger cargo boats. 

Th e following morning the car was unloaded at the North Wall in Dublin. 

Aft er visiting with my Morris aunts in Dublin, we drove down to the little cot-

tage that my parents had rented on a steep slope leading down to the beach and 

the waters of Dingle Bay in County Kerry. One Sunday, a local man, a level-

crossing keeper, brought the older members of the family on a climb up a local 

mountain while my sister and myself were looked aft er by his wife. I was put on 

the railway track to play since there were no trains on Sunday!

Th e lanes with their low stone walls, the hedge rows with bright red Fuchsia 

blossoms, the vistas of headland and sparkling sea, all came together in some 

mosaic of untrammelled delight. Th en there were the drives such as round the 

Ring of Kerry, or to Valentia where, in 1866, the eastern terminus was located 

for the fi rst successfully laid Trans Atlantic telegraph cable.

I had my fi rst experience of crime when the neat aluminum cap with its lit-

tle pouring spigot, that Kitty had bought to fi t the top of the glass milk bottle, 

was stolen while we were walking down on some broad silver strand! 

On one occasion I met a blind man on a donkey who asked me if I would 

like a ride. Off  I went, proud as Punch! Unfortunately, by the time someone 

found me, I was almost in the next county because he hadn’t told me how to 

turn it around!

Most of all I loved my little secret stream that murmured quietly to itself 

over its rocky bed close to the cottage. It was almost completely overgrown by 
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bushes but these presented no problem to a 10-year-old, only sheer fascination 

and delight. Surely Ireland was the most marvellous place in the world. No 

wonder my friends, the kitchen sisters, all loved it and missed it so. I still agree 

with them!

Eventually it had to come to an end and we headed for Galway farther 

up on the west coast. We camped overnight by a deserted road. Busy with the 

evening meal, we heard some sounds in the darkness and two fi gures appeared 

in the light of our paraffi  n lantern. One was wheeling the other who had no 

legs using a wooden packing case fi tted with two pram wheels and a pair of 

shaft s for pushing. Of course there was food and tea to be shared and, as is the 

way in Ireland, we all had to fi nd out about our respective journeys. Th ey were 

While on holiday, riding through the Gap of Dunloe, County Kerry, Ireland 
with my parents, my sister Kathleen and Aunt Monie, Kitty’s twin sister.
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returning from the Galway Races to Ennis, a walk for the man at the shaft s of 

some fi ft y miles! I listened enthralled, though I never had much interest in 

horses. 

Th at I had no natural talent in equestrian matters had been made clear the 

previous week, when I was put up on the back of a horse to ride with the rest of 

the family through the Gap of Dunloe. Th e horse stopped for a drink in a river. 

To the surprise of the horse, and the consternation of all, I fi nished up with my 

arms round the horse’s neck and the rest of me dangling in the river. Actually, 

I would make one further attempt to stay up on a horse. Th at time I fell off  

at the other end! It had, of course, to happen in front of a delighted group of 

seminary students waiting to go into class. 

We fi nally got back to Dublin in the early hours of the morning to dark de-

serted streets and the indelible image of a long facade of Georgian houses, from 

the lower window of one of them, incongruously surmounted by a barber’s red 

and white striped pole, a great sheet of fl ame burst skyward, just as we were 

coming up towards it. Th e clattering bell of an approaching fi re engine sped 

us on our way. I could imagine no more terrible awakening than by the sudden 

immediate onset of fi re in the night. Well I remembered waking up to a kitchen 

full of smoke not that many years before.

WIMBLEDON JESUIT COLLEGE, LONDON (1936–1939)

Though my sister Kathleen could continue at the convent school, there 

was an age limit of ten for boys and my parents had to fi nd an alternative 

school for myself. My father was a great admirer of Jesuit scholarship and it was 

arranged that I should attend a Jesuit College at Wimbledon, some half-hour 

away by train. So it was that I found myself, with no little trepidation, sitting on 

a bench in my new school uniform at nearby Strawberry Hill Station, waiting 
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for the train in the care of a gentle and kindly older boy, John McShane, who 

was already attending the college. As a young army offi  cer, he was later killed in 

action during the advance of the Allies up the Italian peninsula.

Th e junior school, Donhead, was agreeable enough. I liked Father Miller, 

the headmaster, who always had a smile for me and used to call me “Podge.” 

Our teacher, Miss Manning, kept us all well in hand and on occasion, would 

call in the back-up, Mr. Farwell, who would deliver a couple of acceptable 

whacks from a strap. I came to regard this as an almost welcome break in a 

boring day!

In the senior school the tenor of events changed with a vengeance. For the 

fi rst time I encountered snobbery, bullying and a rigorous code in which any 

admission of feeling was totally unacceptable. Emotions had to be under the 

rigid command of ruthless self-discipline. ‘Blubbering’ was beneath contempt 

and any complaint was out of the question for ‘whining’ or ‘sneaking’ were 

the most appalling crimes of all. Any perceived or imagined instances of these 

would lead to ostracism, broken only by communal harassment.

For each boy social status was largely determined, it seemed, by family 

wealth. One of the indicators of this was the sort of car that appeared when 

delivering someone to school. One of the prefects actually drove himself in 

an ancient Rolls Royce. On the odd occasion when my father gave me a lift  to 

school in the old Morris “Bullnose,” I would ask him to let me off  well clear of 

the school gates to avoid the inevitable sneering repercussions. 

Th e attitude that resulted involved a complete distrust of feelings, which 

must be rigidly disciplined. What was imperative was a stoic acceptance of situ-

ations and then simply getting on with it. All that mattered was doing one’s 

duty. Any questions that arose in that connection could immediately be settled 

by recourse to the supreme authority – the nearest priest.

Religious instruction now dwelt much on sin and the agonies of hell. In 
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that mind of childhood, these considerations became indissolubly linked with 

the administering of severe physical punishment for even minor off enses or er-

rors in homework. Such was usually delivered with prolonged delays between 

its ordering and its imposition. Th e worst was Father B., and I dreaded his af-

ternoon Latin class that resolved that year into a matrix of anticipatory fear or 

the realization of its object. 

Th e ground fl oor windows of the gloomy classroom opened onto a cov-

ered walkway along one side of the playground. Th e windows on the opposite 

side looked down onto the rows of battered desks, while in front, stood the 

ominous fi gure in a black soutane, long fl aps hanging down the back from each 

shoulder, pale blue eyes behind the horn rimmed glasses, set in that sallow face 

with its forelock of dark hair. Trying to shrink into my desk, eyes boring into 

an opened page of De Bello Gallico, I waited for that imperious snarl that would 

summon the next victim. Oh God! Oh God! Oh God! If someone else, there 

would be unmitigated relief and the hope that this would get us to the end of 

the class. If, instead, the snarl was “Crean!” there would be the pang of terror, 

a hopeless, petrifi ed fumbling to construe some paragraph under that sardonic 

gaze, the inevitable dismissive snarl, “Get six!” Oh Mary, Queen of Heaven, 

help me! 

Th is required going on the morning break, the following day, to a special 

room in the Jesuit’s quarters that contained a solitary desk, a chair, and the 

man who would administer the ordered number of blows to the hands with 

the ferula. Th e result left  them swollen and paralyzed and I would head for the 

cold water basins in the toilets to ease the stinging pain. If it was ordered on a 

Friday aft ernoon I had to wait until the Monday morning. I remember all too 

clearly sitting up in my bed at night trying not to go to sleep so it would be 

longer until that dreaded Monday morning. In fact, in the course of a televi-

sion interview years later, one of my distinguished alumni predecessors, Alfred 
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Hitchcock, attributed his lifelong interest in terror and suspense to precisely 

these punitive practices.

I particularly resented having to spend my Wednesday and Saturday af-

ternoons playing rugger in winter, or cricket in summer. Excelling in these 

pursuits could of course lead to status among the other inmates of the school. 

For me, however, there were infi nitely better things to do in terms of discover-

ing or exploring whether by myself or with a friend. Climbing in the mountains 

or sailing the sea in company of good friends was a marvellously rewarding 

collaborative eff ort. Competitive sports of any kind seemed, on the contrary, a 

silly waste of time and eff ort. 

Why I should be ordered into a group trying to force some silly shaped 

sort of ball into some place where an opposing group didn’t want it, while they 

were trying do the same to us, was a mystery. Th e whole process was carried 

out in equally silly distinctive underwear in winter, and oft en in pouring rain. 

Someone would run a few steps with the ball and then a heap of bodies would 

pile up in the mud with no better result than to get up and do it again! On one 

occasion, aft er some match, boys started throwing lumps of mud from their 

discarded boots in the locker room. Getting a large lump in the face, I was 

returning the compliment when, caught by the unexpected appearance of our 

form master, I was singled out for punishment. I had to fi rst take a bus and 

then change to a second bus and then walk up Edgehill Road to the College 

and report for punishment – at which time I was duly beaten by the headmas-

ter. Th en I had to take another bus to Raynes Park Station and then the train 

home. When I fi nally arrived, my parents were frantic with worry as to what 

had happened to me.

Cricket was a similar abomination except less chilly. I managed a degree 

of ineptitude and boredom that meant that I was put in a position in the fi eld 

where the ball was least likely to arrive. Th is worked well except when, through 
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an oversight, I had been assigned close to the scene of action, the so-called slips. 

Lapsing into my accustomed reverie, a hard fast-moving ball landed squarely 

between my eyes in a welter of stars and blood and tears. However, for a little 

while, I was thought to be some sort of hero. 

Th e record of events that becomes uniquely oneself is intensely and en-

duringly aff ected by the day-to-day feeling-ladeness of circumstances in which 

they are experienced. For myself, it would take decades to exorcise an uncon-

scious, and consequently, an irrational and uncritical respect for ecclesiastical 

authority. Th e suppressed need to resolve the surd of a religion grounded in 

love, enforced by the ferula, and the most terrible conception that can be put 

into the mind of a child – an unendurable agony that never ever ends. Between 

my fi rst hospital experience and Father B.’s Latin classes, there was little left  for 

the imagination to make a start on the nature of eternal hell fi re. Th ere is an 

ineradicable trace imposed by such powerful childhood experiences. In fact, 

when attending lunch at the cafeteria in a Jesuit College in Dublin some fi ft y 

years later, the sight of the familiar black soutane with its long black shoulder 

fl aps immediately evoked a spontaneous image of the refectory in Wimbledon 

and sharp pangs of fear. 

In the last school year before the war, the annual play selected for perform-

ance by the sixth form was Journey’s End by R. C. Sherriff , based on his letter’s 

home from the front during World War One. Th e latter was ever-present, 

for as we fi led into and out of the college chapel, we passed the long list of 

names incised into the oak panel memorial to old boys whose short lives had 

so prematurely ended in the horrors of Flanders or the Somme. In the play the 

young schoolboy offi  cer has wangled a posting to the company commanded 

by his earlier cricketing hero. Only then does he learn that aft er two years of 

trench warfare, the only way the latter can keep his feelings in check is through 

the daily consumption of inordinate amounts of whisky. But then the young 
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offi  cer gets a bit of a “knock in the back” and is carried down into the dugout 

where, unaware that his spine has been severed by shrapnel, the last words to 

his old friend are, “Could we have a light? It’s so frightfully cold and dark!” 

Th at summed up for me my life at the Sacred Heart College, Wimbledon, of 

being helplessly caught up into some vast merciless process that left  me helpless 

and hopeless.

Matters seemed to come to some sort of dreadful focus when, one morn-

ing waiting for the train to school on the platform of Twickenham Station, I 

watched the crowd on the other platform across the tracks, bound for the day’s 

work in the city. Th ey were young and old, with newspapers and brief cases 

and umbrellas, pale impassive faces, freshly washed and now presentable on 

that grey morning. From behind my back came the inexorable, powerful whine 

through the open doors of the converter plant that, so I had been told, provided 

electrical energy in a form suitable for the trains. A distant sound down the 

track grew swift ly into the approaching train, another face briefl y glimpsed at 

the driver’s window as it slid to a noisy halt to stand with its clattering compres-

sors and banging doors, the fast train up to town, non-stop from Richmond to 

Waterloo. It all formed some seminal moment of childhood memory. Th ere 

was a clatter of banging doors and throbbing air compressors, a whistle and 

the rising tone of drive motors, a form swift ly diminishing down the track, and 

then an empty platform.

It seemed that I was looking at an overall vignette of human life, some 

phased presentation of my own life indeed, the inexorable pacing of an un-

inspiring routine until age, infi rmity and death intervened. Presumably at 

innumerable stations around the greater London area I would fi nd essentially 

similar groups. Yet, there I was in my little school uniform, leather satchel with 

a few battered books and ink-stained copy books, headed for school as the fi rst 

stage of entrapment in some such circumstances that I could no more control 
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than the fl ow of energy from the converter station, of entry into a world in 

which I had to live, to survive, to fi nd some sense of meaning, if such a thing 

could ever exist.

Our pasts make us what we are, and so there was set in place for me a 

deeply rooted fear of authority, ecclesiastical and otherwise. Later there would 

occur a whimsical association with that catchy verse of W. S. Gilbert:

Stick close to your desks, and never go to sea,
And you all may be Rulers of the Queen’s Navee! 

In practical terms, the solution was simple enough. Check any proposed 

course of action fi rst for clerical approval. It would eventually become a recipe 

for a slow descent into the realm of incipient neurosis. Security is wedded to 

mediocrity. Th at is not what is required of us by the evolutionary universe 

which has given rise to intelligent life, us! 

My parent’s expensive and well-intended eff ort to instil in me the life-

enriching rudiments of a classical education left  me totally baffl  ed as to what 

possible relevance works by Caesar and Virgil had to the modern world I had 

to live in. What really mattered was the realm of engineering and science – that 

which could be based on the experimentally verifi able and prove to be useful.

Religious instruction dwelt interminably on the unlimited spectrum of 

human aberration from minor venial sins to a range of unspeakably horrible 

mortal sins. Great emphasis was placed on unspeakable pain that never ever 

ended. Pain I knew about, like the pain of having my tonsils out, coming out 

of the ether, vomiting, and the raw pain of the site from which they had been 

cut; picking up the wrong end of the poker just removed from the fi re; the red 

swollen palms and fi ngers left  by the ferula. In case there was any doubt about 

eternity, some such illustration would be provided such as imagining a cube 

of granite a mile high, and a little bird wiping its beak on the granite every 
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day for a million years. Th e punch line being that by the time the granite was 

worn away to nothing, eternity would not have even started. Some mortal sins, 

which all merited eternal damnation such as, for example, missing Mass on 

Sunday, could be carefully complied with. Th ere was, however, a much more 

dangerously elusive source of fl outing the divine plan in the pubescent offi  ng.

It seemed that such a state of mortal sin could easily come about in connec-

tion with something so terrible as to be unmentionable – this I later discovered 

to be called sex. Th is was a great mystery, but the only remedy, in case of error 

of thought or feeling in this connection, seemed to be to confess to a priest 

and obtain absolution as quickly as possible in case I inadvertently died. Th e 

meaning of the word would eventually be revealed on my pressing a school 

friend for an explanation of a large scrawl of obscenity and profanity, writ-

ten in huge whitewashed letters, on a back fence overlooked by the railway 

line that brought us to school. When, much embarrassed, he fi nally obliged 

me, I howled with laughter at anything so absurd! It eventually transpired that 

something of that nature was the case yet was apparently so disgusting that it 

could never be referred to in respectable company. Th e net result was a morbid 

scrupulosity tantalizingly allied with complete biological and psychological 

mystifi cation with respect to the opposite sex! 

My own little perception of the cosmos, of the real world, included a major 

contradiction, a self-proclaimed authoritative institution of highest sanctity 

and learning that could produce at one extreme the unstinting love and gener-

osity of my old friends the downstairs sisters in Twickenham, and, at the other, 

the fear inspired by Father B., and the man at the desk in that bare room who 

wielded the ferula.

Th at old Twickenham Southern Railway Station and its converter plant 

have long since gone and been replaced. But the question would remain and 

bring about consequences that were at the heart of living – the discovery of the 
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meaning of meaning, a journey that does not end with the dissolution of one’s 

biological self, a journey far beyond my wildest imaginings. 

Another gloomy foreboding was the role of family life when one became 

grown up. Th is seemed to be what those who had not been called to the much 

higher vocation of religious life did. Th e break in the year-long subjection to 

the local railway timetable was the summer holiday by the seaside. Th is seemed 

to me to be characterized in terms of the remembered image of a large fat man 

towing a string of bawling children, strung out hand in hand, through the taw-

dry blandishments of some amusement arcade on the sea front. Was that what 

life was really about? What was the meaning of it all? Did it have any meaning, 

something that could be grasped and give some point to it, some direction? 

It seemed that one had something called an “immortal soul,” but how did it 

work?

I was told that something called “heaven” would constitute the reward 

aft er one’s death if one made a superhuman eff ort to “love” everybody, includ-

ing Father B. If the highest vocation was the priesthood, I was clearly not up to 

it. Somehow I had to escape to something that really fascinated me and carried, 

as far as I was aware, no immediate threat of eternal divine retribution. Th ere 

was no doubt as to its nature. I truly loved the sea, the ships that sailed upon it, 

and the steam engines that powered them – not a mortal sin in sight! 

Such infl uences had come about through my father bringing me to visit 

my Uncle Edmund’s ship in Liverpool Docks as a rather frightened little boy. 

Steel ladders and gratings are designed for adults! When my uncle opened the 

throttle valve to turn the engine over, exquisite obedience, the silent rhythmic 

dance of such an interconnected complexity of shining steel parts, in perfect 

unity and harmony, left  an indelible impression of how things ought to be. 

Here was a meaning worthy of one’s best eff orts to understand. I had found my 

dream.
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Sometimes from the ciphered testament of thought and feeling, an event 

will evoke an aff ective response of far-reaching personal signifi cance. If I always 

had an immense curiosity as to how things worked, such an event was that visit 

to the engine room of my uncle’s ship, bringing to the fore, as it did, a life-long 

fascination with things of the sea, with heat engines, the mechanical, the tech-

nical, the scientifi c. Th ese would become empowering and directing symbols 

that, as they transformed to incite to further and higher levels of meaning, still 

endure into an authentic and formal role in the great spiritual adventure of 

human life. 

Th is was the dream that was further augmented by my father bringing me 

on my fi rst visit to the Science Museum in South Kensington. It has always 

remained for me a place of high pilgrimage. A recent television program on the 

cosmos brought into a single, magnifi cent perspective, Fermilab’s loft y structure 

and the extraordinary technical achievement of its huge underground circu-

lar particle accelerator, together with the choir stalls of Beauvais Cathedral. 

It would be many decades before I could enjoy such a spontaneity of intense 

feeling response as two sides of the same coin in which are invested the ongoing 

progression of a truly human destiny.

It was a major frustration that there was no opportunity for classes in sci-

ence because of wartime teaching shortages. I had to content myself with such 

books as I could fi nd such as Professor E.N. da C. Andrade’s book on engines. 

A prize possession was a tradesman’s book on steam fi tting. Th is one really was 

for adults!

Shortly before the war, my father brought me to visit Cammell Laird 

Shipyard at Birkenhead across the Mersey from the immense extent of Liverpool 

Docks. Here I saw two ill-fated ships under construction, the H.M.S. Ark 
Royal, and a submarine up on the stocks that would be called H.M.S. Th etis. 
Th e former would succumb to enemy torpedoes, and the latter would founder 
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on diving trials in Liverpool Bay. Apparently someone checked the drain cock 

on a torpedo tube and when no water came out, assumed the bow door was 

closed and opened the inner door, fl ooding the boat and causing it to dive bow 

fi rst to the bottom. Th e stern, with its propellers, remained sticking out above 

the surface but some eighty crew and shipyard workers were drowned.

Still, in that mind of boyhood, great engineering works became for me 

something of the nature of shrines of human endeavour much to be reverenced. 

Such symbols transform and trans-value over life, as indeed they should. Th e 

same wonder now remains, if not much enhanced, by the outline of a giant 

radio telescope reaching out to the furthermost depths of the universe. Now I 

also can well imagine the pressures and demands on those in the control room, 

the pressures and demands of funding and research grants, the anxieties of ad-

vancing a career among the stiff est of competition. 

Somehow I had to escape to a much greater world that stretched infi nitely 

beyond the familiar confi nes of Twickenham. Sometimes, when the great winds 

from the Atlantic were exploring every exposed nook and cranny of our streets, 

the scudding clouds speeding just above the roofl ines, snatching smoke from 

the chimney pots, there was a great surge of longing to set forth upon the sea to 

uncover new horizons, to embarque upon a journey into meaning that would 

only emerge into a coherent perspective of meaning in some fullness of time. 

Meaning is what we have made in our heads of something that wasn’t there in 

the beginning, but has come about as some unity at the end. 

Th en the impossible happened. Just as term was about to commence, I was 

told that I would not be going back. I could not credit my good fortune! It was 

the 1st September 1939. I can heartily identify with the prayer of thanksgiving 

shouted out by the schoolboy being driven to school by his grandfather in the 

movie Hope and Glory, only to fi nd it had been bombed out during the previ-

ous night: “Oh, thank you, Adolf !”
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So little can great events cast their shadow in the minds of the young, 

though actually I had experienced one moment of apprehension. I had been to 

the cinema and the news reel had included some pictures of fi ghting in China. 

It included an unforgettable graphic shot of a soldier lying behind the turret on 

the top of a tank, look round to see where his foot had just been just blown off . 

Walking home through the darkened streets to the Lodge, a poster on a Pillar 

Post Box showed a German bomber swooping down over a burning city and 

urged people to volunteer for duty during air raid warnings. Perhaps such a thing 

was possible. Could it happen to staid, solid Twickenham? Of course not!!! 

From early on, I was quite fascinated by dreams. My father was fond of 

recalling an occasion when he came into my bedroom to wake me up and my 

response was, “Daddy, I saw pictures on my pillow!” It seemed extraordinary 

that the same “me” that loved my egg-in-a-cup with bits of bread and butter, 

that loved to play in the garden or lie in Stanhope’s Corner looking up through 

the summer foliage in wonder at the endless blue sky above, that same “me” 

could also experience such exotic adventures while still in bed!

Such nightly imaginings had no place, however, in my formal religious edu-

cation. In fact it seemed that feelings had to be ruthlessly subjected to the clear 

light of reason. It would be decades before I was able to grasp the important 

role of dreams as a “gauge” of conscious attitude as reasonable or unreasonable 

in the very personal and unique journey into the realm of my life’s meaning. 

Th ere remains much mystery about the realm of dreams, the way in which one 

psychic content gives rise to another, in aff ording glimpses of the fundamental 

dynamics of consciousness in process when the directing concerns of waking 

moments are replaced by some sort of complete spontaneity. Eventually, they 

would prove the key to a transforming of attitude that led from an encroaching 

darkness into the glorious light of what, for something better, we call the real 

world. 
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CHAPTER III

WAR YEARS

SCHOOL DAYS, BERKSHIRE & WILTSHIRE (1939–1943)

There would be one last visit to the College in order to be issued with 

a cardboard box that could be hung over one’s shoulder on a piece of 

string and which contained a gas mask. Trying it on, it smelt rubbery and had a 

little window that soon became opaque with condensed vapour. On the other 

hand, we soon found out that if you blew hard enough the resultant noise had 

a hilarious similarity to sounds not usually associated with the upper part of 

the torso!

We were told to appear, with one suitcase each, at Paddington Station 

for evacuation, in company with my father’s school, to some unknown loca-

tion. All of us children had fi rmly affi  xed a large brown identifying label and 

our now inevitable companion, the gas mask. We boarded the train and, as it 

headed off  for the West Country, every time it stopped, we waited anxiously to 

hear if this was going to be our new location.

Actually it turned out to be Newbury in Berkshire where we were all 
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transferred to a large red brick school building and distributed among the class-

rooms. Th e windows were all painted black and there was tea and corned beef 

sandwiches while volunteer drivers delivered the evacuees to their billets. As 

the headmaster’s family, we were the last and found ourselves delivered to the 

pleasant bungalow of a Mrs. Wills who made us welcome despite such a mas-

sive intrusion of strangers into her little home. I was delighted with the garden 

which ended on the edge of a shallow railway cutting where I could watch the 

frequent passage of the great steam locomotives with their strings of passenger 

coaches or goods wagons.

A few weeks later the school was moved to Hungerford, several miles fur-

ther to the west. My parents found a gamekeeper’s cottage with a hand-pump 

in the yard for water, candles for lighting except for the pressurized oil lamp 

that hissed away on the table in the living room. It stood at the end of a long 

driveway lined on either side by tall trees, which led up from the little coun-

try road running up the hillside through ploughed fi elds to some big country 

house hidden in trees on the low ridge. Immediately opposite was the entrance, 

with its tall pillars and ornamental ironwork which led to another big house 

called Inglewood. Th e house itself was a little distance in through tall trees and 

fronted by a broad sweep of gravel drive. Th e house had become a training col-

lege for the Catholic teaching order of the De La Salle Brothers in their black 

soutanes and little white bibs. 

For the fi rst few months of the war, in view of the circumstances, I was 

allowed to attend their classes. Here there was no physical punishment and, in 

blithe disregard for such frivolities as homework, I indulged to the full my pas-

sion for exploring the local countryside. Again I found myself with the run of 

a magnifi cent estate with its beautiful gardens and woods, outbuildings, huge 

walled Victorian kitchen garden with its many plots, tasteful walkways and 

greenhouses. It had its own power plant with a large oil engine that drove a 
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large dynamo with a large belt. In the woods on the hill above was a large con-

crete swimming pool, actually used to provide a water reservoir in case of fi re. 

Again, I found my own level with the “downstairs” crowd, particularly Brother 

Herman, who worked the kitchen garden. Every now and then, Kitty would 

send me over with a carton of cigarettes.

Th e army had taken over the driveway, and the porch of our cottage became 

a sentry post to guard the long column of army lorries now parked underneath 

the trees of the driveway. Th at fi rst winter of the war was one of the coldest on 

record and my father fi tted up a partial shelter with a ground sheet to give some 

protection from the wind for the sentry in the porch. Kitty was in and out at all 

hours with mugs of hot sweet tea. One morning however, the sentry was found 

unconscious, they said from undernourishment and cold, and he was brought 

away in an army ambulance.

Further down the road from the cottage at the far end of the Inglewood es-

tate lived Father Casey. His housekeeper, Miss Hall, would sometimes come to 

visit Kitty and the two of them would enjoy a game of cards. One night Kitty 

asked me to walk her home. Th e trees were heavy with a massive coating of ice 

from freezing rain. I was extremely nervous on the way down past the long 

wall of the estate with its dark threatening backdrop of tall woods. I had been 

reading Conan Doyle’s Hound of the Baskervilles and my fertile imagination 

had no diffi  culty in conjuring up the violent appearance of the great luminous 

homicidal hound out of the darkness over the wall. I happened to be looking 

up at the immense ice-thickened branch of a great elm tree overhanging the 

road when there was an ear-splitting report like the discharge of a cannon and 

it started to come down on me. Terrifi ed, I took to my heels for the cottage 

while in the dark behind me there was a tremendous crashing, cracking and 

splintering. My parents had diffi  culty fi nding out what had happened to me, 

but then my father went out and found the road completely blocked! 
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Rural life continued its agreeable tenor with little indication of the mighty 

events impending. One aft ernoon, however, I saw a convoy of army lorries 

winding up the road past the cottage with the dirtiest lot of soldiers I had ever 

seen. In fact, the army didn’t know what to do with them and that night we had 

two sleeping in the living room and two in a tent in the garden. One of them 

gave me a pocketknife and said they had come from some place called Dunkirk. 

Th e two in the garden seemed to like it there and fi rst thing every morning I 

would rush over to the window and make sure that the large stocking’d feet of 

my new friend were sticking out from the end of the tent.

In addition to his work for school, my father had become a civil defence 

My father, Patrick Joseph Crean, in a picture taken in 1944 by his good fr iend 
Father Rees, while walking on Inkpen Beacon.
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training offi  cer for the county of Berkshire. I remember him by the oil lamp 

alternating his preparations for lectures on incendiary bombs, mustard gas and 

the like, with work on a project he had been asked to undertake and which he 

much preferred. A Short Life of Our Lord was fi rst published in 1945, a scripture 

textbook for use in schools, and which subsequently ran to many editions.

My love for exploring extended to some of the neighbouring great estates 

despite dogs and gamekeepers. For most of my childhood I had scrupulously 

bowed to the menace in such signs as, “Trespassers will be prosecuted,” due to my 

having confused the meaning of the word “prosecuted” with that of “ executed.” 

My sister Kathleen and myself, with our bicycles, in fr ont of the cottage. In 1939 
we were evacuated fr om Pope’s Lodge in Twickenham to a gamekeeper’s cottage 
on an estate near Kintbury in Berkshire where we lived until 1941. For part of 
this time I attended the Presentation Brothers’ Training College across the road at 
Inglewood House.
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Once I realized that such activity did not constitute a capital off ence, provided 

no damage of any kind was done, the challenge was irresistible.

On one occasion my friend Kevin Jeremy and myself had spent an idyllic 

summer aft ernoon wading in the highly exclusive trout streams and wandering 

through the exquisite parkland of one such estate. We had just returned to the 

public road when I saw an old lady approaching the gate. I opened the gate for 

her and she thanked me and smiled saying, “You may walk through my land, if 

you wish.” It was Lady Wills herself of a vast tobacco fortune! 

For my 14th birthday, my father brought me into Hungerford for the most 

exciting present I could have conceived of – a beautiful new B.S.A. bicycle! 

Now I could explore some of the most beautiful and interesting parts of rural 

England, from Old Sarum to Avebury, or Salisbury Cathedral to Inkpen Beacon 

and Coombe Gibbet. I loved the little parish churches with such records of his-

tory going back over many hundreds of years. 

Not far from the cottage was the River Kennet. At one location there was 

an area that was popularly used for swimming. One day I met two other boys 

there who were wearing scout uniforms. Th ey told me that they belonged to the 

Shalbourne Scout Troop, the village at the foot of the downs near the Salisbury 

Road, a few miles south of Hungerford.

I cycled over and went up to the great oak door of the old manor house 

and pulled the long wrought iron handled bell pull. A lady answered the door 

and I said: “Please, Miss, I want to be a boy scout.” She brought me in through 

the spacious main hall, with its large staircase and stately grandfather clock, 

down a short corridor with mullioned windows looking out to a walled garden 

on one side, with ancient age-blackened rough oak timbers and panelling on 

the other. She talked to me about scouting and gave me a form to be fi lled in 

including my parent’s permission. Little did I realize that it was the start of a 

treasured friendship that would endure over some fi ve-and-a-half decades. 



 PICTURES ON MY PILLOW ✦   47

Th e old manor house in which she lived had stood for some fi ve centu-

ries, sheltered within a fold of the downs. Th e extensive stables were managed 

by Marguerite de Beaumont, a distinguished breeder of prize-winning horses, 

while her friend and companion, Doris Mason, ran the farm. Th e dining room 

of the manor was turned into an emergency surgery that they equipped at their 

own expense to help treat any wartime casualties in the village. 

Th e house became home for a group of a dozen evacuees from the tough 

East End dock area of London. Th eir hosts took no nonsense and the children 

worshipped them. Th e worst of them, under their remarkable care, would sub-

sequently become a senior Detective Inspector in Scotland Yard!

Shalbourne Manor rose garden near the village centre of Shalbourne. Marguerite 
de Beaumont gave a home to many evacuees fr om London during the blitz 
of World War II and ran her scout troop fr om a loft  over the manor’s garage.  
Th roughout the many years of our fr iendship I received warm welcomes to her 
hearth and home.  
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According to a family biography, Marguerite was descended from an il-

lustrious French family whose origins could be traced back over a millennium. 

Her father was a medical doctor who had also served with distinction in the 

Franco-Prussian war of 1870. Subsequently, he followed his fascination with 

theology, philosophy and biology and entered the Jesuit Order. He was in-

volved with the setting up of the Royal University in Dublin where he became 

associated with the distinguished Catholic family of Lord O’Hagan, Lord 

Lieutenant of Ireland, the daughter of whom was charmed by this brilliant 

young French scholar. 

It transpired from the confession of a dying nursemaid, who had been 

entrusted with Marguerite’s father’s baptism as a baby due to his mother’s ill-

ness and his father’s absence on military duty, that she had failed to have the 

Marguerite de Beaumont and Doris Mason in a meadow, 
Shalbourne Manor, with some of their beloved animals.
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baptism performed. He informed his superiors at the Jesuit House on Farm 

Street in London and that, in consequence, this invalidated all the subsequent 

sacraments, including his ordination. Despite their readiness to baptize him on 

the spot, he left  the order. He married Kathleen O’Hagan, who so admired “his 

constant and uninterrupted religious quest and devotion wherein intellectual 

achievement was subordinate to spiritual insight and inspiration,” that the bap-

tism had not been performed.

In 1909, Marguerite, her sister and her mother turned up at the Crystal 

Palace Scout Jamboree in London in their own home-made scout uniforms. 

Sir Robert Baden-Powell wanted to know who they were and welcomed them 

to join in. Subsequently they would infl uence the founding of the Girl Guide 

movement by Lady Baden-Powell.

Marguerite de Beaumont ran the scout troop in the large loft  over the ga-

rage. Our Wednesday night troop meetings would always fi nish with a “yarn,” 

some sort of story with a moral. Th e emphasis was on positive things involving 

notions of honour, duty, courage, loyalty, respect for others, which seemed so 

much more worthwhile than that interminable preoccupation with sin which 

seemed to lie at the heart of my more accustomed catechetical instruction. Th e 

scouts were offi  cially designated as messengers for the Home Guard and I was 

enormously proud of the bright red badge on my khaki scout shirt with an 

inscribed crown and letters N.S. for national service in simulated gold thread 

– a shirt, the cloth faded and somewhat stiff  with the years, hanging yet in my 

closet.

During the summer holidays, I would work with the summer harvest 

on the farm. Our fi rst job was to stack the sheaves into stooks as the tractor 

drawn reaper and binder circled the fi eld leaving an ever-diminishing enclo-

sure of crop at the centre. Shotguns would appear to try for a rabbit or two in 

order to augment the meagre wartime meat rations. Th e sheaves would later 



50   ✦ PATRICK B. CREAN

be pitch-forked up onto a big trailer and then loaded onto a conveyor to be 

stacked into ricks. At midday, in the shade of a hedgerow, I would eat Kitty’s 

sandwiches, washed down with lemonade, and listen in fascination as Alf and 

Ernie reminisced about the First World War battles of Ypres or Gallipoli. In 

mid-aft ernoon when there would come the welcome sight of two horses with 

panniers carrying loads of jam sandwiches and fl asks of hot sweet milky tea, I 

felt very much a part of a vast and meaningful endeavour, something that made 

life enormously worthwhile, something we were all in together.

Th us it was that Marguerite de Beaumont became one of the most pow-

erful and enduring infl uences from those early years of the war. Her patience 

and aff ection elicited a trust and response from the horses that was remarkable 

to watch. Perhaps I should let her speak for herself through quoting a passage 

from the Introduction in one of her books, Th e Way Of A Horse, published in 

1953: “In introducing this book to my readers I hope they will get a picture 

such as meets the eye when one enters a fi eld where mares and foals are grazing. 

Th ere is an atmosphere of peace and contentment that is what I hope to convey 

in these pages. Th e spirit of horsemanship throughout the ages has been an 

inspiration to many, and although it is something quite intangible it has a great 

infl uence on all those who deal with horses even to the present day. It was the 

thought of the spirit of horsemanship that made me decide to write this book – 

the idea of handing on this tradition appeals to me very much. I have had much 

to do with young people and young horses, both are very similar and in many 

ways it is necessary to approach them in the same manner.”

She had an extraordinary depth of insight into human nature and certainly 

knew more about me than I have ever known myself. It can’t all have been bad 

for Shalbourne Manor, with its leaded windows in wrought iron frames, look-

ing out over yew hedges, lawns and rose beds. It would become a home away 

from home for me, and would stand as some enduring place of psychic refuge, 
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some source of inspiration as to what could be. It remains most vividly personi-

fi ed for me in those moments of some communion, deeper than any discourse, 

when I, absorbed in the fl ickers of fl ame among the logs on that great Tudor 

hearth, the dogs stretched in sleep before it at the end of the day, would sense 

her eyes upon me – and she would speak to me of my thoughts. I have always 

associated that sensitivity of feeling, and acuity of perception, with a particu-

larly feminine excellence.

On one of those evenings she told me that I was a mystic, one who yearns 

for some sort of unity with an ultimate reality. At the time I supposed it in-

volved withdrawal into a life of stringent asceticism and prayer, setting forth 

upon the classic way of the purgative, the illuminative, the unitive. Nothing 

could have been further from my natural inclinations, involving steam engines 

and sailing the sea and the like. Yet there are a myriad ways in which the exigen-

cies of life can impose its mandate of an inevitable sequence imposed upon our 

living and dying – as I would indeed fi nd out for myself ! 

Th ere were occasional intense fl eeting vignettes of the war. Once while 

standing beside the old disused well outside the kitchen of the manor house, a 

low fl ying German bomber sped into view and I could see the sequence of black 

dots as the bombs were jettisoned to land on the other side of the ridge across 

from the house that carried the Salisbury road. One lad in the scout troop, an 

irrepressible Cockney from London, had the corner blown off  his bedroom, 

though apparently it didn’t disturb his slumbers. He became the hero of the 

troop with his: “When I woke up I could see the sky!” He had a large jagged 

shard of bomb casing that he later discovered in his bedclothes.

Th e most exciting occasion of all was when Marguerite’s nephew, also one 

of her scouts, Robin de Beaumont, and myself brought a group of cub scouts 

on a hike up over the high ridge of Rivar Down with its wonderful view of 

distant rolling farmlands out over, and beyond, the village. Th ere was a sudden 
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tremendous roar of engines and we found ourselves looking down on the great 

harsh outline of a German bomber with its black crosses and swastikas. It lift ed 

up just over our heads and for an unforgettable fl eeting instant, I looked at a 

face framed in a dark fl ying helmet between the barrels of twin machine guns. 

Th e reason for his extreme low level path appeared almost immediately and 

we cheered frantically as a solitary pursuing Spitfi re fl ashed into view. Th e 

bomber was shot down a few miles further on and the following day I went 

off  to fi nd the smouldering wreckage. A policeman was stopping people going 

through the gate into the fi eld where the plane had crashed. On either side of 

the gate, however, sightseers poured through the gaps in the hedge. It was said 

that someone found a hand and that the watch on the wrist was still going. I 

delightedly made my way home with a part of the airframe as a souvenir to add 

to my growing collection of shrapnel. 

Another occasion would teach me a very diff erent lesson. Not far from the 

cottage, the main railway line from London to the west of England crossed the 

Kennet and Avon Canal by a long bridge occasioned by the very shallow angle 

of its crossing. One bright moonlight night we were startled by the sound of 

low-fl ying engines and the unmistakable scream of falling bombs followed by 

their explosions. Apparently the pilot had been aiming for the bridge but the 

bombs had fallen short near some farm buildings. One of them had landed 

close to a stable made of timber built on low brick foundation walls. Th ere 

were a few signs of splintering but otherwise the building appeared undam-

aged. Inside there was a very diff erent story. One horse had apparently thrown 

its head up and the full length of its throat had been ripped open by shrapnel. 

Everywhere there was a hideous carnage of blood and gore. Th e terrible reality 

of war left  no room for simplistic illusions.

By a curious chance another of the bombs had landed in the soft  earth of 

a cabbage patch and exploded deep underground. Th e net eff ect was to leave a 
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large hump in the ground still with its ordered and appropriately angled cab-

bage stalks. I walked up on the hump but was later chagrined to learn that 

in exactly similar circumstances, the hump had collapsed and the unfortunate 

sightseer had been instantly suff ocated in the residual gases of the explosion 

below.

Not surprisingly, the days of my rural retreat and country rambles would 

come to an end, and I was sent to a boarding school run by the Presentation 

Brothers in Reading. I was reluctant to give up my intoxicating freedom and 

used to refer to the school as the “concentration camp!” Kathleen was sent 

to a convent boarding school in Abingdon but apparently, aft er two weeks of 

inconsolable grief, was retrieved by Kitty and enrolled in a nearby day school.

In spite of my initial objections, Presentation College was a very diff er-

ent proposition from my earlier Jesuit College experiences. Th ere was none of 

the snobbery or bullying. Most important of all, there was none of the sadistic 

practices of ordering and administering corporal punishment!

Instead, the Brothers usually carried a strip of coiled rubber that, on rela-

tively rare occasions, could be expertly unpocketed to administer retributive 

justice on the spot. For myself, such discipline met a need and I am grateful to 

those who plied their calling to such eff ect that I would gain suffi  cient hon-

ours in the Oxford School Certifi cate Examinations to qualify for admission 

to university.

What had once been a large residence provided the living quarters for 

the Brothers and about twenty boarders. Th e two upper fl oors provided dor-

mitories for these students and housed the school chapel where night prayer 

would involve recitation of the rosary, paced by the deep sonorous booming 

voice of kindly Brother Jerome. Th e staff  shortages of the war years led to our 

 involvement in varied domestic tasks such as washing dishes, cleaning and pol-

ishing, for which we received a modest remuneration of pocket money.
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Th e winter of 1940 saw the mounting fury of the blitz. One night the 

Brothers brought us up onto the roof of the school, where we could see the 

fl ash of shell bursts and roving beams of searchlights to the east over London, 

to the north over Birmingham, to the west over Bath and Bristol, to the south 

over Portsmouth and Southampton. One of the most tiresome facets of these 

months was the middle-of-the-night scramble to pick up our mattresses and 

bedding and bringing the lot to the central hallway on the ground fl oor by the 

refectory. However, instead of leaving us to sleep out the rest of the night in 

peace, when the “all clear” sounded, we had to cart our bedding back upstairs 

and remake our beds!

Reading itself escaped lightly from the bombing. It was said that the mists 

of the Th ames R iver Valley provided some measure of concealment. Th ere 

was however the terrible incident of the “People’s Pantry,” one of the wartime 

restaurants set up by the authorities to provide a simple menu of inexpensive 

fare.

Th at Wednesday aft ernoon I had obtained permission to go to the cinema 

with one of the other boarders. As we headed down the driveway, someone ran 

aft er us and said that I was required for a football match scheduled with the 

local Bluecoat School in our playing fi eld. Football, though less disgusting and 

boring than rugby, was certainly not on my list of preferred activities. However, 

I was the only one of adequate size to fi ll in. I performed as usual, running up 

and down the fi eld aft er the action but far enough away to make any involve-

ment in it fairly unlikely! 

Suddenly at the end of the match, there were loud shouts from the Brothers 

to get under the trees as a German plane banked sharply over the fi eld and 

headed towards the town. Rumours started fl ying but it eventually emerged 

that the plane had dropped three bombs. One had landed in Wellsteeds 

Department Store which was fortunately shut on Wednesday aft ernoon. Th e 
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crowd had come out from the cinema we had planned to attend. Many had 

made for the People’s Pantry across the street, as we invariably did as a relief 

from school food. One bomb landed beside the queue that had formed out-

side, the other behind the serving counter at the back of the building. One 

hundred and twenty people were killed and many more injured.

On one occasion the senior form was called out to harvest a large fi eld of 

mangolds used for cattle food, which would otherwise rot in the ground be-

cause of the shortage of agricultural labour.

Because of our ‘domestic’ chores, the religion classes that were meant to 

begin each day were sacrifi ced to ‘household’ orderliness. In retrospect, I think 

this was no great loss! Th e years would continue to reveal that rigid funda-

mentalism of what was described at the Second Vatican Council as clericalism, 

juridicism and triumphalism. Nonetheless, the institutional church has thus far 

retained its bureaucratic supremacy to foster career oriented ambition through 

cooption and manipulation of the gullible by a Christianity in the guise of 

myth rather than in terms of its immense depth of true meaning and evolution-

ary purpose, ranking it high among the authentic spirituality at the core of all 

the great world religions.

For the present however, even without the religion classes, I was left  with a 

rigid fundamentalism. Th us, for example, if I did not enter religious life I would 

have to be content with some mundane alternative. Miss mass on Sunday or 

commit rape and murder, and, if a priest couldn’t be found in time, that was it 

forever! If St. Paul said, “better to marry than to burn,” the morbid scrupulos-

ity that resulted was fi rmly based on the inevitable prospect of an eternity of 

incineration. I knew what this meant because I had once picked up a poker, 

just removed by Kitty from the fi re, by the wrong end! With respect to the as-

sertions of God’s alleged love for us, I would be ill advised to hold my breath in 

anticipation. I had only to recall the merciless enforcement of learning by His 
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devout servant, Fr. B., in his Latin classes – that terrible year of what amounted 

to sustained, ongoing terror. 

On the other hand, the parents of Kevin Jeremy, a friend who was one of 

the day boys, were very kind to me, and our rambles together would usually 

fi nish up with a very welcome tea before returning to the spartan commons of 

a boarder. Th ere were many fascinating places to visit that provided symbolic 

evidence of the past. One such was Medmenham Hall beside the Th ames, once 

the home of Sir Francis Dashwood and his notorious Hell Fire Club much pa-

tronized by the young rakes of London in the 18th century. Th e motto above 

the door remained, translatable, if memory serves me well, as “all things for 

evil.” Further up the river at Mapledurham was a church, two thirds of which 

remained in Protestant use while one third remained, because of some old legal 

provision, Roman Catholic. Th e two Christian denominations were separated 

by only an ancient high barred railing, its fl agstones bare and empty save for 

the thick dust.

Our family eventually moved from the gamekeeper’s cottage into 

Hungerford and we could revel in such luxuries as electric light and indoor 

plumbing. In December 1941, the Americans entered into the war in Europe. 

With appearance of their forces there would be much uncertainty, when cy-

cling, as to which side of the road would be safest when being approached by a 

large U.S. army vehicle. I saw my fi rst American soldier sitting by himself at the 

front of the upper deck of the bus that ran along the Bath Road from Reading 

to Newbury. He had a guitar and was singing soft ly to himself: “You are my 

sunshine.” Two large American paratroopers used to attend our little church 

in Hungerford and my parents would always bring them home for whatever 

we could muster in the line of breakfast. Th en suddenly they stopped coming 

and it was rumoured that they had been fl own straight to North Africa and 

dropped into action.
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Life at school could be rendered tolerable by counting the days to the end 

of the term and the wonderful freedoms of the holidays, or working with the 

harvest at Shalbourne. My courses were the bare minimum for school leaving 

examinations, arithmetic, algebra, geometry, geography, English, French and 

history. My favourite was geography taught by Brother Canice. He had com-

pleted a degree in science and fi red my imagination about university courses 

of practical experiments that would be so much more fun than just books. 

English I usually did well at, though English literature had little attraction. Th e 

only phrase that ever really made a deep impression came from Shakespeare’s 

Tempest, written towards the end of his life, in which he proclaimed:

We are such stuff  as dreams are made on,
and our little life is rounded with a sleep.

I didn’t think about it much, but I was vaguely aware that sometime, in 

the far distant future, we all have to die and the place of my “pillow pictures” 

seemed a good place to fi nish up! 

In the summer of 1943, I sat the Oxford School Leaving Certifi cate ex-

aminations at the University of  Reading. Th e preparations were intensive on 

the part of our teachers and one of my clearest recollections is that of Brother 

Benedict marching up and down the tennis court with the lawn-mower, myself 

in the summer house with my books, and with every passage of the mower 

another question on Euclidean Geometry. Looking back over the years, it is 

salutary to remember those who worked so hard to further the education of 

the likes of myself who little appreciated the future signifi cance to themselves, 

of their eff orts. Brother Canice remains for me a remarkable instance of true 

religious dedication, of responsibility and compassion. Later he would be trans-

ferred to a college in the West Indies, also run by the Presentation Brothers. For 

his courage and leadership on an occasion of a major fi re, he would be awarded 
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a distinguished state decoration in London. Sadly, still as a very young man, he 

would succumb to a brain tumour in a Texas Hospital.

Th e reference letter given me by my headmaster aff ords a glimpse of myself 

as another saw me then, something that one cannot see for oneself at the time. It 

contains the following: “Results since to hand (from the Examinations referred 

to above) show that he has passed very creditably and taken his Matriculation 

as well. He is a lad of irreproachable character, painstaking and enterprising 

with a special fl air for things mechanical and scientifi c. I might add that he 

is well above the average in ability.” Certainly the latter statement, in my own 

estimation, must have strained the generosity of the writer. Surely my perpetual 

inundation by unanswered questions could only signify an exceptional level of 

ingrained stupidity! 

It would be decades before I linked the attributes of moral character and 

intelligence to a prediction by my mother’s sister, Aunt Rosalie, who was a 

superior of a convent that operated a large laundry. To the best of my recol-

lection, girls who had got into trouble with the authorities in Liverpool were 

assigned to work in the laundry. Her expressed opinion that, “Pat would fi nd 

life diffi  cult,” would refl ect a prescience. Gentle, kindly Rosalie knew far more 

about human nature than I could even dream existed! 

So it was that I set forth into the great secular world fi rmly equipped with 

the formal indoctrination of institutional Roman Catholicism of that day. I 

had a sort of “hand-me-down Decalogue” which provided the basic working 

model for dealing with life. Th e fi rst four commandments, which had to do 

with God, were taken care of by the church: mass on Sundays and holy days of 

obligation, no meat on Friday, or any other fast days, confession once a year, and 

reception of communion about Easter time. Th e other six amounted to being 

faithful to parental tradition and avoiding murder, fornication, theft , lying, and 

greed. Th e source of all ultimate power descended from the Pope through the 
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bishops and priests and the prescriptions of canon law enforced by penalties. 

Th e most terrible of these was an eternity of unspeakable suff ering that never, 

never ended. Th e church was in constant battle with Satan and the powers of 

evil; the great majority of mankind would be eternally damned for not being 

Catholic; issues of any nature, about which I had doubts, could be resolved by 

my parish priest. By and large then, the only people I could unreservedly trust 

were fellow Catholics. Th ere were, of course, lots of questions, but these would 

have been regarded as a defi ciency in faith, whatever that might be! 

KING’S COLLEGE STUDENT/MARINE 

ENGINEERING APPRENTICE, LONDON (1943–1944)

My big chance would come in the third year of the war when I became 

an engineering student at King’s College in the University of London, 

located on the Strand and overlooking a broad sweep of the Th ames. For that 

winter term of 1943, I found lodging in a house on St George’s Square run as 

a hostel by Westminster Cathedral. Th e square actually opened onto the road 

that ran along the embankment and I would enjoy crossing over to the riv-

erside Pimlico Gardens to watch for the low lying grey-painted colliers with 

their hinged funnels that enabled them to pass under the bridges on the way to 

Battersea Power Station with its towering bulk and great chimneys. 

Watching these vessels enjoying what I thought must be a relief from 

the hazardous routine of east coast convoy traffi  c, it excited me to have such 

symbolic testimony to the proximity of the open sea. On the other hand, my 

bedroom at the back looked out on the large residential complex of Dolphin 

Square. It was the Free French Headquarters and its destruction by the Luft waff e 

had been promised in a German propaganda broadcast by Lord Haw-Haw!

It was an easy bus trip, past the Houses of Parliament and Whitehall, 
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Charing Cross and along the Strand, to King’s College. Th e translation from 

my boarding school days into the adult realm was dizzying enough, but into 

my wonderful dream world of engines as well – it was all too good to be true! 

Built in 1776 for the Duke of Somerset, the impression made by King’s stately 

and loft y interior elegance was immeasurably enhanced by the brightly lit engi-

neering laboratories at the basement level, the glittering steel and shiny enamel 

paintwork of the test engines, and all the experimental equipment. Next year, 

it was all waiting for me. 

It was immensely exciting to fi nd myself at last coming to grips with science 

courses – courses not off ered at my boarding school because of the wartime 

staff  shortages. Be that as it may, the distractions were many, for it was the time 

of what came to be called the mini-blitz, apparently occasioned by the heavy 

night raids on Germany by the R.A.F. and the heavy day raids by the U.S.A.F. 

Mini or not, if there is a Nazi bomber overhead in the full thunder of the anti-

aircraft  fi re and weaving beams of the searchlights, the only target he is looking 

for is, of course, oneself !

One night a week we slept in the dormitory near the main entrance. We 

would take a two-hour watch in pairs, alert to the possibility of incendiary 

bombs on the college roof. A professional fi rewatcher trained us for this, which 

was not as simple as it seemed. A signifi cant proportion of each bomb was ex-

plosive so that, when you thought you had dealt satisfactorily with its igneous 

menace, it killed you. Th us one had to position a sandbag, lie down behind it 

in your steel helmet, wearing armoured goggles consisting of crossed slits in 

a steel plate. Your partner supplied you with water to squirt around the fi re, 

either through a rarely convenient hose or with a stirrup pump from a bucket. 

Th e training offi  cer would leave a small hurricane lamp, turned down to a mere 

glimmer because of the blackout. To illuminate our endeavours, each pair was 

equipped with an offi  cial lantern. Th is consisted of a heavy wooden box with 
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a big handle and a fat lens that emitted a paltry glow that ensured an enor-

mous battery life since the demands in terms of luminosity made upon it were 

negligible. 

I soon aroused the serious displeasure of our trainer. Th e top fl oor of the 

college housed the medical department and gave cause for much unease in 

some of our more sensitive watchers. Th is was because, near the scene of our 

watch keeping on the top fl oor of the college, the serried ranks of the vari-

ously dismembered dead in the large dissecting room greatly outnumbered our 

selves. More to the point, in the main passage, a number of exhibits included a 

mounted assembled skeleton. While blundering about in the dark with a hose, 

I caused it to be no longer mounted or assembled.

My partner was an engineering student by the name of Weissen. He was 

quite content to put his feet up in the little watch room and leave me to call 

him if the need required. I would wander off  among the chimney pots in the 

great silence of the night over London, broken only by the pacing of the quar-

ters and the hours by the chiming of Big Ben. One night when looking down 

from an angle of the building into a large sloping window on the fl oor below, 

I was startled to see by the moonlight a face framed in dark hair watching me, 

only to realize that the owner was laid out on a mortuary slab.

On other occasions, the sudden wail of sirens would rend the night and I 

would wait for the distant thunder to the east that the barrage was centreing 

on the approaching bombers. As it drew closer, I tried to shrink as best I could 

under the protective limited shelter of my steel helmet. I was rewarded with a 

startlingly good view of the proceedings.

One morning aft er some such night, Weissen was called out of our fi rst lec-

ture. Apparently his father had been driving home in the small family Fiat and 
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a bomb had landed beside the car killing him instantly. He later showed me a 

Yale key that had been in his father’s pocket. It had been both bent and twisted.

Th ere were, however, lighter moments. On one occasion we had a new-

comer in Home Guard uniform with big hobnailed boots, standing in for a 

friend. Th e only toilets anywhere near the dormitory were on the basement 

fl oor below and, while having some outside windows, always remained like the 

rest of the building in Stygian darkness due to the blackout requirements. We 

had to descend a fl ight of stone stairs and feel our way to the right opening. 

On this occasion, I heard hobnail boots approaching and stood back against 

the wall to facilitate safe passage. It didn’t occur to me to say anything since 

one didn’t talk to people to whom one had not been formally introduced! 

Eventually I heard the rattle of a box of matches in my immediate vicinity. A 

sudden fl are of light revealed a pair of eyes some two feet from my own. Th ere 

was a startled cry as the match went out and the crash of boots on the fl ag-

stones at the other side of the passage!

It was not suffi  cient to protect the college from incendiarism. It was also 

necessary, if called upon, to vigorously repulse any intended violent intrusion 

by the enemy. So it was that I drew my uniform from the stores at Imperial 

College, South Kensington and became a member of the University of London 

Senior Training Corps. Th is largely involved spending one day a week, in heavy 

boots and ill-fi tting khaki, marching and counter marching in the central quad-

rangle of Somerset House to the scathing comments of our drill sergeants from 

the Coldstream Guards. Th us everything had to be done with immense alac-

rity and precision. Th is made great demands on some of the more refl ective 

members of our community, usually associated with the Faculty of Arts, who, 

with the best of intentions, were apt to perform highly unmilitary and original 

variations on the raucously prescribed drill enjoined upon us. Th ere were also 

lectures on various and sundry weaponry. Th e only such lecture I really enjoyed 
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was when, being shown how to present arms, the corporal drove the muzzle of 

his rifl e straight up through the large green light shade above his head, shower-

ing himself with broken glass.

By the Christmas of 1943, the evacuees had largely returned to London. 

My father was transferred back from the now almost exclusively titular offi  -

cial school location. Th e family, including myself, took up residence in a house 

on Gloucester Road in Teddington, a short walk from Twickenham. From the 

humble confi nes of a hall at the back of a church in Hungerford, my father 

now found himself transposed as headmaster of a school of evacuees from 

Gibraltar, located in the loft y and imposing surroundings of the Victoria and 

Albert Museum. Th e school consisted of a series of classrooms and offi  ces sep-

arated by screening partitions. When visiting, I sometimes felt myself to be 

observed and, looking up to the gallery inside the high dome overhead, might 

glimpse the face of one of the museum’s staff . For myself, I now took the train 

up to Waterloo Station and joined the morning crowd fl owing over the bridge 

spanning the Th ames to the Strand, checking the time against what looked 

like a gargantuan bedside clock sitting atop Shell-Mex House to get to my fi rst 

lecture.

Th e fi rst topic was a quick whip round the class to fi nd out where the 

bombs had landed the night before. My standard bedtime attire was corduroy 

trousers, socks and sweater, with shoes ready with open laces, overcoat and steel 

helmet on a chair by the bed. When the sirens woke me up, there would fi rst be 

the wait to see what would materialize. A very distant faint thunder would be 

the warning to get ready and head for the front door. As the cone of fi re from 

the guns grew closer, I would recognize when our own neighbouring batteries 

opened up. Th en we made for the nearby underground public shelter.

One night I volunteered to help in a search for a local unexploded bomb. 

As I went from house to house, there is an endlessly repetitious story. “It’s not 
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in our garden because we’ve looked but we are sure it is in the garden next 

door!” Th is followed by a recital of what fell off  the wall or the mantle piece; 

who said what; until I had to cut it short and move on to hear a similar account 

next door. With a lightening of the sky in the east, there came a tremendous 

explosion from a nearby park that settled the matter.

Such matters would all take their toll, and it was with growing dismay that 

I realized my inability to cope with so much new work. Extra tuition was ar-

ranged but the fl ood of unfi nished assignments became a deluge. Th us there 

were sown the seeds of self-doubt as to whether I was capable of succeeding in 

a fi eld of work that held such a powerful attraction.

I was bitterly disappointed, though not altogether surprised, when called 

before the Dean of Engineering. I was told that since I was unable to benefi t 

by the lectures, I should withdraw. In a letter to my father from the lecturer 

in mathematics, he noted that wartime conditions had unfortunately led to a 

number of students who, like myself, were faced with the same problem of hav-

ing none of the normal school course preparation required due to the teacher 

shortages. I was, however, permitted to fi nish out the academic year. In a few 

months I would attain my 18th birthday and be conscripted into the army or 

sent down the mines as a “Bevin Boy.”

During this period, two of my father’s friends took an interest in me and 

invited me out for tea. It would be many years before I realized the remark-

able good fortune of being allowed those times spent with Th e Honourable 

Mrs. Charlotte Baynes, O.B.E., and Father W. Rees. Mrs. Baynes was a self-

taught scholar who, over the course of a long life, had participated in a number 

of distinguished archaeological studies and had remarkable connections in 

academic circles. She gave me a number of introductory works dealing with 

contemporary physics and cosmology and would discuss the emergent view of 

the universe enabled by recent scientifi c discoveries.
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Father Rees had apparently been an Oxford scholar who, on converting to 

Catholicism and becoming a priest, was rejected by his distinguished family. 

He had exchanged the gracious confi nes of an Oxford College for a shabby 

little church, partly under a railway arch, where the windows had to be covered 

with wire netting to protect them from vandals in the impoverished east end 

of London. Tall, stooped, with thin fair hair he was very short sighted and, in 

the absence of his very thick spectacles, I was never quite sure whether he could 

actually see me or not. He was a great friend of my father and companion on 

long country walks, exploring local history, which they both enjoyed so much. 

When he brought me out to tea I never knew what to talk about. I really didn’t 

have any idea what scholarship actually was except it had nothing to do with 

engines. Th at acquisition of meaning that progresses throughout life is not lim-

ited to the mere acquisition of facts. Of far greater signifi cance is that subtle 

and unarticulated benediction of meaning coming from a person of singular 

character and integrity. I have always thought myself singularly blessed by the 

interest my father’s two friends showed in myself.

One night in June, the familiar sound of the air raid sirens was followed 

by a long silence broken only by the sound of sporadic distant explosions. Th e 

only explanation we could think of was that the gasholders adjoining munici-

pal gas works were being blown up! On the 13th June 1944 it was announced 

that London was under attack by pilotless aircraft . 

Th ough I fi nished off  the year as best I could I had to fi nd a way of some-

how following my interests. With the approach of my eighteenth birthday and 

conscription, determined to follow my fascination with engines and the sea, I 

applied to the General Register and Record Offi  ce for Shipping and Seamen in 

Cardiff  for allocation to engine room duties, later to the Wallasey Sea Training 

School near Liverpool for training in fi ring marine boilers. I was refused on 

both counts as being under age. Perhaps it was just as well for it would later 



66   ✦ PATRICK B. CREAN

transpire that engine room crew in the merchant service had a higher casualty 

rate than any of the fi ghting services! A subsequent application to Th e Marconi 

International Marine Communication Company was also refused. However, a 

friend of Mrs. Baynes who was an engineering superintendent with the Blue 

Funnel Line found me a position as a marine engineering apprentice in a ship-

yard working on Admiralty contracts. I thereby acquired a classifi cation that 

would ensure allocation to Naval service. I was interviewed and accepted by 

J.S. White, Shipbuilders and Engineers, located at Cowes on the Isle of Wight.

Th is was now the height of the fl ying bomb period. When getting on the 

bus for Surbiton Station and the train for Southampton, the conductress was 

very shaken for on pulling out from Twickenham High Street, a V1 had landed 

close enough to the stop to destroy the bus that had pulled into the stop they 

had just left . When the Southampton train pulled in to Surbiton Station, win-

dows had been broken by another V1 though nobody had been injured. On 

arriving in Southampton, I found myself in the midst of the vast embarkation 

arrangements for the invasion of Europe. For my fi rst visit to the yard I was is-

sued a special pass for passage from Southampton on board a naval launch to 

Cowes, Isle of Wight for it was June 1944.

Overhead, from horizon to horizon, with thundering engines, the bomber 

formations formed a long column heading towards their targets, while to the east 

there was a similar stream of those returning. Th e long estuary of Southampton 

Water eventually divided into the great expanse of open water between the 

south coast and the Isle of Wight. Th e Solent aff ords south-west immediate ac-

cess to the open sea, or alternatively, to the south-east past the great naval base 

of Portsmouth and through Spithead. It was here that tide and wind frustrated 

the Spanish Armada’s eff orts to access shelter almost four hundred years earlier. 

But now a very diff erent fl eet was massed. All around were ships of the inva-

sion fl eet, of every design and purpose, as far as the eye could see throughout 
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the Solent and Spithead – straining at their cables, brightly coloured ensigns 

snapping smartly in the stiff  breeze and bright morning sunshine, the launch 

leaping and plunging in the lively seas. Th ere was a tremendous sense of pur-

pose. I longed to be part of that great adventure.

Th e small town of Cowes, internationally famous as a sailing centre, is 

divided by the River Medina into West Cowes and East Cowes. Th e engine 

works, with its powerful “hammer-headed” crane and fi tting out berth dated 

from 1889, and its Victorian building construction, was in West Cowes. Th e 

boiler shop where I worked, with its own big overhead crane running on tracks 

the length of the building, was of corrugated iron with a dirt fl oor and high 

raised roof crown. Th e latter was quite impartial within, aff ording egress for 

smoke and fumes or ingress for rain and even, on the odd unwelcome occasion, 

snow. 

Th e shipyard lay on the opposite bank in East Cowes and aff orded much 

improved facilities. Th is was because, in a surprise dawn raid by Nazi dive 

bombers, they had themselves been unpleasantly surprised by the over night 

arrival of a heavily armed Polish destroyer due for refi t and lying alongside the 

fi tting out berth alert and ready for business! Th e resulting loss of hostile intent 

towards the nearby engine works did not extend to the shipyard, which, in 

consequence, had to be extensively rebuilt. 

On the 23rd June 1944, I started work in the turbine shop. Th e novelty 

of feeding long strips of reaction turbine blading into a die to be cut off  by the 

guillotine soon started to pall. Th e impulse blading was marginally more inter-

esting since it had to be wheeled off  to the machine shop. Be that as it may, I 

entered into the fi rst couple of months with gusto, taking full advantage of my 

new surroundings. In any event, it would only be for a couple of months until 

I would be off  to join the Royal Navy.

Th at winter I grew reluctantly accustomed to the early morning routine 
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of the anxious clatter of my hobnailed boots on usually wet pavement through 

the damp morning darkness, listening for the works whistle. I became mutely 

obedient to the tyranny of the time clock. Th us, as I got the card from the 

right hand rack, inserted it in the slot, pushed the lever – ching – pulled it out 

and put it in the left  hand rack, my place and time became known to others. 

Th ere was, however, or so it seemed, little interest in apprentices other than as 

a source of cheap labour. I started a campaign for transfer to more challenging 

and instructive work.

Occasionally on weekends I would renew my propensity for exploration of 

a large local estate. Th is time, of royalty! Osborne House had been a favourite 

of Queen Victoria and no wonder, for it aff orded that most magnifi cent com-

ing together of wooded parkland and some three miles of exquisitely varied 

beach and rock along the Solent. It was where she died in 1901. It seemed a 

pity to let it go to waste! I would scale the wall in East Cowes, just out of 

sight of the nearby Bofors anti-aircraft  gun crew. I then had some four miles of 

exquisitely varied shoreline that, to the awe-inspiring backdrop of the mighty 

invasion fl eet at anchor in the South Hampton Roads, I had all to myself. I 

never met a soul. 

At the further end of the estate was Wootton Creek. Carrying on across 

the road bridge at the end of the creek I would come to the beautiful confi nes 

of the Great Benedictine Abbey of Quarr. Aft er a cup of tea and attending 

Evening Prayer, I would head home to Cowes by bus. Th e contrast of the 

Abbey and the elusive enchantment of Evening Prayer with life in the shipyard 

left  a deep impression. Th ere was some ineluctable sense of “goodness,” of a 

deeper purpose behind it all, the sun, the land, the sea, the ships of the invasion 

fl eet assembled to vanquish the evils of Nazi bestiality which would all too 

soon become manifest in the newly liberated death camps such as Auschwitz 

or Belsen.
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To equip an animal with intelligence and reason is to make possible the 

most sublime and the most horrifi c events in human history. Each of us is 

called to some part of it, whether through the disciplined and exquisite ca-

dences of the monks in choir, or as the young men who faced maiming or death 

by gunfi re but a short distance away on the Normandy Coast. Over the course 

of life it would gradually become clear to me that we can only escape the price 

to be paid for our own destiny at the cost of a terrible and enduring sterility.

Early on I got to know an Irish electrician who told me something of the 

background of J. S. White’s as he found it at the height of the hostilities in the 

early part of the war. He had heard of the mighty eff orts on the part of British 

industry to provide the fi ghting men with the weapons of war and he was ill 

prepared for the realization that this did not seem to include J. S. White’s. His 

fi rst job was to fi t an armature in an electric motor that, in accordance with 

union contract, called for the cooperation of a fi tter. He went down to the 

destroyer lying at the fi tting-out berth but couldn’t fi nd a soul.

Th e next night he watched the night shift  go aboard but again could fi nd 

nobody. He resolved to search the ship form stem to stern and eventually saw 

a chink of light coming from the air boxes around the burners on No. 2 boiler. 

Th e fi re space is quite large, consisting of close-spaced banks of water tubes 

sloping upward on either side from the water drums to the steam drum over-

head. Most of the night shift  were asleep except for a small group playing cards 

and one man making tea for sale using the large blazing coke brazier used to 

prevent water condensation on the outer surfaces of the boiler.

Th e lodging house where I stayed was located on the hill overlooking 

the engine works and beyond, across the river, to the shipyard. It had three 

fl oors and scullery jutting out behind the kitchen with a steep set of steps to 

an additional bedroom above. Th is latter was connected by a door to the mas-

ter bedroom above it. If the small bedroom was occupied by a distinguished 




