
 

I was born in Finchley, London on 9th March 1931 while heavy snow was falling.  My father 

slipped and slid through thick snow in the dark to fetch a doctor for my mother who had been 

in labour for three days.  It was a traumatic event for mother and child. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

My father, Herbert Leslie Crouch, was the 9th child of James William and Kate Emma Crouch.  

The family lived in a mansion bordering the Great North London Road, known as Strawberry 

Vale Farm and leased from St. Pancras Cemetery Trust.  The cemetery adjoined several acres of 

the farm, which had six tennis courts, laid by my father. The property was not far from Dick 

Turpin’s famous oak.  

My grandfather, who had white hair, whiskers and a pink bald 

head, had a collection of tropical fish in aquariums in a 

conservatory next to the drawing room, and a glass bee colony 

in the billiards room.  He also had a parrot, a blue and yellow 

macaw and two great danes. 

And then there were the monkeys!  He had an ape, named 

Abey, who lived in a separate cage in the monkey house in the 

garden, and several little monkeys.  I remember a tiny 

marmoset, Dinkie, who played outside and often would be 

found hiding under a bush in summer, looking out at us with 

bright little eyes. 

Mary was a black spider monkey and was Grandpa’s favourite.  

She lived inside and would turn the handle of the door of the 

drawing room, where Grandma Crouch lay in bed, to let us in. 
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My Grandmother’s bed was  brought down to the drawing room, overlooking the terrace.  She 

was bedridden and I was reminded of her when I saw “The Eye of the Storm” with the 

autocratic old girl who ruled the roost from her bed. 

A log fire was always burning and the room looked out onto a terrace and a big lawn, divided 

by a brook.  Mary would sit on the bed or on Grandpa’s knee. 

Servants were hard to come by in the war and my Auntie May, who was mentally handicapped 

and looked after her, was nagged silly by Grandma.  Auntie May would have her revenge leaving 

Grandma on the bedpan, unable to move, shouting for help. 

As each monkey died of old age, Grandpa had them stuffed and mounted in glass cases, which 

were on walls around the house.  They seemed to be alive. Grandpa loved his monkeys but hardly 

ever said a word to his grandchildren. 

Grandpa Crouch was a genius, an inventor, a managing director and an eccentric.  He invented 

the hard tennis court surface which became known as en tout cas. 

He and Grandma Crouch had nine children in 10 years and my father was the youngest.  When 

Grandma Crouch died, Grandpa remarried, left Strawberry Vale and we never saw him again. 

 

When I was eight, we moved to the outskirts of London when war broke out. We had an indoor 

shelter where my brother and I spent our nights during the Blitz, listening to the big guns firing 

from the nearby sports ground, and later heard the flying bombs, the doodlebugs throbbing 

overhead. 

My father, who had been injured in France during the Great War, was not called up but had to 

work in a munitions factory although he was a landscape gardener. 

At school we spent a great deal of time in shelters, running across the playground to reach 

them, missing lessons, but able to read and recite by the poor light to entertain each other. 

I was a poor scholar, having missed all the groundwork through severe acidosis when in infants 

school but, because my mother, Amy, had read so much to me and I listened to the BBC’s 

Children’s Hour, I was able to write well.   In fact, I once had to take my composition around to 

the other forms in our year and read it out aloud as an example.  My foot was on the first step 

of writing and performing. 
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I failed the Eleven Plus but passed the Commercial Scholarship and attended Hendon Technical 

College until our house was damaged when a flying bomb fell in the street.  

  

 

 

 

 

 

We moved to the West Country, to Wimborne, Dorset.  This was Thomas Hardy country and we 

lived in a thatched cottage on the edge of the heath, much like Egdon Heath, described by 

Hardy in “The Return of the Native”, covered with heather or ling and where cows grazed, their 

bells tinkling.    

I cycled to school along winding lanes and wild rose covered hedges.  I had my scholarship 

transferred to Bournemouth Municipal College, where I failed in book-keeping but topped 

English, Shorthand and Typing. 

 

 

 

 

The college found me a position with Associated Press in Fleet Street, in the Reuters building in 

walking distance of The Strand, The Old Bailey and St Paul’s.  It was at the time of the Royal 

Wedding.  This was exciting for a 16 year old.   The floor accommodated dozens of clattering 

teleprinters and the shouts of “Boy! Boy! Copy Boy!”. 

However, I had no chance of writing anything and returned to live with my parents in Dorset, 

working for the Wimborne and District News, where I met my husband, Arthur, the advertising 

manager. 
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