
Growing-up in Doncaster

[  Underlines   are links to references relating to the phrase]

The  first  memories  I  have  of  childhood  are  moving  into  a 
terraced house in the  Doncaster suburb of  Hexthorpe.  I don't 
know where I lived before that but I distinctly remember, before 
we moved in, going to the house with my grandfather, who was 
carrying a large sacking bundle with a big circular brush sticking 
out  of  the  top.   The  house  had  been  pretty  ill-kempt  and 
Grandfather had decided that all the chimneys needed sweeping 
before it was safe to light a fire.  Coal fires were still the normal 
method of heating and cooking as Doncaster sat on the  South 
Yorkshire coalfield, just a mile below our house.   Ever ready to 
try  anything,  despite  not  being  mechanically  apt,  he  had 
borrowed the brushes and rods and succeeded in dislodging vast 
amounts  of  soot,  several  chimney  bricks  and  a  dead  bird 
skeleton.  Unfortunately he had neglected to borrow the sacking 
screen  and bag  to  attach  to  the  fireplace  to  prevent  the  soot 
cascading into the room.  After extensive cleaning we moved in 
and  I  was  given  strict  instructions  as  to  the  rules  of  the 
establishment:- No eating the seeds of the Castor Oil Shrub that 
grew in the front  garden,  No going to the abandoned Quarry 
DOWN the road and No going UP to the Dell – a lovely gardens 
a minute away.   

The Castor Oil Shrub seeds tasted  awful and I spat them out but 
the Dell and the Quarry were explored on the first day and were 
a  paradise.    The  Dell  was  a  beautifully  planted,  abandoned 
Quarry with seats and paths and grottos to run round, over and 
into.  Behind the Dell was 'The Flatts', a park with sports fields 

and  playgrounds,  which  ran  into  meadowland  alongside  the 
River Don.   The abandoned quarry DOWN the road had an 
understory  of  large  ponds  interspersed  with  islands  and 
causeways covered with trees. Even better some of those trees 
had bits of old clotheslines with small logs hanging from them at 
different levels.   It suddenly came to me that this paradise for 
children must be inhabited by other children.  Over the next few 
days I saw some of these children but they were with parents 
and did not look approachable, particularly as they came from 
the  other  side  of  the  road  which  had  semi-detached  houses 
which  looked  a  little  ashamed  to  have  our  terrace  houses 
opposite them.

Our terrace of four, two-storied houses had a little passageway 
between the houses at ground level which felt like a tunnel, and 
opened onto the back garden through a gate.   At the back of the 
garden was the old outside toilet with plank seat with a hole in it 
- still usable although there was an inside toilet in the bathroom 
following modernisation.   By the toilet shed was a gate into the 
back lane which allowed access for dustbin emptying and coal 
delivery.   The terrace house next to us up the road was occupied 
by the very aged Mrs Cooper a traditional widow, still in Mob 
cap and with long skirts  ,  no teeth (? due to continuous pipe 
smoking)  and  a  distrust  of  all  things  modern.   Her  distrust 
extended to 'the lectric' and she had gas lighting throughout the 
house.  She also had a feigned hatred of small boys, but when 
she found I could climb a stepladder to replace the mantles on her 
gas lamps she soon became friendly and would give me pieces 
of  toffee,  which  as  rationing was  still  on  for  sweets  and 
chocolates,  made  her  less  intimidating,  despite  her  local 
reputation  as a witch.  On the other side lived a celebrity (by 
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late 1940's standards anyway) – the Goalkeeper for Doncaster's 
incredibly bad football team – . Doncaster Rover's was famous 
at that time for having played a whole season without winning a 
match.  Our 'Goalie' seemed a pleasant man with nice wife and 
baby and was a far cry from present day professional sportsmen. 
He  had  to  be,  as  £5  a  week  was  the  pay,  and  he  had  to 
supplement  this  as  an  odd  job  man.    He  always  bent  over 
backwards to be pleasant to me despite,  even then,  me being 
allergic to organised sports.   Perhaps his pleasantry was due to 
Grandfather  being  an  ex-player  for  Huddersfield  Town,  or 
perhaps he was just a nice man.   

Despite  the  'superior'  state  of  the  'Semi-detached'  houses 
opposite I cannot remember anyone in the street having a car, 
although there were several motor cycles accommodated in the 
'outside lavs' in the back lane.   As vehicles were rare except for 
regular  tradesmen  (Grocer  –  Monday,  Greengrocer   - 
Wednesday   and  Fishmonger  –  Fridays)  the  street  was  the 
property of the kids who had not started school, and was covered 
with coloured chalk hieroglyphics.   Each set of marks indicated 
a different traditional game such as conkers, skipping, marbles, a 
sort petanque using small boulders and a chalked out course that 
you had to whip a spinning top into in a complex sequence.   As 
I  became  accepted  by  the  street's  younger  inhabitants  I  was 
initiated into these games which had a sociology and rule book 
all  of their own.   They were also seasonal,  with a particular 
game predominating for six or seven weeks and then giving way 
to  another.   Strangely  they  were  not  really  competitive  and 
predominated over team games like soccer or cricket although 
we played rough versions of those as well.   However the ball in 
these games was usually an old tin can, as real balls went too far 

and broke windows.

Also  seasonal,  were  the  gathering  activities  as  our  'suburban 
street'  was  plonked  into  farming  land  and  a  riverside.    The 
down-the-road  quarry  had  something  for  every  season.    In 
spring  we  netted  tadpoles  and  brought  them home in  jars  to 
stand on the window-sill of the outside lav.  Elder trees grew like 
weeds in the quarry and Mrs Cooper would give us kids a toffee 
to  collect  a  sack of  elder-flowers which she  made into Elder 
Flower sparkling wine and which tasted like May mornings. A 
little later we could net newts during their mating season as they 
got slow and pre-occupied. We went bird nesting and collected 
only one egg from each nest to add to our collections having 
blown them through using a piece of straw.  In high summer 
wild strawberries grew everywhere and were soon followed by 
blackberries.   As Autumn deepened the Chestnut trees provided 
conkers  for us to play with and roast and then the Elderberries 
ripened and we took them to Mrs Cooper who made Elderberry 
wine which had the marvelous colours of  a Beaujolais.   She 
also made rhubarb wine all year round as her entire back garden 
was one enormous rhubarb patch.   In later years I found out that 
Mrs Cooper was strict teetotal Methodist but that home made 
wine was somehow different to 'the demon drink' but I think her 
intake would have probably foundered a naval stoker.   In winter 
we fashioned 'huts' in the down-the-road' quarry from old bits of 
timber  and  (horror  of  horrors)  made  fires  with  purloined 
matches.

My special friends were Jeffrey and Nina, who as well as our 
games in the down-the-road quarry would use all the facilities of 
the  Flatts  by  playing  on  the  swings,  slide,  see-saws  and  a 
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fearsome thing called the 'Umbrella' which allowed itself to be 
rocked and rotated on a central pole by up to 20 kids hanging on 
and changing its balance.

Nina was a bit of a tomboy, although she liked to demonstrate 
the difference between boys and girls, and possessed a trolley, 
handed  on  from elder  brothers.     This  soapbox,  nailed  to  a 
pieces of four by two, had a pivoting front axle, controlled by a 
loop of old clothesline.    The wheels all appeared to be from 
different  prams  and  the  trolley  had  a  strange  up-and-down 
motion when it picked up speed.    Our road sloped gently down 
to the Quarry to begin with, then steepened as it  dead-ended, 
fortunately in the ooze and ponds at its bottom.   Nina (or her 
trolley) was the centre of attraction for our road kids and she 
made a hefty profit in rationed toffees and sweets by hiring the 
trolley out to those who weren't her special friends. 

Jeffrey's  mother  had  social  pretensions  and  discouraged  him 
from playing the common and dirty games.   However his family 
had a cabinet gramophone (still mechanical in those days), so on 
wet  days  Nina  and  I would  visit  Jeffrey  and  after  being 
reluctantly let in and inspected for dirt and signs of infestation, 
allowed to listen to records.   Most of the records were light 
opera of either 'The Merry Widow' or  Gilbert & Sullivan type 
with an occasional vocal and band number from  Vera Lyn or 
Anne Shelton.   These were a revelation to me  and Nina as we 
usually  were  only  entertained  at  home  by  'Music  while  you 
Work'  on  the  Wireless's  Light  Programme.    Jeffrey's  Mum 
would serve us angel cake on paper doilies for morning tea and 
used to look with alarm at Nina's attempts to manipulate both a 
cup and saucer.   Nina normally would drink from either but not 

both together.   Even more startling was that we were made to 
wash our hands both before and after morning tea,  a  novelty 
neither of us understood.  However Nina always attempted to be 
on her best behaviour at Jeffrey's as his father was a policeman 
who had a professional interest in Nina's father who was often 
'working  away'.    I  later  learnt  that  'working  away'  was  a 
euphemism  for  being  in  Prison.    If  our  visits  to  Jeffrey 
coincided  with  his  father  being  up  and  at  home  (all  police 
worked shifts then), Nina would be very unadventurous for a 
few days, but then resumed  her favourite game of knocking on 
Mrs Cooper's  door and running away.   Mrs Cooper however 
eventually got her own back by loitering behind the bedroom 
curtains above the door and emptying a chamber pot (known as 
a 'jerry') out onto Nina.   From the smell of Nina for a few days 
after there was every suspicion that the chamber pot had been 
used.

From an early age Mum had read to me and taught me to read, 
and one of my favourite outings each week was with Mum to the 
Library,  a  ten  minute  walk  away.     Libraries  were  very 
forbidding  places  in  those  days  and  despite  there  being  a 
children's section, children were barely tolerated by  the wicked 
witches who masqueraded as librarians.  It  was expected that 
children would have their books selected for them by adults, and 
I can still remember the horrified look of a librarian who found 
me on my own in the children's section, taking books off the 
shelves.   The harriden took me by the ear and led me to the 
picture book section.   I resisted saying I wanted to read proper 
books not the baby books.   Her response was to say “Well read 
that then” and gave me a copy of a children's edition of 'Treasure 
Island'.  What she didn't know was that I had borrowed 'Treasure 
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Island' a few weeks before and Mum had helped me with the 
difficult  words.  After  I  read  those  opening  lines  “Squire 
Trelawney,  Dr  Livesey  and  the  rest  of  those  gentlemen have 
asked me to write down the whole particulars about Treasure 
Island …...” to her she said, “I'll be talking to your mother”, and 
flounced away.

Another  favourite  outing  was  when  Mum   took  me  to  visit 
Grandparents who lived only a few miles away,  cross country, 
but by having to cross the river Don and negotiate fields and 
bridleways.   We would set off up the road, past the Dell, into the 
Flatts and onto the river bank, following the loop of the Don 
until we came to the Railway Line.   Sometimes the odd hardy 
soul was rowing on the river and we would see Kingfishers on 
the  willows  that  lined  the  bank,  despite  the  Don being  a  bit 
polluted  by  the  Steelworks  runoff  upstream  in  Sheffield. 
Although the railway was a little used branch line, and it was 
Sunday, we looked very carefully before crossing the rails and 
then walking alongside the track on the boards that the 'gangers' 
(track maintenance men) used to cross.   The bridge was an open 
lattice structure and seemed to me to be miles above the river, 
so I held Mum's hand as we crossed.   Once across we were next 
to  open  farmland  with  fields  full  of  wheat  and  barley.   I 
remember the wheat being harvested by an old Reaping Machine 
and  as  the  circle  of  standing  wheat  got  ever  smaller,  voles, 
rabbits and field mice came cascading out.  The riverbank path 
was  lined  with  trees  and  bird-life  and  we  would  see  the 
occasional  water  rat.    We branched  off  from the  Riverbank 
along  hedgerows  and  eventually  came  into  the  back-field  of 
Grandparent's house in Sprotborough.   We would have a lovely 
afternoon tea, I would play with the toys I had there (I think I 

must have lived there before we moved to Sprotborough as it 
seemed like home) and then Grandfather would run us home in 
the  car  (an  old  Wolsley  called  'FUM'  after  its'  registration 
letters), after a perfect day.

Soon after I moved to Hexthorpe there was an unusual buzzing 
of  activity at the entrance to 'The Dell'.    All  entrances were 
closed  off,  and  lines  of  trucks  appeared  loaded  with  strange 
metal  shapes  covered  with  flex  and  light-bulb  sockets. 
Apparently,  once  a  year  Doncaster  Borough  Council  tried  to 
pretend that  we were  in  Blackpool  and install  'Illuminations'. 
Displays of moving sequences of coloured lights were installed 
at the ends and sides of paths, in grottos and even in the air, 
suspended from trees.  They were not gaudy like Blackpool, but 
in  my  memory  were  beautiful.    In  the  dark,  one  would 
encounter  a  peacock  with  coruscating  tail  or  the  light  bulb 
equivalent of gladioli growing and spreading violet sparks up a 
hedge.  The first time Mum let me stay up late and took me to 
see them, I couldn't believe the magic that they wove, but the 
magic didn't get less over the six week season.  Adults, I think, 
paid sixpence for entry and accompanying children were free. 
Once Nina was allowed to come with us, and for the only time I 
knew her, was speechless at the spectacle.   Bus companies from 
all around the West Riding of Yorkshire brought in coaches-full 
of visitors each evening, and the street was full of ancient buses 
and even a few remaining charabancs.   One unfortunate street 
family  who were  holiday-ing in  Scarborough,  80  miles  away 
paid for a coach mystery tour, only to find they had come to the 
Dell Illuminations in their own street!

After  our  life  of  playing  and  seeing  marvels  such  as  the 
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Illuminations, it came as a bitter shock to be told we would soon 
be going to a place called school.   We were of course aware that 
older children and siblings went to a place called school, but we 
never thought that it would happen to us.   In September Nina, 
Jeffrey and I, together with other kids from the neighbourhood 
were taken by our mothers to the local school just ten minutes 
walk  away,  where  we  were  rapidly  enrolled  and  abandoned. 
Jeffrey took to the place immediately and, being perfectly turned 
out and polite, was coddled by the teachers.   They looked on 
Nina and I with some disdain, particularly after Nina announced 
“Can I go out into the yard for a piddle”  (calls of nature, up 
until then, had been performed in any suitable outdoor place). 
Nina, they soon gave up on as being incorrigable, and as long as 
I  was  at  school  with  her,  went  her  own  way,  oblivious  to 
discipline, threats or cajoling.   I was regarded as being 'above 
myself' because I could already read and begin writing.   Usually 
Nina and I found ourselves left to do our own thing and as Nina 
was very  bright,  she  picked up education  as  she  went  along, 
rather than being actively educated.   One thing we both hated 
with a passion, was being treated like babies and having to have 
a compulsory sleep after the lunch break.   Getting ready was 
quite fun, as we all had to line up, go into the store-room, pick 
up  a  bed  (two  wooden  ends  into  which  a  hessian  stretcher, 
supported on dowel rods, could be fitted).   This process could 
be  interfered  with  by  mixing  up  non-matching bed  ends  and 
mingling  non-matching  stretchers,  but  eventually  the  teacher 
would sort  it  out  and tell  you to  go to  sleep for  45 minutes. 
Nina and I could never do this and spent our 'sleep' whispering 
to each other, making farting noises by blowing on the back of 
our hands and generally disrupting the compulsory sleep.

One morning the bell rang in the middle of a lesson and we all 
trooped outside as if it were a fire-drill.   The  headmistress then 
bowed her head and said “The King is Dead  – We will have two 
minutes  silence”.     We  then  stared  at  the  ground  for  what 
seemed an eternity, and then the headmistress said “We will now 
sing the  'God save the King'.    Nina and I looked at each other, 
having immediately spotted the logical inconsistency of singing 
'God save the King',  when he was dead,  and therefore not in 
need of saving.   Fortunately, before Nina could chime up and 
point  out  the  problem,  one  of  the  teachers  sidled  up  to  the 
Headmistress and suggested we sing 'God save the Queen'.   

The Headmistress then announced that the School was closed 
and we should go home.   This brought a cry of panic from the 
'mother's boys and girls' who were normally collected and taken 
home, but headmistress was adamant.  My mother had started 
working by this time at the canteen of 'The Plant'  and Nina's 
mother was rarely dressed by school leaving time, and so we 
were  quite  used  to  taking  ourselves  home.    We  collected  a 
forlorn looking Jeffrey  who did not  know what to do as his 
mother would be out.   At Nina's house we found some mostly 
mould-free bread (which we hacked up with blunt bread-knife) 
and  a  pot  of  jam  as  substitutes  for   our  school  dinner,  and 
although Jeffrey could not find an empty sink to wash his hands 
in, enjoyed the meal.   In the afternoon we went down to the 
quarry  and got  thoroughly  filthy chasing a  wild beast,  which 
Nina  insisted  was  an  escaped  jaguar  from  a  circus,  but  was 
probably a cat.   We never caught the cat and poor Jeffrey had to 
face up to his mother when she came home and wasn't allowed 
to play with us for a week.
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Despite school our life seemed idyllic and it could have gone on 
for ever except that the  Coronation ruined it.  That was what I 
thought at the time anyway.   Like virtually every street in the 
UK  a  monster  celebration  was  organised  weeks  ahead  for 
Coronation day.    Celebratory Banners were made of old sheets 
and  strung  across  the  road  on  washing  lines  from  upstairs 
windows.  Trestle  tables  were  erected  in  the  street,  mostly 
covered with army surplus blankets and prodigious amounts of 
cooking  were  performed  by  all  the  mothers  and  the  fathers 
transported equally prodigious amounts of beer on hand trolleys. 
A slight hiccough occurred when, the day before the Coronation, 
Nina's family amended some of the banners to read 'Welcome 
Home Jim'.   I don't know whether his return was coincidental or 
whether the Queen had released bands of minor criminals on the 
eve of her coronation.

Coronation  day  was  one  long  party  only  interrupted  by  the 
sacred parts of the Ceremony which was broadcast over Tannoys 
set up in the street.   Nina and I sat under one of the trestle tables 
towards  the  end  of  the  day  sharing  a  bottle  of  Dandelion  & 
Burdock which the adults had missed, and thought that this was 
the best  day of our lives,  particularly as her and Jeffry's Dad 
were doing a sort of Greek handkerchief Dance with arms round 
each others shoulders and beer bottles in the spare hand.

Suddenly late on the day of the Coronation my Mother's Sister 
and  her  Husband  with  another  Uncle  by  Marriage  all 
materialised out of an ancient black, canvas covered lorry, which 
parked  outside  of  our  house    This  sudden  appearance  of 
unknown relatives from London, 170 miles away seemed a little 
odd  and  became  even  more  worrying  when  the  two  Uncles 

began  to  start  moving  our  furniture  into  the  lorry.    By  my 
bedtime little was left in the house except our beds and I was put 
to  bed  but  could  not  really  sleep,  knowing  something 
momentous was going on, but not knowing what it was.   At the 
crack of dawn I was hurriedly persuaded to wash and dress and 
was installed in the back of the lorry with all our furniture and 
an Uncle and Aunt.    The lorry drove off with much puffing of 
black smoke and my Aunt said we were being moved to London 
and that  the  only  time  my  greengrocer  Uncle with  the  lorry, 
could be away from his business was the two day Coronation 
Holiday.   I was in a daze and could not really comprehend what 
was happening.   I knew of London, where Mum was born and 
lived  until  she  came  to  Doncaster,  to  do  war  work  welding 
Spitfires, and I knew all her brothers and sisters lived there, but I 
couldn't conceive what we would be doing there.   How would I 
be able to play with Nina and Jeffrey?  Who would look after 
my tadpoles/froglets.   How would I get to school?    We drove 
south down the Great North Road with frequent stops to cool the 
old lorry's radiator and refill it with water.    All this took so long 
that by dark we were still just north of London and we stopped 
and 'slept'  draped over  the  furniture  in  the  back of  the  lorry. 
Dawn  brought  a  miserable  drizzle  which  made  the  dreary 
suburbs of North London look even more forbidding and even 
when we drove by Buckingham Palace with all the the empty 
temporary Coronation seating it just increased my misery.

Eventually  we  reached  another  Aunt's  flat  in  a  place  called 
Deptford  and we were deposited there and Uncle John took the 
lorry with our furniture to a 'lock-up'.   Apparently we were to 
stay in Aunt Flo's flat (a term I didn't recognise) until we had a 
flat of our own and I was to go to a different school.   I was so 
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bemused by all of this that I didn't even cry.   I was introduced to 
some second cousins but I was amazed to find we couldn't really 
communicate as I spoke the thick accent of the West Riding and 
they jabbered in rapid, high-pitched cockney.   I was told to go 
and  play  with  them in  Deptford  Park around  the  corner,  but 
when we got there it as nothing like my beloved Dell or Quarry. 
Just  a  few  acres  of  flat  mown  grass  with  a  pond  of  sterile 
concrete and trees arranged geometrically along paths.  There 
were a few swings and a roundabout but no umbrella.   Worst of 
all there was a large man in a hairy brown uniform, high laced 
boots and gaiters and a hat with a brass number on it who told 
you what not to do.    I had met the first (but not the last) of my 
London  County  Council  (LCC)  park-keepers.    For  the  next 
seven  years  of  my  life  these  torturers  would  do  everything 
possible to stop me re-creating the happy experiences and games 
of my beloved Dell and Quarry in Hexthorpe.   I never  saw 
Nina or Jeffrey again and regret it to this day.   I hope that they 
didn't have to transform themselves as I had to into a pretend 
Cockney, and I hope that they stayed with their roots.    West 
riding people tend to stay put and I like to think of them being 
still  somewhere  around Hexthorpe  and strolling  into the  Dell 
and remembering all the joys we had together.

Stephen Wealthall, December 2013

Author's Note

As a Developmental Paediatrician I recognise the problems that 
moving  from  one  culture  to  another  can  cause  to  children. 
Having  lived  in  very  disparate  cultures  (Yorkshire,  London, 
South  Devon,  Oxfordshire,  Ohio  and  New Zealand)  I  find  it 

amazing that one can move seamlessly between some cultures, 
whereas others cause great 'Culture Shock'.   In later life I was 
amazed to find that the culture and values of Academic Oxford 
were stranger to me than those of inner city Cleveland, Ohio.   I 
never fitted in to London as the values were so different to South 
Yorkshire.   A West Riding man is interested in people and will 
talk to anyone but only give an opinion after deep thought.   A 
Cockney is mainly interested in things and will produce a flip 
comment without thinking, and ignore strangers.    By not being 
able to fit into Cockney Culture and already being able to read I 
was  lucky  to  be  able  to  make my own Culture  and ways  of 
living which have lasted me all of my life.   If I had become a 
proper Deptford Cockney I doubt if I could have achieved the 
depth of education, and I hope, understanding, that reading and 
literature  have  given  me.    So  I  do  not  regret  my  years  in 
Deptford, despite never having friends like Nina and Jeffrey, but 
I also know deep down, that my idyllic days in Hexthorpe gave 
me my love of the natural world and people, that make me who I 
am today.

ps There is no mention of my father in this story because he and 
my mother separated, before I remember and many years later 
divorced. By Mum's wish,  he never saw me, and my mother 
never  spoke  to  me  of  him,  although,  unknown  to  me  he 
continued financial support until I left school.   I only met him 
when we both went to my Grandmother's funeral when I was 23. 
The casualties caused by wartime marriages and break-ups were 
never included in the list of official war damage, but the strain 
that  people lived under  meant  that  even the nicest  people,  in 
their quest for security and love, made mistakes that they paid 
for throughout their whole lives.

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Deptford_Park

